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She had been forced into prudence in her youth, she learned romance as she grew older:
the natural sequel of an unnatural beginning.

1
It was very lucky for her mother, Fran decided, that the only weapon she was holding currently
was a glue gun.
At that moment, she was using it to attach tiny little pink plastic baby bottles onto equally tiny
little wicker baskets, which would eventually hold even tinier little pink after-dinner mints. Even if
this task hadn’t already been infuriating to Fran, she was having to undertake it while sitting next to
her mother, Shirley, who was busily lining the bottles and baskets up for Fran to glue, and seemed
actually to be enjoying herself. For the last half hour Shirley’d busily been chatting away on a variety
of topics, most of which centered upon various relatives who’d either recently had babies, lost jobs,
or suffered a variety of illnesses and health complaints. None of this chatter was interesting to Fran,
even accidentally, but luckily her mother, as per usual, didn’t seem to want any conversational input
from her. Nonetheless the task and the company were both starting to wear on Fran’s very last
nerve, and her knuckles on the hand grasping the glue gun were becoming increasingly white.
Suddenly Fran was aware that her mother was no longer talking. How long had there been
silence? She floundered about a bit in her short-term memory, hoping she could remember what her
mother had last said, but it was hopeless. She took a chance and murmured a light “Mmmmhmm,”
hoping that would suffice if any kind of response had been expected.
Her mother gave her a sharp glance, and asked, “So, are you ready?”
Fran knew that look. The jig was up. “I’m sorry, Mom, what are you asking?”
Her mother snorted, lightly but still derisively. “I knew you weren’t listening. Are you ready for
this shower?”

“It’s a baby shower, Ma, and I’m not the one having the baby. What’s to get ready?”
“Well, for one thing, are you bringing something?”
“Yes, I’m bringing something. I’m in charge of beverages, mainly coffee and hot chocolate from
the shop. I’ll just get that the day of. Why? Is there something else you think Nancy needs?”
“Oh, Nancy,” said her mother dismissively, which is the only way she ever said her co-mother-inlaw’s name. “She didn’t even think we needed a cake. Just cupcakes. Imagine! I set her right on
that.”
I’ll just bet you did, thought Fran. She didn’t really have an opinion about her brother’s motherin-law, one way or the other, but she felt a bit of sympathy for her if Shirley had felt the need to “set
her right” on anything. Her mother felt content to drop the conversation there for a while, and they
worked for the next few minutes in silence. They were nearly done, and Fran just hoped her mother
wasn’t keeping too close an eye on her handiwork; the basket and bottle pairings were getting
increasingly sloppy with glue. Hell, it would dry and you won’t even be able to see it, Fran figured.
“Fran!” admonished her mother. “You’re getting glue all over those things. Slow down and be
more careful.”
Fran sighed. Her mother sighed too, but in a way that Fran knew meant more criticism was
coming.
“So, you are ready, then?” Shirley asked again.
Fran, trying to find the will to both concentrate on her glue gun and continue living, replied,
testily, “Can you just tell me what you’re getting at?”
“Well, for one thing, when’s the last time you got a haircut? You’re looking pretty shaggy.”

Fran rolled her eyes, not particularly caring anymore if her mother saw her. “Shaggy” was her
mother’s favorite descriptive word where her only daughter was concerned, and Fran had been
hearing it applied to her appearance, in a variety of ways, her whole life: “Did you pluck your brows?
Looking kind of shaggy.” “Are those the only pants you have to wear? They’re pretty shaggy.” And
her mother always, always used it to describe her hair. It didn’t matter what length her hair was or
how she had it styled (it was currently longish, but all one length, and pulled back in a ponytail), her
mother always looked it over, clucked her tongue, and pronounced, “Shaggy.”
“Ma, my hair is fine.”
“And do you have something a little dressy to wear?”
“Mom, it is a baby shower. Isn’t the whole point just to have a hen party, and for Laura to score
some baby merchandise? What am I dressing up for?”
“Yeah, well, missy,” snapped back her mother, referring to Fran by her least favorite nickname
ever, “You never know when one of those hens might know someone nice to introduce you to.
Then maybe eventually you would get to ‘score some merchandise’ too.”
She was not going to win this one. She was thirty years old, she was out of tiny baskets and
bottles to glue together, and she had never, as far back as she could remember, ever won with her
mother. The best choice now was tactical retreat.
“Okay, Mom,” she said, hoping she sounded calmer than she felt, “I am ready for the shower. I
promise not to wear sweatpants. Are we done here?”
“Of course you could have already had your own shower, years ago, if you’d just had the sense
to keep your good boy.” Oh, Christ. Evidently they were not done, and today, of all days, Fran really

just had to sit there and take it. The awful truth was that she had not come home just to help her
mother with party favors; she had an actual favor to ask, and it was a big one. She was sick that she
had to ask it, and she felt even sicker, having to absorb her mother’s last statement, which felt like a
metaphorical punch to the gut.
“Yes, Mom, I could have had my own baby shower by now.”
Her mother squared and settled her shoulders in a way that Fran particularly hated, but which
indicated she was slightly mollified by Fran’s statement. It was now or never.
“So, Ma,” she said, cringing inwardly, “Do you think I could move home for a while?’

2
Fran dropped her calculator, sighed, propped her forehead against one hand, and stared at the
papers, bills, and bank statements strewn across the table in front of her. Each one was filled with
numbers that added up (or more accurately: didn’t) to one answer: she was broke. Good lord, you’re
pathetic, she thought. You’re broke, and you don’t even have the excuse that buying expensive
coffee every day got you there—you work in a coffee shop and get all your lattés for free. Lately
she’d been checking out a variety of personal finance books from the library—including two from
Suze Orman—and so far the only things she’d learned about money were that she should spend less
of it and make more of it. Some experts. Perhaps she could write a book entirely based on how to
avoid spending money on coffee by working in a coffee shop. The thought was so ridiculous that at
least she got a laugh out of it, if you could call her short, rueful bark a “laugh.”
Whatever you called it, it startled the older woman sitting across from her at the small table. The
mothering sort, Roberta had kind eyes under her blunt-cut and heavily graying bangs, and she now
focused them on Fran. “Something funny?” she asked.
“Well,” said Fran, raising dull eyes to Roberta’s sympathetic ones, “not funny ha-ha, funny sad.”
“What’s the problem?” asked Roberta. She was a kind woman, and one of Fran’s best friends,
despite their age difference, which is why they were spending their break together at the same table.
Years ago, when Fran had first become manager of Beans, Roberta was the first employee she had
hired by herself, and she still marveled at how she’d hit a home run on her first outing. Still, Fran
didn’t answer immediately. She made a half-hearted attempt to gather up her papers, scribbled notes,
and bills without meeting Roberta’s eyes. Roberta was a hard worker and a good listener, but she
wasn’t always discreet, and Fran didn’t want all the details of her sad financial life bandied about the

shop. It was her own fault, really; she should have done her calculations at home, but she’d already
done that twice, and she was secretly hoping that running the numbers in a different location would
make them come out differently.
They hadn’t. And Roberta was still waiting for an answer.
Fran met Roberta’s warm brown eyes and forced herself to smile. “What’s wrong, Roberta, is
that I was not born independently wealthy.”
Roberta looked unconvinced, but went along with the glib game. “Well, it’s a good thing you’re
making the big bucks here, then.”
This brought a real smile to Fran’s face. “Hand over fist,” she agreed. She glanced once more
over her papers, shrugged, decided she had no real choice but to accept the numbers, and picked up
her messenger bag to sweep them into it. As she did so she decided that the thick wood of the
tabletop, though basically clean, could probably use a good scrubbing. How long had it been since
she’d done that for all of the tables?
Roberta, recognizing that her boss’s mind was already wandering, gave Fran’s arm a comforting
pat, and then stood. She gathered her coffee cup and made a move to take Fran’s, but noticed it
wasn’t quite empty. “Do you need anything? Coffee? Tea? Me?”
Fran smiled up at her. “What are you, my 1950s secretary? No, I’m good. Is your break over?”
“I’ve got a few minutes. I’ll be back for shift change, though.”
Fran watched her go and then checked the clock on the wall. Soon she’d have to help cover the
counter herself, and then the rest of the night would be dedicated to making schedules and other
bookwork. Scheduling would be a bit trickier than usual; normally she just gave her employees the

shifts they requested and worked the balance of days and nights herself, but for the next few weeks
she would need a bit more flexibility too. Already thinking through those complexities, she reached
back to undo her ponytail while she thought. It felt good to let her heavy, dark hair hang loose, and
she briefly massaged her scalp. She wasn’t about to admit it, but her mother was right—she did need
a haircut. She’d been putting it off, and now, after repeatedly seeing the negative number that
represented her net worth, she knew she couldn’t go to her regular hairdresser, who she trusted, but
who was also not the budget-conscious choice. Before this was all over she’d probably be accepting
the $6.99 SuperCuts coupon her mother had been waving at her, not very subtly, for weeks now.
She closed her eyes and groaned softly, and then kept her eyes closed as she gathered her hair into a
loose ponytail. Then she stood, picked up her bag, and collected her cup and saucer. She pushed in
her chair, took her dishes to the bus tub settled on a small table near the back, deposited them, and
then picked up the entire tub to take it to the back room.
As she made her way toward the counter with the half-full tub, the shop door opened with a
blast of cold early spring air and James rushed by her. The counter to which Fran was heading ran
the length of the narrow but deep store, with the tables and armchairs on the public side, and the
enormous espresso machine and bulk bean bins on the baristas’ side. It was slightly higher than
waist-high (although measuring it by Fran was a bit deceiving; at a scant couple of inches above five
feet, she was also the shop’s shortest worker) and there was only one opening in it, halfway along its
length at the middle of the store. Fran had been heading for that opening from the back, but James,
all but sprinting, reached it before her and dashed through, disappearing shortly thereafter into the
back room. Moving more slowly because she was cradling a bin of assorted porcelain and glass
dishes, Fran went through the same gap sedately, and entered the back room by turning and backing
through the vaguely hippie-ish hanging beads that separated the back office from the front of the
store, carrying the bus tub carefully until she could deposit it at the business end of their industrial

dishwasher. She turned just in time to see James riffling energetically through a stack of aprons on
the shelf, apparently looking for a specific favorite.
“Actually on time tonight, young James?”
“Boss! When am I ever late?”
“You are always late,” Fran couldn’t help correcting him. “You on time is just…weird. Up is
down! Black is white! Wait…is that the galloping of the first horseman of the apocalypse I hear?”
“Boss, boss,” James admonished, shaking his head and wrapping the straps of his apron around
to tie it in front, “You keep using that much sarcasm and your voice will freeze that way.”
Fran laughed in spite of herself. “Okay, okay, go barista. I’ll be right out—tell John he can go,
would you?”
James gave her his wide-open smile and tossed his head back a bit to get his over-long blond,
curly hair out of seemingly innocent (she knew better) blue eyes. “Yes, ma’am,” he said, and trotted
back out through the beads. That smile had been part of the reason she’d hired James—no one, not
even disgruntled customers who didn’t receive their coffee fast enough—could get or stay mad at
him. He could use a haircut too, Fran thought, somewhat absentmindedly, as she hung up her bag
on one of the hooks that lined the back wall. She stepped over to the shelves to find an apron for
herself, and noticed James’s backpack on the floor, where he must have thrown it. She paused for a
moment, but then bent to retrieve it and hung it up next to hers. She knew she should follow James
immediately; they were due for their late-afternoon rush and Roberta would still be finishing up her
break, but since she’d committed to moving back home she felt like her every move was made
underwater. She simply stood and stared at the wall for a moment, then sighed and reached back for
her apron strings. She heard the beads clack as John moved through them, mirroring her actions in

reverse while he untied his apron, and his appearance finally seemed to give her the impetus to move
forward.
“Is it the end of the world, Fran?” he asked, as he moved by her to toss his apron into the open
wicker laundry basket on the bottom utility shelf.
Still in her brain fog, she barely registered what he’d said. “Sorry, what, John?”
He laughed. “James was on time. I figure that’s one of the signs of Armageddon, isn’t it?”
Thank God for her employees; they did make her laugh. “Great minds think alike—I asked him
if I was hearing one of the horsemen of the apocalypse.” She pushed her way out through the beads,
leaving John smiling and shaking his head as he retrieved his jacket. She’d noticed his light-brown
hair was hanging in his eyes and on his collar as well; either everyone she knew needed a haircut, or
that was the way the crazy kids were wearing their hair these days. It would make her mother nuts.
Maybe they could all go to SuperCuts and get a group discount. This thought tickled her, and finally
she thought she might just have enough energy to make it through the rest of the shift.
When she reached the front of the store, she slid into position next to James at the espresso
machine, and without really noticing any of the customers waiting, said, “What are you making,
James? I’ll do the drinks and you can work the register.”
James happily stepped away from the machine; he pulled a nice espresso but working the register
was really his favorite job. “Thanks! Tall dark roast, no room, and small hot chocolate, skim, no
whipped, to go.”
She nodded and took over, moving to steam the milk he’d already poured. When the steam
wand she was using to heat the milk made just the right sound, a light and high-pitched whistle that

indicated the milk was just the right temperature, she removed the milk, wiped down the wand, and
moved to pour it into one of the two paper cups James had already prepared. She was working on
autopilot now, and it took only seconds to add the mocha to the milk and give it a good stir,
particularly as she didn’t need to top it with whipped cream or chocolate shavings. While she took
the second cup and filled it nearly to the brim with dark roast coffee from the carafe on the counter,
she wondered, as she always did, why on earth anyone would bother to order a hot chocolate made
with skim milk, not to mention without the whipped cream. If you wanted to take all the fun out of
a drink, she figured, why not just stick some milk in the microwave at home and stir in some generic
chocolate syrup? Pondering this larger question, she placed the drinks on the counter next to the
register, where James was finishing up the transaction. She loved working shifts with James; her
preference was making the drinks, so theirs was an amicable division of labor. She didn’t even look
at the customers but was already turning back to the espresso machine to more carefully wipe it
down before James relayed the next orders to her, when she heard a quiet male voice.
“Hello, Fran,” it said.
Customers saying hello to her was nothing new, but what made her eyes snap back to this
customer was the familiarity of his voice, even though it was a voice she hadn’t heard in a very long
time. Her eyes met a pair of very dark brown, frank eyes that she hadn’t really expected to ever look
into again. Maybe long hair was the style; nearly black and unruly, his was hanging in his eyes and
kicking out in the slight cowlicks that always showed when it got too long. Suddenly she was very
conscious of her own messy ponytail, the bags that had recently appeared under her eyes, her
ancient t-shirt, her ratty old tennis shoes. God, first her money worries and now this. What a shitty
day.
“Hello, Joe,” she said.
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Once upon a time Fran had had a much different reaction upon seeing Joe Matthews.
Or, to be more accurate, upon hearing Joe Matthews. Her earliest memory of Joe was not of
seeing him, but of hearing him—walking down the hall of Middleton High School and hearing a
laugh, an open and uncontrolled laugh, a laugh that burst open and compelled your own laughter to
bubble up helplessly in response—and having to turn around and find the source of that laugh,
expecting it to come from someone larger than life (only a senior could have that laugh, right?), and
finding it coming instead from a thin, lithe boy with too much messy dark hair, with his head thrown
back, standing at his locker and laughing at something his friend had said to him. Impossibly, he was
a freshman, just like her, and for two years she’d been vaguely aware of that laugh in various parts of
the building, when they passed in the halls or shared a lunch period. They’d never shared a class,
though, or spoken to each other until their junior year, when they were in Economics class together.
Their teacher was not one of their school’s more motivated, and after lecturing in a perfunctory way
for half the period, he usually assigned textbook reading for the rest of the hour while he turned to
the day’s newspaper. As long as the noise level didn’t escalate out of control, this last twenty minutes
was widely viewed as a free-for-all, and it was during one of those interludes that Joe Matthews, who
through some genius stroke of luck happened to sit right in front of her, turned around and asked,
“Do you play euchre?” She did, as did Justin and Craig to her right, so every day they formed their
foursome and played. She played very well, as a matter of fact, and without even having to
concentrate on the game she won a couple of bucks. For the rest of the semester they followed that
pattern, with the scrape of Joe’s chair on the brittle institutional linoleum as he turned around to
face her sometimes sounding even before the scintillating economics lecture was over.

Economics immediately became Fran’s favorite subject.
She was driven to provoke his laugh (or at least the broad, easy smile that preceded it, a winner
in itself, proving the value of several years’ worth of orthodontia and making his dark and
mischievous eyes spark). It was a wonder she could focus on the card game at all, although she
did—with several older brothers who played euchre aggressively and not always honestly, she could
definitely hold her own—and she certainly didn’t learn any economics, micro- or macro-. She’d
always been a well-behaved and bright, if somewhat indifferent, student, but faced with the
challenge of making Joe Matthews laugh she began to voice every obnoxious thought she had, many
of which, she was thrilled to find, he seemed to find funny. Economics was a surprisingly rich field
for innuendo, which Fran applied with flair to hypotheticals about their teacher, Mr. Haack, and his
wife: growth, inflation, elasticity, output, supply and demand. They had a field day the afternoon Mr.
Haack lectured on “liquidity preferences.”
In short, she was more than a little obsessed with Joe, impatiently waiting her way through the
rest of her classes to get to last-period Economics, but it never even occurred to her that he might
feel anything resembling the same interest. So one night about halfway through the semester, when
the old phone (still rotary, and with a long cord; Fran’s farm family lived in a century-old house and
in a kind of mid-twentieth-century time warp) rang during supper time, her father, seated at his usual
place at the foot of the table, nearest where the phone hung on the wall, reached over to pick it up.
After answering, he listened briefly and then handed the phone to Fran wordlessly, but with a small
smile. Luckily, she knew better than to ask who it was, but immediately got up and took the receiver
into the living room, as far as the cord would stretch. Behind her, she heard her mother ask, “Who
was it?,” and when her father replied, “Some boy,” her brothers made a variety of mocking falsetto
“oohs” and smooching noises. In all, she wished for a longer phone cord, particularly after she said

“Hello?” and found, to her shock and the immediate jellification of her knees, that it was Joe
Matthews, telling her he’d just gotten his license, and did she maybe want to go out and shoot some
pool one night?
She did, and they had, although her mother had very nearly derailed everything by insisting they
meet Joe first. As he typically did, her father saved the day by suggesting, gently but firmly, that Fran
was smart enough to know a decent boy when she met one, and that it would be plenty safe if she
just took her own car and met him at the bowling alley. So Fran had met Joe at the Bowling Green
sports complex just down the street from their high school the following Saturday night. Fran would
have gone Friday night, but she worked in a restaurant and couldn’t get someone to cover for her on
such short notice. She got someone to trade for her Saturday night shift, though, so the date was set
and all she’d had to do was live through a painfully long week of school and the woeful mining of
her closet for any outfit that was both casual and perfect. She was a nervous wreck by Saturday
night.
But when she walked into the Bowling Green and saw Joe jump up from a seat at one of the bar
tables in the pool area, that smile making his eyes light up (just to see her? She couldn’t quite believe
it), the nerves that had kept her in knots were replaced instead by a feverish energy that made all her
joints feel loose and the entire world a liquid state of flux. They found pool cues on the wall and
began to play, that same energy allowing her to sink shots better than she ever had on the
dilapidated pool table they had in her basement at home. They played three games, split a plate of
fries, and drank more Mountain Dew than was really necessary in her keyed-up state. Finishing the
night in the parking lot, they stood outside in the brisk fall air, talking, but then eventually got in her
car to listen to music for another hour. She’d never really had or needed a curfew, but when she got
home at twelve-thirty, her mother let her know in no uncertain terms that that was too late. She

didn’t care; still wired, she replayed the date in her mind while her mother lectured, although she
couldn’t even really remember what they had managed to talk about for that long. Finally she was
allowed to drift up to her room, remembering only that laugh, his smiles, the good-natured smack
talking during the pool games, his long fingers tapping along to the beat on her car’s dashboard. She
couldn’t sleep, and it wasn’t only because of all the caffeine.
He called the next day, a Sunday. Steve, the brother closest to her in age, answered the phone,
and then called Fran with a sing-songy, “Franny, boy toy on line one.” She didn’t even pause to roll
her eyes at him, she just ripped the phone out of his hand. When she heard Joe’s voice on the other
end she almost started hyperventilating, but as their conversation went on, seemingly uninterrupted
from the night before, she could feel herself relaxing. She always remembered, later, how that
Sunday she was glad that their old phone had a cord; it was the only thing keeping her tethered to
the earth.
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“You could at least have told me that Joe was moving back to town,” Fran said, scathingly, to
her brother.
“I didn’t know you’d care,” Steve replied coolly, apparently unscathed.
The two of them were in Fran’s living room, packing books and CDs into boxes Fran had
begged from a grocery store. The condo that had been her home for three years now was starting to
once again look like an empty and anonymous living space. The walls were blank, and as she packed
her books, the living room’s beautiful built-in bookshelves were looking increasingly lonely. The sun
streamed in her southern exposure front window, which took up most of one entire living room
wall, and shone on the deep brown polished hardwood floor. The whole place seemed to glow,
which was why she’d fallen in love with it when she’d first seen it (also on a sunny day; her realtor
was no dummy). Sigh. She tried to put the knowledge that she was leaving what had been the most
beautiful place she’d ever lived aside, and concentrate instead on how to get Steve to pack as much
heavy stuff as she could. She also wanted him to catch on that his loyalty should be to her, not Joe.
“I don’t care, but it would have been nice to know,” she pointed out. “As it was, I had to hand
him his coffee like he was any other customer and try not to notice that his woman was busily trying
to figure out how we knew each other.”
Steve was a master at evading subjects he didn’t really want to talk about. “Can I borrow this
Jayhawks CD?” he asked her, apparently engrossed in the song list on the back.
She let him think he had eluded her. “Yes, but when are you giving me back my Rufus
Wainwright?”

“I don’t have any of your CDs right now.”
“Yes, you do, you have Poses. And why are you borrowing CDs? I thought you were a downloadonly man now.” Pause. “And stop changing the subject. I know you knew Joe was moving back.”
“So what if I did?” Steve replied, exasperated but cornered. “And about the CD: sometimes I
like to rock out old school.”
“I didn’t know you kept in touch.” Fran was not to be deflected with talk of music format
preferences.
“Well, just because you dumped him didn’t mean I had to.”
“I never said it did.” Fran paused again, wondering whether to shed more light on the
complexities of who had really dumped who, but decided against it. She removed the last few books
from one bookshelf, placing them in the nearly full box at her feet. “But if you’d known that you
could at least have given me a heads-up.”
Steve shook his head and worked on folding closed the flaps of the box he was filling. “Yeah,
okay. But it honestly didn’t occur to me.” He stopped packing too, long enough to remove his wirerim glasses and blow on them lightly to dislodge some of the dust that had settled on them during
the packing process. As he replaced them, he grinned at her, his hazel eyes mischievous. “Hey, did
you know Joe Matthews is moving back to town?”
“Why, yes, Steve, thank you, as a matter of fact I do know. Since you two are so chatty, is there
anything else you’d care to tell me about Joe?”
Steve surreptitiously added a few more CDs to the pile of CDs he planned on borrowing, and
then put a few more in a new, empty box. “Such as?”

“Such as, is he involved with a svelte blonde who likes skim-milk hot chocolates?”
“Was she with him when he stopped in?”
“Well, he was with a woman, and he paid, I assumed they were ‘together.’”
“Was her name Kate?”
Fran rolled her eyes. “If you think I stuck around long enough to get introduced, you’re way off.
There was a horrible long silence after he paid for the drinks and then I said something inane like
‘Nice to see you again.’ Then I asked James if he could handle the counter, and went in back to do
schedules until they left.”
“Mature, Fran,” said Steve, continuing to toss CDs and books somewhat haphazardly in the box
he was filling.
“Steve, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m thirty and broke and in a dead-end job, not to mention
moving home to live with my mother. Who is, by the way, outdoing herself in finding new ways to
say ‘I told you so.’ Maturity and I are not really on speaking terms right now.” As she spoke, she
continued to watch Steve’s cavalier attitude toward her possessions, but she made herself look away.
Beggars couldn’t be choosers, after all, and she still needed him to help carry some of these heavier
boxes down to her car. All of her brothers were solid, if not tall, men, strong from growing up on a
farm. Steve himself had assiduously avoided any farm work for nearly a decade now, but his arms
were still stronger than hers.
Steve snickered, and then said, in a grade-school sing-song, “You’re moving back in with mom,
with mom, with mom.” When he saw her stricken face, though, his eyes softened slightly with
sympathy. “You poor bastard.”

Overwhelmed by the truth in that statement, Fran sat down with a sudden plonk and surveyed
the mess of books and detritus and boxes around her. She fought down the urge to burst into tears
and instead leaned forward until her forehead rested on a closed box marked “Books—Heavy,” and
closed her eyes. “Oh, God, Steve, back home to the farm. What am I going to do?”
Having already depleted his store of empathy, apparently, Steve suggested, “I don’t know. Milk
some cows?” Then, after glancing at his watch, he abruptly brushed his hands off on his jeans and
said, “Hey, I’ve got to get back to work. I’m going to burn these CDs and then I’ll get them back to
you, all right?” His brisk tone startled Fran out of the low moan she’d been indulging herself in and
she looked up just in time to see him heading purposefully for the door.
“Hey, slacker,” she called, “Take one of these down to the car for me, would you?”
Busy suddenly trying to convince Steve he had enough time to make two trips to her car, and
then finding the heaviest boxes for him to take, she momentarily forgot what they had been talking
about. It wasn’t until he had finally gone, telling her she owed him at least a six-pack for his help,
that she remembered he hadn’t really answered her regarding the woman with Joe. Oh well, it didn’t
really matter. What little of their interaction Fran had noticed, including Joe’s paying for their
beverages, indicated that Kate (at least Steve had let slip a little information) and he were involved.
And, of course, whether Joe was involved with someone, and to what degree, was really none of her
business. But she couldn’t help herself. She’d only had a few minutes and one drink order in which
to form an opinion of Kate, but those few minutes had been sufficient to regress her back to middle
school, when she’d keenly felt her rural backwardness as she tried to adjust to a larger urban school.
Not only was Kate blonde, which she’d noticed was pure catnip to all men, but she was taller than
Fran (almost everyone was, after all, so that didn’t worry her too much) and had the kind of lithe,
athletic figure that could most reliably be found in J. Crew catalogs. Fran did feel that difference

keenly; although on more self-confident days she thought of herself as curvy, she always struggled
with just a few extra pounds. Her father had called her “scrappy,” and a “good little worker,” and
she was physical in her own way, never one to shy away from the harder jobs at the coffee shop, like
packing away each month’s supply of beans and breaking down endless cardboard boxes, but by no
stretch of anyone’s imagination could she be called “athletic.” She still cringed when she thought of
the t-shirt and old jeans she’d been wearing that day at the coffee shop; Joe and Kate must have
stopped by right after work, and Kate had been attired smartly in a slim black pencil skirt and red
sweater that had perfectly set off her glowing complexion. Really? Who on earth glowed in
Wisconsin in March? It killed Fran to admit it, but clearly drinking hot chocolates made with skim
milk (the use of which in any coffee or cocoa drink she would always believe was an abomination)
resulted in glowing good health and a slim profile. And if all of that weren’t enough, this Kate had
also seemed a pleasant, friendly person. There may have been some curiosity in her bright blue eyes
as she watched Joe’s and Fran’s conversation, but mostly she exuded the self-assurance and easy
friendliness of the physically attractive, smiling at Fran throughout the transaction and lightly
squeezing Joe’s arm as he moved her drink across the counter so she could retrieve it.
In all, she was glad that anything between herself and Joe was long over and she didn’t have to
look for any chinks in Kate’s armor, because there didn’t appear to be any.
Fran shivered slightly, and then realized the sunshine she’d been sitting in had darkened; it was
getting cloudy outside. She remembered with a start that the terms of her foreclosure dictated she be
out of her condo by the fifteenth, and that was less than a week away. She still had a lot of packing
and cleaning to do, and she had to ask someone to help her move some of her furniture home, and
some to Steve’s apartment (although she hadn’t yet asked him about that). Her to-do list was long,
but all the same she couldn’t get herself to stir quite yet; she placed her palm flat on the still sun-

warmed and wide-planked hardwood living room floor, and remembered when the realtor had first
shown her the place and it had taken her breath away. She loved this floor, and she loved her mosaic
bathroom floor, and her kitchen tile, austere checkered black-and-white that perfectly
complemented the room’s buttery yellow walls and warm chrome accents. It had been love at first
sight, and no talk of unrealistic and unpredictable balloon payments and high condo fees had
dissuaded her from purchasing it, at the height of the housing market. Falling in love at the right
time, it was becoming clearer, was not one of her talents.

5
It was Thursday night at the coffee shop and for no particular reason Fran was thinking about
blonde women and how they did actually did seem to have more fun. Did that mean they were also
more fun to be around? Specifically, were they funny, and were they better than brunettes at making
people laugh? She was busily trying not to obsess on the thought, and definitely trying not to
mentally recall a certain ex-boyfriend’s infectious laugh, when one of her very favorite blondes, a
male one, spoke to her.
“Good daydream, boss?”
Fran had been slumping against the espresso machine while she thought, hanging her arm on
one of the portafilter handles that stuck out from the machine. The sturdy portafilters, when locked
securely in the machine, were at the perfect height for leaning on, but it wasn’t great for the machine
to put that sort of pressure on them, so normally Fran tried to discourage the practice. When James
came up behind her and spoke, she started and jumped away from the machine.
“And leaning on the handle?” he continued, smiling broadly. “I thought that was no-no number
one.”
“Yeah, yeah, guilty as charged. I needed the rest. I waited on the Pervert myself today—where
were you then?”
“That was out of my hands—it was your turn.”
Technically, that was true. Although she knew it was probably not very professional, there was a
small and nondescript spreadsheet taped to the painted cinder block wall above Fran’s desk, listing
the shop’s employee’s names along the top horizontal axis, and a number of problem customers’

code names down the vertical. The cells of the spreadsheet contained a running tally of slash marks,
meant to denote when each worker waited on any one of the variously perverted, demanding,
verbally abusive, or simply extremely unpleasant customers who appeared with enough regularity to
earn themselves code names. Mercifully, it was actually a pretty short list of names, but it
represented the cream of the undesirable customer crop (and they had plenty of other, simply not as
frequent, run-of-the-mill problem customers). It functioned more as a running joke, and as a relief
valve for Fran and the staff, than it did as a serious way of determining turns—it wasn’t practical,
after all, to run to the back each time one of the spreadsheet’s denizens came in to be served—but it
also served as a reminder to Fran of the importance of fighting Victor, the owner of this Beans and
its four other locations in town, on the question of solo counter workers. So far she, and the other
shops’ managers, all of whom largely agreed with one another on this point, had prevailed. She was
glad James had made her think of the chart; she had to try and think of some new ways to drum up
business before their next store managers’ meeting.
Although James had now brought him to mind, Fran endeavored to put the customer (not so
affectionately) known as The Pervert firmly back out of it. He wasn’t one of their bigger behavior
problems and he actually tipped well, but he creeped them all out just the same. He was constantly
trying to show them updates to his dating profile on his smartphone, which often included a picture
of him not wearing enough, and he was forever trying to flirt with all of the staff; Russell and John
confirmed that he showed the male members of the staff the same pictures and asked them the
same questions (“What do you think I should put down for my turn-ons?). Russell was the one
who’d actually dubbed him The Pervert, after he swore he’d seen the guy touching himself under the
table after one of his conversations with the baristas, but mercifully Fran had never seen that (and
hoped she never would). He hadn’t been too bad tonight and had only stayed around for half an
hour; since he and most of the other customers had left she’d been dithering about, wiping down

the espresso machine and counter as though on autopilot, and finding that her thoughts were
continuing to stray back to blonde women and whether or not they really were more popular with
men. She didn’t hear James approach and gave a slight startle when he spoke.
“Sweeping’s done. Do you want to mop, so after we close we can start inventory right away?”
Fran stood up straighter and gave the counter one last, somewhat ineffectual swipe with a
washcloth that needed to be swapped out for a clean one. She was so out of it tonight that she
hadn’t even been keeping track of what they needed to do to close; normally she was a real
taskmaster, ticking off tasks as they got done so when they closed at nine they could just empty out
the register and be done (among Victor’s many other charming quirks was not believing that anyone
should get paid one minute after closing time). Although James had clearly caught her not paying
attention to her job, and a small smile played about his lips as he readied himself to tease her, she
made herself speak decisively to head that off.
“Thanks, James. Cover the front and I’ll go get the mopping done.”
James readily agreed, recognizing that he’d also gotten the better of the two cleaning jobs—
nobody really enjoyed mopping. The next half hour passed quickly as Fran mopped and James
finished restocking clean glassware and doing other various small closing tasks; few customers
interrupted them and when nine o’clock rolled around, they were ready just to lock the door. When
Fran returned from doing just that, James was already busily counting everything in sight behind the
front counter. Thursday night was inventory night at Beans, and everything had to be counted,
weighed, and listed, with the final numbers then being faxed to the central roasting facility and
office. Fran usually loved Thursday nights; while doing inventory, she and the other closer (typically
James, as it was tonight) stayed for an extra half-hour, cranked the music, and got to counting. At
least it was one night of the week when Victor would pay them past closing; but he only allowed for

half an hour for two staffers—if they didn’t get the counting done in that time, they were out of
luck. With new hires and slower workers it was tedious, explaining procedures and double-checking
numbers, but James had been with the shop now for a year and was comfortable with the process.
Fran went in back and started counting cups and other dry goods they stored in the back room,
and wasn’t at all surprised when James stuck his head in through the beads and said, “I’ll do the
beans if you’ll do the cooler.”
He made the same offer every week, and Fran, as usual, teased him a bit so he didn’t get too
confident about always getting his own way.
“Easily counted and weighed things in bags versus an overfull and desperately in need of a clean
refrigerator. Yeah, that sounds like a fair trade.”
James grinned. “I thought so.”
She was both amused and touched that he still bothered to ask, even in a perfunctory way, if she
minded doing the cooler. She always did it, fully aware that her co-workers were almost always
wearing more fashionable clothes than she was, and also that she’d be going home directly after
work and could shower off any residual stickiness. But inventory was a ritual, with its own rituals.
“Bean it up, James, I’ll do the cooler when I’m done with these shelves.”
The next half-hour passed peacefully. James’s tastes in music didn’t always match Fran’s, but
tonight they were listening to a singer named Rocky Votolato, whom she enjoyed. She finished
counting everything on the storage shelves, gave them a quick tidy, and then threw on an oversized
UW-Madison sweatshirt that was her usual uniform for working in the large back-room refrigerator
(they also had a smaller one in the front, but James had probably already covered that). She counted

gallons of milk, containers of half-and-half and whipped cream, quarts of soy and almond milk, and
various other ingredients of their trade, cleaning a bit while she went. An indifferent cleaner in her
own home, Fran was something of a clean freak at the store and took real pride in the fact that most
of the surfaces in her store, in both the public and work areas, usually shone. She typically scheduled
herself to work inventory nights, so each week she scrubbed a different shelf of the refrigerator, on a
rotating basis. She was busily wiping down the bottom shelf when James poked his head in through
the beads again and asked, “How’s it going, boss?”
Fran leaned back on her heels and rubbed her forearm across her forehead, sweeping too-long
bangs out of the way for a moment before they fell into her eyes again. She could feel the flush in
her cheeks from leaning low over the bottom shelf; evidently, now that she was thirty, she needed to
start thinking seriously about getting in shape herself. Yet another fun item on her to-do list, she
thought, and sighed, “I’m almost done. How’re you doing?”
“Good, all that’s left is candy. Can I do that and then go?”
She looked at the clock on her desk. James was a fast worker; it hadn’t even been a half-hour yet,
but they were running out of things to count. “Sure, James, but no eating any dregs to make your
count simpler.” They were sadistic at the office, demanding that each of four types of the foilwrapped truffles they sold be counted separately.
“I’ll not dignify that with an answer.” He turned to leave the office, but then turned back and
said, less than enthusiastically, “Should I also get the catering order ready for tomorrow morning?”
“Catering order?”
“On the board. Didn’t you see it?”

Fran sighed and went back to scrubbing the refrigerator while she answered. “No, I forgot to
look at the board today. When did that come in?”
“That guy you said hi to last week came in and placed it yesterday.”
Fran knew immediately who James was talking about, but decided to play coy. “I say hi to all
sorts of guys. Can you narrow it down?” She tossed her dishcloth in the small pail of soapy water
she was using, and then got up to look at the order on the cork bulletin board where they kept
catering orders, memos from Victor, schedules, and other paperwork.
She was not particularly good at playing coy, and James smiled at her with expressive raised
eyebrows that let her know that he knew perfectly just what she was playing at. “You know, the
dark-haired guy you said hi to, and then delicious tension just filled the air.” While delivering this he
gesticulated in a manner that Fran could only suppose was meant to denote tension.
Fran saw the name “Joe Matthews” on the order, and the date that indicated he did in fact want
it for the following morning. Christ, she thought, they were in a college town and there wasn’t any
shortage of coffee shops around. He couldn’t find one she didn’t manage for his coffee needs? She
was glad she wouldn’t be working in the morning.
“No, thanks, I’ll get it. You count the candy and then fly, be free.”
James recognized a good offer when he heard it and returned happily to the front of the store.
For her part, Fran knelt one last time to finish working in the fridge and then decided, peevishly,
that just for tonight she had done enough cleaning. She dumped her pail of water in the corner drain
area where they kept the mop and mop bucket, draped her cloth on top of it to dry, and then, after
snagging a piece of paper towel from the wall dispenser to dry her hands, she filled in the last spaces
on her inventory sheet and set it aside until James brought her his counts. He did, in short order

(their open containers of candies were low and easily counted; they’d fill them again tomorrow), and
was happily off about five minutes early. She trailed him to the front door to lock and deadbolt it
behind him.
“You sure you don’t want me to wait and follow you to the bank for the deposit?”
“Nah, James, thanks, you can skip it this time. You get going, and thanks for all your help
tonight.”
“Okay, then, good night, boss. That refrigerator looked awesome.”
“Flattery will get you nowhere. Is that chocolate I smell on you?”
He laughed as she shut the door and locked it. She looked around at the shop as she turned to
go back to the office, pleased, as always, by its quiet order at night. She loved the shop at any time of
the day, but its air of anticipation, the smell of coffee still hanging heavily in the air, only tiny accent
lights remaining on to gleam off the piece of red marble at the very front counter, under the register.
Of course she didn’t own the place, and thank God—she had enough financial concerns at the
moment. But she felt owned by it; its aroma clung to all her clothes and she felt she knew every
square inch of the store, including the slightly wobbly table towards the back that she kept meaning
to ask Russell to take a look at. She inhaled deeply, and trailed her hand along the freshly scrubbed
counter, toward the back counter by the beans, where she had set Joe’s catering order. There wasn’t
much to do; she just had to ready the carafes, the paper cups, and the beans, write up an invoice,
and leave everything on the counter where the morning staff would find it, grind the beans, brew the
coffee, and have it ready at the appointed time. Goddamn Joe Matthews. She knew she should be
glad for the business but she was still annoyed that it was coming from him. She wished he would
simply leave her alone. Once in their lives he had already proven very good at doing that.

6
Dating Joe Matthews had been a revelation.
She’d been as shallow as anyone else in high school, and would have been the first to admit that
Joe’s beautiful eyes and his thick hair—in addition to that open, thrilling laugh—were large parts of
his attraction for her. But in addition to the flutter in her stomach she got just looking at him, she
found his friendship even more intoxicating. From the earliest grades she’d always had friends in
school, but none had been true “best” friends, and she’d never seemed to be a part of any of the
tight-knit groups that other girls seemed to form and re-form with each other endlessly. Perhaps that
was to be expected, with only older brothers at home, and in many ways was a positive, as it allowed
her to avoid the constant silent treatments and other favorite passive-aggressive tactics of the gradeschool girl set. But it had also been a little lonely.
And then, in her junior year, along came Joe. Suddenly she not only had someone to go and see
movies with on the weekends, she also had someone to call up immediately after Buffy the Vampire
Slayer ended so they could talk it over (they were both addicted, although, diplomatically, neither
asked the other about their respective crushes on Buffy and Spike). Their senior year they tried to
take as many classes together as possible, although Joe’s skewed more heavily toward math and
Fran’s leaned more on lit and history. They passed notes in the hallway, played euchre with Joe’s
other friends, held hands constantly, and in general behaved like what one of Joe’s friends termed
‘the nerdiest fifth-grade couple ever.’ Fran’s parents were more strict than Joe’s, and she had more
duties after school helping on the farm than he did at home, but even that worked out, since Joe
participated in at least one sport a season (he was not a preternaturally gifted athlete, but he was
enthusiastic and easy to coach). Fran (her loyalty to Buffy’s Spike notwithstanding) had never

understood the appeal of the “bad boys” her girlfriends alternatively swooned and worried over, so
she couldn’t help but feel she’d hit the jackpot with Joe. The more she depended on him as a friend,
the deeper she fell in love with him. Joe withstood some teasing from his friends about Fran’s
constant presence, but mostly they liked her too, especially since she never really made an effort to
collect the money they owed her from lost euchre games. They also kept certain details of their
relationship quiet—like their shared addiction to Buffy—so most of their friends didn’t know how
much they talked on the phone even outside of school hours.
Both sets of parents offered encouragement for the relationship as well. Fran spent a lot of time
at Joe’s house (Joe had cable), and his parents and older sister all seemed reasonably fond of her.
And for whatever reasons, from the very moment Joe had first met her (and Fran had put it off as
long as she could, until her father had kindly but firmly suggested that she invite him for supper),
Shirley had taken to Joe as to one of her own sons. More so, in fact: Steve had once wondered,
aloud, if Shirley wasn’t planning to give Joe an equal share of the farm in her will—although when
he phrased the question, he called Joe “Fran’s Golden Boy,” and Fran thought it was somewhat
churlish of Steve to wonder such a thing anyway, as he certainly didn’t want anything to do with the
farm himself. Given the way Shirley doted on her own boys, this was truly saying something.
Neither Fran nor Joe quite understood Shirley’s instant affinity for Joe, although the fact that he was
also Catholic might have had something to do it. (At the time they had started dating, Steve had
been in college and had a girlfriend who attended the Methodist church, and who had not been as
warmly welcomed by Shirley, which had probably contributed to the bitterness of Steve’s inheritance
comment.) Other girls complained about their mothers forbidding them to see their boyfriends, but
Fran’s mother began and firmly remained in Joe’s corner. Whenever Fran and Joe had brief fallingouts, or their phone call frequency slowed, Shirley would remind her daughter that good boys like
Joe Matthews did not grow on trees and that she, Fran Meier, should thank her lucky stars she had

found him and apologize for whatever it was she must have done. This annoyed Fran no end, as she
was a good kid in her own right, who made good grades and very rarely got into any kind of trouble,
and she thought it might have been nice, if not more appropriate, that her own mother take her side
every now and then. By the time Fran went off to college, her mother had been asking if they
couldn’t just get engaged, even if they waited until after college to get married. She was worried,
evidently, about the long-distance relationship, as Fran and Joe would be going to different schools.
And it turned out she was right to worry. (Truth be told, Fran would never forgive her being
right about that, either.) Shortly before they went off to their respective colleges, Joe had surprised
her by floating the idea that perhaps they shouldn’t feel pressured to maintain their exclusivity
during their first year at school. Luckily he had first broached the topic when they were driving
home from a movie; she was glad it was dark and it would not be easy for him to see what she could
only guess was a look of total surprise on her face. It was most likely immediately followed by
narrow-eyed anger. Had he been feeling “pressured” because she had assumed neither of them were
dating other people? She waited a beat, until she felt her voice could be steady, and while she
hesitated, Joe took his eyes off the road briefly to look over at her. Finding her face turned toward
the window, he seemed to be casting about for a way to soften the blow, and said that of course they
would still get together over breaks. Fran swallowed and said, as lightly as she could, of course,
everyone knew long-distance relationships were too hard. She did not turn back to look at him, as
she really didn’t want to see any kind of relief in his face at her answer. Earlier in the summer she
had laughed at her mother when Shirley had voiced a concern that they would break up. Goddamn
Shirley. Evidently one could not be married and raise four boys without gaining some insight into
the male mind.

Joe and Fran discussed the subject more in subsequent days but really, what more was there to
say? Once she knew he so obviously wanted to date other people, despite the ache in her stomach,
she had decided she had to give him up. She labored to keep their remaining interactions as normal
as possible, and she actually said her goodbye to him over the phone because she wasn’t certain
what her eyes or face would do if she said goodbye to him in person. She could tell he was
somewhat confused by her refusal to go out with him the night before they each left, but honestly. If
he couldn’t figure out why she was upset she really didn’t want to try and explain it to him. So he
went to Madison and she went to LaCrosse, where she moved herself into her dorm, after driving
there with all her possessions packed into her rusting-out Buick. Her mother had offered to drive up
as well, and help her get settled, but Fran hadn’t yet told her about Joe’s suggestion, and she didn’t
want to break down and tell her in a strange city. Oddly enough, at first she had badly wanted to talk
to Shirley about it, but only because her father wasn’t available. His untimely death during the first
semester of her senior year of high school, from a fast-moving and vicious cancer, had left her
reeling—and without her most trusted ally. The impulse to tell passed quickly, and when the dates
for orientation and move-in arrived, she told her mom she’d be able to move in herself and would
be back within a couple of weeks to pick up anything she’d forgotten or for which she hadn’t had
room. She hadn’t had the grades to get into Joe’s school, UW-Madison, and she’d actually settled on
LaCrosse because she thought it might be refreshing to be a couple of hours away from her family,
most particularly her mother, who questioned whether she was really enough of the “career woman
type” to need a four-year degree.
Of course she hadn’t known then that Joe’s love had geographical limits.
Now she did, and it was too late. And to make matters worse, she was homesick in LaCrosse.
She missed her friends and her brothers and she even, although she refused to admit it to herself,

missed the familiar passive aggression of her mother. But most of all she missed Joe. She missed
being near him: the ease with which they fell into step together, the way he could sometimes simply
reach over when they were standing in a crowd and touch the inside of her wrist briefly, without
even making eye contact, as though he was always aware of exactly where she was. She missed trying
to make him laugh, and she didn’t really feel like trying to make anyone else laugh either. During the
first weeks of school, when she felt she should probably be trying to meet as many new people as
possible, she felt crippled by loneliness and shyness. Luckily her new roommate Alyssa seemed to
already know everyone (and also had already organized their room by the time she arrived, and
commandeered her own father into constructing their elevated beds to maximize their floor space)
and happily took Fran under her wing until Fran began to wake up from her funk and looked
around to find she had new friends and enjoyable classes. She still missed Joe, but she pledged she
wouldn’t call, email, or write him unless he contacted her first. He didn’t, so she didn’t, and
somehow nearly half of her first semester was gone, with much of the worst of her homesickness
gone with it.
Fran couldn’t have known it, but Joe was struggling in Madison. He wasn’t writing because every
time he started a letter to her it made him depressed, and he wasn’t calling because he was afraid if
he heard Fran’s voice he might go back on his idea that they might want to date other people, and
how stupid would that make him look? He really hadn’t expected to miss her like he did. He
managed to keep up a good front; he did like his classes, and when he and his roommate went out,
there were plenty of girls around that he was interested in. He was a good-looking guy in a
nondescript way—his dusky skin was an asset in a state where most of the population was pasty
white for three seasons of the year, and his dark thick hair and intense eyes didn’t hurt either—and
he’d always had an easy rapport with women, thanks largely to his good relationships with his older
sister and her friends. He was also a very appealing (particularly to women) mix of easygoing and

slightly needy, so he went on a lot of dates. And when he did, his dates smiled easily, laughed a lot at
what he said, and when they weren’t touching their hair, were touching him constantly. Frankly,
those were all the sorts of thing he’d had in mind when he’d thought about other girls in high
school, so it was a bit of a shock to realize that what he really wanted was to search someone’s face
for a smile that lurked under the surface, like Fran’s. And he felt like he hadn’t laughed, really
laughed, in months. He made it to the week before Thanksgiving break, and then he broke down
and searched the UW-LaCrosse web site for her email address. His email to her was short, but
earnest: Can I see you when you’re home for Thanksgiving?
Fran’s mind had been a million other places when she checked her email the afternoon Joe’s
message arrived (she didn’t have her own computer so she’d just used Alyssa’s, quickly, before she
went to meet her for dinner at the campus dining hall). She had to work harder in Spanish class; she
did fine on the written work and tests but she wasn’t speaking enough in class and she could not
wrap her mind around the subjunctive tense. Should she get a job on campus? Her classes were
easier than she thought they’d be and the bit of extra cash might be nice. And Alyssa was going to
take a cake decorating class, just for fun, did Fran want to join her? And then there was his name in
her email inbox, Joe Matthews, as though it had simply been inevitable that it would show up there.
When she opened it and read his short message, she could just see him, smiling that smile that
transformed his face and made his dark eyes shift from brown to snapping black. She would have
thought she’d have been surprised (why was he writing now?) or annoyed (why was he writing now?),
but she didn’t feel either way, at all. She was about to reply and say yes, of course, and when they
met up could she ask him a question about Spanish, but something stopped her. She was a bit
appalled at how easily she dropped back into the thought pattern of conversing with Joe, even over
email. She bit her lower lip and logged off without answering.

She had gone to meet Alyssa for dinner, and between crunching through her pizza and salad, she
crunched through her thoughts about Joe. She passed the rest of the night normally, but after a
study meeting with some other friends at the library, she stopped in at the computer lab. She logged
into her email, checked to see if anything new from Joe had arrived (nothing had), and sat, staring
thoughtfully at the screen. Finally she realized what she was feeling. It was joy. Effervescent and
completely unfettered joy that started somewhere in her abdomen and flowed like pure elation
through her fingers as they sat on the keyboard in this completely incongruous gray-carpeted
basement computer lab. More a sensation than a memory, she could feel Joe’s hand on hers, his
fine-boned and surprisingly strong fingers interlacing with hers, his palm warm and smooth. She
shifted in her seat and moved to reply with a “yes” to his email, but as she was doing so she forced
herself to stop that he was probably suggesting just a friendly meet-up. Well, okay. She decided to
keep her answer as brief as his question. “Sure. When?”
She forced herself to leave, then, but stopped in at the lab again before classes the next day and
had a reply from him. “Friday night, eight, pool at Bowling Green?” Overnight she’d come to the
conclusion that he certainly couldn’t want to get back together, his choice of the setting of their first
date notwithstanding, so she decided the most casual thing she could do would be to not reply at all
and let him guess if she would be there. But there was nothing casual about how she felt when, a
little over a week later, she walked into the bowling alley and saw him sitting on a stool by the bar.
His slide off the stool was painfully deliberate, as if he were trying to decide how she would greet
him, but when she met and held his eyes and raised an eyebrow at him, he flashed his brilliant grin
and seemed to cover the carpet between them in only two steps. She was lost when he enveloped
her in a bear hug, his long, strong arms wrapping themselves around her and his whisper, into her
hair, of “Oh, Franny, I missed you, can I kiss you?” And he did, without waiting for her answer. The
entire time they had gone out in high school, being with Joe had made her feel she was walking

slightly off the earth, but this kiss drove her backward, its electricity making her the conduit
grounding them where they stood, clasped together. Her answer to his kiss had been to go back to
LaCrosse after the weekend and start the paperwork to transfer to Madison.

7
Fran was not at Beans the next morning when Joe stopped in to pick up his coffee order. She
was driving yet another load of possessions to her mom’s farmhouse, where she was hoping at least
one brother would be around to help her unpack them.
Or, more accurately, at the moment Joe was picking up his order, and inquiring, in what he
hoped was an offhand way, whether Fran was working that day, she was sitting in her car with her
head leaning on her steering wheel, listening to Coldplay on the radio and crying. She would only
have the kind of privacy her condo’s underground parking provided for a couple more days, after all.
After this she would have to cry in the bathroom at work, because her mother could immediately
sense whenever she had been crying, and would badger her mercilessly to discover the reason for
her tears. And, although Fran believed in honesty, telling your mother that you were crying because
you were broke and she had been right in predicting you would go broke, and that the thought of
living with her again was causing you to fantasize about her demise and yours, well, that just didn’t
seem like the properly grateful response to said mother’s quite generous offer of rent-free living.
Eventually she made herself stop crying, but then left her car parked and returned to her condo
to drink some water and wash her face (she blamed her pale complexion, and easily reddened nose,
for her mother’s uncanny ability to sense her crying bouts). She did a bit more half-hearted cleaning
in her kitchen, and only after another half-hour had passed did she return to her car to drive home.
Upon arriving there her mom stepped out on the front steps as Fran lifted a box from her trunk and
made her way across the driveway.
“I thought you were going to be here an hour ago.”
“I know, sorry, I got caught up cleaning my kitchen.”

“Well, a call would have been nice. I’ve been wondering.”
“I’m sorry, Ma,” Fran snapped. “Soon enough you’ll know where I am at all times.”
“Well, here or at work, I would imagine,” her mother sniffed, unfazed, as she followed her
daughter through the front door.
No more fun for you, little broke girl, was the subtext of that statement, Fran knew. She’d have
to make her peace with hearing comments like that, she knew, as she would most likely be hearing a
lot of them in the months to come. Shirley had never been one to shy away from saying “I told you
so,” and Fran’s finances were not the only bone of contention between them. The real sore point,
Fran knew, was how she had let Joe slip through her fingers. Especially in light of her recent, and
long, dating dry spell, she knew her mother was starting to believe she’d never get her youngest child
married off.
Gee, it was good to be back home.
Of course, Fran knew that somewhere, deep down, buried under a history of disappointed
expectations, hurt feelings, bitter arguments, and most of all just plain old miscommunication, she
did love her mother. But she had never felt the same unquestioning and unquestioned love and
loyalty toward Shirley that she had felt toward her father. He worked more with her brothers in the
barn and in the fields, but whenever they were all together at meal times, or at night, when her
brothers would be jostling one another (a crowd of four boys always seemed to be jostling, no
matter what they were doing), he was always able to get her attention, roll his eyes slightly at his male
children’s exuberance, and crinkle his nose at her. They never had to talk about their friendship—
and, due to his untimely death, they never would get a chance to talk about it.

Although things got worse after her father died, it seemed her mother had always been more
interested in interrogating her only daughter than any of her sons. Their phone calls and outings
were largely left unsupervised, but if Fran made any plans she had to run her mother’s twentyquestion gamut. Where was she going? Who was she going with? What would they be doing?
Sometimes Fran declined invitations simply because she didn’t think she’d have enough fun to make
the corresponding inquisition worth it. And yet, her mother combined this nitpicking with a truly
breathtaking lack of interest in Fran’s academic career or future plans. All of her brothers’ plans to
attend college were discussed and encouraged, but when it came time to apply to schools (with an
academic record fully as good as any of her siblings’), only her father encouraged her. And when she
wasn’t silent on the subject, Shirley was actively criticizing Fran’s interests and activities. Why was
she fooling around with drama club? And math classes? She didn’t really think she was going to be
an engineer or something, did she? After Joe entered the picture, the questions got even more
pointed. Why would she need to pay for a four-year degree if she was going to get married? Because
then, of course, the best thing by far for her to do would be to stay home and look after the kids.
And Joe? How were his classes going? What kind of work did he think he wanted to do? As her
mother asked ever more questions about Joe’s future, assuming that would be her future as well,
Fran grew even more resentful. Years of this had left their relationship faltering, with Fran not
having much contact with her mother, even after she transferred to Madison and was much closer to
home.
But she knew she had to try and forget, or at least ignore, all those past grievances, at least for
today. She still had a lot to do to get out of her condo, so she spent the day making several trips
back and forth to load and then unload her boxes (most of which she did end up doing by herself, as
her one brother who lived on the farm had too much to do in the spring even to stop for midday
dinner). In the afternoon she considered taking a quick nap, although she knew she should get right

to getting her clothes in order in her childhood bedroom. It was then that her mother informed her
that everyone, including her two nephews, would be joining them for a family supper. Tired,
disheveled, in a bad mood that was only getting worse, Fran was more than a little ticked that her
mother had made these plans without asking her if she had any—it was a Friday night, after all. But
she sighed and decided she had to make the best of it; she wasn’t living on her own anymore, and
she knew if she didn’t help her mother make the supper she’d have to listen to complaints about
that for the rest of the weekend. First she did a bit of dusting and vacuuming in the living room, and
then she joined her mother in the kitchen to help her make a lettuce salad and fry the fish. At least
very little was required of her conversationally; Shirley talked nonstop and loudly, which she had to
do to be heard over the television, which was currently blaring out the local five o’clock news.
“Chris and Stephanie are actually bringing the kids tonight. I was shocked. Those kids are in
everything and they go everywhere. Did you know they drove down to Janesville last weekend for a
soccer game? I thought sure tonight there’d be some sort of game they couldn’t miss, too, but there
wasn’t. Tomorrow, maybe. Of course they’re not hard to have around, they amuse themselves, but
all they do is play on those little phones. You don’t hear much out of them, but on the other hand,
they’re not quite like kids, either. You can disagree with me if you want.”
Fran was actually quite fond of her nephews, but at the coffee shop and when out to eat she
frequently saw families sit at tables together, each person with their own device, never speaking to
one another. This was a rare point on which she was actually in agreement with Shirley. “No, I agree
with you,” she said.
“Makes me more glad than ever that we never got you kids a computer or anything like that.”
Fran just smiled. She wasn’t about to say anything to her mother about it, she’d be just as glad if
they could get through this supper with no disagreements, but her brothers were forever bitching

about their tech-free childhood, complaining they’d been handicapped in a world that expected
technological competency and rewarded hacking. She herself hated gadgets of all kinds and owned
only a simple laptop. Thinking of computers made her groan inwardly; should she broach the topic
of getting wireless Internet at the farm? She certainly didn’t want to set it up or pay for it. Maybe she
could just do whatever she needed on email and the Internet at the shop, and consider that money
saved toward getting the hell out of here. She experienced a slight twinge when she thought of not
having access to Yahoo! celebrity news any time of the day or night, but that was a small price to
pay. Luckily everyone at the shop knew she was a pop culture junkie, so it’s not like they’d be
surprised if they saw her perusing TheWrap.com or similar sites.
“It all makes me glad I’m as old as I am,” said Shirley.
This was a common refrain with her mother and didn’t require any reply from her, verbal or
otherwise, so Fran just finished cutting up the potatoes and put them on to boil. The front door
opened, and Fran’s second-oldest brother Brian came into the mudroom; she could see him
inspecting his shoes and trying to decide if he could get by with leaving them on. Assuming their
mother was in the kitchen, he yelled in, “Chris and Stephanie just drove up, Ma.”
“We’re ready.”
It was Friday and it was Lent, so Fran’s mother was busily flouring fish to fry. As Fran got the
bottle of Western salad dressing for the lettuce salad out of the refrigerator and uncapped it to put it
on the table, she was overwhelmed by the memories that the sickly sweet smell of the dressing (she
hated the stuff, personally) evoked in her. She remembered all those Lent Fridays in middle and high
school when she had resentfully picked at the seemingly millions of tiny little bones in the bluegills
her father had caught fishing, and wished they could just eat the bland fish fingers everyone else just
bought from the store. (After he died, of course, she realized she would happily have eaten his fish

every night just to have him back, but she also knew that she couldn’t really blame her teenaged self
for not having that more mature perspective.) With the memories, now, came an almost
overwhelming wave of panic. How had she allowed her life to devolve into such a mess that she was
back here again? She knew she should be grateful to her mother for providing the financial
sanctuary, but she could feel both her teenage resentment and a crushing sense of claustrophobia
overwhelming her gratitude. Luckily, her oldest brother Christopher, his wife Stephanie, and their
twin boys chose that moment to enter the house and saved her from her increasingly morose
thoughts.
“Auntie Fran!” yelled Max and Gus, simultaneously.
Fran laughed and dried her hands, which were wet from the lettuce she’d just started washing.
She hugged Max first, then Gus, although he tried to duck away from her.
“Coffee beans?” they asked, again (impressively)in unison. They were referring to a favorite
chocolate-covered treat that Fran often slipped them when they stopped in at the coffee shop.
Stephanie was already opening her mouth to say no, but Fran beat her to it.
“No, addicts, too late in the day. Maybe next time. Plus, didn’t you give up chocolate for Lent?”
Both boys rolled their eyes at her, as if to say they were too sophisticated to give up anything so
childish, but Gus somewhat mitigated their pre-adolescent sauciness by sticking out his tongue at
her for good measure. She laughed again.
Stephanie, just coming in from the mudroom, had missed most of the exchange, but couldn’t
resist reiterating parental authority. “Fran, you know I don’t want you giving those things to the
boys.”

Her mood lightened considerably by her nephews’ antics, Fran couldn’t resist replying, “But I’m
not giving them any.”
“You know what I mean. They’re bad for them.”
Fran sighed and thought of the pantry full of soda at Christopher’s house, which the kids raided
regularly and without needing to ask permission. Christopher, noticing perhaps the intake of breath
which meant Fran was about to retort, moved in swiftly and spoke calmly to smooth over the
situation.
“They don’t get them often, Steph, and there’s hardly any caffeine in one little coffee bean at a
time.”
Stephanie shot her husband a look that the rest of the family called her “You Meiers are All
Crazy and I’m Not Standing For It” look, but she refrained from further comment and went with
the kids to help them hang up their jackets. Christopher crinkled his nose good-naturedly at Fran, a
gesture which always make him look very much like their father, and worked on kicking off his
shoes. “All moved in?” he asked.
“No, there’s a few loads left at the condo. But it must be close to being official; I feel dead
inside.”
“If you’re dead inside how are you feeling anything?”
“Hilarious. You’re hilarious. Go listen to Mom for a while so I don’t have to.”
Christopher smiled at her and ducked over to sneak some cheese that his mother was grating for
the salad. All of Shirley’s boys treated her with equal measures of adoration and exasperation, in

direct proportion to how much she fussed over them before starting to dig for details on their
current jobs, families, and all other aspects of their lives, on which she had very decided opinions.
Fran barely had a chance to finish washing the lettuce before a flurry of arrivals found the entire
family reunited. After having apparently decided that his shoes were too dirty to wear into the
kitchen, Brian appeared, in his socks; Paul and his wife, Laura, came in the front door; and Fran
could hear Steve’s car (which badly needed some muffler work) pulling up the driveway. Fifteen
minutes later they were all crowded, quite literally, in the kitchen, with the kids and Fran sitting at
the large island separating the kitchen from the dining room. The kids wrinkled their noses at the
fish, and Fran couldn’t help but agree. She made herself eat the one fish she’d taken, although she
picked around its bones so gingerly that she probably left most of the meat on it, while the kids
busily ate everything else on their plates but their fish. At one point Christopher came over to see if
they needed any more milk, and threatened, “Both of you are going to sit there until you eat your
fish, so I’d get on it.”
This made Stephanie raise her head and shoot Christopher another frustrated look. “They can’t
sit there all night, Christopher, so don’t threaten things that won’t happen.”
Christopher went back to his seat at the kitchen table and the entire family was off on one of its
full-volume discussions about how kids needed to eat balanced meals, including the stuff they didn’t
like (Christopher), how Christopher always thought he was disciplining the kids but failed to follow
through (Stephanie), and how kids these days didn’t appreciate real food (Shirley). Brian, as usual,
kept his head down and just kept eating so he could get back to the barn and start milking as soon as
possible, and Paul and Laura engaged in some quiet side conversation of their own about eating fish
while pregnant (Laura was expecting their first child in a couple of months; it was for her shower
that Fran had spent a long afternoon making baby shower favors with her mother). Fran, typically

left out of these conversations because she didn’t really like to talk over other people, and because as
the “baby” of the family her opinion was rarely sought, smiled at her nephews instead. Quietly she
reached over, moved their fishes to her plate, removed whatever flesh she could easily separate from
the bones, and slid the fish and skeletons back onto their respective plates. “Better?” she asked,
quietly, and then lifted from her pocket a small bag that contained chocolate-covered coffee beans.
“One each if you both eat up, okay?”
The fish was long gone and Fran had quietly slipped over the coffee beans, which were
consumed immediately, before the discussion surrounding kids and food at the other table had
begun to wind down. A short discussion on some political issue followed, but Fran tuned that out as
well, conversing with the boys about school and their plans for the rest of the weekend instead. By
the time the talk at the kitchen table was winding down, or at least being shelved until the next
family get-together, they were finishing dessert, which, to Shirley’s credit, was some truly delicious
rice pudding with strawberries. Brian slipped out quietly to get back to his work, while everyone else
(except Stephanie; she was going back to school for nursing and had barricaded herself in Shirley’s
bedroom to “try and catch up on homework”) wandered off to see what was on TV. After Fran and
her mother cleared the table and washed the dishes, complete with Shirley commenting quietly to
Fran that “well, Laura could help, couldn’t she, it’s not like she’s on bed rest,” they joined everyone
else in the living room. Once again Fran found herself agreeing with her mother, but the generation
gap in their thinking showed in that Fran thought any of her brothers or even her nephews could
have helped in the kitchen as well. But she was too tired to fight that battle tonight. It was a point of
pride with Shirley that when it came to kitchen work, Meier boys Did. Not. Help.
Fran took a seat on the couch next to Laura, who smiled at her and who seemed inclined not to
speak, as she sat contentedly with one hand on her impressively pregnant belly. But Fran always felt

slightly embarrassed that she really hadn’t ever tried to get to know Laura very well. She made
herself ask what she hoped was an innocuous question.
“So, how are you feeling?”
“Well, huge, mainly, but good. Thanks for asking.”
Never having been pregnant herself, and not even having had any pregnant friends, Fran was a
bit at a loss to come up with any follow-up questions or conversation, but she was saved from that
by her brother Paul, who came and sat in the armchair next to the end of the couch where Fran was
sitting. Christopher, along with Shirley, was on the other couch, and the kids were sprawled on the
floor in front of the television, on which some sort of action-oriented movie was showing,
seemingly at top volume. Fran could barely hear his words when Paul leaned forward and said
something to her.
“What?” she asked.
Paul shook his head, frustrated, and indicated she should lean closer to him. She did, and then
he repeated what he must have said initially. “Do you think you could get Mom to lay off Laura a bit
about the baby?”
Fran was confused. “Lay off about what? I think Laura having a baby is all a little out of our
hands now, isn’t it?”
Paul looked at her like she was hopelessly dense. “Haven’t you heard? She’s pushing that we get
the baby baptized Catholic.”
Fran laughed before she could stop herself, which drew her mother’s attention and which made
Paul sit back, hurriedly, in his chair, as if to deny that he’d been in conversation with Fran. When her

mother turned her attention back to Christopher, Paul waited just a moment but then leaned in close
once again. Fran did her best to keep her reply low but still audible to him.
“Why would you do that, now that you’re Lutheran?” Paul had converted when he married
Laura several years ago, and although their mother rarely said anything on the subject anymore,
everyone knew she still hadn’t made her peace with that fact.
“She asked me if maybe, in addition to a Lutheran baptism, we could have a Catholic one.
‘Leave the door open for the baby to decide someday what she wants to be,’ is actually what she
said.”
“Well, that’s ridiculous,” said Fran. But she couldn’t resist teasing her brother. “If you have two
baptisms, do you get twice the presents? Or would that be just too complicated, to receive warring
sets of Lutheran and Catholic bibles and jewelry? What presents do Lutherans get kids? Little tiny
statues of Martin Luther?” She knew it was juvenile, but for the first time that day she was starting
to enjoy herself a little bit.
Paul was not sharing her amusement. “Okay, forget it. I just thought, if you were here, you could
keep breaking it to her, gently, that we’re just having the one baptism, and it’s not going to be a
Catholic one.”
Fran patted his arm good-naturedly. All kidding aside, she did sympathize with her brother and
his wife; she felt some solidarity with anyone who became Shirley’s target. “Sure, Paul, I’ll work it in,
no worries.”
He said, slightly mollified, “Thanks.” Then he too started to give in to the humor of the
situation, and a smile spread slowly across his face. “Little Martin Luthers, I like it. With optional
little theses and nails for nailing to church doors.”

“How about a line of Evil Martin Luthers to sell to Catholics, complete with matching little Mrs.
Martin Luther dolls?” They went back and forth in this vein for a while, until they drew another
inquisitive glance from their mother and prudently decided to stop giggling. Feeling a bit too punchy
to continue trying to converse with Laura, Fran stood up and asked around if anyone wanted
anything to drink, and then went to the kitchen to make herself a cup of herbal tea. When she
returned to the living room, the seating arrangements had changed slightly; Stephanie had joined
them and taken Fran’s spot next to Laura. Christopher had joined the boys on the floor, where they
were now looking at something on his phone, and the only place to sit without disturbing anyone
was next to her mother. She had barely seated herself when her mother started quizzing her.
“What were you talking to Paul about?”
“Telling him about one of our perverted customers at the store,” Fran lied. She’d learned that a
strategy of baldly and boldly lying was the only one that sometimes worked with Shirley; if she tried
to provide some harmless version of the truth or if she showed she didn’t want to talk about
something, her mother only tried more tenaciously to get it out of her.
“Oh,” said her mother, slightly taken aback. “I thought you might have been talking about the
baby.”
Could the woman read lips? “No,” Fran replied, “I tried that with Laura but it turns out there’s
only so many questions an old spinster like me knows how to ask about babies.”
Her mother narrowed her eyes at her, trying to decide if she was being sarcastic. “You won’t
catch me being sorry for you. If you’d been smart you could have had plenty of your own babies by
now.”
“Plenty of babies. Not even just a baby. I could have my own basketball team of babies.”

“Yes, yes, always so quick with an answer,” her mother retorted. “Now,” she said briskly, clearly
changing the subject, “If you ever do talk to Paul about the baby, there’s something I want you to
suggest to him.”
“And what’s that?” Fran asked, although she knew perfectly well what it was.
“I thought maybe they could get the baby baptized Catholic in addition to having a Lutheran
ceremony. Only if you suggest it, you should make it sound like your idea.”
“Would that even work? You know a Catholic priest who’s going to go along with that plan?”
“You let me worry about that. I just thought Paul would listen to his baby sister more than he
would listen to his old mom.”
The first inklings of an evil plan were beginning to occur to Fran. “Okay. I’ll ask him.”
Her mother couldn’t hide her surprise. “Really? I didn’t think you’d agree with me.”
“Well, I don’t, not really. But that doesn’t mean I can’t bring the subject up.”
Fran knew that agreeing this readily to her mother’s plan was bound to sound some warning
bells in her mother’s mind, but she didn’t really have time to be more subtle. Stephanie was
rounding the kids up and into their jackets so Fran knew everyone would be leaving soon, and she
would only have the one chance to put her plan into action and hopefully ensure that her mother
would be recruiting her for no more undercover baptism missions. When the kids were ready,
Christopher and Stephanie made their way toward the door, but then Stephanie got drawn into
another short conversation with Shirley, and soon everyone was in the mudroom, with Laura and
Paul putting their shoes back on and waiting for Christopher and Stephanie to leave. Fran stood
quietly near the door, waiting for everyone to finish. Soon enough Paul and Laura must have

decided there was enough room for them to get out the door in front of Christopher, and Paul said,
“Nighty night, Fran, welcome home.” She was waiting for this, and she had as incendiary a
statement as she dared use ready for him.
“Night, Paul, night, Laura. Hey, by the way, would you consider double-dipping your child? One
Lutheran baptism, and then a Catholic coating too, like a delicious candy shell, just to keep the baby
from going to hell? Oh, and Mom hasn’t said anything to me about this, but I’m sure she’d like
that.”
Laura’s mouth simply dropped open, and stayed open, while Paul rolled his eyes heavenward for
a moment and then looked back to see if his mother had heard. She clearly had, if the redness of her
face was any indication, and when Paul looked back to Fran, she winked at him (she couldn’t help
herself). Obviously looking to beat a hasty retreat, he took Laura’s arm and propelled her out the
door. “Come on, Laura, we’re done here,” he said to her, and then, looking back over his shoulder
at Fran, said, “Thanks, Sis, subtle as always.”
Stephanie and the boys, engaged in a somewhat heated exchange about the necessity of the kids’
zipping up their jackets, hadn’t heard, but Christopher had, and was wearing an expression that was
very similar to Paul’s. “Come on, Steph,” he said, with a note of urgency, and then stepped slightly
back to give his family room to troop out the door ahead of him. Looking back at their mother
much as Paul had done, and seeing the rage growing on her face, he stifled a snorting laugh and
patted Fran’s shoulder on his way out. “Just can’t resist poking the bear, can you, kiddo? The
prodigal daughter returns home.” And with that he shut the door behind him.

8
The following Monday morning Fran wanted to be up early; she had an eight-a.m. appointment
with a financial planning attorney who she hoped would help her plan what to do with her lack of
finances. When her alarm went off at six Fran awoke truly alarmed; looking around herself at the
unfamiliar white walls, she had to think for a long moment to remember where she was. When she
had woken up in her bedroom at her condo, she had immediately seen cluttered but colorful
surroundings: enlarged, framed photographs from trips she’d taken; a painting she’d bought at a
Minneapolis art fair; other more candid photographs from dinners out with friends and concert
tickets tacked to a large corkboard above her desk. She had thoroughly enjoyed her twenties, and she
had the bills to show for it. But now, she knew where she was, and as she shut the alarm off she was
aware that her shoulders were already slumping and she hadn’t even gotten out of bed yet. Not fair,
Fran thought, you’re supposed to wake up from the nightmare, not into it.
She had thought that if she could get up early enough, she’d be able to get showered and get
ready, sneak some breakfast in the kitchen, and get out of the house before her mother was well and
truly up. If she was too early, she planned to stop by the shop for coffee and kill some time there.
She’d been at the shop most of the weekend, working but also avoiding her mother, who hadn’t
spoken to her for the last two days. Fran certainly didn’t want to start this morning with the
continued silent treatment; she was stressed out enough, thinking about what was sure to be a
joyless appointment. But when she tiptoed downstairs (needlessly, as it turned out), her mother was
already standing at the stove, scrambling eggs. Fran sighed. There was no reason to hurry now, so
she went to the refrigerator to retrieve some coffee she’d brought from the shop, and started to
make a pot. Working at the coffee shop had taken its toll—if she didn’t have caffeine by eight a.m.,
a pounding headache would quickly make its appearance.

“Eggs?” her mother asked. She didn’t look any more cross than usual, for which Fran really was
thankful. Perhaps she’d still get off easy for the previous Friday night.
“Sure. Thanks. Coffee?”
“No,” her mother said, still stirring the eggs. “Too strong for me by half. Is today your
appointment with the money person?”
Fran made the short, humorless bark that seemed to be the only way she could laugh lately. “I
like the way that sounds. ‘Hi, I’m your Money Person, here’s some money.’”
Her mother, all of whose five children knew their way around sarcasm, was nonplussed. “Well,
attorney or planner or whatever. Is it today?”
“Yup. At eight.”
“Is that what you’re wearing?”
Fran and her mother had held, for most of Fran’s life, divergent views on what constituted
appropriate attire for any occasion. In grade school Fran had fended off teasing about the three
outfits she alternated wearing during the week, most of which were garage sale purchases and at least
five years out of date. In middle school she rebelled and used the money her parents paid her to do
farm and household chores to buy a few clothes with the right labels—she remembered in particular
a pair of Guess jeans that set her back for months—but that didn’t make her mother happy either.
In high school she realized she didn’t make enough money to keep herself in the latest fashions, so
she went in the other direction and began to frequent her city’s secondhand and vintage shops for
“retro” tops and clunky Doc Martens, which her mother referred to as her “clodhoppers.” Then in
college her mother came to pick her up for a family holiday, catching her just as she was coming

back from class, wearing her pajamas. Shirley just shook her head and said, “Well, I have seen
everything now.”
So it was no surprise that her t-shirt and jeans did not pass muster with her mother this
morning. “Well, I’m going to work afterwards, so I want to be comfortable,” Fran explained.
“They want their managers wearing jeans?” Shirley’s lack of interest in her daughter’s career path
showed in this statement. She’d never been to the coffee shop to see where Fran worked, and as she
kept her trips into the city short and primarily centered on visiting the grocery store, and as paying
two dollars for a small coffee would have given her a heart attack, she wasn’t liable to just pop in for
any reason. By now Fran was used to her mother’s misunderstanding of what she did and where she
worked, so it didn’t really bother her. She could have further explained that her wardrobe choices
weren’t nearly as risqué as Russell’s favorite heavy metal band t-shirts or James’s sometimes
obscenely tight skinny jeans, but she decided to keep things simple.
“It’s a coffee shop, Ma.” She should have learned from Friday’s escapade, but she just couldn’t help
herself. “I could probably wear my pajamas there like I used to in college.”
In horror, her mother stopped in the process of lifting a forkful of eggs to her mouth. “You
wouldn’t.”
Fran laughed, and it was something more like her true laugh. “No, Mom, I’m just having a little
fun with you.”
“Funny idea of fun, missy.”
“It’s my curse.”

“And speaking of funny ideas, Friday night was not funny. You could have just told me you
didn’t want to talk to your brother about it.”
“Would you have listened to me?”
“Of course. I’m not nearly as stubborn as all of my children.”
This was a breathtaking lie, but Fran decided to leave it alone, and started in on her eggs and
toast.
“And when you go to confession next, tell the priest you mocked your mother. And failed to
stand up for your faith.”
Well, it could have been worse. Fran digested this, nodded, and they ate the rest of their
breakfast companionably enough, while Shirley turned on the morning news program at her usual
top volume. (Sure, the free rent was nice, but if she got out of here without permanently damaged
hearing, Fran thought she would be lucky.) Shortly after breakfast Fran left for her appointment.
Going to meet this attorney gave her the same feeling she had when she had to visit the doctor—
like she was about twelve years old and not at all in control of her own fate. Her mother was right;
she probably should have dressed up just a bit. But when Fran wore anything more professional
than the clothes she was wearing, she was inevitably more uncomfortable, as she felt like she was
dressing up and playing adult. So, screw it, she had thought. Now, after driving into town and sitting
in the parking lot of the attorney’s office, going over her financial papers and mortgage documents
one more time, she looked down at her worn blue jeans and wondered if she shouldn’t have at least
made an attempt at playing grown-up. That was the least she could do, as long as she couldn’t seem
to handle actually being a financially responsible adult. As she started to put her papers back

together, she glanced at the dash clock in her car. Well, shit. Now she was going to be a late as well
as financially irresponsible.
She got out of the car and moved quickly through the parking lot, and when she entered the
building’s vestibule she checked its lobby listing for Joan Stauffer and Amy Clark, Esqs. She headed
up the stairs to the second floor, and when she reached their office suite, she entered and found
herself facing a reception desk with no one at it; the raised counter in front of it was empty except
for a bell and a neatly printed sign asking visitors to “Ring to let us know you’re here!” Fran had
worked at an information desk for a summer during college and had a particular aversion to ringing
or even hearing these types of bells, but after she had waited for a couple of minutes, she knew she
had to ring it. She tapped it, briefly, and once only. Memories of people needing information
slapping the bell relentlessly for service came unpleasantly to mind.
Very shortly an attractive woman dressed casually but still very smartly and with her dark hair in
a neat braid popped out of the office door to the left of the reception desk. If Fran had been
unnerved by having to use the bell, she was completely undone by the appearance of this woman,
whom she knew very well. Clark must be her married name; none other than Amy Matthews, Joe’s
sister, stood before her, wearing an apologetic grin. Fran was really getting tired of seeing members
of the Matthews family materialize in front of her, particularly since they never seemed as surprised
to see her as she was to see them.
“Hello, Fran,” said Amy.
James would have thought this meeting pulsated with tension also.
“Hello, Amy,” she replied.

It took only moments for the specifics of the situation to be addressed. Fran had been scheduled
to meet with Joan Stauffer, but when one of her kids had woken up sick, she’d called Amy to ask her
to call and reschedule her appointments. When Amy had called Fran’s number, she’d reached the
condo line and learned it had been disconnected. (Smooth, thought Fran to herself, way to mess up
the basic details of your own life.) All of this explanation was taking place in Amy’s office, a small
and largely functional space, but with framed photographs of Madison on the walls and a petite
bunch of fresh tulips on her desk. Amy and Fran sat across from one another at a small work table
in the corner, and Amy concluded her explanation with an apology.
“So I’m sorry I couldn’t reach you, Fran,” said Amy. “Do you want to reschedule?”
Fran was still trying to recover from her shock at chancing across Amy this way, and made an
attempt to answer with something resembling poise. “Sure. I mean, I’ll have to, right?”
Amy gave her the dark-eyed, level gaze that Fran well remembered from their friendship. “Well,
you could. Or, I don’t have any other appointments this morning. Would you like my help with your
consultation? This was just your first appointment, right?”
Oh, my God. The very thought of a Matthews family member looking over her personal
finances nearly made Fran break out in hives.
“Oh, no, Amy, I couldn’t ask you to do that. I’ll just…reschedule.” Her pause in her last
sentence developed when she realized that, even if she met with Joan Stauffer, Amy might still be
privy to the details of her case.
Amy hesitated as well, waiting to see if Fran offered further information about when she might
like to reschedule, and the silence between them stretched out longer and longer and became more

uncomfortable. Finally, with a slight twinkle appearing in her dark eyes, Amy eventually broke the
silence with a suggestion.
“Oh, Fran, don’t walk out. Now that you know I’m here we both know you’re not going to
reschedule. Why don’t I just take a quick look at what you’ve got and tell you if there’s anything we
can do? At least that way your time this morning won’t be wasted.”
“How do you know I won’t reschedule?”
Now Amy gave her a full-wattage smile. “Oh, Franny, let’s not pretend, I do know you. And I
know your meeting was about your finances, and I know that’s kind of touchy information for
people to share even when they don’t have a history.”
Despite her rational brain telling her to get out while the getting was good, Fran could feel
herself weakening. “Well, it’s not only about money…it’s more specifically about how I don’t have
any.”
Still smiling, Amy nodded. “We’re small-town attorneys and financial planners here, Fran. We
don’t get a lot of Warren Buffetts or lottery winners.”
“Now there’s a shame. Bigger commissions on those accounts.”
“I know, right? Turns out Warren can manage his own money.”
With Amy smiling at her so kindly and with their conversation becoming more comfortable,
Fran felt a deep ache starting somewhere in the vicinity of her stomach. Missing Joe had been one
thing, but she’d never really stopped missing Amy. As if she could see Fran’s resolve dissolving,
Amy spoke again.

“Please stay? I’m sorry if I made this awkward. But when I saw your name…I just so hoped it
was you. I hoped I was finally getting the chance to say how much I’ve missed you.”
It had been such a long week of moving, and family, and upheaval, that Fran felt she was not up
to resisting Amy’s forthrightness. “Oh, Amy. It was all so stupid. Just because Joe didn’t want to talk
to me didn’t mean I couldn’t have kept in touch with you.”
“It wasn’t stupid at all. I could have called you too, but I still had some messed-up idea of family
loyalty.”
“You don’t still have it?”
“Nah. Fuck Joe. Even if he is my brother. Solidarity, sister, and all that.”
Good old Amy. Never a stranger to profanity. And Fran couldn’t say she disagreed with Amy’s
sentiment. Well, why not? It wasn’t like she had any pride left anyway; she was over thirty and she’d
just moved back in with her mother. “Well, Amy, if you look my stuff over, will it just stay with
you?”
“It wouldn’t matter who you were, Fran, good lawyers really do abide by that client
confidentiality stuff. And I’m a good lawyer. So don’t worry, okay? Even without the rules I could
keep a secret—I certainly don’t tell my gossipy family anything and my husband is just completely
bored by what I do, so I don’t talk to him about it, even in broad terms. Anything we talk about
stays with me, I promise.”
“Well,” said Fran, opening up her messenger bag and spilling out its contents onto the table,
“All I can say then is prepare yourself for a money mess so ugly that it forced me to move back in
with Shirley.”

Amy put both hands to the side of her face and grimaced in a perfect homage to Munch’s The
Scream, and then dug into Fran’s information with zeal, a pencil, and a calculator. They spent the
next half-hour hitting the low points of Fran’s financial history, which included student debt
incurred for both bachelor’s and master’s degrees, buying an overpriced condo (and forgetting to
factor in monthly condo fees as well), and credit card debt from trips and dinners out (in her
defense, Fran thought, she never overspent on things, but it turned out overspending on experiences
incurred the same interest charges). Unfortunately it didn’t take Amy long to advise Fran that she
wasn’t really going to file for bankruptcy, as it wouldn’t help with the student debt or the mortgage
which she had just given up. There wasn’t really much of anything that Amy could do, short of
advising her to refinance her student loans. Living mortgage-free and devoting all her resources to
paying off her credit card debt were the first priorities; after that she could start saving up and get to
a point where she might be able to rent her own place again. As Fran told Amy, at least she had real
motivation to do that, in the form of her mother’s disapproving face.
Once the consultation was over, Amy seemed in no hurry to get back to her other work. She
settled back in her chair and offered Fran something to drink, which Fran declined, but she couldn’t
help but ask how Amy was doing otherwise. Amy was two years older than Fran, and they had been
very close while Fran had dated Joe. Neither of them had biological sisters, so even though Amy was
in college by then and Fran felt hopelessly uncool in comparison to her, they had still found
something of a sisterly relationship with one another. Amy answered that she was married, with one
daughter (“I was good once the women in the household outnumbered the man, and I just don’t
want to go through the sleep deprivation again”) and that her and Joe’s parents were doing just fine.
Fran felt like her life had just been an open book to Amy, but she still seemed curious.

“I’ve wondered so often how you were doing. I even Google-stalked you. There’s other Fran
Meiers out there, but none of them seemed to be you.”
Fran laughed. “So you didn’t find anything? Not even the police record?”
Amy grinned back. “No, kudos to you. You manage to keep a pretty low profile online, which is
not easy these days.”
“Yeah, well, Facebook isn’t really for me.”
Amy grimaced. “Tell me about it. I’m only on it so I’m notified when my husband posts new
photos of Emily, and then I make him take them down.”
They chatted a bit more about Facebook, privacy rights, and the general ickiness of Mark
Zuckerberg, but inevitably, of course, talk drifted to the subject of Joe.
“He’s back in town, you know,” Amy said.
“I do know,” said Fran. “He came in to my coffee shop with a friend.”
“The one you manage?”
“That’s the one. What are the chances the coffee shop they’d go to would be that one?”
Amy did not respond to that. “Did he introduce his friend? Was it Kate?”
“A blonde woman, quite pretty, very well put together,” described Fran, trying to keep on a
bland poker face, but too much awareness of one’s face did not make it easier to actually have a
poker face.
“Yeah, that’s Kate.” Amy paused, evidently trying to decide if this was a painful subject for
discussion, but then plunged ahead anyway. “They moved in together up here—they met and dated

in Chicago, but now Kate’s got some kind of big new job with the university, some ‘community
manager’ social media thing, so they decided to move here, and move in together at the same time.”
“Did Joe get a job here too?”
“Yeah, accounting, with the university too.”
“Well, that’s good,” said Fran, summoning up a positive, almost chirpy, tone. It didn’t quite
work; the sentence sounded a somewhat hollow note and then just hung in the air between them
until Amy spoke again, somewhat nervously.
“Well, I knew Joe had seen you, but I didn’t know if you’d talked to him or what. And frankly, I
don’t know what he’s talking about, you look the same as ever to me…” She stopped mid-sentence,
having gone suddenly wide-eyed in horror. “I mean, you look good, even though it’s been so
long…” She was blushing.
This was the Amy Matthews Fran had known and loved. Frankly, it made her somewhat doubt
her ability to stick to that confidentiality clause, but it was that openness, a trait she shared with her
brother, that was so charming. “Did he tell you I’d aged?” she asked, smiling to let Amy know that
her feelings weren’t hurt. Or rather, in an attempt to hide the fact that her feelings were hurt.
“No,” said Amy. “Not in so many words. It was just after seeing you that I think he said
something like eight years really is a long time, and that we’re all getting older.”
“No worries, Amy,” said Fran. “And Joe should talk, he’s six months older than me, the geezer.”
Once this was out Fran immediately wished she could unsay it; Amy was, of course, two years older
than both of them. “Well, at least you can see I’m not too old to get my foot up and into my
mouth.”

Amy laughed, and Fran thought that there must be a genetic component to people’s laughter—it
was just as infectious as Joe’s. “Oh, Fran,” she said fondly, reaching over to pat Fran’s hand, “I have
missed you.”

9
At one time it had been a very real possibility that Fran and Amy would become sisters-in-law.
On the day Fran and Joe graduated from college, he proposed. Fran knew she should have seen
it coming. They’d been dating for six years (well, almost; their anniversary was in the fall, and Fran
also always mentally subtracted three months for the time they’d spent apart their first year in
college); everyone else had seen it coming. Shirley had been beside herself Fran’s entire final year of
college, and it wasn’t because her only daughter would soon be graduating with a bachelor’s degree
in English Literature. It was the prospect of more grandchildren in the future, grandchildren with
Joe Matthews’s DNA.
Graduation had been stressful enough. Joe floated around in an oblivious good mood; he’d
already secured a job for after graduation, and he never minded being the center of attention, so he
thoroughly enjoyed his parents’ fussing over their baby boy’s graduating from a top public university
with honors. Fran’s mother and her brothers, on the other hand, did not spend much time
congratulating Fran; they all seemed to have reached an unspoken (in front of her, at least)
agreement that they could be kindest by choosing not to discuss her expected degree, or her (lack
of?) future career prospects. The university Joe and Fran had attended together was a big one, and
no fewer than four separate commencement ceremonies were held. Because Joe was getting a
bachelor of science in accounting while Fran was getting a bachelor of arts, they were scheduled to
attend different ceremonies, and Fran had decided to spare her family attendance at her ceremony
by skipping it. Instead, she attended Joe’s, sitting with his parents and Amy. The commencement
speaker was a local politician whose speech was somewhat less than inspired (something vague like
“you have responsibility for all our futures” was the theme) and the list of names was endless, so

that, in all, Fran was more than happy that she didn’t have to sit through it all again the next day for
herself.
After the ceremony Fran and Joe and his family spent some time on campus, enjoying spots that
Fran and Joe had particularly enjoyed, even taking a walk along Picnic Point and one of the several
lakes that confined Madison’s downtown to an isthmus. Later they had a celebratory dinner at The
Avenue, an east-side supper club of a thoroughly traditional Wisconsin type, and one of Fran’s
favorite restaurants, but by then she was tired and somewhat out of sorts and didn’t even enjoy her
meal as much as she thought she probably should have. Joe’s parents were always the souls of
kindness and generosity to her, though, and she was grateful that for many years they hadn’t
inundated her with criticism (Shirley’s school of parenting), so she tried very hard to match their
ebullient moods.
When Joe and Fran finally said good night and returned to her apartment, however, all she really
wanted to do was go right to sleep or, at the most, watch some sort of movie that was very light on
plot. So when Joe suggested that they take a walk together, and persisted in spite of her demurrals,
she eventually went, but at heart she felt more like a sulky toddler than a newly minted BA looking
forward to a bright future.
Joe clearly had a destination in mind, as he set out with a definite sense of purpose and a slight
bounce in his step that Fran just was not up to matching. They walked briskly but quietly, holding
hands, and eventually, as tired as she was, Fran started to feel less out of sorts. Joe didn’t seem
inclined to talk, which was fine by her, and the weather for mid-May was unseasonably mild, with a
warm south wind that made it feel more like mid-summer, even at ten p.m.
Soon they reached the concrete- and white-painted steel latticework pedestrian bridge that
stretched over Campus Drive, one of the main roads downtown. It wasn’t a footbridge they used

often, even though it was only a few blocks away from Fran’s apartment building, because the
buildings at the other end of it were mainly connected with their university’s agriculture and medical
schools, where neither of them had any real reason to go. It was, though, a place about which both
of them were somewhat sentimental; over Christmas break during their first year of college, when
they had just gotten back together, they had taken a walk all over the campus one day, as Fran still
hoped to transfer there the following year. It had been a cold day, and shortly before they had
ambled to the bridge, it had started snowing. Crossing over the busy road in the growing dusk and
softly falling snowflakes, with the car headlights and taillights glowing white and red on the street
below had made her feel like they were tiny little characters in a snow globe. Joe had kissed her
there, in the middle of the bridge, in the middle of the traffic, everything around them pleasantly
muffled by the falling snow. She had always enjoyed kissing and being kissed by Joe, but she had to
admit that some of her greater pleasure on that occasion came from the gratification of being
chosen over an entire campus of different girls.
The memory of that kiss was one of her very favorites, but on graduation night, crossing the
bridge again, it didn’t even occur to her. Until, that is, Joe tugged her hand slightly to get her to stop,
and then, when she turned around to face him, went down on one knee, and asked, “Fran…will you
marry me?”
He was smiling up at her, confident in her answer, and the street lights seemed dim compared to
the excited brightness of his eyes. His heavy dark hair was blowing around his face, and while he was
not laughing, he was as beautiful as she’d ever seen him, and she felt a sudden sharp interruption to
her breathing. She opened her mouth, fully expecting to hear herself answer him with a “yes.” But it
didn’t come. Her breathing kicked back in, although her heart still raced, and she simply stood stock
still, her lips slightly parted as though she hoped the right answer would find its own way out. She

looked at him, kneeling there, and thought about how he would be starting his new job this summer,
in the same county in which they’d both been born. She thought about being twenty-two and
spending the next year planning a wedding (or letting Shirley plan a wedding, God help us). She
thought about well-meaning relatives and friends questioning them about when they were going to
get married, and she thought about those questions changing to ones about when they were going to
start a family. By the time she had thought all these things Joe’s smile had disappeared, and he was
watching her carefully, with confusion starting to show in his eyes. She withdrew her hand from his
and sat down next to him on the concrete surface of the walkway.
Joe, for his part, removed his hand from his pocket (in which he’d carried a black velvet ring
box, at the ready to offer her), and shifted from his knee to sit down, heavily, next to her. He was
uncharacteristically quiet, matching her silence, but she could feel the tension thrumming through
his frame.
“Joe,” she said, turning slightly to try and meet his eyes, although he was seemingly staring at
something on the bridge surface, “I don’t think I can, right now. Can we wait?”
Finally he did raise his eyes to meet hers, and the hurt in them hurt her. “I don’t understand.
Don’t you love me?”
“I do,” said Fran.
“Then what are we waiting for?”
“I don’t know,” she said, and she really didn’t. “I just don’t think I’m ready to be engaged.”
Joe laughed, and for once it she found it a grating sound rather than a joyful one. “Okay, no
problem. We just get married at city hall.”

Now it was Fran’s turn to laugh, an incredulous snort. “You got a picture of either of our
families getting behind that one?”
“Come on, Fran. When did you ever care what Shirley wants? Let’s do it.”
“Okay, Joe, being engaged isn’t really the problem,” said Fran. She considered asking if they
could just head back to the apartment; more than ever she just wanted to go to bed and sleep. But
Joe just sat, and as the silence grew longer, she could feel his confusion turning to anger. She felt she
had to explain, even though she really didn’t know what she was explaining.
“I’m just…not ready, Joe. Not ready to be married. Can we not do this tonight?”
She saw his jaw clench before he answered. “You’re not ready. Well, I’ve heard that before.”
She couldn’t honestly say she wasn’t getting a little angry herself now. “What does that mean?”
“You know what it means. I’d like to have sex sometime, and it’s starting to look like getting
married is the only way for that to happen.”
She felt punched. She’d known it was an issue; she just hadn’t known it was this big an issue.
“You know what that’s about.”
“Fran, they do have this thing these days called birth control.”
“That is so not the point, Joe.” She had bypassed him in anger now; she was furious. She could
feel the blood pounding in her temple and the adrenaline coursing through her heart.
“Really? Not the point? Millions of people worldwide, many of them Catholics, seem to think
that’s an okay point.”

Fran forced herself to calm down and breathe. In, out. “I think that, whatever else, we can agree
the romance of this moment is shot.”
Joe looked like he was about to retort, again, but evidently saw her very deliberately taking air in
through her nose and blowing it out through her mouth and decided it would be wiser not to.
“Agreed.”
They sat, in silence, on the bridge. The south breeze was still lovely and warm, the stars were still
bright, but neither of them much felt the beauty of the night anymore. Finally Joe went ahead and
reached in his pocket. Retrieving the small black velvet box, he offered it to her.
“Joe.”
“Yeah, yeah, not tonight. I got it. But will you at least open it up?”
Fran was uneasy. She felt he was watching her carefully for her reaction to what the box
contained, and she wasn’t sure what her reaction would be. But she decided it was a fair question on
his part. She took the box and flipped it open. It contained a white gold ring, simple, with a small,
square-cut and sparkling diamond. Fran had never been a girly girl, so the sight of what was
undoubtedly a somewhat expensive diamond was not enough to set her off in hysterics, but even
she had to admit that it was a nice ring.
But it was still an engagement ring. It was pretty, but even just looking at it made her feel old,
heavy, claustrophobic. If she put this ring on her hand, she thought, it would be like looking at a
stranger’s hand. She closed the box and looked up to look at Joe, who was indeed watching her, his
face now a glowering and unsettling mixture of curiosity and unhappiness. She felt her pulse race
and its sudden skips made her sick to her stomach.

She snapped the box shut and made a motion as though to pass it back to him. “I can’t take this
right now. I’m sorry, Joe.”
He kept his hands resolutely in his pockets. “Okay.” He paused, softer now. “I didn’t expect
this.”
“No.” She was wishing to God they could just end this night already. “Here.”
“No,” he said, firmly shaking his head. “Keep it.” He saw her open her mouth to object, and
said, “No…I’m sorry about the stuff I said. Really. Will you just keep it for now?”
“I don’t want it.” It was the first thing she’d said that night that she was absolutely certain about.
Joe rocked back on his heels. He looked at her searchingly. “What. Not ever?”
“No…I don’t think so. Just not now.” She stood up, abruptly, still holding the box. Because she
was beginning to feel that the only way she could end this endless conversation was to go along with
his wishes, she put the ring in her pocket, and then reached down to offer him a hand up. “Okay?”
He accepted the hand while he stood but then let it go, and he seemed as devoid of laughter as
she had ever seen him. Something occurred to her, and she knew she shouldn’t, but it had been her
default mode to try and unleash his laugh for so long that she went ahead and said it anyway. “I
don’t know if diamonds are forever, but this moment is sure taking an eternity.”
“Fran,” he said, shaking his head, “to quote you: Not now.”
This small exchange had brought some normality back to them, but their walk back to Fran’s
had been strained, and Joe had left immediately thereafter for his own apartment. She put the box
on the top shelf of her closet and closed the door, and, although she fell into bed exhausted, stared
at her closet door for several hours before her eyes finally closed of their own accord. Nothing was

said about it or their walk the next day, or the day after that, and soon the summer was passing, with
Fran trying unsuccessfully to land any kind of job with health insurance and Joe seemingly goodnatured, tired from working his new job but also excited, full of stories about his co-workers and the
job and the volleyball league of university workers he had joined.
And then one night he stopped by her apartment after one such volleyball game. He was at least
two beers past his usual friendly drunk high. She let him in and he flopped on her computer chair. It
wasn’t the most relaxing place to flop, but she lived in an efficiency and the only other soft thing
around was her mattress, which sat directly on the floor. (After several college moves, she’d
jettisoned her bed frame and box spring, which she’d never really understood the purpose of
anyway.) And although he’d had too much to drink, it seemed he wanted to talk, and that it was the
kind of talking you didn’t really want to do while looking all the way up at someone from a mattress
on the floor. At first she’d laughed, watching him try not to pour out of the chair onto her floor, but
when he spoke beyond his initial greeting the undercurrent of bitterness in his voice surprised and
silenced her.
“So where is it?” he asked.
“Where is what?” she replied, much more calmly than she felt, because of course she knew what
he was talking about.
“The ring, Fran. You know, the shiny one with the diamond in it? The one I gave you at the
beginning of this summer and you haven’t once mentioned since?”
Wordlessly she retrieved it from the top shelf of her closet and handed it to him. She wasn’t
about to tell him now, but she had taken it out of the box several times, even wearing it one entire
Sunday afternoon when she was home alone. She set it on the desk in front of him. He very rarely

drank to excess, so she was unsure what mood he was really in, but the uneasy feeling that had been
growing in her since he’d come in prompted her to talk. “Maybe now is not the best time for this,
Joe.”
Now he laughed, but it was not his usual happy laugh, and she became even more uneasy as it
became clearer that whatever alcohol he’d had tonight was enhancing a bad mood, not a good one.
“Oh, Franny, Franny,” he said, shaking his head. “If not now, when?”
“I don’t know,” she replied, “But after a big drink of water and a nap is one idea.”
“So you can hide the ring again and when I wake up we can not talk about it some more?”
He was in her chair so she shrugged her shoulders and sat on her mattress. “No, we can talk
about it. And I wasn’t hiding the ring.”
“Fran,” he said, seemingly sobering as he talked, “What else would you call stashing it in your
closet?”
“Well, when I’m robbed, I want the burglar to at least have to work for it a little bit.”
Now he did laugh, sounding more like himself. But when he spoke again he was painfully quiet.
“I don’t want to go on like this, Fran. Isn’t this making you nuts?”
She considered him carefully. She could hear the unhappiness in his voice and she didn’t want to
upset him further, but the truth was it wasn’t really making her nuts. All summer she’d been poking
her psyche where Joe was concerned, asking herself what the hell she was doing, remembering her
first shock when he’d suggested they date other people, which had seemed to her like the biggest
waste of time possible. She thought about her first semester at LaCrosse without him, when it had
felt like she had lost a limb. She remembered their first date, and when he’d called the next day, and

how she had felt opportunities opening up to her, possibilities including him, including that laugh,
those eyes, those hands, those hands on her dashboard, the romance of it all, she’d felt it all from
the very beginning, from the moment she’d first seen him at his locker, when he hadn’t known, and
wouldn’t know, for two more years, who she even was.
Why wasn’t this making her nuts? Why couldn’t she say yes? Why didn’t she want to say yes?
And then she realized: she did want to say yes. She just didn’t want to say it quite yet.
He was still looking at her. His eyes were clear as always; their talking seemed to have burned the
drunkenness right out of him. She realized the only time in her life that she’d lied to Joe was when
she said of course they could break up, she knew long-distance relationships were too hard. Now
she wanted to tell him the truth, as simply as she could.
“I’m not ready to get married, Joe.”
He looked around the tiny room, which felt closer in the summer heat. She had air conditioning
but usually got by with a fan; the farm still didn’t have it and neither had most of the places she’d
lived since. But now she needed some sort of fresh air, so she stood and crossed to her thermostat
to turn it on as he watched. When he spoke, the anger was back in his voice.
“You would miss all this glamour, if you had to marry me?”
It almost sounded like a joke, and she narrowed her eyes at him to determine if he was serious.
When she saw that he was, she sat back down and rubbed at the bridge of her nose. She could feel
her own anger rising again, much as it had on the night he had first proposed. “Why are you pushing
so hard, Joe? What is the big hurry?”

Joe stood up peevishly. “I just want to. I love you. I don’t get what the problem is. Why don’t
we just get engaged? We don’t have to get married any time soon.”
Fran shook her head, frustrated. She believed him when he said he didn’t get what the problem
was (she didn’t really get it herself), but she was also becoming more than a bit annoyed that he
wasn’t spending any of his time trying to work with her to figure out the problem. “So what, just get
engaged, and then when anyone asks, we’re just getting married sometime in the future? No date?”
Joe paced to the window, and crossed his arms. “Yeah. What’s the big deal with that? At least, if
we’re engaged…”
She had a feeling she knew where this conversation was going, and honestly, she couldn’t blame
him, but she was getting angrier by the minute that he wouldn’t just come out and say it. “At least, if
we’re engaged…” At this she added her own exaggerated pause, and then finished with “…What?”
Joe turned and paced back to the chair, looked as if he was going to sit back down, but then
decided not to and leaned against her desk instead. His arms were still crossed. “We could have sex,
Fran, okay? Don’t you think? Couldn’t we if we were engaged?”
“You’re doing a lot of assuming. What, getting engaged is some magic shield against
pregnancy?”
“Oh, honestly, Fran. You have been telling me that for years now. You even been to church
lately? If you don’t want to take something I’ll take care of it. And if we’re engaged, maybe it’s not
the end of the world if something happens.”
Fran felt her heart contract in rage. Adrenaline always made her shaky and this time was no
exception—even sitting down she felt her breath catching and wondered if she was going to pass

out. She couldn’t believe it was all really coming down to this. “I take it this ‘something’ you keep
alluding to is a baby? A teeny tiny human being? And if that ‘it’ happens, well, then, fine, we’re
getting married anyway?”
Joe looked a bit taken aback by her voice, in which she could hear her rage seething. “What, you
don’t want kids ever, either? What the fuck, Fran. What have we been doing here for six years?”
Fran was still standing with her back to the window and needed badly to pace or move, but she
didn’t trust herself to step away from the spot.
“I didn’t say I don’t want kids ‘ever.’ I will admit I really don’t want them as some sort of fuckup that then provides a reason to get married. What I am saying is that we are TWENTY-TWO, and
I don’t see what the big fucking hurry is all of a sudden.” Even in her rage, spitting that statement
out, something occurred to her that she knew she shouldn’t say. Sadly, she was beyond restraint at
this point. “Oh wait, actually, I do. Fucking in a hurry is the big fucking hurry.”
“Christ,” Joe yelled, startling her even though she was tensed for it. When he continued, it was
only in a slightly quieter voice. “Six years. You can accuse me of anything else, Fran, but you cannot
accuse me of being in a hurry. You think anyone else would have put up with this?”
They stared at each other across the tiny efficiency apartment, the five feet of floor between
them seeming to gap ever wider. The white hot fury in her stomach, ironically, came out in an icy
slap when she spoke.
“No, Joe, I really don’t. Full points to you. I forget sometimes that my weird hang-ups, that
me…that I’m…something to put up with.”

Joe slumped back into the desk chair. His shoulders dropped, and he stared at his hands,
clenched on the chair armrests. For another minute neither of them said anything, and the minute
stretched into what felt like an hour. Fran stood rooted to her spot, sick to her stomach. When he
spoke again she was not really surprised by the resignation in his voice.
“Yeah, you’re right, Fran. We’re twenty-two. Actually, I’m twenty-three, but let’s not quibble.
Say I’m twenty-two. The point is, I want to start living.”
For perhaps the millionth time in her life, and for the second time that night, Fran spoke
without thinking. “Well, technically, Joe, you do have a pulse.”
He snorted and shrugged his shoulders and she wished, oh, she wished, she could take it back,
although she knew it didn’t really matter now. He looked up at her, completely sober now. “Fran.
Either we do something or say something now to move forward, or we’re done here.”
“Okay,” she said. “What do you want? You know I love you.”
“Not enough,” he said. “Not enough to do anything I want.”
Finally moving, Fran flopped down on her mattress and placed the heels of her hands against
her throbbing eyes and forehead. Adrenaline tended to make her sick, and then very, very tired,
which was one of the reasons she abhorred exercise. Tonight she felt like she’d just run an Ironman
competition.
“I’m not about to be bullied into sex or marriage tonight, Joe. Why don’t we just talk about it
again soon? Maybe just take a break? Just try to remember how to be friends?”
Joe had been sitting, snapping the ring box open and shut, but at this he snapped it shut
decisively and put it in his pocket. He stood, looked around for a second as if confused where best

to go or stand, and then stepped forward and crouched by the side of the bed where Fran was
flopped, still covering her eyes.
“Franny,” he said, in a tone so different and quiet that it made her move her hands and sit up on
her elbows to meet his eyes. “You don’t get it, do you. I don’t want to be just friends with you
anymore.”
She snorted. “So what, even if we break up we’re not going to talk anymore?”
He did not laugh in return. “That’s what I’m saying,” he said.
She turned on her side, in disbelief that they were once again at an impasse and she was as
powerless to stop it as she had been before they went to college. “Well, that’s just ridiculous, Joe.”
“Not to me, it’s not.” He stood, and paused. She looked up at him but didn’t speak. Finally he
zipped his jacket back up and looked back toward the desk to find his keys. “Thanks for giving the
ring back.” Now he did laugh, drily and without actual humor. “I guess.” He scooped up his keys
and turned back to her, pausing again for a long moment. When she didn’t speak, he re-settled his
shoulders. “Okay,” he said, with finality, and went to the door. When it closed behind him she knew
she should haul herself off the bed and say something, anything, to get him back, but she didn’t. She
was just so tired.
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Three o’clock in the afternoon was not traditionally a busy time at Beans. The few university
students who seemed to live there (most of whom were female and had crushes on James) were
there, of course, buying just enough refills and day-old baked goods to justify their all-day use of the
shop’s wireless Internet connection, and occasionally taking study breaks by chatting with the barista
on duty. Sometimes women with one or two small children came in and sat at the table in the
corner, near which Fran had added a small toy chest and some garage-sale toys; if they were meeting
friends they would barricade their children in the corner and then proceed to converse with each
other as though talk was water and they had just come through the Sahara. Periodically someone
obviously enjoying a day off came through and got a simple coffee to enjoy there or to go. But by
and large the afternoons found the shop less than full, less than busy, but still very pleasant. If the
day was sunny the air in the shop was sun-warmed through the large southern-exposure window;
periodically a dust mote sparkled in the air as people contentedly sipped their drinks, listened to the
music, and just generally enjoyed their surroundings. These hours, through dusk, were actually
Fran’s favorite time of the day in the shop, and she got a lot of chances to enjoy them, as she most
typically worked the closing shifts. Because it was not a busy time she sometimes worked the
counter for an hour or two by herself (she didn’t really mind working by herself; she just didn’t like
asking her employees to do so) and still had some time to work on ordering, scheduling, and other
paperwork, as well as random cleaning tasks she didn’t think her staff got paid enough to do. She
didn’t get paid enough to do them either, but she at least did them by choice, rotating a variety of
chores that weren’t strictly speaking necessary, but which gave the shop its extra little jot of cozy
cleanliness.

That Wednesday Fran was cleaning what was known as the accessories shelf. It was a shallow
bank of shelves where Victor had decreed they display various travel mugs, filters, French press
coffee makers, and other various odds and ends of coffee-making hardware. Fran found these
shelves particularly irritating, as none of the merchandise ever sold (everything on them could be
found, cheaper, literally a mile down the road at Target) and she had dusted most of the same items
for three years now. She was emptying a shelf of filter mugs when she heard the bells on the door
chime, and, turning around to return to the counter, she inhaled some of the dust she’d just
disturbed, and sneezed. It was an awkward sneeze; she didn’t have a Kleenex handy and couldn’t
decide whether just to hold the sneeze in or direct it into her elbow. The result was a decidedly
unmelodic “snork.” When she opened her watering eyes and once again turned to make her way
behind the counter, she was annoyed to find that this particularly ungraceful sneeze had been
witnessed with interest by the customer who had entered. It was Joe Matthews.
“Bless you,” he said.
Fran was surprised to see him; she’d figured once he knew that she worked there, he’d avoid the
place like the plague. If memory served he had always enjoyed coffee, but even at her most loyal
Fran didn’t really believe that the product they served at Beans was really all that different from the
coffee brewed at numerous other coffee shops throughout the city. She tried to resist feeling put out
(business was business, after all) as she went behind the counter to wash her hands, and after she did
so, she took her place behind the cash register and finally replied to Joe, saying, curtly, “Thank you.”
She forced a smile, and he smiled rather uneasily in return, but it was Fran who had to break the
silence by asking, “What can I get you?”
Joe seemed confused by this question, which only served to increase her annoyance. “Oh, um,
just a small coffee. For here.”

“Dark roast or light?”
“Dark.”
“Room for cream?”
“No, you know I drink it black.”
She did know, as a matter of fact, but the assurance with which he said it bothered her. She was
also becoming progressively more angry that he was acting so nonchalant about their encounters.
He’d been the one who hadn’t wanted to see or talk to her anymore, so what was he doing here? She
took a deep breath, drew him a small cup of French roast, set the steaming cup on a saucer, and
gently slid it across the counter to him. “Anything else?”
“Um,” he said, and then continued just to stand there, looking at her in a rather hapless way and
reaching up nervously to push some unruly bangs out of his eyes. Evidently he had been expecting
something other than a straightforward coffee transaction. For a moment they both just stood, Fran
growing colder and more silent by the second, and Joe looking as though he couldn’t remember
what he’d actually come into the store for. Eventually Fran broke the silence.
“Two ten, please.”
This seemed to jumpstart Joe, if only for a moment. He quickly retrieved his wallet and from it,
three dollar bills, which he passed over the counter to her. As he did, he finally met her eyes straight
on and said, “Fran, do you think we could talk for a minute?”
Something about the familiarity of Joe’s voice, and his earnest tone, sent a small rush of
adrenaline to the pit of her stomach, which in turn made her feel slightly nauseous. That’s enough,
she immediately made her mind tell her stomach, no physical reactions to a jerk who told you he

never wanted to talk to you again, even when he did talk to you again. She became aware that she
was taking too long to answer his question, but luckily the bells at the front door sounded and a
woman in scrubs entered in a rush, most likely looking for a caffeine jolt before starting her shift at
the hospital. Fran handed Joe his change (and couldn’t help noticing, approvingly, that he dropped
all of his change in the tip cup) and thanked him, all without answering his question. She turned her
attention to the woman who had entered, and Joe took the hint, moving along the side of the
counter, sipping his drink and making a show of looking at the whole coffee beans for sale.
She dragged the transaction out as long as she could, but all the next customer needed was a
large coffee, to go, and moments later she had darted out as quickly as she’d entered. When she did,
Joe wandered back to the counter spot by the cash register, ostensibly to pick up the saucer he’d left
there, but then he paused, meaningfully. Christ almighty. Didn’t he have a job or somewhere else he
needed to be on a weekday afternoon? And why was she always dressed like such a slob when he
happened to come in? (She knew what her mother’s answer to that question would be, and that it
would include the words “slob” and “all the time.”) She was actually wearing her favorite t-shirt, a
yellow one with a hippo on the front and the line “Actually, I was never that hungry hungry,” along
the bottom, but it was old and she’d clearly worn it a lot. Joe, on the other hand, must just have
come from work and was wearing slim dark indigo jeans with a worn leather belt and a crisp white
dress shirt that contrasted nicely with his tawny skin and black hair. He looked good. It pissed her
off.
“So?” he said, looking at her inquiringly, and forgoing the charade of repeating the question they
both knew she’d heard.
“Sure, Joe,” she said, wearily. “What’s up?”

His smile returned, a bit surer this time, although Fran didn’t think her answer had been very
enthusiastic. “Well, for starters,” he said, leaning in a bit so the few people seated towards the back,
all working on their tablets, would hear, “It’s really good to see you.”
“Is it?” she asked. “Even though I’m looking shockingly old?”
“You’re kidding me,” he said, smile fading. “When did you talk to Amy?”
“Well, that confirms it,” Fran said.
“Now, come on,” said Joe, setting his cup down on his saucer. “What I told Amy is that it
surprises me, sometimes, that we’re all getting older. That’s not the same as saying you look old.”
“But you admit that statement was triggered by my haggard appearance.”
Joe rubbed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger, as though trying to
massage away a tension headache. “This is going all wrong,” he sighed.
The entire encounter was rapidly starting to grate on her patience. “Not ‘this,’ Joe, you,” she
snapped. “Why are you here anyway? You know there’s like three other perfectly good coffee shops
in a half-mile radius around here, right?”
“But you’re here.”
“And you know that now.”
Now he looked at her with his eyes narrowed in impatience (which was a look of his she
remembered very well, actually). “I knew that before I came in the first time.”
“Whatever,” she said. “Don’t tell my boss I said this, but I promise you, you can get a decent
cup of coffee at any other shop in town.”

Joe’s face relaxed and he laughed, lightly, as though deciding that he wanted to keep this friendly.
“Must be the strong economy, if you’re sending customers to other shops.”
“All you bought was a small coffee,” Fran retorted. “Next time get a large cappuccino and a
cookie and maybe it will be worth it to me for you to come around.”
Joe tried a smile again. “Can we be serious for a second?”
“I’m completely serious,” Fran replied, unsmiling.
“Okay,” Joe said, and, picking up his coffee cup again, tried to drain it in one manly gulp. One
way in which Fran’s coffee shop did differ from others in town, however, was that she believed in
serving piping hot coffee and regularly pestered Victor to buy her new carafes so her coffee
selections stayed hot. Joe swallowed, painfully, and then set his largely still full cup back on its saucer
and pushed it back in her direction. “I knew you probably wouldn’t want to talk to me. But I
thought, it’s been a long time, maybe we could just, I don’t know, be friends again. Evidently not.”
Fran thought this was particularly rich, coming from him, and couldn’t restrain herself from
snapping, “No, I think your original thought that we couldn’t be friends was probably the right
one.”
She hadn’t meant to sound that bitter, but really, the nerve. They stared at each other for a
moment, not talking, with Fran eventually feeling her cheeks growing red with checked anger as she
saw disbelief in his dark eyes. Finally he spoke again. “I’m sorry I bothered you,” he said softly, and
left, setting the bells above the door off again. Fran didn’t move while she watched him go, forcing
herself to watch him impassively even though the whole encounter had left her feeling a bit shaky.
Calm down, she thought, there’s no reason for Joe Matthews to make you this upset. She took a
deep breath and picked up his saucer and cup, in which the coffee was still steaming, turning to

dump its contents into the tiny sink in the counter nearest her. She glanced back out through the
front windows and saw him getting into a black truck, wondering idly when he’d become a truck
guy, until she remembered once again that she wasn’t supposed to care about whatever he’d
become. It was about time for business in the shop to pick back up, and, as if to herald that change
in the day, the bells above the door jangled again. She greeted the two women who had entered and
then washed her hands at the same tiny sink where she’d dumped Joe’s coffee, and then repositioned herself behind the register to take their orders. While she waited for them to finish their
conversation and decide what to order, her gaze strayed involuntarily to watch the black pick-up
turn out of the parking lot and into the street, where it pulled into the left-hand turn lane of the
intersection. In the next moment Fran forgot everything, as she saw another truck barreling through
the same intersection from the other direction. It seemed that she heard the bang after she saw the
trucks collide; by the time everyone’s attention in the shop was turned to the noise outside, Fran was
already out from behind the counter and running out the door, leaving two very surprised women
with their mouths open in the shapes of small “o’s” in her wake.
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“So you ran out the door,” Roberta said.
“That’s right.” Fran and Roberta were working the counter, generally being kept too busy by
customers to talk much, but every now and then Roberta could squeeze in a question.
“You left two customers mid-order, with no one else at the counter.”
“Well, technically, they hadn’t started ordering, but otherwise, yes. Don’t tell Victor on me.”
“And was he okay?”
Fran put the finishing touches on two drinks, set them on the counter, and announced “Latte
and hot chocolate” to the room. She smiled at the woman who moved forward to claim the drinks,
and then turned back to Roberta. “Well, their trucks were pretty smashed up, but both were
drivable, I think. Joe was going to call Kate to meet him at home, and then they were going to go to
Urgent Care so he could get looked over. But yeah, I think he was okay.”
Roberta was still shaking her head over the story of the previous day’s events. “And this is just
some old friend of yours?”
Fran decided to keep her explanation simple. “From high school. It was just such a surprise to
see it all happen; I nearly had a heart attack. It was dumb, really, to run out; I should have called 911
first. Luckily Jess saw it too and called it in.”
Jess was one of their college-student regulars. Roberta just shook her head again. “Well, I’m just
glad you weren’t hurt too, running into traffic like that. What did the two women say when you
came back in?”

Fran grinned. “Nothing—they were long gone. Evidently some people don’t like to let a little
thing like a car accident get in the way of their decaf skinny capps.”
“Wait—I thought you said they hadn’t ordered yet?”
“They hadn’t. They just had that pinched skim-milk look about them. I’m lucky they didn’t rob
us, the old bags.”
Roberta laughed. “You’re terrible. I’d hate to hear how you’d describe me.”
Fran winked at her. “As my one true love, Roberta.”
“Uh-huh,” replied Roberta, apparently unconvinced. “Well, it’s good to know you’re not only a
mild-mannered manager, you’re also an accident scene superhero.”
“Not me,” said Fran, shaking her head. “All I did, pretty much, was get in the way. Although I
did see that Joe had the green light. The cops think they’ll be able to confirm that using the security
camera at the bank. Otherwise if something comes to trial I might have to go testify about seeing the
light.”
“Well, do you mind doing that?”
“I don’t know.” Fran thought for a second, biting her lip. The idea actually did make her kind of
nervous. “The guy who hit him looked like the asshole type who would hold a grudge.”
“Well, hopefully it won’t come to that.”
“The eternal optimist.” Fran smiled fondly at Roberta; the older woman’s cheerful optimism was
actually one of Fran’s favorite things about her. “Now. If your base curiosity is satisfied, Nosey, will
you mind if I step in back to do the scheduling?”

“Touchy, touchy.” Roberta put up her hands and jokingly backed away a step. “Are all
superheroes so touchy?”
Fran laughed again, and then headed for the back room. Once there, she settled into her chair
and stared at the as-yet blank schedule sheets, which were obscured by a pile of notes written on a
variety of materials. James had used a napkin to list his requests for days off, while John had used
the back of what looked like some math notes, and Annie had used the back side of her copy of the
previous week’s schedule. She had to remember to buy a pad of large-ish Post-It notes for her staff;
that way they could at least leave her notes that wouldn’t flutter to the floor every time she tried to
find something on her desk.
But what was really on her mind was Joe. She hadn’t heard from him since yesterday, and
although she was trying to believe she didn’t care, she found herself wondering how he was. He’d
seemed fine after the fender-bender, true, but didn’t people sometimes feel the effects of accidents
later? After the adrenaline wore off? At the very least he had to be sore today, didn’t he? But she had
no way of surreptitiously quieting her curiosity—she’d taken a quick look online to see if she could
see his address or email address anywhere but hadn’t had any luck. Steve might know how to
contact him, but she didn’t want to ask Steve. If Roberta had asked a few friendly questions about
the situation, Steve would grill her like a TMZ interviewer. And Fran really didn’t want to talk about
the accident or how it had made her feel. Why had she been watching Joe leave, anyway? She’d
basically kicked him out of the store herself. And why had she gone running into the road when she
saw the accident? She couldn’t explain that one, even to herself. All she’d known was that the one
thought on her mind as she sprinted through the parking lot was her desire to make sure Joe was
okay. Before she even really registered that she was in the road, she was at the side of his truck,
craning her head up to see into the cab. When he turned and looked out the driver-side window at

her, wide-eyed, she could see him starting to pull reflexively on his seat belt. Her heart thudded
sickly in her chest when she saw how disoriented he looked, but when she wrenched his door open,
somewhat violently, he said, as though he was the one trying to comfort her, “I’m all right, Fran. I’m
all right. I think.”
“Joe, don’t move, I’ve got to go call the police, I’ll be right back, okay?”
He shook his head, gingerly, as though he wasn’t sure that was a good idea. “I’ve got my phone,
I’ll call.”
This conversation was largely rendered moot when they both heard, approaching from their
right, a siren. Almost immediately a police car entered the intersection and a cop got out. Sometimes
it was handy to be right down the street from the city hall and police station.
“Joe, you had the arrow, I saw it, I’ll tell them, okay?”
He smiled at her but was still fumbling with his seat belt, his hand searching uncertainly for the
buckle. She saw him struggling and hoisted herself up on the running board to put a restraining
hand on his chest. With her other hand she reached across him and touched his wrist, lightly, with
her fingers. His chest and wrist were very warm and she was conscious, suddenly, that she was very
close to him. He made an uncertain lean forward and Fran backed down slightly, although she didn’t
step back down to the ground.
“Don’t unbuckle just yet, Joe, I don’t know if you should move.”
“It’s okay, Fran, I’ve got to get out to talk to the cops, okay?”
“Okay, I’ll stay and talk to them too.”

As he was stepping down to the ground, a short, thick-necked man was storming around to
where Fran and Joe both stood on the driver’s side of Joe’s truck. They could see he was yelling
before they could hear him, but eventually words like “bastard,” “right of way” and “your fault”
could be heard clearly in his apoplectic tirade. Joe rocked back on his heels a bit, interrupted as he
tried to inspect his hood and make his way around the passenger side to assess the damage.
Seemingly without thinking he put his hand out and found her arm, steadying himself slightly. Again
he gave her that vaguely wide-eyed look; upon seeing it she felt fury rise up in her chest, and when
the other motorist approached them, she shot him the cold, narrow look that she usually reserved
for abusive customers. He slowed slightly but kept coming. With bravery she willed rather than felt
she kept staring him down, raised the hand Joe wasn’t holding, and barked, “Back off.” Mercifully
this seemed to confuse the man, and he even stopped in the middle of his verbal harangue.
She turned her attention back to Joe, releasing his hand just long enough to place that arm
around the small of his back to help support him. “I’m not leaving, Joe, I’ll tell the cops you had the
arrow.” Joe was not yet noticing details, but Fran was gratified to see the other driver draw back just
a bit with the slightest of guilty looks around his features.
“Did I?” asked Joe.
Fran had once been in an accident herself and knew the surest way to an insurance dispute was
to display any confusion about one’s actions. “Yes, you did, you had the arrow. I was watching from
the shop.”
“I thought I did, but he came so fast.”
“I’m here. Just wait, the cop’s here.”
“Fran?”

“Hang tight, Joe, we’re getting there.”
“Thanks, Fran.”
His voice was much stronger already and Fran took her eyes off the traffic moving slowly
around them to look at him more closely. She was relieved to find his eyes already focusing better,
although he really did need a haircut; a heavy shelf of hair was now hanging over his forehead and in
his eyes. She shook her head as though to empty it of thoughts about Joe’s hair and said, “No
worries, Joe, I do this for all Beans customers.” That won her a slight smile, and she was relieved to
feel her stomach unclench.
Now, in her office after telling the story to Roberta, replaying the accident in her mind, Fran was
still surprised at how quickly she had run into the street. That had been stupid, she knew. But now,
without really meaning to, all she could see in her memory were Joe’s eyes when she reached his
truck, huge and confused. She hadn’t seen his eyes like that since her father died, when she’d called
his house early in the morning from hospice, and when she and her mother had gotten home to the
farm later in the morning, he was there, skipping school, waiting for them, beseeching her with his
eyes to talk to him. At the time she had been almost resentful—she just wanted to make whatever
calls her mother told her needed to be made and then go to sleep—but when she thought about him
there later, making coffee and helping to talk with relatives and friends who started to show up with
casseroles and fruit, all wanting to just be there for them in some way, she could appreciate how
much he had just wanted to help. And how much he had helped, even pushing her upstairs so she
could get some sleep while he stayed in the kitchen with Shirley and whoever was visiting. For days
she hadn’t talked, barely registering who talked to her at the wake and the funeral, and she had
shrugged him off whenever he tried to hug her or console her. But always in the background she
had known he was there, his eyes huge and thoughtful, but becoming increasingly confused as his

efforts were silently rebuffed. At least his weren’t the only gestures she had been ignoring; at the
conclusion of the cemetery ceremony, when the funeral director had removed roses from the
bouquet atop the now-closed casket to offer one to each family member, she had ignored him when
he held one out to her. The director had continued to stand there, holding out the rose, until finally
Joe stepped forward and gently pushed the hand (and the rose) away from her. Only then had she
looked up and into Joe’s eyes, those dark and sad eyes, which looked like they had never laughed or
twinkled or done anything but stare at her as she stood there, exhausted. He had wrapped his right
arm around her shoulder and she had turned her head into his new suit jacket, and it seemed they
had both tried to pretend that they were anywhere else. That it was anyone but her father in that
casket.
Suddenly the phone rang, snapping Fran back to the present, and she was annoyed to find that
she had to blink her eyes to hold back tears. She took a quick drink of water from the glass on her
desk, to try and compose herself before she answered the phone, but it stopped ringing almost
immediately; Roberta must have answered it. Fran listened for just a moment to see if the call would
be for her or if she had to answer any questions, but Roberta didn’t appear and everything in her
office remained quiet as she sat there, considering, for a long moment. Without really meaning to
she thought again of Joe’s eyes yesterday, after the accident, wide and unsure. She hadn’t realized it
at the time, but now she knew her only thought had been to bolster him with her eyes the way he’d
once strengthened her with his. She didn’t love him anymore and he obviously didn’t love her, but
she knew now she would always try to help him, if she could. She had always been and would always
be his friend. It was silly to pretend otherwise.
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A few days later Fran was gazing at her brother Steve’s CD collection while she visited him in
his apartment. She felt like she was gazing at her CD collection.
“Steve, you’ve got a ton of my CDs here. I’m taking them back. Maybe I should start selling
them to raise rent money.”
It was a Saturday afternoon, and Steve was barely listening to her as he watched college
basketball on his large-screen TV. “Whatevs,” he said, without taking his eyes from the screen. “Too
bad for you nobody buys CDs anymore, so I wouldn’t sign a new expensive lease anytime soon.”
“Oh,” she said, somewhat depressed by that thought. “Why do you still have my CDs, then?
You’re the big tech man, you must not use CDs any more either.”
“I’ve probably had those for a while,” Steve said glibly, clearly not feeling too guilty about that
fact. When it became clear he wasn’t going to be saying anything else, she half-heartedly pulled a
couple of her favorite discs, both Rufus Wainwrights and one the very CD Steve had claimed last
week that he didn’t have, from the shelf. She sighed and then crossed the room to flop on the
oversized loveseat, the only other furniture in the room besides the TV and Steve’s armchair. As it
was she had to push aside a pile of clean or dirty clothes (she couldn’t immediately tell which, and
she wasn’t going to investigate enough to find out) to make room.
“You need a woman, Steve. This place is starting to say ‘eccentric bachelor.’ Or maybe
‘hoarder.’”
There was no response. She decided to poke the bear a little harder.
“So, how is the old love life these days?”

Steve still didn’t bother to turn his head to look at her. “You now live with Shirley. If you think I
am giving you any material to pass her way to distract her when she’s asking questions about you,
you’re very, very, wrong.”
She sighed. It had been worth a shot. “So, are you going to watch basketball all afternoon?”
“That depends. Are you going to be here all afternoon?”
“Really? You would make me go home and hang out with Mom on my day off?”
Finally Steve glanced her way and rolled his eyes at her, a specialty of his. “Well, you do have
three other brothers in town to grace with your presence, you know. Or, here’s an idea, make some
friends who aren’t related to you and who don’t work for you.”
“Look who’s talking. If you have so many friends, why did you have to crash on my couch for
three months while you looked for this place?”
“But what have you done for me lately?”
“That was just last year! I should have charged you rent, ingrate, so I could have stayed there an
extra month myself.”
“Well, it’s not my fault that you make poor financial decisions.”
Having delivered this devastating little piece of truth, Steve very unsubtly turned the volume up
on the television and reclined further in his chair. For her part, Fran looked about somewhat
restlessly. Her thick hair was loose today, and bothering her where it hung on her neck; she gathered
and tucked it back as though to put it up, but without a hair tie or barrette handy, she had to let it go
again. Why hadn’t she brought along something to read? Steve was not a reader, which was painfully
evident from the lack of any books or reading material of any type anywhere in the living room. She

was just thinking about going to the kitchen to see what he had in the way of snacks, and perhaps to
read his cereal boxes while she was there, when he spoke again, with apparent nonchalance.
“So, how long do you think you’ll be here, Franny?”
His tone suggested that he might not want her to be there for that much longer. Fran decided to
be difficult. “Why?”
“No reason.” He turned back to the game.
Fran decided not to pry too hard into Steve’s reasons for obviously wanting her to leave,
because this finally seemed like something to do: she could exercise the time-honored tradition of all
little sisters to try and get in their older brothers’ ways. She thought for a moment, and then asked,
“Do you have any cards?”
“Cards, she asks for. Why do you want cards?”
“I thought I could play some solitaire.”
“Do you really not have anything else to do on a Saturday?”
“Steve, I have been working a ton at the store. But I can’t really hang out there today, nobody
wants the boss there all the time. And I could not stay home today with Mom. It’s only a senate
election year, and if I hear the phrase ‘oversexed Democrat’ one more time I am going to lose it.”
“Oh, who was that?”
“Dude, if you think I’m listening to Mom when she talks politics, you are way wrong. It doesn’t
matter. She calls them all oversexed Democrats.”

“Ha. Do you know she called me the other day to ask who I was voting for? I told her they
don’t let felons vote and then I hung up while she was trying to work that one out.” Steve had a
somewhat crooked smile and a not-small nose, but whenever he gave their mother a hard time (or
just enjoyed the memories of doing so), he smiled so boyishly that he was almost handsome.
“I wondered why she wanted me to look you up on the circuit court site. Naughty. Very
naughty. And, by the way, you’re welcome for me not telling her about the latest speeding ticket.”
“Oh, shit, just go ahead and tell her. It’ll make her year.”
“Give me some credit for sibling loyalty.”
Steve seemed to be in a better mood, but clearly he still wasn’t eager for her to stay. “So,
seriously, are you hanging out here all day?”
“Okay. What is the deal? You got a woman coming over or something?”
“Kind of.” Now he was busy rustling through the pile of clothing that she had just tossed over
onto his armchair, so she could spread out on the loveseat. He finally selected a long-sleeved red
UW badger t-shirt. Evidently the pile had been clean clothes; Steve was now unceremoniously
removing the t-shirt he was wearing and replacing it with the red one.
“Do you have a hermaphrodite coming over?”
“Well, there will be male and female parts, yet, but that’s because I am expecting both a male
and a female.”
“Kinky. As was your little striptease.”
“That’s me. Tell Mom.”

“Well, just tell me when you need me to leave.”
The intercom buzzed. Steve smiled at her, somewhat guiltily. “Um, five minutes ago?” He got
up, smoothed his newly changed shirt, tucked the one he had just taken off under the pile of
(evidently) clean laundry, and then stepped across the room to press the button for the building’s
front entrance. He turned back to Fran. “You’re welcome to stay, but it’s Joe and Kate, so I don’t
know if you want to.”
Fran thought for a moment, once again feeling her stomach do a strange flop. “Well, you don’t
have to be so dramatic, Steve, I have seen Joe since he’s been back, you know.”
Steve raised one eyebrow at her. “And Kate?”
“Well, technically, I haven’t really met Kate yet, so this is probably a good time.” She was trying
very hard to sound relaxed, but she knew that Steve knew she was not really a relaxed person at any
time, so the jig was up before she’d even started. She decided that it was, in fact, probably time to
go, and started looking around for her keys. Where had she thrown them when she’d come in? She’d
stick around long enough to officially “meet” Kate and then make her exit. She had just finished
patting both the pockets in her jeans, not finding her keys there, when a strong knock at the door
made her jump. Once again she was annoyed to find that even the prospect of seeing Joe was
enough to make her catch her breath.
Steve loped past her to open the door as she ducked into the kitchen to continue the search for
her keys. She heard her brother say something, and then a woman’s voice that sounded pleasant
enough answered him. And then Joe laughed.
Laughs could be fingerprints, thought Fran suddenly. There really wasn’t anyone else in the
world who laughed like Joe. As she concentrated on breathing (she really was very short on air,

suddenly, it seemed), Steve brought his guests into the kitchen, narrating as he went. “Our first stop
on the tour is the kitchen, where I don’t normally keep a little sister. But sometimes, you know,
when there’s a deal on sisters at Wal-Mart, you stock up.”
Joe laughed again and Fran lost whatever cogent train of thought she’d been having. This was
going to be impossible if he kept it up. Evidently Steve had exhausted his store of clever for the time
being and wouldn’t be introducing her by name anytime soon, so Fran smiled and stuck out her
hand to Kate. “Hi, I’m Fran. I’m sorry I didn’t introduce myself when we met at the coffee shop.”
Kate gave her a pleasant and open smile and said, “It’s really nice to meet you. Thank you, too,
for being so helpful about Joe’s accident.” Today she was wearing skinny jeans and a close-fitting
navy blue tunic that perfectly matched her eye color. To complete the look she was wearing a gold
necklace with a large blue ceramic circle at its center and a chunky bangle bracelet. There was no
doubt about it; she was gorgeous. More than ever Fran was painfully conscious of her own lack of
make-up and accessories, not to mention her few-seasons-out-of-date jeans and faded black longsleeve shirt.
Steve looked at Fran quizzically. “How are you being helpful?” he asked her.
Fran could feel herself blushing, and then her awareness of the blush made her warmer still.
“Well, Steve, don’t sound so shocked that I could actually be helpful to someone. I just offered to
be a witness if Joe needs one.”
Steve, looking confused, now turned to Joe as though for explanation. “I thought it was the
other guy’s fault?”
Joe shook his head ruefully. “It was. But we both got tickets, so the guy’s insurance company
might sue me. And my insurance company is already balking at paying for physical therapy. It’s a

mess. But if we go to court we’ve got security camera footage showing the guy running his red, so
hopefully we wouldn’t even need Fran.”
After he had explained this, conversation rather stalled as they all stood rather awkwardly in
Steve’s small kitchen. Finally Kate smiled again and asked, “Well, is there more to this tour? Because
if not, I’ve got to tell you, I’m just a bit disappointed.”
Steve laughed and gallantly raised his arm in the direction of the kitchen door. “Of course,
ma’am, my one-bedroom suburban apartment is your one-bedroom suburban apartment.” He then
led the way through the door, and, after Joe had taken Kate’s hand and smiled at her affectionately
(a gesture Fran hadn’t really needed to witness, actually), they followed him. Forgetting what she had
gone into the kitchen for, Fran trooped rather disconsolately out of the kitchen after the small
group, but then she remembered she had originally gone in to try and find her missing keys.
Ducking back into the small room, she scanned the counter top, the table, and even the floor, before
admitting defeat and realizing she’d have to go back into the living room at about the same time the
trio would probably be completing their tour.
As it was she had about thirty seconds to desperately scan the room for her keys, but she
couldn’t see them anywhere. Were they in her pockets? No, she’d already checked there. She was
patting herself down again anyway when Kate wandered back into the room. This time Fran rather
felt it was up to her to offer some pleasantries.
“Should we be concerned that Joe is finding Steve’s bedroom so interesting?” she asked, and
then winced, inwardly, realizing that was probably a fairly crass thing to say to a stranger, and Joe’s
girlfriend to boot.

Luckily Kate seemed to find it amusing. “Oh, they’re looking at Steve’s X-Box set-up back there.
Four rooms, two huge TVs. Do you think your brother is saving up for kitchen and bathroom TVs
too? Or do the two laptops actually cover that?”
Fran found herself somewhat liking this woman, even though she didn’t want to. “Don’t even
suggest it,” she said. “I’m pretty sure he’s thinking about a flat-screen for the bathroom. He dropped
a cell phone in a toilet once and now he refuses to take his precious smartphone in any bathrooms.”
“Well,” said Kate, looking around and finally deciding to sit down in Steve’s armchair, “It is
really nice to meet him at last. Joe has always talked about him a lot. You know, ‘this one time Steve
and I…’” She trailed off there, and started to look vaguely uncomfortable, which Fran totally
understood. She didn’t know how much Kate knew about her own past relationship with Joe, and
she didn’t really think it was her place to ask, so she tried to think of some other innocuous type of
small talk. Keeping the focus on Steve seemed to be a safe bet.
“Well, Steve does tend to leave an impression,” she said. “Did Joe ever tell you about his twentyfirst birthday extravaganza?”
“Not really,” said Kate. “Was it just your standard drink too much, throw up routine?”
Fran had to laugh at the memory. “Well, Joe definitely drank too much. But the real tragedy of
the evening was my genius brother giving him a cigar.”
Kate looked at her blankly. “Why was that a tragedy?”
“You ever smoked a cigar?”
“Um…no.”

“Well, here’s a high-level tip: puff it, but don’t inhale it like it’s a great big cigarette. Steve didn’t
tell Joe that part, and he threw up for the next twenty-four hours.” While I held his head over the
toilet and felt terrible for him, she neglected to add.
Now Kate laughed in spite of herself. “Oh, that’s horrible. Poor Joe.”
Fran smiled, at Kate and at the memory, and at that moment the boys chose to make their
reappearance. Steve looked rather warily at her and Kate, and asked, “What’s so funny?”
Kate stood back up to cross the room, and gave Joe a hug. “Fran was telling me your battle
stories. Did you lose one with a stogie on your twenty-first birthday?”
Joe looked over at Fran while Steve actually managed to look a little bit guilty. “Fran?” Joe
asked. “How on earth would that story even come up in the one minute you two have been alone?”
Fran shrugged. “I tell everyone that story in the first minute I meet them, even if they don’t
know you. It’s a terrific icebreaker.” As she shrugged after saying this, she glanced back at Steve, and
then saw her missing car keys on the floor by the couch. She crossed the room to get to them, and
attempted to pick them up gracefully, but as she bent over she felt something like a sudden cramp in
her side. Joe’s right, she thought, I’m getting old if I can’t even bend over to get something without
pulling a muscle. She snagged her keys and stood back up, taking a deep breath as she did, and still
feeling a bit twinge-y in her left side. When she looked back over at everyone, she saw Kate and Joe
still holding hands, a sight which, if it didn’t give her a physical pain, made something in her
stomach area feel queasy. To no one in particular she announced, “Okay, I’ve got to get going. Glad
you seem to be feeling better, Joe, and Kate, very nice to meet you.”
“Nice to meet you too,” smiled Kate, Joe waved at her, and then they both turned to sit together
on the couch and turn their attention to the basketball game, that was still playing on the TV. In an

uncharacteristically gentleman-like gesture, Steve met Fran at the apartment door and opened it for
her.
“Going home?” he asked her.
She sighed. “Yeah, I guess. Steve, sometimes I wish ‘you can’t go home again’ was really true.”
He gave her a somewhat enigmatic smile. “Well, Fran, sometimes it is, and sometimes it isn’t.
For now…”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t let the door hit you in the ass.” And laughing, he placed his hand squarely in the middle
of her back and gave her a gentle shove out his door.

13
“So how’s it going, living at home?”
Fran looked up from where she was counting the change in the register. Three fifty, three fifty,
she chanted to herself, and then replied, “Hold up, Roberta, I’m in the middle of counting dimes.”
Roberta shrugged and smiled and returned to her task of checking in the bakery delivery and
slicing the baguettes in half. When Fran finished the dimes, she moved on to the quarters and the
bills and then, satisfied that the register held the correct amount of change (technically, last night’s
closer should already have counted it out, but as much as Fran loved all her people, she was still an
advocate for everyone double-checking everyone else’s work), she moved to the large coffee brewer
where the day’s first carafes were finishing brewing. Roberta seemed content to let the question ride
and Fran didn’t much feel like answering it, but she didn’t want to be rude, either. She snapped the
dispensers into the carafes and locked down the lids, and carried them to the counter behind which
Roberta was now filling the bakery case.
“It’s going to be all right. Beggars can’t be choosers, right?”
“Is it really that bad?”
Fran shrugged. “No, Roberta, it’s not actually so bad. And it’s actually really decent of her to
take me in. But I was starting to chafe a bit under Mom’s regime when I was eighteen. At thirty she’s
giving me a full-on rash.”
“Oh, Fran, the things you say.”
Fran smiled at her fondly. “Ready to open, barista with the mostest?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”
Fran went to unlock the door and soon they found themselves serving a steady stream of regular
customers. Roberta, being the most frequent opener, knew all their drinks, so she worked the
register and called the orders to Fran, who made and dispatched them with skill. Making the drinks,
and quickly, has always been her favorite part of the job; remembering who had what, and
exchanging pleasantries with each customer, was Roberta’s, so their first hour passed quickly and
uneventfully. Fran was enjoying herself; she rarely worked the opening shift and it was a challenge to
pull so many different drinks so quickly. Somewhat in the zone, she was still managing to daydream
a bit, mainly running numbers in her head to try and figure out exactly how soon she could once
again afford a small apartment of her own, when she was vaguely aware that Roberta was saying
something to her that wasn’t a drink order. She couldn’t hear what it was over the noise of the steam
wand, but when she was done steaming the milk for the cappuccino she was making, she shut off
the wand and asked, “Did you say something, Roberta?”
“Yes, I said, have you ever met Edward? He usually stops in the morning so I thought maybe
you wouldn’t have had the chance to meet him before.”
Fran groaned inwardly. Roberta was a real pleasure to work with, but she sometimes
overstepped her bounds by trying to get Fran cozier with the regulars. (“People like it when you
know who they are and what they’re drinking, dear,” she implacably said whenever Fran spoke to
her about this habit, and really, Fran knew she was right.) It wasn’t a bad idea, and Fran was aware
that as manager she should be more outgoing with their customers, but she certainly hadn’t had the
energy to step up her efforts in that area lately. It didn’t hurt to be pleasant, though, and she had to
admit that if Roberta was going to start introducing her to customers this morning, she had picked a
rather pleasing physical specimen with whom to start. Fran also realized that it was his cappuccino

that she had just made, a straightforward drink with no skim milk nonsense and no demands for
extra or a little less foam. She placed his drink on the counter, smiled, and extended her hand. “I’m
Fran. It’s very nice to meet you, Edward.”
Edward was tall and broad-shouldered, but not bulky in any way. He had thick dark blonde hair,
cut short but still somewhat tousled on top, and for the nth time that month Fran felt herself
seriously outclassed in the clothing department, as he was wearing a crisp and fitted light-blue dress
shirt with a navy patterned tie. He took her hand in his and Fran was pleased to note that he actually
knew how to shake hands, meeting the base of her thumb with his and giving her hand an assured
but relaxed squeeze. “And you,” he said. “You’re more of a night person, I take it?”
He released her hand, and she tried to shift somewhat further back along the counter, but she
found that Roberta had somehow switched sides with her and was busying herself with wiping down
the steam wand, so that Fran had no room to step back. “Well, not especially, but I do enjoy
working the closing shift.”
“Fran’s our manager,” Roberta chimed in, not relinquishing her position by the espresso
machine. “So I think she likes working with both the morning and afternoon staff. That way she can
keep all of us in line.”
“As you can see,” Fran said to Edward, “What I like best is for the employees I manage to live
in fear of me.”
“Yes, I can tell,” he replied, smiling back at her. Fran actually caught herself staring at him a bit;
if he had been handsome before, his smile made him swoon-worthy. Small dimples had appeared
with it, and the smile further showcased perfect teeth that were obviously thanks to either the
kindness of fate or some very good orthodontia. For his part, he wasn’t really making any move to

take his drink and move away from the counter, but Fran, slightly embarrassed by now, ended the
longish pause by stepping back just a bit. Roberta had finally moved back to her spot by the cash
register, so there was room.
“Well, nice to meet you, Edward. And thanks for coming in. When our numbers are good I let
Roberta off water and bread crusts and actually let her have some coffee.”
Roberta laughed and Edward turned to say something to her, leaving Fran able to return to her
spot by the espresso machine. She began wiping down the gleaming stainless steel backdrop of it in
preparation for the next run of customers, and when she glanced back towards the front, she saw
that Edward had taken his drink and moved to one of the high bar seats at the counter in the front
window. Suddenly Fran became aware that Roberta was standing right by her elbow. “Yes, ma’am?”
“I can do that if you’d like a break,” Roberta offered.
Fran looked at her with surprise. “We’ve been here all ninety minutes, Roberta, what do you
think I need a break from?”
“I wasn’t thinking what you could take a break from, I was thinking who you could take a break
with.” And with this she gestured her head suggestively in the direction of Edward.
“What are you talking about? Since when do I take breaks with customers?”
“Yes, never, I know, but Edward seems very nice.”
“Thank you, Roberta, but that’s just weird. The man is probably just here to enjoy a coffee in
peace.”
Roberta shrugged. “Okay, okay, it was just an idea.” She turned her attention back to the front,
where new customers were entering the store, and left Fran to finish her cleaning touches on the

espresso machine. For her part, Fran glanced again at Edward (he wasn’t hard to look at, after all),
and it was true, he didn’t look particularly busy. He was alternating between reading one of the free
weeklies he must have picked up in their vestibule, and looking out the window while he took sips
of his drink. It would be kind of nice, actually, to talk to a guy who wasn’t related to her by blood or
employment. Roberta was still chatting with the new pair of customers, so while she waited for their
orders she watched him, and saw that when an older woman seated near him dropped her pen on
the floor, he gallantly slid down from his chair and retrieved it for her. Fran was warming ever so
slightly to the idea of joining him for just a moment with a coffee of her own when she was
dismayed to feel another slight pain in her left side. Ever since that first cramplike stab at Steve’s
she’d been feeling similar pains a bit more frequently. Frowning, she rubbed her side briefly; her
back had felt a bit sore this morning too. She’d been hoping the pains were just an anomaly, but she
made a mental note that she had to call the doctor today and make an appointment for a check-up.
She hadn’t been to the doctor in so long that she wasn’t even sure, frankly, who to call; for whatever
reason, the clinic her insurance covered seemed to have a revolving door for its doctors, and she’d
never yet met the physician who was currently listed as her primary care provider. Oh well, she’d
figure it out after lunch. For now, though, more customers were on their way in, and the first two
with whom Roberta had been chatting seemed finally ready to order. By the time they worked their
way through the rush, Fran checked the front counter again, and found that Edward had gone.
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Fran heard the phone ring downstairs but didn’t give it much thought. She was enjoying a rare
private moment after supper to read a short story collection she’d just gotten at the library while her
mother was busy working on a quilt for Paul and Laura’s baby. She really should have been helping,
but there were few things in the world she hated more than sewing, and her mother knew it. Fran
had let her feelings about sewing be known when she was thirteen; her mother had given her a
sewing machine for a Christmas present, and Fran’s age-inappropriate temper tantrum upon
opening it had been the first of many altercations between them about Fran’s refusal to have
anything to do with mending, knitting, sewing, or any of the other “womanly arts” her mother
seemed to think her double-X chromosome was made for. By now she had learned simply not to
ask for Fran’s assistance on any such projects. Fran would give Laura a card with some cash at the
shower, same as she’d given her siblings for their weddings, and her nephews for their birthdays.
Cash was always Fran’s favorite gift and she found no reason to waste her time shopping for others
when she was never entirely sure what they wanted. The exception being most of the people she
worked with at Beans, with whose reading and other tastes she was actually more acquainted with
than those of most of her family.
Her mind had also been drifting while she read, actually thinking about Laura’s upcoming baby
shower. Of course she loved her brother, and Laura was fine as sisters-in-law went, but Fran
typically dreaded all types of showers. She didn’t know what was worse: the well-meaning older
relatives asking when it was finally going to be her turn, or the well-meaning younger relatives who
spent their time chasing around their own hyperactive toddlers, saying things like “Well, this is why
they invented early kindergarten, right?” and with whom she didn’t share much conversational
common ground. Although she herself enjoyed kids in a kind of from-a-distance way—she certainly

got on with her nephews and some of the better-behaved toddlers that got dragged into the coffee
shop by their mothers could often be good for a laugh—she certainly wasn’t interested in her
relatives’ childrens’ activities and academic achievements. She’d always rather assumed she’d grow
more interested in babies and kids as she aged, but she hadn’t, really, and there were days when she
witnessed preschooler meltdowns at the store and her primary thought was, wow, kids look like a lot
of work. So was she supposed to get excited about hen parties, usually thrown without alcohol and
featuring as the main event the opening of merchandise related either to kitchen utensils (if it was a
wedding shower) or teeny-tiny outfits (if it was a baby shower)? Was this really all the further
feminism had come? She hoped that at least there would be a high-quality cake or dessert. Usually
with her mother involved, Fran had to admit, there would be no shortage of good food. Shirley
Meier was many things, but a slouch in the kitchen she was not. Deep in these thoughts about
showers and the failure of the feminist movement to stomp them out, she almost didn’t hear her
mother’s shout up the stairs.
“Fran—phone!”
This was common enough, as employees from Beans often called on her days off with
questions. She got up, jogged down the stairs, and took the phone from her mother. “Thanks,” she
said, and then, covering the receiver, asked, “the store?”
Her mother shrugged. “I think so. Those kids all sound the same to me.”
Fran smiled, and jogged back up the stairs to her room before speaking into the phone. “No,
you may not bet all of today’s cash at the dog track.”
An entirely different voice from James’s playful one or Russell’s droll one answered her. “I don’t
know who’s usually calling you, but clearly your life is way more exciting than mine.”

“Joe?”
“Speaking.”
“Are you looking for Steve?”
“Why would your mother have screamed ‘Fran’ in that special way of hers if I’d asked for Steve?
Wow, so she was never a smoker, our Shirley? That’s quite the pair of lungs she’s got.”
“How did you know to call here for me?”
“Have you even said ‘hello’ yet?”
“Hello. How did you know to call here for me?”
“Ah, well, first I called Beans, and congrats on your security training, they wouldn’t give your
number out. But then I tried Steve and he wasn’t nearly as tough to crack. He thinks it’s hilarious, by
the way, that you’re living at home.”
The list of people Fran wouldn’t have wanted to know about where she was living was short,
and Joe’s name was right at the top of it. But if he’d asked point-blank for her number she supposed
Steve wouldn’t have had much choice in the matter. “Of course he does. Never mind that he lived
with me last year for two months, rent free, and now won’t return the favor.”
“Ah, well, a ladykiller like Steve can’t afford to have his little sister around, reporting back to
Shirley his many nefarious activities.”
She hadn’t actually told on Steve since she was eight and he was ten, and he’d threatened to hide
all of her stuffed animals until she’d told him where their mother hid the candy, but she’d never live
that down, apparently. “Some ladykiller. His love life consists of him cheating on his huge TV with

his iPad. Unless he actually does kill the ladies, because that would explain why there’s never any
around.”
Joe laughed and Fran caught her breath slightly. The entire phone conversation, so far, had been
just a bit surreal: it reminded her of when she was seventeen and she’d had to talk on the phone with
him while sitting on the stairs—the cord from their old rotary phone had only reached so far, but if
Fran had taken the phone and sat on the stairs, at least she could shut the door to the kitchen and
have a bit of privacy. Her mom had upgraded to a cordless phone, so she could take the phone
anywhere now, but the memory irritated. “Did you want something, Joe?”
“Well, yes, actually. It looks like we probably will have to go to court about the accident, and my
lawyer was wondering if you’d still agree to testify.”
“Do you think it actually will go to court? Can’t you settle?”
“I just don’t know, Fran. If you have any doubts about it at all, just say no. We can still go ahead
without you.”
An image of the red driver, red-faced with fury, appeared in her mind. She was still thinking
about how to answer when Joe rushed into the conversation again.
“Really, Fran, never mind. The security camera footage should do it.”
Oh, screw it. It probably still wouldn’t end up going to court. And she had already said she’d do
it, on the day of the accident. Maybe he didn’t remember, but she did, and she didn’t really like to go
back on promises, even to Joe. “No, Joe, it’s fine, just tell me when, okay?”

“Okay. Thank you. I don’t have a court date yet, we really are still hoping it’ll settle. Even if it
does get to court I’ll see if we can get by without you. I know it’s probably not high on your list of
fun things to do, stand up in front of this asshole and say you saw him running a light.”
It was not, but she was also remembering Joe’s eyes after the accident, disoriented and afraid,
and this stiffened her resolve. She was also, she had to admit, touched that he seemed to understand
her concern and was offering her an out, even if she didn’t take it. “It’s fine, Joe, just call me if I
need to meet with your attorney first or something.”
“Okay. Thanks again.”
He didn’t continue, and Fran didn’t know if this was the end of their conversation or not. She
sat on the side of her bed, legs crossed and the top one jiggling slightly as she waited to see if he
would say more. Her patience was rewarded when he spoke again.
“Could I ask you something else?”
“Shoot.”
“Can we be friends now, do you think?”
She was immediately annoyed, and didn’t bother to hide it in her voice. “I never didn’t want to
be friends, if you’ll remember.”
“I do. I was wrong to say we couldn’t.”
Over the years she’d heard a lot of things out of Joe Matthews’s mouth, but “I was wrong” was
not among his most frequently used phrases. She pictured him looking uncomfortable, as he
typically did when on the defensive, nervously running the long fingers of one hand through his

bangs and hair. He’d always been especially cute when uncomfortable, actually. She was thinking
about that, still silent, leg still jiggling, when he spoke again.
“So, friends? The real kind? Not like the hundreds of people I don’t actually want to be friends
with on Facebook?”
“Well,” she said, still considering, “It would have to be the real kind, I’m not on Facebook.”
“Huh. Really?”
“I think Zuckerberg will get by without my personal information.”
“A fair point. I’m on it for the same reason as everyone else, I’m bored at work.”
“Well, at least you’re not using it to stalk old girlfriends. You just show up at their places of
employment.”
“Don’t believe what they tell you. Virtual stalking is simply not the same.”
They were both keeping their tones light, but there was something she was still wondering
about. “Will Kate mind?”
“That I prefer real-life stalking?”
“Well, that, and us being friends.”
There was a slight pause on Joe’s end, and then, “Why would Kate mind?”
“Joe, even you are not this obtuse. She does know about me? About us?”

“She knows we went out for a long time and broke up. She’s seen pictures, after all—you’re in
almost all of my high school and college pictures. But she knows there’s nothing to worry about. She
won’t mind.”
Well, of course there was nothing to worry about. Fran had seen Kate and was pretty sure Kate
had never had much to fear from any competition. Still, his offhand tone about Kate having nothing
to worry about had hit her almost like a physical slap. She took a deep breath to recover and hoped
her voice wouldn’t reveal her discomfort.
“Okay, well, I just thought I should ask.”
“So…friends?”
“As long as you don’t need me to get a Facebook account, sure.”
They spoke a bit longer, but after they hung up, Fran remained sitting on her bed for a while,
looking thoughtfully at the wall in front of her, on which hung an old framed poster advertising the
movie Moulin Rouge. She’d brought it along and hung it in a spirit of both defiance and nostalgia;
when she was a child, her mother had never let her hang anything in her room (“tape ruins the paint,
Fran”), and Fran had been lugging this poster around since her college days. “Above all things this
story is about love,” the poster tagline read, beneath the photo of Ewan McGregor and Nicole
Kidman kissing. Oh well, at least I’m not Nicole Kidman in that movie, she thought, a courtesan
dying of consumption. That was something to be thankful for, even if it turned out that not all
stories were about love.
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The next morning Fran was working at the shop with Annie. She rather wished Roberta was
there instead; Annie was competent enough but there was something rather plodding about her in
both personality and physical mannerisms that got on Fran’s nerves. When Fran had interviewed
her, in fact, her one hope was that maybe Annie really was as dull as she seemed and might therefore
also be a reliable employee. She had not had a particularly strong round of applicants for her last job
opening, she remembered, and Annie had, in fact, turned out to be a model employee in terms of
attendance and attention to detail, if not for her sparkling wit and conversation.
To make matters worse they were busy this morning, and had been since they had opened.
They’d had their usual morning rush of commuters, but they’d also had to contend with one of their
less pleasant regular groups, a gaggle of quasi-elderly ladies who typically stopped in every two weeks
or so after attending one of their senior yoga classes held at the gym at the end of the strip mall.
They were steady customers, so Fran felt compelled to be pleasant to them and to encourage her
staff members to look after them nicely as well (she also had to remind Russell not to refer to them,
out loud, as OLDY—Old Ladies Doing Yoga—as in, “Oh, god, it’s OLDY morning, isn’t it?”), but
the women didn’t make it easy. They all had complicated orders, with many of them demanding
some percentage mix of caffeinated and decaffeinated coffee or espresso in their drinks, and one of
them, since she knew they didn’t carry one-percent milk, demanded that they mix skim and twopercent when they made her drink. Fran had actually considered carrying one-percent just for this
customer, but decided that at least part of the woman’s fun was in ordering them to mix the two
milks they had. They didn’t really have room for another jug of milk in the little refrigerator under
the counter anyway. But OLDY’s biggest crime, far and away, was the fact that not one of them
tipped. Not ever. Fran tried hard not to judge her customers, but she personally felt that if you had

made it to the age of a million, which some of these ladies seemed to have, with good enough health
to continue doing yoga, the least you could do to show your gratitude for your good fortune would
be to spread it around a little bit, perhaps in the form of some change in the tip cup.
Annie was still relatively new to the shop, and this marked only the first time that she had been
exposed to this group of customers. When one of them ordered hazelnut coffee, Fran overheard
Annie trying to explain that hazelnut was not their flavored coffee of the day. Just then Fran was
busy finishing up a half-caff, skim milk cappuccino with extra foam, but when she heard the order
for hazelnut coffee, she quickly poured the milk she’d been steaming into the prepared espresso,
brought it up to the counter, and announced, “Jacky, your half-caff skinny capp is up.” She smiled at
the thin woman with the pursed line of a mouth who stepped up to claim it, and then neatly stepped
in next to Annie and said, “No worries, Annie, I’ll get the hazelnut coffee. Would you just ring it up
as a coffee, please?” This evidently soothed the woman who had ordered the drink (and was starting
to look a little bit testy about Annie’s explanation), so she nodded, and Fran confirmed, “A small,
right? For here?” Another nod followed these questions and Fran continued, “I’ll just bring it right
out to you when it’s ready, okay?” Then she smiled encouragingly at Annie, who turned back to the
register, and busied herself putting a saucer on a tray, and then a cup on the saucer, working slowly
so she could watch until the customer had finished paying and gone to join her friends at the prime
tables they had commandeered in the front of the store. Then, as discreetly as possible, she filled the
cup with tap water, put it in the microwave, and set the time for just over a minute. Thankfully this
customer had been the last one in the group, so Fran had no difficulty in extracting a small can of
Maxwell House hazelnut-flavored coffee drink mix from a drawer. She’d bought the mix specifically
for this customer, and when the microwave dinged, she quickly dumped two tablespoons of it in the
hot water, and gave it a brisk stir while replacing the can in its drawer. No one but Annie saw this bit
of subterfuge, and after replacing the cup on the saucer and tray, she carried it out to the woman,

who smiled and thanked her and then looked around a bit smugly at her compatriots as Fran placed
the drink in front of her. They’d all had to pick up their own orders from the counter.
The rest of the morning passed uneventfully and Fran didn’t give the group or their coffee
orders another thought as she and Annie went about their work. When Olivia and John, the
afternoon staffers, came in at one o’clock, Annie’s shift was up and Fran decided to take the
opportunity to have her own lunch. She was just settling in with a decidedly unexciting sandwich
from home when Annie finished gathering her coat and bag in the office and was making her way
out through the beads to leave.
“Goodbye, Annie, thanks for a good morning,” said Fran, somewhat mechanically.
She was surprised when Annie whirled back into the office with a disapproving face. (Truth be
told, she wouldn’t have guessed Annie had such a dramatic whirl in her.) “You know,” Annie said,
“I wasn’t going to say anything. But I can’t help it. I don’t think you should have sold that woman a
coffee mix like that.”
Fran, her mouth still open from the sheer shock of such passion from Annie, was confused and
tried to think back through the morning’s business to remember what she was talking about. When
she thought of her hazelnut customer, she nearly laughed. But Annie clearly didn’t think there was
anything funny about the situation, so she endeavored mightily to keep a straight face.
“You mean the woman with the ‘hazelnut coffee’?”
“Yes.”
“Oh, Annie,” said Fran. She knew she probably sounded patronizing but she was tired and she
honestly didn’t feel that well today, although if she had to put a finger on it the only real symptom

she could have come up with was that she was feeling “logy.” She turned slightly on her office chair
and pulled the straight-backed chair tucked alongside her desk a bit closer to her. “Please sit, just for
a minute,” she asked, and when Annie did, she continued. “I know it’s probably not right to lie to
her like that. But trust me, before we figured out this solution, we had tried every other way to
please her. We gave her coffee with hazelnut syrup. We gave her coffee with every other nut or
sweet syrup we could think of. We even individually ground our flavored hazelnut beans and made
her a filter cup. But she was never happy, and she always refused to pay for the drinks we made.
Finally Russell and I talked it over and decided maybe what she really wanted the flavor of was one
of those mixes. So we bought a can and she’s been happy ever since.” Annie was still looking
unconvinced, so Fran added, “I think what makes her really happy is that we bring her drink out to
her on a tray after everyone else’s. It probably costs us more than we make on it.” Fran paused for a
moment to see if Annie would reply, but she simply sat there, biting her lip. “Is there a particular
reason why it bothers you?”
Annie crossed her arms. “Well, it’s lying to her. I’m studying dietetics, and I know a lot of older
people really have to watch how much sugar they take in. Do you know how much sugar is in one
serving of that stuff?”
Fran didn’t, actually, but she was still surprised and somewhat touched that Annie cared this
much about what they were serving. She’d never really looked at the nutritional information on the
can, but she knew that was a weak excuse.
“No, not really. But I would think she’d have known when we were using flavored syrups in her
drinks that those add sugar too, and she never said she couldn’t have it.” That was true as far as it
went, but Fran also knew she’d never gone out of her way to explain to the woman how much sugar
was in all of their flavored syrups.

Annie looked unconvinced but said, “Okay. It just bothered me and I thought I should say
something. I still think that at the very least it’s a bit sneaky.”
Well, Fran couldn’t argue with that. She rubbed her forehead and wished (in vain) for any kind
of interruption, but the phone stayed silent and John and Olivia were obviously handling whatever
business was going on out front. Fran did some quick mental computation on what was more
important, staff morale or keeping one customer happy (if deceived) and decided that happy
employees would always equal more happy customers. She also liked that Annie had shown a little
chutzpah in bringing the matter to her attention, so she said, “You’re right, Annie. Maybe I’ll just tell
her next time we can’t get that coffee anymore and try again to find her something she likes?
Without lying to her about what she’s drinking?”
“Well, I don’t want to make a big deal about it,” said Annie, doubtfully.
Fran smiled at her, although she made the mental note that perhaps she could just avoid
scheduling Annie on yoga days, which were usually pretty predictable. “It’s no problem, Annie.
Either Roberta or I usually make her drink; I’ll let Roberta know we talked about it and we’ll all do
some more experimenting. I’m glad you said something; we really shouldn’t be selling supermarket
coffee here anyway.”
Annie seemed mollified, and gathered up her coat again as she stood to go. “Thanks, Fran.
Maybe I could experiment and see if there’s a way to get regular coffee to taste more like the mix,
only with less sugar. Don’t we have some diet syrups, too?”
“Yeah, we do,” said Fran, just happy this discussion was almost over, although she knew that the
mix coffee probably tasted so good because of the sugar. “You can work on that anytime, just feel
free to use any of our coffees, beans, or flavorings, okay?”

“Okay,” said Annie, actually seeming happy. “Have a good afternoon.”
She left, and Fran was finally left alone to stare at her uninspiring egg salad sandwich. Normally
by lunchtime, and particularly by lunchtime on busy days, she was famished, but today she didn’t
really even want her sandwich. Perhaps she was overtired or the discussion with Annie had killed her
appetite, because when she pushed the sandwich aside and looked back into her lunch bag, she
didn’t particularly want her apple or her granola bar either. She set both on the desk in front of her,
knowing she should at least eat the apple, but instead she pushed all three items aside and leaned
forward onto her desk, crossing her arms and then resting her head on them, closing her eyes. Ah.
That felt good. Why was she so tired lately? A better question might be, why was she so tired of
everything? She missed going home to her overpriced but cozy little condo; driving the twenty-five
minutes back and forth to the farm was already starting to wear on her, and that was only going to
get more annoying when winter rolled back around. She was tired of hanging out at Steve’s and not
being particularly wanted there, and she was tired of looking for things to do on the weekend so she
wouldn’t have to stay home or hang out at the store. She was usually actually quite a high-energy
person and had never had a problem filling her spare time before; being a bit at loose ends as to
where to be and what to do was a new experience, but one she wasn’t really enjoying.
She was even getting tired of Beans, and that was very disconcerting. She really did love her
store. She prided herself on keeping it clean (and strongly encouraging her employees to use their
spare time cleaning as well), and she had made its interior in some small ways her own: here and
there she had even set out coffee mugs with funny sayings on them that she found at estate and
garage sales (she put a sticker on the bottom of each one that said “Not for Sale,” although a few
favored regulars had requested mugs for their own use, and those resided on a small shelf directly
under the espresso machine), and she worked with local artists to display different prints or wall

hangings each month. Other coffee shops might serve gourmet beans as well, but she was
reasonably assured that her attention to their carafes and brewing smaller but more frequent batches
of coffee made theirs the freshest and hottest brews around. But conversations like the one she had
just had with Annie were growing ever more tedious, as were the repetitive tasks of scheduling,
ordering, and register reconciling. She’d never really given her career, or careers in general, much
thought, and as long as her paychecks kept coming and her health insurance premiums were covered
she’d actually been much more than happy with her job. But there was no denying everything felt a
little stale lately. She couldn’t even lie to herself that all she needed was a little change; she’d really
had more than enough changes in her life as of late. In fact, she decided, her rumpled spirit probably
came just from the fact that she couldn’t go to her own home and unwind. It also bugged her that
other people her age all seemed to be moving on—moving in with each other and following big
careers to different cities. An image of Kate and Joe, holding hands, occurred to her briefly, but she
shook her head sharply as if to physically shake loose the image.
There was nothing to it, she thought, but to grit her teeth and save as much money as possible,
as fast as possible, so she could get out of Mom’s house. That was the first step. Having made this
emphatic, if short, to-do list, she actually felt a bit better. All she needed now, she decided, was a
small treat to celebrate her new resolve. She got up with purpose and went to retrieve the mix can of
Maxwell House’s sugary finest.
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Hey, thought Fran, if Roberta thinks I should be talking to more men, she should see me
tonight. True, the men she was talking to all worked for her and two of them were barely legal
college students, but they were still men. She was with them because she was starting to apply her
new mantra of “beggars can’t be choosers” to all aspects of her life. Thirty-year-old women with no
Friday-night plans did not say no when their co-workers, some of whose tastes in music she shared,
were kind enough to ask her along to see one of their favorite artists in a not-yet-gentrified dive bar.
And she was enjoying herself, for perhaps the first time in weeks, even if she knew the beers she’d
had were going to start making her very sleepy shortly, and her feet were hurting from working all
day at the shop and then standing through the first set. At least they’d finally worked their way to
seats at the bar; they only had two stools but were taking turns with them. Even when it wasn’t her
turn to sit, she made use of the stools by leaning against whoever happened to be occupying them,
which she viewed as her right, as the oldest person in the group.
James and John were both English majors, and accordingly, were arguing literature. Russell, their
elder by several years and an underemployed landscape architect who worked at Beans to
supplement his income (which Fran facilitated with flexible scheduling for him) was primarily
enjoying the music, and Fran, who knew firsthand that such all-encompassing cultural discussions
would be harder to find once the boys graduated and perhaps left their college town, was largely
keeping quiet and letting them enjoy their (mock) heated disagreements. She was more than content
to just continue listening, until James appealed to her directly.
“Fran, tell Johnny here that not all women are slavering fools for Jane Austen.”

Fran swallowed the last of her beer and set her empty bottle on the bar. She winked at John and
said, “I’d like to help you, James, but I am a slavering fool for Austen.”
“Ha,” said John.
“Oh, brother,” said James. “I suppose I should have known; we know you’re a total Anglophile.
I could really live, by the way, without you telling me all the plots of the latest BBC miniseries.”
“Lucky you,” said Fran, “I don’t have Hulu or BBC America any more. But what I would like to
know is, who isn’t a slavering fool for Jane Austen, and what possible reasons anyone could have for
not liking her.”
“She’s boring,” said James promptly, evidently rising to the challenge.
“No more so than Charles Dickens.”
Here James made a motion as though he were falling off his chair. “Blasphemy, woman.”
“Is English literature what you’re studying, James?” she asked.
“No, postmodern, Eugenides, Pynchon, Sam Lipsyte, Gary Shytengart.”
“Ugh. Well, if you can stand that stuff, I can see why you find Austen boring, what with her
well-plotted linear storylines, her deftly drawn characters, the absence of masturbation scenes. But
why the loyalty to Dickens, then?”
John laughed. “Because James’s pantheon of favorite writers is a total sausage fest, Fran, and all
white, dead or alive.”
Fran laughed too while James pantomimed that John was stabbing him in the back. When he
finished that, James also finished his beer and put his empty next to Fran’s on the bar. “Well,

whatever, but I still say Austen’s nothing but glorified rom-com writing with the boy and girl getting
together happily in the end, and not much happening before that.”
“Ah, well, James,” Fran replied, “You have never had the proper respect for rom-coms. To
make a new or interesting story out of two people hooking up is not always so easy. It’s been done
to death, after all.”
“Please don’t tell us the plots of the last five romantic comedies you’ve seen, boss,” said Russell,
finishing his beer as well. He smiled at her and leaned forward to catch the bartender’s attention and
order another round; it was his turn.
Fran held up her hands in mock surrender. “Yes, I’ll admit, I have a little chick flick problem,
particularly where Scottish leading men are concerned. That reminds me: who wants to go see Fifty
Shades Darker?
All three men groaned.
“Oh, fine, go see the latest “X-Men” or whatever the big Marvel movie is this summer, you
predictable animals.”
“You may want to consider your anti-Marvel stance, Fran,” said Russell. “The latest X-Men
movies have included James McAvoy.”
“Where I need James McAvoy is in Fifty Shades, wearing very little. That’s a missed casting
opportunity.” With that she winked again at John, who rolled his own eyes in reply.
The next round arrived, with Russell handing beers around and paying the bartender. James took
his drink with a sly look and nudged John with his elbow. “What boss is not telling you is that she

has her own rom-com going. This evening with us merely counts as one of the obligatory music
montages.”
Fran took steps to head this topic of conversation off, drawing on her useless store of film
knowledge (gleaned from the few courses she’d taken when she thought Communication Arts was
going to be her major). “James, just because there is music, does not mean this is a montage.
Montages cover action meant to advance the story with a minimum of conversation. This evening
has been lovely but is not really advancing our stories. Perhaps we should just get back to letting
Russell hear the music.”
“I don’t really like or need to hear this song,” said Russell, just being difficult.
John was no help. “Do tell, James, I’ve been working weekends, I haven’t worked with Fran in
ages.”
James raised an eyebrow at Fran. “Been lunching with anyone in particular, Boss?”
Fran made one last effort at avoiding their questions. “For someone with no interest in Austen
you are acting like one of her more gossipy comic-relief characters, James.”
“Yes, yes, we are all aware of your patented change-the-subject conversation techniques. Getting
us back to literature was a bold gambit, but enough of your wily games.”
“Yeah,” interjected John, “Details. Russell’s totally boring since he’s all serious about Alison, and
I’m bored with James’s dating escapades. Particularly because there aren’t any. Although I have
noticed that Jess has been stepping up the frequency of her visits to Beans. Are you weakening
there, James?”

James leaned over to give John a rough shove in answer, but didn’t take his eyes off Fran.
“Well?”
“Well, boys, if this is really all you have to talk about, then, yes, my friend Joe has been stopping
in to visit while I take my supper break. And I draw your attention to the very important word
‘friend’ in that sentence. Furthermore, if any of you use that tired trap ‘he’s a boy and he’s your
friend,’ I will know you are not old enough to handle your drink, and will take your beer for myself.”
“Who is this Joe?” asked John.
“He is, we think, an old boyfriend,” said James, conspiratorially. “He first came in with a
different woman, which is a bit awkward, but frankly I think Boss can take her.”
“I don’t know,” said Russell. “I’ve seen the other woman, and she’s pretty good-looking. No
offense.” The last sentence was addressed to Fran.
“I didn’t say Boss was better looking,” clarified James, “I mean I think she could actually take
her, like in a cage match. Fran’s small, but she’s scrappy.”
“And she’s sitting right here,” said Fran. “This is starting to creep me out a bit, if my love life is
all three guys in their twenties have to talk about.”
“Ah ha!” pounced James. “You admit that it is your love life we’re talking about here.”
“Very interesting,” said John. “This is rather a novel topic. How long have we worked for you?
A year? Longer, in Russell’s case? I’ve never seen you date, or heard you talk about dating.”
“All true,” said Russell. Then, to Fran: “So what’s the plan, if this Joe has a girlfriend?”

Somehow I thought hiring mostly guys would shield me from the prying conversations, Fran
thought, a bit angry now. She finally replied, through gritted teeth, “There is no plan, Russell. Joe is
just a friend. I am Not. Interested. Nor is he. He is, in fact, living with the woman who is betterlooking than me but who I may or may not be able to take in a cage match. So. Are we done here?”
“Methinks the lady doth protest too much,” said John to James.
“Ah, well, Shakespeare,” replied James, “I’d wax poetic on the subject of the Bard but then
you’d just accuse me of adding another dead white man to my favorite author sausage fest. He is, of
course, way better than Austen.”
Thank goodness, thought Fran, as she listened to their conversation finally make its way onto
other subjects. Eager to encourage that, she announced, to no one in particular, “I’m going to the
bathroom,” and then started to push her way through the crowd to get there. It was intermission,
and probably the worst time possible to visit the tiny women’s restroom, but she wasn’t really in any
hurry to get back to the boys. She sincerely hoped that they were done discussing her love life (or
lack thereof) for the night.
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The next afternoon, when Joe called the coffee shop to see if he could stop by after work to talk
with Fran, she felt almost grateful that James was not working that day. If he had been, she thought
she probably would have had to answer Joe in the negative. Now, though, she was free to tell him to
stop by anytime. After making sure that Olivia was fine covering the front by herself, she went back
in her office, ostensibly to finish the weekly bean order for the roasting house. She was doing that
now, but she was also thinking about Joe Matthews, and what kind of friendship they were
developing.
This would mark the second time this week that he was set to visit while she took her supper
break. After his initial phone call to her mother’s house, she’d rather assumed that his offer of truce
would only mean that they wouldn’t have to be so uncomfortable if they ran into each other at
Steve’s apartment, where, by all accounts, Joe was also spending a fair bit of his leisure time. She
hadn’t really expected Joe to stop in the very next day after his phone call, asking if she was up for
doing anything that night. Kate was out for a weekly drinks-and-dinner night with some of her new
work friends, he said, so he had thought he’d see if Fran was up for going out. She wasn’t—she was
scheduled to work—so then he had just hung out with her while she took her break and ate her
supper (a half-sandwich from home and a day-old Danish from the bakery case; not real nutritious,
but her appetite was still a bit wonky), leaving when she had to get back to work. Because she was
back to working primarily nights, he’d taken to calling shortly after she got to work around noon to
ask if she was in, and if he could stop by on his way home.
It was oddly easy to fall into this routine. She’d thought there might be residual bitterness on
both sides, but speaking for herself she could honestly say that any grudge she’d held had

disappeared, completely, in the wake of the accident she’d witnessed. She was no stranger to
vindictiveness—it was tough to work service jobs for more than a decade without becoming at least
somewhat vindictive—but something about seeing him so defenseless had made her remember Joe
as he had been in high school; so easygoing, so quick to laugh (of course), but also so easily hurt, so
worried about what everyone else thought of him. When looking into his disoriented eyes any anger
she still harbored had flared for just a moment, and then hissed out as suddenly and as completely as
a lit match dropped into a wet sink. She’d also expected to feel uncomfortable around him, perhaps
still attracted, and the initial skips of her heart when she had heard his voice and seen his eyes again
had seemed to indicate that might indeed be a problem. Luckily there’d been that cleansing moment
during their phone conversation, when he’d stated so matter-of-factly that Kate had absolutely no
reason to be concerned about them seeing one another. Of course she knew that now; he had told
her they’d dated for several years while they both lived in Chicago, and now that they had moved to
Madison for Kate to take a better job, had simply moved in together at the same time. As the refuser
of his marriage proposal—arguably Fran had been the dumper to his dumpee—she also had no
reason to suppose that he ever wondered if she still cared for him or had any regrets about how
things had ended. And largely, she did not.
Except.
After seeing him again for the first time, so unchanged, she almost felt the clock had been
turned back for her as well. She couldn’t help wondering: what would have happened if they had
stayed together? Would their marriage have been successful? Would they have kids by now? Would
they have been happy? She had indulged thoughts of these questions for a few days, but she was
enough her practical mother’s daughter to know she couldn’t realistically answer them, so why waste
the time having them? And it was good that she had decided not to indulge in nostalgia, because if

she had, his offhand declaration that of course Kate had nothing to worry about might really have
hurt.
But now here she sat, tapping her pencil mechanically against her paperwork, wondering idly
why it was that Joe seemed to have so much free time to be spending with her and Steve. Didn’t he
and Kate have unpacking to do? Settling in? Surely sometimes they went out with each other at
night? Steve had been reticent on the subject when Fran had asked him exactly how much time Joe
was spending at his apartment, merely shrugging and saying something to the effect that most of
Joe’s college friends had left town and none of his co-workers were his age or shared any of his
interests. Steve, she figured, was only too glad to take advantage of Joe’s company without
wondering about his availability; he too was reaching the age where more of his friends were getting
married and starting families, leaving them less available to spend time with Steve. Her other
brothers were more like her, not interested in tech or gadgets in any way, and certainly not available
for hours of Clash of Clans.
Did Kate really not mind this sort of thing? Was it possible not to mind your live-in boyfriend
spending three or four lunches or nights a week with a woman he’d once proposed to and another
member of her family? Fran had never really been the jealous sort; even during their college breakup, she’d been somewhat surprised, and hurt, that he wanted to play the larger field, than she had
really been angered. (Her confidence had always been of the weird sort that presented itself less as
extroverted pride than it did as an introverted sort of comfort in her own skin and the belief that
people could take or leave her as they would and she would do the same for them.) But Kate must
have been in a whole new ballpark of self-confidence, Fran thought, and now, remembering her
glowing blonde good looks and her outgoing personality, she could certainly see why. Whenever Joe
mentioned Kate in conversation, it was always in a positive way: Kate loved her job; she was

enjoying exploring Madison; they’d been enjoying their spring visiting art fairs, looking for
something to hang on their kitchen wall. All indications were that they were an upwardly mobile,
happy, successful couple. It was a bit sickening, actually, but Fran managed a coffee shop. If the
sight of slightly breathless couples on their first dates or more established couples sitting close or
intertwining their feet or legs together under the tables had bothered her, she wouldn’t have lasted in
the job very long.
The more she thought about it now, the more excited she was getting at the prospect of being
Joe’s friend once again. Even more than she remembered their physical chemistry (and there’d been
plenty of that too; she always fondly recalled her junior year in high school as rich in revelations of
many sorts), she remembered their endless conversations about Buffy the Vampire Slayer, movies,
books, and the repetitive gossip regarding their friends to which most high schoolers devote every
waking moment.
They’d even taken several trips together in college, mostly of the road-trip variety, visiting
friends in Chicago and Minneapolis. Now Fran mostly viewed her car as an annoyance, and an
expensive one at that—car insurance, a recent speeding ticket, and unavoidable brake repairs had
not helped her financial bottom line in the past year—that she really only used to go from the farm
to Beans. Then, though, she’d loved driving, and especially driving with Joe. They’d fought goodnaturedly for control of the stereo, stopped only for gas and to load up on ridiculous amounts of
junk food, and even taken turns reading out loud to each other from the Lord of the Rings series,
which Fran swore was too boring to read by herself. Now Fran caught herself wondering if Kate’s
non-jealousy would extend to Fran and Joe traveling together, which was ridiculous. Of course it
wouldn’t, and Fran didn’t have the money to travel anymore anyway.

Now she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d had a good conversation with someone
about TV, or any movies. The boys (as she tended to think collectively of Russell, James, and John)
were always good for some type of pop-culture discussion while at work, and they were sweethearts
about inviting her out, but they weren’t really the types of friends she could call up if something
struck her while at home. Oh well, she supposed, even if she’d ever had many girlfriends, they’d
probably all be busy now with marriages, homes, children, careers of their own; all of those things
many of her Beans customers came in periodically to escape from while enjoying a good cup of
coffee. Maybe she was the lucky one, putting in her work hours in a place where others frequently
came seeking a moment of peace and indulgence.
She was thinking that over, staring distractedly at the comics, photos, notes, and other effluvia
tacked to the bulletin board over her desk, when Russell strode through the office door beads and
grabbed an apron off one of the hooks on the far wall. With a start, Fran looked up further, to the
wall clock, and saw it was almost four-thirty; the shift was changing and it was time for her supper
break. She added the last column of numbers on her order sheet and dropped it quickly into the fax
machine—Esther at the roasting warehouse was only a year out from her retirement and was
refusing to learn any software—punching the number in and hitting send. Fran was just about to
look out into the shop to see if Joe was there yet, when Russell answered, with teasing undertones,
her unspoken question.
“Your friend who is a boy but who is not your boyfriend came in right behind me, Fran.”
Fran decided the mature course of action was to completely ignore his innuendo and use her
brisk boss voice. “Thanks, Russell. When you go out, tell Roberta she can go, would you?” He
laughed, not fooled by her stern tone, and moved back out front through the beads.

Feeling suddenly lighter, Fran sprang up from her chair and moved to the refrigerator to retrieve
her lunch. She had just found it and was wondering whether she should be healthy and pour herself
some milk, or if she should just give in and have another cup of coffee, humming just a bit to
herself, when Joe stuck his head into the office and called, “Question: Does preferring Supernatural
to Game of Thrones mean that I am an overgrown boy-man with no taste? Discuss.”
Fran laughed and slammed shut the refrigerator, without retrieving any milk. “Answer,” she
replied, taking in his broad grin, and grinning herself, feeling tension drop away from her limbs as
she did so, “The boy-man ship sailed last week when you and Steve pulled a Minecraft all-nighter.”

18
Fran couldn’t believe that forty grown women didn’t have anything better to do with their
Sunday afternoon than pass around unlabeled jars of baby food and write down their guesses as to
what was in each jar. Had everyone been suffering outwardly as much as she was suffering inwardly,
it would have made more sense, but as there was quite a bit of giggling, good-natured chit-chat, and
even some serious questions about whether cracking open the baby food jars and tasting their
contents constituted cheating or not, she could only assume that she was the only one silently
counting the minutes until she could go home.
To all appearances Laura’s baby shower was shaping up as a success. Brunch had already been
served; cake had been cut and coffee (provided by Fran, along with the other beverages) poured; and
now they were well into the shower games, the number of which Fran knew (from her mother’s
constant conversations on the point) had been the subject of some controversy. Evidently Laura’s
sister and closest friend, both around Fran’s age, had wanted fewer games and nicer prizes, while
Laura’s mother and Shirley had maintained that the older generation might well enjoy more games
(“they really give people more time together to chat and have fun”) and prizes that could more
properly be called tchotchkes—crafts, candles, soaps, the entire cliché array. It seemed that the
indomitable older generation had prevailed; it felt like they had been playing games forever. She
never thought she’d be glad to watch someone unwrap baby-themed gifts, but after unscrambling
twenty-five words having to do with babies, playing Baby Bingo, and now, trying to decide which
tiny baby-food jar contained peas or beans, she was more than ready for Laura to rip into her
merchandise so that soon the festivities could officially conclude.

While Laura’s friend wrapped up the game and revealed the correct answers, Fran sat back
slightly in her folding chair and nursed her coffee while everyone checked their own answers. She
wasn’t bothering—she really didn’t want to win any of the prizes, most of which her mother, who’d
been responsible for shopping for them, had insisted on showing her before wrapping them all.
(Although who couldn’t use three dish cloths tied cunningly together into the shape of a doll? Fran,
that’s who.) She was aware that someone was settling heavily into the chair next to her, and turned
to see her aunt Jean sitting down with a large slice of cake. Fran approved of this; not only that Jean
also wasn’t bothering to play the game, but had obviously decided to go all in on the cake. She
smiled at her aunt and said, “Hello, Auntie Jean, how are you?”
“I’m good, Fran, but I’m eating too much. This is quite the party, isn’t it? Good-sized
crowd…Laura should do well out of it.”
“Well,” answered Fran, diplomatically, “I think Laura’s got quite a bit of family on both sides.”
“And quite a few friends, too, I’d say. She’s a pleasant girl.” Jean paused to take a surprisingly
dainty, for the size of it, bite of cake, and sat contentedly chewing for a moment. “This is a good
cake. And good coffee, too. Yours?”
“Yup,” answered Fran. “Well, the coffee, anyway. Mom made the cake.”
“Of course she did,” replied Aunt Jean, with a wink at Fran. “Nobody can bake a cake like
Shirley.”
For all her conflicts with her mother, Fran recognized the truth of that statement and simply
nodded in reply. She and her aunt sat in companionable silence for a few moments, but Fran knew
where the conversation was headed. She liked her aunt but occasions like this inevitably led to the
same questions.

“So how about you? Find Mr. Right yet? Or maybe Mr. Good Enough?”
“You know me, Auntie Jean, I’ll send you a big fancy wedding invitation as soon as I do.”
“I’ll bet.” Her aunt laughed. This was the fourth time today that Fran had answered some
variation on that same question, but she was used to these interrogations at family events. Holidays
and get-togethers while she’d been dating Joe had been a perfect storm of her mother hinting that a
wedding announcement was imminent and her relatives elbowing her and asking if Joe’s intentions
in her direction were entirely honorable. They teased Joe too, and to his credit, he’d taken it all in
stride, offering assertions that Fran was the boss but would keep him in the loop (very droll, Joe—
this always made her uncles chuckle and nod), and then he simply disappeared to join whatever
euchre game might be going. Fran, who was never asked about school (high school or college) or
any other job plans or interests she might have, and was starting to become ever more irritated by
such gender-related assumptions, started to avoid family functions whenever possible. After she and
Joe broke up such get-togethers were even more painful; if her relatives had been subtly curious
about when they planned to get married, they demanded answers about why they’d parted ways.
When she moved away, her two years spent in grad school in Minnesota had been heavenly.
Invitations still arrived but even her mother didn’t expect her to drive back for any events. She
answered the invitations with what she thought of as her “get out of jail free” card, a twenty-dollar
check for a gift. After she’d returned home, she found that the family had moved on to accept her
single status as though she’d never have (and might never have) any other, although that didn’t stop
their questions on what they considered her continuing hunt for the right man, asked with barely
disguised pity for what they imagined must be a lonely existence.
Aunt Jean leaned forward to catch Fran’s attention. “You know, Fran, Ken knows some nice
guys at his work, if you’d like any introductions. Or do you do that Internet dating?”

Was Laura ever going to start opening presents? Even being stuck on the farm with only her
mother for company was starting to look like an aunt-free paradise compared to this circle of hell.
She strove to meet Jean’s offer in the spirit of the kindness with which it had been offered, and kept
her tone light. “Thanks, Jean, but when I’m meant to meet someone I will.”
Jean patted her hand approvingly and said, “Okay, hon, well, that’s a real good attitude.” Her
aunt then leaned back, evidently content in the knowledge that she had tried, and focused instead,
surreptitiously proud, on her own daughter, a sturdy woman who was busy chasing her two little
ones away from the gift table.
Once again silence fell between them, although it was not an unpleasant one. Eventually, antsy,
Fran said, “Excuse me, Auntie Jean. I’m going to check on the coffee.”
“Sure, Fran, nice talking to you.”
Fran moved off vaguely in the direction of the cake and coffee table, although she was pleased
to note that Laura was finally taking a seat behind the gift table that was heaped high with presents
gaily wrapped in pink (she and Paul had found out the gender as early as possible so Laura could
decorate the nursery appropriately). At last. An end was in sight. Fran thought back on Aunt Jean’s
appreciation of her piece of cake and thought perhaps she would reward herself with another small
slice now. It was the point in the shower when the children in attendance were getting
simultaneously bored, tired, and completely hopped up on sugar, so they were all running somewhat
drunkenly between the tables; the adults, meanwhile, were fortifying themselves with one last cup of
coffee or nibbling on leftover appetizers and desserts to make it through the gift opening. Women
mingled in small groups, and talked the way female relatives and neighbors who share the same
circles of interest and community can: on happy topics such as other babies and Laura’s work plans
for after the baby’s arrival, or on more somber topics such as who was getting divorced, how older

relatives were faring in nursing homes, and who had what ailment. As Fran meandered through the
party, she caught sight of her mother in a small grouping consisting of Shirley, one of her own
sisters (Fran’s aunt Clara), and one of her mother’s neighbors. As she neared, she could hear her
mother’s strident voice, even though she was facing away from Fran.
“Oh, no, Fran isn’t seeing anyone,” she was saying. “That girl doesn’t know what she wants.
First she turned down her boyfriend of 5 years when he finally proposed, and now that he’s back in
town years after they broke up, she spends all her time chasing him.”
Fran paused on her route to the cake table, but then continued on to reach it. She could still hear
their conversation, although she was trying to keep her face averted so that no one would see her.
She heard her Aunt Clara murmur something, but couldn’t make out the words. She could hear her
mother’s reply perfectly, though.
“Yes, he’s back, but I don’t know what he’s doing. All I know is he’s been calling. Oh, and he’s
living with his girlfriend, although I’m sure he still calls himself a Catholic.”
Once again there were some murmurs of what seemed to be assent, but Fran couldn’t quite hear
anyone who wasn’t making their points as loudly as Shirley was. Fran was also busy tidying the cake
and coffee table, and wiping up a few small spills; nothing that really needed doing, but she was
trying to look like she had a reason for loitering there. What her mother said next, however, she
heard perfectly.
“I don’t even want to think about what him and Fran got up to for all those years, if that’s all the
morals he has.”
In recounting the story to Roberta later Fran admitted that she rather lost track of what she was
doing at that point as the white-hot rage welling in her head pushed out all other thoughts. She did

vaguely remember sweeping her arm over the beverage table, feeling the coolness of the simple
white porcelain cups protesting slightly against her forearm as she pushed several pairs of them over
the edge, rejoicing in the ear-splitting crash that followed. Everyone in the room turned toward her
immediately, with Laura even managing to heave her pregnant bulk out of her chair to peer over the
gifts to see what the commotion was. Even all the little kids stopped in their tracks (most of them in
mid-run around the tables), their tiny mouths, most still showing traces of cake and fruit punch,
hanging open.
“Mother,” Fran yelled, as Shirley was one of the women now looking, shocked, directly at her.
“Christ. Is there anything you won’t gossip about?”
Nobody moved. All small talk had ceased and even the sound of forks against plates had
stopped. Only now, slowly becoming aware that she was standing in a sea of shattered coffee cups,
and with her horrible insult to her mother still ringing in her ears, did Fran begin to feel a deep flush
of shame for going off the deep end. She turned in Laura’s general direction and said, “I’m really,
really sorry, Laura.” Then Fran stepped gingerly away from the table and the broken glass and
moved near enough to her mother’s group that only they could hear her (or so she hoped). “Joe and
I never got up to anything, mother, okay? So can you please just shut up, once and for all?” She
knew she should stop and help clean up the broken glasses, but she felt that if she didn’t get out of
that basement room immediately, she would lose it again. Thank God she didn’t have a purse or a
camera to collect as she stalked her way towards the door.
Once in the parking lot she nearly ran to her car. She got in and started it, blasting the air
conditioner (it was only April, but they were having one of the hottest springs on record), hoping it
would work to cool her flaming face and hammering heart, and only then did she notice her
mother’s purse sitting on the floor of the passenger side. Of course; they’d ridden to the shower

together. What did she do now? Take the purse in to her mother? Sit in the parking lot until the
shower was over? She had decided “hell no” to both of those options and had just put the car in
drive to get out of there—her mother would be able to get a ride home from any number of shower
attendees—when Shirley, with immense dignity, charged out of the church doors and stood on the
sidewalk that ran alongside the parking lot. Fran pulled out of her parking spot and drove around
the lot to the sidewalk where her mother was standing. She stopped next to Shirley and put down
the passenger-side window.
“Do you have something to say to me?” she asked.
“I have never been so humiliated in all my life,” Shirley spat out, reaching for the door handle.
“Not the right answer,” said Fran, feeling her fury rising again, and then she hit the gas, peeling
away from the curb and leaving Shirley with her hand outstretched and her mouth falling open wider
than had any of the children’s.
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Thursday night was slow and Fran had just finished telling Roberta about the baby shower. It
was the first chance she’d had to tell her; Roberta had had the previous few days off, and was only
working tonight as a favor to Russell. Fran could tell she was almost as shocked by the story as
Fran’s mother had been by the experience; they were closer in age than Fran was to Roberta, after
all. Kindly, Roberta evidently decided it would be wiser to focus on the logistics of the situation
rather than castigating Fran for her childish display of temper.
“Were they our coffee cups?”
“They were. I’ll have to pay for replacements. Totally worth it.” Fran stopped and thought.
“Although I’m supposed to be living with Mom to save money. I’m going in the wrong direction.”
“What happened to the catering carafes?”
“Ah well, that’s a bigger problem. Those things are expensive, and frankly, I’ve been too scared
to ask Laura if she knows where they are. The one time I brought it up at home Mom told me I was
lucky not to send Laura into premature labor, and then she went back to giving me the silent
treatment. Maybe I can ask Paul.”
She was mulling that, wondering when would be the best time to call her brother, while Roberta
returned to wiping down the counter. It was a quiet night; they didn’t both have to work the
counter. “I’ll start wiping down the tables, okay?” she asked Roberta.
“Sure thing,” Roberta answered.
Fran grabbed a spray bottle of bleach heavily diluted with water and a new washcloth and
walked to the counter seating area that ran the length of the front window. After spraying it

thoroughly and wiping it down carefully, she moved on to the other tables, trying to think when
Paul might be at home when Laura wouldn’t. Knowing Roberta was by the register, she didn’t
interrupt her cleaning when she heard the front door bells chime, but did turn around to see who
had entered the store when she finished the table she was on. As she turned, she literally bumped
into the customer, who turned out to be Edward. She was surprised, but not unduly so; since their
first meeting she’d seen him in the store again several times, almost always when Roberta was
working, and if they had the chance, the three of them had always engaged in some comfortable
small talk. Tonight she found she had to look up quite a bit just to meet his eyes and smile; she
hadn’t quite realized how tall he was.
“Hi, Edward,” she said. “How are you tonight?”
“I’m good.” He smiled at her and she thought once again that he really had beautiful hazel eyes.
“How are you?”
She laughed slightly, brandishing her spray bottle and cloth. “Wondering just a bit why I
bothered going to college, honestly, but otherwise, not bad, thanks.”
He smiled at her again but didn’t seem inclined to move toward the counter, even though
Roberta was there and looking at the two of them expectantly.
“Can we help you with something tonight, Edward? Roberta’s here too; she’s usually on
mornings but for a treat I get her for a co-worker tonight.”
“Actually,” Edward said, pausing, and actually seeming a bit at a loss for what to say next, “I
stopped in to talk with you. Do you have a moment?”

Fran looked at him more carefully now and noticed that he was dressed more casually than
usual; often when she saw him he was dropping in before or after work. He usually looked good but
there was something appealing about him in less buttoned-down clothing, and his hair looked
naturally mussed; he must have been driving with the windows down. Now Fran looked over at
Roberta, who was watching them with the hint of a smile (Fran was becoming a bit suspicious about
Roberta’s friendliness to Edward and her tendency to disappear when he was around, often leaving
him and Fran the only participants in their conversations), and who had obviously overheard
Edward’s question, because she said, cheerily, “Take all the time you need, Fran, I’ll start sweeping
in the back.”
Fran narrowed her eyes ever so slightly at Roberta, but decided to go along with her. “Okay, I’ll
mop when you’re done with that, then.” Turning to Edward, she indicated one of the tables she had
just cleaned, and said, “Are you sure we can’t get you something? On the house tonight, just because
Roberta and I are in such a festive mood?”
Edward said, “No, thanks, really,” and then sat at the table she had chosen; he seemed
preoccupied. Only after he sat and looked at her as she sat across from him did what she had said
seem to register. “Why the festive mood?” he asked.
Fran, who was still carrying her cleaning supplies, set them on the floor next to her chair. “Oh, I
was just telling her how I ruined my sister-in-law’s baby shower.”
“That doesn’t seem very festive at all,” he said, his tone serious but a slight smile on his face.
“How do you actually go about ruining a baby shower?”
Fran snorted derisively. “Oh, Edward, it’s an epic story, filled with family secrets and fights. You
sure you want to hear it?”

Edward was still smiling, but he looked at her carefully for a long few moments before he
answered. “No,” he replied, “I don’t know that I do.”
Any other time this reply might have annoyed Fran; who passed up a good story? Even if it was
about a baby shower? But tonight she found she was really just as glad she didn’t have to describe
her meltdown again, or the history and conversation that had precipitated it. Particularly to someone
she didn’t know very well and who, she was becoming ever more aware, was very good-looking.
“Yes, well,” she said, “I’m sure my mother wishes she didn’t know the story either.” She gave a
half-hearted chuckle and searched for a way to change the subject. “Anyway. What’s up with you?”
“Well,” he said, “I wondered if you would join me for dinner sometime.”
“You want to spend time with a person who ruins baby showers?”
“Well, if you promise not to ruin any that may be going on in the general vicinity of where we
eat, I’ll consider you reformed. I’ll expect you to behave yourself if we run into any birthday parties,
too.”
Huh, thought Fran. That answer hinted at a sense of humor, evidence of which she hadn’t yet
seen a whole lot of in Edward. She looked into his hazel eyes again, and decided she liked the way
he was just sitting there calmly waiting for her answer. She took in his grey t-shirt that fit his healthy
but not bulky physique perfectly, and she was only human, so she couldn’t really miss the fact that
he had beautiful hands, strong and square and confidently poised on the table. She had a sneaking
suspicion that he was too good-looking for her, so she was flattered that he was asking her out, but
she still wondered what kind of person didn’t want to hear a story about a wrecked baby shower. A
person with good sense, she decided suddenly. How often did she get to go out with tall, well-

groomed men? Who didn’t work for her? It wasn’t like she had anything waiting for her at home,
other than a grouchy and (currently) silent mother. This, more than anything, decided her answer.
“I’d really like that, Edward. Name the time and place.”
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Fran rang the doorbell at Paul and Laura’s house and shifted nervously from foot to foot while
she waited, although she did manage to keep the carefully wrapped two-pound box of candy she was
carrying level. She might not believe in much as she aged, but she would always believe in not
jostling boxes of really good candy.
After what felt like hours her brother Paul opened the door and smiled out at her. “Hey, rabblerouser,” he said, as he stepped to the side and gave her a mockingly wide “come in” gesture.
“Although, if I let you in, will you promise not to break any of our china?”
“That depends. Is Shirley here?”
“Nah, you’re safe. Come on in. Laura’s in the kitchen.” The two of them walked past the living
room and into the brightly lit kitchen, where Laura was perched on a stool at the counter, flicking
through something on her phone, snacking on carrot sticks, and drinking something in a mug, which
she covered with both her hands upon seeing Fran. “Don’t come any closer,” she said, teasingly.
All these people suddenly showing senses of humor, thought Fran, why haven’t I ever noticed
that before? Aloud, she said, “Laura…I hope you know I’m really sorry about Sunday, but I thought
maybe chocolates would say it better than I can.” With that she placed the box gingerly on the
counter, where Laura pounced on it joyfully, ripping the paper off and inhaling deeply as she lifted
the lid of the box.
“Mmmmm,” she sighed “Forget the carrot sticks for tonight.”
Paul took in the impressive size of the box and laughed. “You couldn’t spring for the big box,
Franny?” he asked. “How sorry are you really?”

“I am so sorry that I am not even going to ask if anyone knows what happened to the two
coffee carafes I brought to the shower.”
Laura smiled and gave Paul a shove in the direction of the door that led into the garage. “Hands
off my chocolates, non-pregnant person. And go get Fran’s carafes from the garage.”
“Oh, really?” said Fran, with real relief. She really hadn’t wanted to spring for replacement
carafes. “That’s awesome. Thank you so much for grabbing them.”
“It was no problem,” said Laura, her tone dreamy as she carefully perused the tiny pamphlet
describing the flavors of the truffles in the box. “We were loading up the car with gifts anyway, so I
just had one of your aunts put them in the trunk. I’ve been meaning to tell Paul to stop by at the
coffee shop and drop them off, but I keep forgetting.”
“I do know Paul. Even if you’d remembered to tell him he probably still would have forgotten
to stop.” Fran loved her brothers but each one of them suffered from advanced Boyitis, brought on
by their mother’s fussy over-attention to their well-being and belief that farm boys should never
have any hand in kitchen or housework (and old habits died hard—Steve still took his laundry home
to be done). But then, if Paul was ready to forgive and forget the shower incident, Fran was more
than happy just to pick up the carafes. She was also very thankful Laura had had the presence of
mind to take the containers after the shower. Fran and her mother still weren’t talking, and Fran
knew that her mother hadn’t brought them home, so she’d been becoming increasingly curious
about where they’d ended up.
“So how are you feeling these days?” Fran asked her sister-in-law.
“Well, ready and not ready, if that makes any sense. Mainly I’m feeling huge and I’ll be so glad
when the baby’s here and people stop telling me their horrific birth stories.”

“At least I hope I interrupted a few of those on Sunday,” Fran said.
“Fat chance,” said Laura through a mouthful of candy. She swallowed and continued. “It was
like your aunts were lining up for the privilege of telling me about their vaginal tearing and thirtyhour labors. Why do women do that to each other?”
Fran considered. She’d always wondered that herself, personally. “If I’m feeling charitable, I’d
think maybe they’re trying to let you know that it will be horrific but you’ll eventually come out of it
with a baby and it will all be worth it?”
“And if you’re not feeling charitable?”
“Women are bitches.”
Laura snorted and selected a third candy. Paul poked his head in from the garage. “Where are
those things, Laura?” he asked.
“Right by the…” Laura paused for a moment. “No, sorry, still in my trunk.” Paul disappeared
again. Laura turned her attention back to Fran. “So what did your mom say that set you off?”
Fran didn’t actually know her sister-in-law very well; she and Paul hadn’t dated long before
they’d decided to get married, and Fran still felt a bit shy with her. She was somewhat surprised at
how easily they were talking this evening, but, as with Edward, she still found herself reticent to
explain what her mother had said and why it made her so angry. She decided to employ one of
Steve’s tricks, which was to answer without really answering.
“Oh, you know my mom. Just something that didn’t really need to be shared at a baby shower.”

“Oh, like how she started the day by announcing to most of the room that her grandchild wasn’t
going to be raised Catholic, which she didn’t blame me for, I’m a Lutheran, but for which she does
blame her son Paul, who was a Catholic and should know better.”
“Oh, boy,” said Fran, “I missed that. Where was I?”
“I don’t know, but it was a bang-up way to start the festivities.”
Fran eyed Laura sympathetically. “Well, you certainly know how I felt, then. Wait…now that I
remember, didn’t she announce something similar at your wedding?”
“Oh, who knows,” Laura said lightly, offering the chocolates box to Fran and then putting them
away somewhat wistfully when Fran declined any with a wave. Laura took a sip of her tea, and
added, “Ever since I had to talk Paul off a ledge after she went ballistic when he told her he was
converting I sort of made up my mind not to listen too closely.”
Fran shook her head. “Sorry, Laura. It’s just the ‘one true church’ thing, you know?”
“Oh, I get it.” Laura smiled. “My mom would have done much the same thing if I’d converted
to Catholicism.” As she was speaking, Paul popped back into the kitchen, lugging Fran’s two coffee
containers.
“Are these what I’m looking for?”
Fran took them from him and said, “They are. Thanks, Paul, and again, Laura, thanks for being
so calm about this. The only thing Mom has said to me in the last week is that she’s surprised I
didn’t throw you into early labor because of the shock of either the noise or my tantrum.”
“Oh, Fran, too bad,” Laura laughed. “Early labor would have meant I might have the baby now,
rather than just the screaming nightmares, based on your aunts’ stories.”

“Well, I’m still glad you’re obviously not easily shockable. And thanks for saving my carafes. I’ll
get out of your way.”
Paul seemed ready to walk Fran out, but Laura didn’t seem in any hurry. “You want some tea or
something?”
“No,” said Fran, “I’m just stopping by after work, I didn’t mean to stay so long as it is.”
“Well, anytime,” said Laura, as Paul walked ahead of Fran to open the front door. “Particularly
after the baby comes, we’ll be recruiting babysitters.”
Fran smiled to herself. Back when Shirley had been talking to her, before the shower, she’d
somewhat bitterly complained to Fran that Laura had floated the idea of her own mother and Shirley
taking the baby one day a week each, so that Laura could go back to work part-time. Shirley had
responded by telling her a firm “no thank you”—as she told her only daughter, she’d raised her five
kids and she still had enough of her own work to do, thank you very much. At that time Fran had
agreed with her. But now she felt that she couldn’t really blame Laura for trying. A lot of the women
Fran knew who had kids had worked out a similar arrangement with their parents and in-laws, so it
wasn’t like it was an unheard-of request; and Laura had, after all, taken Shirley’s refusal with good
grace and had simply made other arrangements. Fran was glad that Laura would both get to work
and spend time with her baby, if that’s what she wanted, but all in all the entire subject left her
feeling a little bit out of sorts. Here she was, thirty, with no children or the prospect of any in sight,
and here she was, working a job she’d never really planned on working rather than an all-consuming
career she should have been working to put in place by now. Not for the first time, she thought:
everyone else is moving forward, putting their lives in order. As she walked down the sidewalk to
her car, the carafes bumping against her legs, dreading her drive home, she wondered again: Where
do I go from here?
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A week later Fran was sitting in a coffee shop that wasn’t Beans, looking out the window
thoughtfully while her coffee cooled. It would have made much more sense to go to Beans, even
though it was her day off; she could have avoided paying for her coffee. But Fran had a plan for the
afternoon, and getting sidetracked at the shop by chatting with any of the employees, or doing lastminute schedule switches, was not part of it. As it was she felt virtuous enough for not buying a
cookie, the white-chocolate-macadamia-nut version of which they sold in this particular competing
coffee shop, was one of her favorites. Look at me, she thought ruefully, I’m a whole buck-fifty
closer to moving out of my mother’s! Now she was getting somewhere.
The trouble, she was beginning to realize, was that she had never really planned anything. When
asked in grade school what she wanted to be, she never knew what to answer, because she didn’t
really know what jobs people had other than farming, and that seemed less a job, even at her young
age, than something you were just born doing. Sometimes she answered “nun” (an answer which,
upon looking back, both made her turn red with embarrassment and snort with inappropriate
laughter), as she had been raised in a religious household and had some sort of vague (if mistaken)
idea that this answer would make her more popular with her teachers. She had been a good student
but not an exceptional one, and she mainly got through high school with high marks by taking
classes she knew would be easy and by being a naturally good test-taker. Her parents were not
academically minded themselves, and although they encouraged their sons to attend college and paid
them decent wages for their work on the farm so they could avoid massive student loans, they
certainly weren’t keeping an eye on Fran’s curriculum choices or helping her write college
application essays. She herself had chosen the state university at LaCrosse because, honestly, she
wanted to get a couple of hours away from Shirley, and she figured it might be easier and cheaper

there. (A guidance counselor had suggested several out-of-state schools, but even Fran knew that
any state universities in Wisconsin would be more than good enough for a girl who didn’t know
what she wanted to study and who didn’t really care about the ranking of the college where she did
it.) Her first year of college was easy, as a matter of fact, easier than high school, particularly because
she didn’t take any math classes there. The university in Madison was a Big Ten school, and was
more prestigious than UW-LaCrosse, but she had achieved a perfect GPA her first year, and when
she’d decided that she should transfer to be with Joe, she was relieved to find that the admissions
department at Madison had accepted her.
To some extent she wondered if, told by her mother that a woman’s best choice was staying
home to raise her own kids, she hadn’t been planning all along simply to get married and have kids.
When Joe came along in high school she still had that vague idea, and in college, as their relationship
developed into an increasingly serious one, she began to prepare herself for the idea that after
college she and Joe could get married, get jobs, and someday soon have kids, with whom she would
of course stay at home. Accordingly she enjoyed herself thoroughly in college, going through a series
of majors she chose simply because they seemed interesting at the moment, rather than with any
thought to career development or qualifications. She graduated with a degree in English (and a
certificate in Communication Arts) and absolutely no idea or plan for what kind of job she wanted.
Frankly, Fran thought the thing that no one understood (least of all her mother) was that
nobody was more surprised than she herself was when she turned down Joe Matthews’s proposal of
marriage.
All she really knew was that suddenly, alarmingly, when faced with the reality of what she had
thought would rather inevitably happen, she was terrified. She was the youngest child in her family
(which, along with the fact that she was the only girl in the family, had led to Steve’s “Princess”

nickname for her) and had never even babysat for money, preferring instead to get (mostly
restaurant) jobs off the farm as soon as she could drive. She had absolutely no idea what she would
do with a baby all day, with or without a job and daycare options. If you got right down to it, the
thought of her and Joe not retiring to their own living spaces most nights produced an almost
panicked tightening in her chest. After her relatively regimented farm upbringing, she was still, if she
admitted it, reveling in the freedom of eating cookies and Mountain Dew for breakfast. Unlike her
brothers, who had all had to share rooms, she’d always had her own bedroom (spoiled, Steve would
say), and she had her own bedroom now, in the second-floor flat she shared with her college
roommates. She loved apartment living; all she had to do each month was pay her share of the rent
and utilities and do a portion of the household chores (and she was fortunate to live with two
friends who shared her somewhat inattentive approach to housekeeping, so that was easy too). She
liked her narrow twin bed, and she liked having her desk and bookshelves take up most of the room.
If she and Joe married or lived together would she have to make Joe’s breakfast? Would she be
responsible for his health? If she stayed home with the kids would the job also include doing all the
housecleaning and maintenance? Would she be expected to care about things like curtains and
whether or not the towels in their bathrooms matched the shower curtain? For the life of her she
couldn’t imagine undertaking such tasks or any level on which she would enjoy them. Summer that
year seemed interminable, and although she and Joe studiously avoided the topic after her first
shocking refusal, new questions like that kept crowding unbidden into her mind whenever she
thought of the engagement ring hidden in her closet.
She was much less surprised about it herself when she refused his marriage proposal for the
second time. She knew there’d be hell to pay, particularly from Shirley, but for once she was
resolved to see a decision through.

But then the problem remained of what to do after college, especially if Joe was no longer in the
picture. She began to seriously wonder what sort of graduate school program she might like,
although, as she had done with everything else so far in her life, she had left her decision too late to
act on it the fall after she and Joe broke up. She worked for a year as a barista (not at Beans; rather,
at a Starbucks right down the road from her college apartment, which she re-rented by herself, after
advertising for and finding new roommates, her two friends and apartment-mates having graduated
and moved on to jobs in other cities). She enjoyed that year thoroughly too; if anything, it was better
than college, as she tended to work afternoon shifts and therefore didn’t have to get up for any 8
a.m. labs or classes. She had never realized, really, how much of her time had been spent with Joe,
idly, it now seemed. She’d always liked reading (hence the somewhat “accidental” English major),
but now she filled hours with reading, becoming a fixture at the small library branch fifteen minutes’
walk away from her apartment, and took a class on developing fictional characters simply because a
friend of hers at Starbucks was taking it and asked her along for company. One day she worked on
an assignment for four hours without noticing how fast the time was going and was late for her shift
at the store. Ah ha, she thought. She’d heard from other people how they “lost time” or were “in the
flow” when they were truly engaged with what they were doing. She’d always blamed what she
thought of as her antsy nature for her inability to fully pay attention to most things she had tried, so
she was excited to find something to do that she wasn’t in any hurry to stop doing.
She applied to, and was accepted (thanks to some truly kind recommendation letters from a few
of her undergrad profs and advisors) into an MFA program at the University of Minnesota in
Minneapolis. This had the added benefit of being more than five hours away from her mother, who
spent most of her time at the family dinners Fran felt guilted into attending lamenting Joe’s absence
and asking Fran if she’d “heard anything at all from him.” In all, she was very happy that fall to drive
the five hours north, and she was very happy during the ensuing two years, although when she

graduated with yet another degree and no certain career path (and an ever-growing pile of student
debt) she did begin somewhat uneasily to feel that she was running out of opportunities to avoid real
life.
But once again the charms of her native town—even if they were somewhat unfathomable to
non-natives—and her attachment to her brothers (and even her mother, although she would never
have admitted it aloud) proved hard to resist, so she moved back to Madison with the half-formed
idea of selling freelance articles, short stories, anything to keep afloat while she worked on her novel.
She’d written two during the course of her MFA studies, but they were both rough and she wanted
to edit them before trying to get them published. What she hadn’t really taken into account was that
very few MFA grads actually made a living from their writing; they got jobs teaching writing and
then wrote on the side. When she did figure this out, there was very little she could do about it; she
didn’t have enough publishing credits to get hired as a writing teacher and she had zero interest in
teaching writing anyhow. (The very thought of trying to teach most of her classmates at Minnesota,
most of whom were card-carrying members of the “children of helicopter parents” generation, gave
her the all-over shivers, and not in a good way.) Soon she had to get a waitressing job just to pay her
bills, while she tried to write on the side, and eventually she had to get an office job so she could
secure health insurance (which she was getting increasingly nervous about living without) and got a
part-time job at Beans on the side, all of which left little time for writing. And when she decided to
apply for the manager job at Beans, she realized with a shock that it had been two years since she
had written anything.
Working as the shop manager had allowed her to quit her office job and was not really more
than a fifty-hour-a-week commitment, so she could have returned to writing. But when she tried,
there seemed always to be something else to do: Reading (research for her own novel, stylistically, of

course). Going to shows with her co-workers. Hanging out with Steve, particularly for the several
months he lived with her and they got into the habit of binge-watching innumerable TV series. In
essence she did seem to have found a way to keep avoiding “real life,” without even trying to. She
had insurance, the pay was okay, she enjoyed the work and her co-workers, and she had very few
cares or responsibilities otherwise. She wasn’t unhappy, but she did once again have the
uncomfortable feeling that she had drifted into her current life not so much by making decisions,
but by avoiding bigger ones. Unfortunately, viewing her life as a series of mainly accidental
movements left her doubting her ability to actually sit down and create anything from scratch. Could
she really write any stories that readers would connect with? Could someone who led so boring a life
(and mainly one that seemed to be lived only to avoid conflict) possibly have anything interesting to
say, even in fiction? The answer, she suspected, was no.
And now here she was, sitting in a coffee shop with a now-cold cup of coffee, counting back the
years and realizing with a start that it had been nearly five years since she’d last really worked on
writing anything. She looked down at the pile of paper in front of her that constituted her plan for
this afternoon: it was a thoroughly messy short story, the last thing she’d written before jobs started
to distract her. Lately she had been thinking she needed to ease back into things, and then this
morning, desperate to get away from her mother, she’d thrown things aside in her as-yet-unpacked
boxes in her bedroom until she’d come across her files and this story. Jumping right back into
writing might be a little much to expect—it wasn’t like her life had gotten much more exciting since
she’d stopped—but she thought the mental exercise of editing something she’d already written
might do her good. She took a sip of her coffee and contemplated whether she wanted to ask the
barista to heat it up for her, but decided against it. Re-heated coffee was never the same, for one
thing, and for another, she only had so much time to do something with her story. In an hour she
was meeting Edward at this very shop (they’d been out together several times since he’d first asked

her out at the shop, and things seemed to be going well), and she’d just get something new to drink
then.
Thinking about Edward gave her an unexpected but pleasant jolt of pleasure—not only because,
frankly, Edward was a pleasure to look at, but also because she felt she could actually pinpoint the
moment when she had sized him up and made the conscious decision to say yes to his dinner
invitation, even though she was increasingly aware that he really was just too good-looking for her.
So of course it had been somewhat of a no-brainer to accept the invitation of a handsome
professional man who was proving to be a passingly interesting conversation partner, if not a laugh
riot. But still. It had been her decision, and she had made it. She still couldn’t say she had a real plan,
but felt maybe she’d chance across one if she just kept moving forward.
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If all Tuesday afternoons were going to be this slow, Fran thought, maybe she should just close
up from one to four p.m. and let everyone (including herself) go home for a nap. She knew it was
most likely just because of the run of unseasonably hot weather they were having—although it
wasn’t summer and nobody was yet in the mood for iced or blended coffee drinks—but she was still
worried that her numbers for the month were going to be crazy low. She had done her part toward
economizing by sending Annie home, which she hated to do (both because it hurt Annie’s paycheck
and she didn’t really like working alone either) but they’d spent the morning cleaning everything they
could find just to keep busy, and even saving a couple hours’ worth of wages might indicate to
Victor that she was trying to keep costs as low as possible. From her vantage point behind the
register, Fran looked out at the quiet parking lot and sighed, wondering what sort of promotion she
could run to increase business. She found herself wondering about offering storytimes, anything to
get some thirsty or bored stay-at-home mommies or daddies to treat themselves to a (preferably
large) cappuccino, but who would do that for free? She had a sudden image of James reading some
illustrated Dickens to a group of impressionable youngsters, which at least gave her a laugh. She was
saved from further thoughts on marketing by the sight of her friend Eric approaching the shop.
When Fran had first started at Beans, a younger and more impressionable barista, Eric had been
one of her first “regulars.” Because they’d always had good conversations in the shop, she’d been
rather lulled into thinking they had chemistry, and had been thrilled when he asked her out. It had
only taken a few dates for her to discover that whatever chemistry they had, it was not the
passionate kind. Luckily those feelings had been entirely mutual, so they’d been able to continue
their friendly conversations whenever Eric stopped in, which, due to his freelance work as a graphic
designer and his penchant for working anywhere but his apartment, was often. This summer she was

more grateful than ever for Eric, purely from a mercenary viewpoint; he was getting more work than
ever and was also starting to meet with more clients and contractors there. Today, though, he was
alone as he breezed through the front vestibule.
“Hey, Half-Caff,” he said, cheerily, “How’s tricks?”
“’Tricks,’ Quik, whatever they are, are slow. How’re you?”
The nicknames were a long-standing joke between them. On their first date they had discovered
that they’d each had crushes on each other for some time. It was standard practice for Fran and her
co-workers (most of them single people in their early or mid-twenties like her, then) to give crushes
code names so they could talk about them freely behind the counter and no-one would know who
they were talking about; she’d dubbed Eric “Chocolatey Quik” almost immediately because of his
beautiful velvety brown eyes, and her co-workers had shortened it to “Quik.” Eric, for his part,
hadn’t needed shorthand to tell his friends that he was enamored with the girl at the coffee shop, but
once he found she had a nickname for him, he wanted to come up with one for her. He’d struck on
“Half-Caff” in honor of her profession and the fact that she was almost a foot shorter than he was.
“I’m good. But I was stuck on a thorny work thing at home and thought, I need some caffeine.
How would you feel about whipping me up a Fran Special?”
She smiled and gesticulated grandly around her nearly empty shop (save for one woman tapping
away busily at a laptop near the back). “Well, I think I will have time. Any particular flavor desire
today?”
Eric thought for a moment. “Nah, they’re best when you surprise me.”

“Okay,” said Fran. “Get comfy, I’ll bring it out when it’s ready.” With her regular and
trustworthy customers (the two didn’t always go together), Fran often let their tab run, so to speak,
while they whiled away time in the shop; that way, if they wanted a refill, or anything to eat or drink
later on, they could just pay for everything at once before they left. They might not have had real
chemistry, she and Eric, but he was a good friend and a good tipper, which made him one of the
more popular regular residents of the shop among all her employees, and his appearance today
promised to make the afternoon a less dull one.
The “Fran Special” was another longstanding tradition between them, and one that had been
adopted by several of her other favorite customers as well. The drink had actually had its genesis in
her mother’s home; after one year’s particularly stunning Thanksgiving spread by Shirley, Fran had
been too full after the family dinner to eat a piece of pumpkin pie, and had taken one (complete with
homemade whipped heavy cream) home for the next morning. Having her pumpkin pie with her
breakfast coffee, she’d discovered she had too much whipped cream for her pie, and had plopped a
healthy (or not so healthy, depending upon how you looked at it) dollop of the cream into her
strong morning cup of black coffee. It was delicious, much richer than coffee even with half-andhalf, and became ever more so once she started experimenting with making a similar drink at work.
(She’d even been excited to share the recipe with Victor, who had somewhat tempered the
excitement of her discovery by patting her hand and saying, “Yes, dear, that’s called Vienna coffee.
But you can call yours whatever you want.”) Because making the drink necessitated having whipping
cream on hand, and the time to plug in the store’s immersion blender and whip some up, the
regulars who ordered the drink good-naturedly abided by the unspoken rule that she could only
make one when she had cream on hand and when the shop wasn’t too busy. The drink also included
a half-shot of a flavor syrup of Fran’s choosing—usually hazelnut, because that was the best
combination, she thought—but sometimes different flavors depending on the day or season. Some

regulars had preferences, but others (like Eric) seemed to think being surprised by the flavor of the
rich, cream-filled piping hot coffee was part of the appeal of the Fran Special. Today, while she
whipped up a small bowl of cream for Eric’s drink and prepared to put a bit of sugar in as it
stiffened, she perused the row of flavor syrup bottles alongside the back of the counter, next to the
espresso machine. She thought she’d go with something fruitier in honor of the summer weather,
and as she picked out the chocolate cherry syrup, she noticed the jar was a bit dusty and clucked her
tongue. At least she’d found another cleaning job that could keep her occupied the rest of the
afternoon. She finished whipping the cream, drew Eric a cup of the day’s dark roast, and quickly
mixed in the syrup. Only when the cup and saucer were on a tray and ready to be served did she
spoon a generous helping of the cream on top, and then carried it out to where he sat, at the bar
inside the front window.
After she set it down by him, she gestured at the stool next to him, and slid onto it when he
nodded. She let him take his first sip of his drink and was gratified, as always, when he closed his
eyes and gave a contented sigh. Watching her customers do that was one of her favorite parts of the
job. He set his cup back down on the saucer, and smiled over at her.
“Not hazelnut today?”
“Nope,” she said, “Cherry blossom, for spring. Fruit is good for you.”
“Especially fruit in sugar syrup form,” he replied.
“Especially,” she said, and they both leaned back in their chairs, looking out the window
together. After he took a few more sips, he turned slightly toward her so they could converse more
easily.
“How’s work going, other than sending you running from your house?” Fran asked.

He grinned. “Good, actually. It’s a good sign when I’m here—means I’ve got too much to do. If
I don’t have enough jobs going, I start to putter around, play games, lose a few days in Hulu. I don’t
need coffee for that.”
“Well, not a Fran Special, anyway.”
“No,” he shook his head, “Those are for special occasions.”
“Oh?” she asked. “What’s the occasion?”
“Got the Freedom Kids contract,” he said, proudly.
“Hey,” she said, pleased. She knew he’d been putting in bids on work for the toy company
regularly, and she knew they were a big (and therefore lucrative, for Eric) deal. “Congrats. That’s the
big time.”
“Tell me about it,” he replied. “Freedom Kids overcharging their customers for creepy dolls, me
overcharging Freedom Kids for website and catalog design on their behalf. It’s a win-win.”
“Hey now,” Fran said teasingly, “that smacks of biting the hand that feeds you.”
“No, no, you misunderstand,” said Eric, “I’m glad they overcharge so they have money to pay
me. But have you seen their dolls? Those things’ eyes follow you wherever you go.”
Having grown up after the Freedom Kids’ popularity explosion (and not having been much of a
girl to play with dolls anyway), and with no nieces, Fran was actually quite blissfully unaware of what
the dolls looked like. She told Eric as much, concluding with, “Who cares where they look, as long
as their eyes are following you right to the bank, right?”

He agreed heartily with that sentiment, took a loud slurp of his Fran Special, and concluded with
another satisfied sigh. “This might be your best Special yet,” he told her.
“I should be getting good at them.” Now it was Fran’s turn to sigh, and not in a satisfied way.
“I’ve been making them for four years now.”
Eric looked at her curiously. “Have we known each other that long?”
“I’ve got news for you, Toto,” she told him in response. “We’re not our 20s anymore.”
He laughed, and she stood up to leave him to his drink as she heard the bell above the door ring,
signaling the arrival of another customer, who turned out, in this case, to be a delivery person
staggering through the door with a truly impressive flower arrangement. He lumbered to the
counter, where he seemed glad to set the huge vase full of gerbera daisies and greens. Fran
wondered why on earth he’d brought one of his deliveries in with him to order his coffee, but you
never knew. UPS and FedEx drivers were some of the shop’s best customers, as Beans was located
on a major thoroughfare. She stepped nimbly behind the counter and smiled at him. “Hi. What can I
get for you?”
The deliveryman gave her an odd look. “Well, you can sign this,” he replied, holding out his
electronic clipboard to her.
She eyed the flowers doubtfully, and then looked back at him. “Are you sure you’re in the right
place? Who are they for?”
He looked down at his keypad and said, “Fran Meier? Says to deliver to Beans Coffee, University
Avenue.”

Fran laughed, and replied, “Well, that’s me, and you’re in the right place, so I guess I can sign.”
She did so, and then handed his clipboard back to him. He tapped a few more buttons, smiled at
her, and looked happy to be on his way without the gargantuan bouquet. After he was gone she just
looked at it in surprise (and pleasure, she’d admit); she didn’t even to think to look for the card until
Eric called over, “Secret admirer, Fran?”
She shook her head and finally found the card nestled among the daisies. It was from Edward,
of course. He had signed the card but the message itself was cryptic—“See you at five at the shop.”
As far as she knew they hadn’t planned anything tonight, and she had opened today, so she’d
planned on leaving at four-thirty, when James and John came in, but she couldn’t help but feel
flattered. She could find something to do until she found out what he had planned for five o’clock.
In the meantime she moved the flowers to the back counter, where they could be on display but
wouldn’t be in the way or bother any customers who might be allergic. She could certainly see why
the deliveryman had been glad to set them down—they were heavy. She found to her surprise that
her heart was actually beating a little faster; she’d never gotten a flower delivery before, and this was
a very impressive specimen of its type. The flowers smelled good, too, she found, as she inhaled
deeply. Then, too, there was the pleasant tingle of a surprise still coming—had she and Edward
made plans that she’d forgotten about?
She returned to the front of the store, looking a little shell-shocked, where Eric teased her a bit
about the size of the bouquet. But she couldn’t hide her excitement—her boring Tuesday afternoon
had taken several nice turns—and he soon finished up his drink, paid (although he had further
brightened her spirits by buying a brownie), and left with a wave, saying, good-naturedly, “Well, this
seems like a positive development, Half-Caff.” In between waiting on a steadily growing number of
customers and wiping down the syrup bottles, the rest of the afternoon passed quickly, and before

she knew it, John was walking through the door. She was glad to see him; it would at least be nice to
get off her feet, but she’d wait until James arrived too before going to wait in her office for five
o’clock.
John hadn’t taken five steps into the store before he saw the flowers. “Good lord,” he said to
Fran, stepping behind the counter with her, and gesticulating back towards the flowers, “Who
died?”
Fran rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Why on earth would you think that when you saw a
bouquet of flowers?”
“I don’t know,” said John. “How often do I see flowers? And that’s just so many flowers, it
looks like it should have a big ribbon in it that says “Mother” or “Beloved Aunt” or something. Or
like maybe it should be hanging around the winning horse’s neck at the track.”
Fran refused to be deflated by his unromantic grumpiness. She’d already been back to smell the
flowers several times throughout the afternoon, and had enjoyed them thoroughly every time.
“They’re for me, thank you very much, and I think they’re nice.”
“Thank God. I thought one of Russell’s cougars lost her head and sent them with a proposition
or something.” Russell, for whatever reasons, and to his eternal embarrassment, was very popular
with a certain subset of their more matronly forty- and fifty-something customers. Fran laughed at
this in spite of herself but couldn’t let John off the hook that easily. She rolled her eyes in his
direction.
“You need to get out more, take in a farmer’s market or something, if the only times you see
flowers are at funerals,” she suggested, archly. As John was busily rolling his eyes right back at her
and moving toward the back to chuck his backpack in the office, James came rushing in, a few

minutes late as always. The first words out of his mouth were “Wow, what’s with the flowers? Who
died?”
James never said anything quietly and even though John was in the back room by now, Fran
could still hear the snort of laughter he made at that announcement. Oh well, they could have their
fun; she had some anticipation to enjoy in the office. She followed James back in that direction and
hurried them both back out front so she could relax at her desk and wonder what Edward had
planned.
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It turned out to be a very good surprise.
The flower delivery had given Fran a nervous burst of energy, but by the time five o’clock rolled
around, Fran was heading toward low ebb. She was both physically and mentally tired—physically
because she’d been on her feet most of the day, and mentally largely because she was concerned
about always feeling so tired. Were all thirty-year-olds this bone-weary at the ends of their days? She
wondered if her torpor had to do with her diet. She’d been eating less and less lately, just not feeling
very hungry at any time, but she still snacked on coffee and sweets just for quick sugar rushes to
help her get through the day (which was, she was sure, why she didn’t really seem to be losing any
weight). The check-up appointment she’d made for the strange stomach twinges she’d been feeling
was still a few weeks out, but she’d have to remember to ask her doctor to run some baseline blood
tests, and then commit to eating healthier. She was deep in these thoughts, and reading something
online about iron deficiencies—like everyone with basic but not stellar health insurance, she did a lot
of self-diagnosing on the Internet—when John popped his head through the beaded curtain and
said, “Fran? There’s a delivery here for you.”
“Another one?” Fran looked up just in time to see John’s smiling face disappear, but she got up
quickly and followed him back out to the front of the store. At the front counter stood Steve, the
owner of the liquor store in the strip mall one parking lot over from Beans. He was holding a bottle
of wine and an envelope.
“Hi, Fran,” he said as she got closer. “I was asked to give you these promptly at five o’clock
today.” He handed over both the bottle and the letter with a smile.
“Hi, Steve, thanks,” she said. “Who asked you?”

“Ah,” he said, “There I can’t help you. I have my instructions. Have a good night.”
“Thanks…do you want a drink for the road or anything?”
“Nope, I’m just on my way home.” And with that he was gone. Fran set the wine, complete with
a big red bow, on the counter, and turned her attention to the envelope. She was about to rip it open
when she noticed both John and James watching her with interest, which made her pause.
“Don’t you boys have anything else to be doing?”
John indicated the empty front of the store with his hand, and then said, “Come on, boss, you’re
dying to open it. Just go ahead. We won’t tell anyone what it says, will we, James?”
“Speak for yourself,” said James.
“Oh, brother,” said Fran. “What you two forget is that I have four brothers and an unbelievably
nosey mother. If you think you’re going to bother me by watching my every move, forget it.”
“Great,” said John, as he made a circling “hurry up” motion with his hand. “Then get on with
it.”
Fran did, tearing into the envelope and reading the enclosed card silently before handing it to
him. He read it aloud as James looked over his shoulder. “Hope the flowers made your day. If you
want to make mine, come meet me at your favorite place on campus. You bring the wine!”
Fran plucked the note back out of his hand and picked up the wine. “That’s all for me, boys, I’m
off to my favorite place on campus.” She would have liked to have made that her dramatic exit, but
unfortunately she still had to stop back in the office and pick up her messenger bag and keys. No
matter; she’d go out the back door and walk around to her car, even if that route took longer. (It was
just as well—that way she missed John’s and James’s brief conversation on the matter as she left.

When she was out of earshot, a somewhat disgruntled James said to John, “That guy is totally
cheesy.” John, the more forgiving of the two, had noticed the happiness in her face, and replied to
him, “Oh, James, lighten up. When’s the last time we saw Boss so happy?”)
When Fran got to campus, she had made a beeline for the Humanities Building. On one of their
earlier dates Fran and Edward had taken a long walk around the university buildings and grounds,
paying particular attention to Humanities, Library Mall, Bascom Hall, and the Memorial Union;
Edward hadn’t gone to school there and had wanted to see more of the buildings up close.
Considered by most people to be the ugliest behemoth on campus, a monstrosity of the Brutalist
architecture school, she had always loved Humanities’ sharp angles, its nonsensical floor
arrangements and classroom numbering schemes, its doorways at the corners, and its soaring
concrete walkways and ceilings. She couldn’t remember exactly but was fairly certain she had
mentioned to him then how much she’d always loved the building and was concerned that the
university was still planning to knock it down and build something new. After parking underneath
the Business school building, kitty-corner from Humanities (she’d always gotten a kick out of how
close those two buildings were, actually, considering the differences in their respective students’
post-graduate salaries), she grabbed the bottle of wine and sprinted across one intersection. Instead
of waiting for the lights to change at that corner, she continued her jog, her earlier fatigue forgotten,
up the stairs on the outside of the Communications building and headed across the bridge
connecting it and Humanities. Ahead, a large cement open area, flanked along its edge by huge
concrete pillars, constituted the roof of the music classrooms that lay under it and functioned as a
sidewalk from one end of the building to another. She didn’t have to look up; she knew that above
her there was a soaring ceiling of oversized cement blocks, which were the floor of the classrooms
and hallways above. She’d always loved the immensity of the space and its concrete columns
(complete with No Skateboarding signs); it always reminded her of something both modern and

ancient, like a Greek temple plunked into an urban downtown. Although she hadn’t taken many
classes in Humanities herself, she’d walked across this expanse seemingly a million times, on the way
to the Communications building; on the way to the Union, on the way to either of the campus’s
main libraries, back to her dorm. Even on the coldest winter days when the wind howled around the
building, it was a rare trip across when she didn’t at least quickly look up at that cement ceiling. She
did so now, without slowing her pace, wondering as always at the engineering and forces that kept
all that weight safely above her.
The area was empty, as it almost always was (especially during the summer, when there weren’t
as many students around to use it as a transit corridor). She reached the far cement wall, which
housed another entrance and an elevator to the building’s main floors, and looked around, a bit
disappointed. She continued walking, crossing to the other side of the building (and looking down
into an open-air courtyard a story below her on the way), and looking around the similar, although
not as wide, cement sidewalk on that side. Still no Edward. Along the low wall along the far side of
this walkway, that sloped down to provide the roof for the lower floors’ classrooms, a number of
utilitarian concrete slabs were set into the wall to function as benches. Fran sat on one now and set
the wine bottle down next to her, considering. What had she said during that tour? She couldn’t
imagine not telling Edward how fond she was of Humanities, but perhaps he’d thought one of the
other places they’d seen was her favorite. She thought about Bascom Hall, Bascom Hill, Science
Hall…no. But the Union? She loved the Memorial Union too, particularly its terrace alongside the
shore of Lake Mendota. She’d try that, and if she couldn’t find him she’d try his cell. She should just
call now. But she was reluctant to ruin his surprise. The Union was just a block away, after all.
Five minutes later she was glad she had persevered. When she got to the Union she went straight
to the terrace behind it, figuring she could always look inside if she couldn’t find Edward outside.

She didn’t need to, though; as she walked through the building’s small side parking lot and got closer
to the lake, she could see, at the end of the small stone pier that jutted out into the water, a man
standing and looking around himself. At his feet a bright red spot of color soon revealed itself to be
a blanket, on which stood a large picnic basket. She picked up her pace again and soon Edward
caught sight of her and began waving happily. She was still running (something she did very rarely,
and almost never by choice) when she skidded up to him and he gave her a big hug.
“You found me!” he said, smiling broadly at her.
He looked so happy that Fran didn’t mention her visit to Humanities, although eventually he
might wonder why she had parked a few blocks away in the Business building parking ramp. She
didn’t worry about that, though; Edward didn’t seem to have a heavy bent toward curiosity, which
sometimes annoyed her, but which also, she had to admit, sometimes made things a lot easier. “I
brought the wine, as instructed,” she said, holding up the bottle.
“Excellent vintage, my favorite,” he replied. “How did you know?”
Before long they had made serious inroads into the wine and the rest of the evening was
extremely pleasant, if a bit blurred around the edges. The picnic basket was revealed to contain two
gourmet dinners that Edward had wheedled out of a State Street restaurant that didn’t usually do
carryout, as well as a variety of fruits, cheese, and brownies he’d picked up at the Fresh Madison
market. He even had candles which had refused to stay lit in the slight breeze off the lake, which, for
some reason, most likely the wine, they found hilarious every time they tried to re-light them. After
eating and drinking more than was really good for her, Fran laid back on the blanket (carefully; it
was a surprisingly thick, sumptuous blanket, but it was still stone underneath, after all), closed her
eyes, and sighed contentedly. Edward tucked the napkins and a few other leftovers back in the
basket so they wouldn’t blow away, and then stretched out next to her.

“I did good?” he asked her. “I didn’t know how you’d feel about the surprise.”
She reached down alongside her and found his hand without opening her eyes. She murmured,
with a smile, “You did very good. And the flowers too—thank you—I couldn’t believe they were for
me. But you know, I’m not used to this type of living. You would have wowed me with a couple of
sub sandwiches in this setting.”
He let go of her hand so he could roll over onto his side, but then took it again with his other
hand. “Nah,” he said, when she opened up both eyes to look at him, “I wanted to go all out. Even
the blanket had to be right.”
“You bought the blanket just for this?”
“Well, this,” he smiled, “and future picnics.”
She was quiet for a moment, considering. “I’d thank you properly, but I’d hate to shock any
impressionable young students,” she said.
Edward laughed. “Maybe they can learn something,” he said. He reached up a hand to lightly
brush her cheek, and then moved his strong fingers and warm palm down her neck. With intensity
more so than with force, he pulled her gently down toward him, and she inhaled sharply as she met
his eyes. He was no longer laughing and they had gone several shades darker as he focused on her.
He brought his face to hers, suddenly, raising up slightly himself, and kissed her, pushing back with
the same gentle strength with which his hand was bringing her face forward to his. As she leant
forward and he reclined back on the blanket, she tilted her face slightly to be able to match his
pressure, when he suddenly took the opportunity to move his lips down to the soft skin where her
neck met her shoulder and formed a small hollow. At the same time he brought his other hand up
and laid four fingertips gently upon her collarbone, mapping its tingling length while his thumb

dropped tantalizingly lower along the curve of her breast in a way that sent a shocking jolt through
every part of her and made her feel as though she were completely undressed under the stars.
Thoughts of the Humanities building or anyone who might be sharing the terrace with them
dropped away. This might become her favorite spot on campus after all.
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“So what is this thing we’re going to?” asked Steve.
Fran sighed as she checked her rearview mirror and merged into the left lane. She wasn’t entirely
sure herself, and she had already tried to explain it to him over the phone.
“It’s some sort of reception for the new and improved Small Business Center. They’re maybe
unveiling their new social media outreach program, or something?”
“Oh, well,” replied Steve, who, always antsy, had already moved on to playing with her radio
presets. “That clears it right up. That totally sounds like a crazy good time that we’d show up for.”
Fran made her turn and started looking for on-street parking, which was always a little cheaper
than the ramps. “Well, Kate asked Joe to ask me; it’s the first event she’s planned for her new job,
and she wanted a good turnout. Who really cares what it’s for? Free food.”
“Does she know neither of us have anything to do with small business?” Steve had inherited
their mother’s very literal nature.
“I think she considers me as a woman in a leadership position, or something,” Fran replied, and
decided, very charitably in her opinion, to ignore his hoot of laughter. She had finally located a spot
and begun her parallel parking maneuvers. “All you really need to focus on is the free food.”
Steve seemed content to let it go at that as she finished parking, and she was grateful he didn’t
seem inclined to pursue the subject. She’d been waiting for him to ask why she hadn’t asked Edward
to go with her, which, in truth, she had. He’d had to make a quick trip to Toledo for work, though,
and Fran hadn’t had the energy to go to any sort of social reception by herself. Now in the spot, she
dropped her car back into drive to move forward just a bit to straighten out (first try!), and turned

off the ignition. She looked over at her brother, who was tapping the dashboard along to the rhythm
of the song that had just abruptly stopped playing. “Ready to go?”
“Sure,” he said agreeably. They got out of the car and crossed the street to Grainger Hall, where
the Center was located. As they walked along, Steve asked, “So why didn’t you bring Edward?”
She’d known he would ask eventually; he’d also inherited their mother’s incessant curiosity. “He
had to go to Toledo. He was scheduled to go at the end of the week but it’s been a tricky project and
he had to go a few days earlier.”
“Oh.” Steve thought this over. “I thought maybe you didn’t want him to meet Joe or
something.”
“Well, that’s silly,” she answered. “He’s already met Joe. Kate too.” They were at the main doors
now, which Steve pulled open, and then held open for her. She got the next door and held it for
him, and was surprised as she followed him at the sudden loud click-click of her heels on the
smooth tile floor. His voice, when he asked his next question, also seemed to echo in the open space
around them.
“Does he know about you and Joe?”
Fran rolled her eyes at him as they walked toward the main staircase. “Yes, Steve, whatever there
is to know, as you so dramatically put it, he knows.”
“Okay, okay,” said Steve. “Touchy.”
She didn’t think she was being particularly touchy (well, other than the eye roll), but she decided
to let it go. It occurred to her that she was rather missing Edward’s decided lack of inquisitiveness.
On earlier dates it had bothered her that he often let statements she made go by without asking any

further questions (any stories about difficult customers at the shop, for instance, didn’t seem to
inspire in him any conversational follow-ups, like how many customers were difficult or how they
were trained to deal with them), but she was starting to think that everything really was a lot simpler
when you didn’t talk it to death. If he’d been along tonight he probably wouldn’t even have wanted
to know what sort of function they were attending. Did it really matter that much, after all? The old
Fran might have thought that strange; the new Fran was starting to appreciate that not everything
was all that nuanced. It was a good time to have that realization; she and Steve had reached the door
of the Small Business Center, and once they went in she was going to have to try and mingle, which
wasn’t usually one of her skills. But going out with Edward had provided her with practice in this
area; they often met his friends out, none of whom she’d known, and with all of whom, she was
finding, it was possible to pass a pleasant evening if you just kept the chat light. So: she could do
this. They’d grab something to eat, she could always seek out Joe or Kate for conversation, and
above all, they didn’t have to stay long.
An hour and countless small-talk encounters later, however, Fran found all her new bravado
flagging just a bit. She had to hand it to Kate; for a woman who was new to the area, she had
collected a sizeable and diverse crowd at the party. Fran had lived in town most of her life and didn’t
think she could have found this many people to invite, a fact which, as her eyes wandered across the
room and found Kate, laughing, vivaciously, within the group of people with whom she was talking,
made her feel more than just a bit dumpy. Unfortunately Joe took that moment to appear at her
elbow with a fresh glass of wine.
“Pretty good party, hey?” he asked, offering her the wine.
“Oh, well, sure,” she replied, setting her empty glass down on a table next to her and accepting
the new one with a thank-you nod. “If you think a ton of good-looking people, classy food and

drink, and a surprising yet subtle playlist makes for a good party.” She took a sip of her new wine
and looked again, somewhat enviously, at the group of people clustered around Kate.
Joe looked at her oddly for a moment, as though scanning what she had said for sarcasm.
“Something bothering you?”
Fran was rapidly moving from borderline tired to exhausted, but decided she’d better pull herself
together. “No, Joe, it really is a good party. I’ll tell Kate so before we leave. How was she able to get
this many people out on a Tuesday night?”
He shrugged and smiled, as he also looked across the room to where Kate was laughing. “It’s
what she does.” He paused. “She doesn’t know how not to befriend people, you know? I kind of
wish I knew how she does it.”
She wasn’t really in the mood to hear Joe discuss the many ways in which Kate was amazing, but
she didn’t want to be rude, either. She didn’t really know what else to say, so she asked, “What do
you mean?”
“Well, I like people, but Kate takes it to a whole new level.” Joe set his own glass on the table
beside them and helped himself to a handful of mixed nuts from a serving bowl on the same table.
He munched thoughtfully for a second, then seemed to remember who he was talking to, and gave
her a sidelong glance. “I don’t know. You probably don’t want to hear this.”
She didn’t, not really, but she also didn’t want Joe thinking she was too intimidated by Kate
(although she was). “Oh, come on, Joe. The most scintillating question I asked all day today was
‘room for cream?’ I wouldn’t mind hearing your theories about personality types.”

Joe smiled at her then, a grateful smile that both rewarded her and made her feel ever so slightly
guilty for not being more interested in his topic. He ate another handful of peanuts and said, “She
just thrives on people. Wherever we go, she talks to people, and bam, new friends. I’ve never seen
anything like it. And it’s not fake. She just likes people, and they really respond to that.”
Fran was uncharitable enough to have the thought that being a gorgeous blonde woman might
have something to do with people responding to her, but she banished it. She knew what he was
talking about, after all; she’d talked with Kate enough now to see that she truly was a sincere and
genuinely nice person. Still, it all rankled just a bit. Fran knew that she worked in a public service
position, and on good days she liked it, and she really loved the few people that she knew very well,
but on her best days she didn’t think she could profess to just “liking people.” Who had the energy
for that? She was happy to live and let live, mainly, but that wasn’t really the same thing as being a
people person. At the end of this train of thought she found herself wondering how on earth Joe
could have stayed with her for so long, if being a social dynamo was a quality he wanted in a woman.
Or, she thought, maybe she had changed him—driven him toward a more outgoing and perhaps
more giving and forgiving type of woman. Her mental start caused a physical one; a slight twitch
that was noticeable enough so that Joe looked over at her and asked, “You all right?”
“Yeah—just had a shiver for some reason.”
At that he turned to look at her more carefully, and for just long enough that she began to feel
slightly unnerved. But then he broke his glance and retrieved his drink from the table. Lightly, not
looking at her, he said, “You look nice tonight, by the way. Heels, even. Being a woman business
leader changed you?”
Fran felt the beginnings of a blush starting at the base of her neck at his compliment, and she
knew that trying to contain it was only going to make her more nervous and redder. She had in fact

put herself out a bit for the night, complete with make-up, which she didn’t usually wear because it
made her skin feel gritty. She had left her hair out of its ponytail, and she was wearing a navy-blue
sleeveless dress that was light and cool, but still much dressier than her usual shorts and shirts. As
for her heels (a pair of chunky navy heels complete with ankle straps that were hopelessly outdated
but which she loved because they were actually comfortable), she was surprised he had noticed—the
room they were in was carpeted and she mercifully didn’t make as much noise moving around there
as she had made in the hallways outside. “Thanks,” she replied, equally politely. “I was just trying to
keep up with Steve in the glamor department.”
This resulted in a full-on Joe laugh. Steve worked in technical services for the university, and his
reward for being both technologically savvy and in an academic setting meant that he could wear
pretty much whatever he wanted to work. Once, Fran knew, he’d gone an entire year alternating
between two pairs of pants at his job without any of his co-workers noticing or caring. Now both
Fran and Joe looked across the room to where Steve could be seen chatting with Kate. Next to her
classically tailored and individualistically accessorized look, his well-worn t-shirt and jeans looked
even shabbier, and not in a shabby chic way. Fran smiled, thinking about their mother’s ongoing
Christmas battles to class up her children by giving Steve button-down work shirts, ties, and
expensive sweaters (Fran should know; her own presents invariably included tasteful scarves and gift
cards to more expensive department stores). Suddenly Joe sighed and spoke again, seemingly almost
to himself.
“She really loves this job, you know? I’m kind of jealous, actually.”
It took Fran a moment to snap from her thoughts of Steve to focus on what joe was saying. She
could sympathize with the career- related angst in his voice, though. “Accounting not really doing it
for you anymore?” she asked.

He turned to look at her, his brown eyes earnest. “I don’t know. How titillated are you, making
lattés every day?”
“Oh, very,” she said, deadpan. “Sometimes people even want shots of flavored syrups in them,
and then I think, thank God I went to college.”
He frowned slightly and turned back to watching the other people at the party. She felt a bit
chastened; she should have given him a more thoughtful answer. But she couldn’t help but cling to a
last little bit of pride: she didn’t really want him to know how weary she’d been, lately, trying to
come up with hazelnut sugared coffee substitutes for the geriatric set and trying to froth skim milk
(which was nearly impossible to do well) for cappuccinos for already too-skinny suburban yoga
mommies. She took another gulp of her wine and felt immediately a little weaker in the knees; she
should probably stop drinking if she was going to drive soon. She set the glass down beside her. She
also thought it would probably be best if she mingled her way away from Joe and towards Steve so
they could get going.
“Well, Joe,” she said by way of making her move, “It really is a good party. I’ve got to go tell
Kate that and then we’ll probably go.”
“Okay,” he said, and gave her an old Joe smile she remembered, the one that meant he knew
she’d reached the end of her patience for partying, and that it was okay. “Thanks for coming, and
for bringing Mr. Fancy. He even makes me look like a fashion plate.”
“We aim to please,” said Fran, smiling back at him and then starting to make her way through
various small groups of people to where she’d last seen Steve and Kate talking. When she got to the
other side of the room, however, she couldn’t see either of them. She slowly made her way around
the room, wondering where they could have gone so quickly, and finding it slightly odd that she

couldn’t see either of them. The mystery was soon cleared up when she neared the slightly ajar door
of an office that opened off of the room where the party was being held, and she heard Kate’s voice
from inside.
“I’m glad I bought a few more bottles than I thought we’d need,” the voice said.
Steve’s voice answered, “Always a good idea. Are we taking these all in?”
Fran paused where she stood, piecing together the fragments of conversation. The woman’s
voice was clearly Kate’s; she must have needed to replenish the refreshments and asked for Steve’s
help. She could probably help too; should she knock on the door or just wander in? She was mulling
over those options when Kate spoke again.
“I think so. Let me open a couple here and we’ll bring the other one out, but leave it unopened.
Thanks again for helping.”
Steve replied but must have been facing away from the door; she couldn’t hear what he said. If
they were only bringing in three bottles, Fran decided she could just wait until they came out to
corral Steve. She was turning to move back towards the larger group of people when she heard Kate
speak again.
“It’s nice you came, Steve, but I was expecting to see Edward?”
Fran paused in her steps and turned back slightly, the blatant curiosity in Kate’s voice making
her want to stop and listen, but she wondered if she wouldn’t be a bit conspicuous just loitering
around the door. Luckily there were two low chairs set together, along with a small table, against the
wall near the doorway, she thought she would just hover near them, where she could still hear Steve
and Kate, but where she might also be able to sit down at short notice and act like she was just

waiting for Steve. When Steve answered, Fran figured he must have turned back toward the open
door, as she could now hear him more clearly.
“She did, but he had to travel for work, or something.”
“Oh,” Kate replied, and then there was the soft pop of a cork being pulled out of a wine bottle.
“He seems very nice. You’ve met him too?”
“Yeah. He’s okay.”
Fran was a bit surprised at the lack of enthusiasm in Steve’s voice—he had met Edward several
times and they’d seemed to get along well enough. Whatever she thought about Steve’s answer, Kate
must have shared Fran’s opinion of his tone.
“Not good enough for your little sister?” she asked. The question was accompanied by the
squeaking of a wine opener as its corkscrew was turned into the next cork.
“He’s okay. A bit conservative for me but Fran seems to like him.”
Fran was starting to feel painfully obvious, standing by herself, but she couldn’t get herself to
stop eavesdropping. The next time Kate spoke, there was a bit of playfulness in her voice.
“That’s sweet—the protective older brother.”
Steve made a noise that Fran guessed was a cross between laughter and a denial. “Not really.
Fran’s never needed much protecting.”
This surprised her a bit too, although she really didn’t think of any of her brothers as being
particularly protective of her, especially since they seemed to spend most of their time at home

teasing her. There was another soft cork-removal pop, and then Kate spoke again, slightly sharper
this time, or so it seemed to her.
“Really? Why not?”
“Well, you know…” It was hard to tell without seeing Steve whether or not he was starting to be
nervous about the direction of Kate’s questioning, but she thought she detected a note of unease.
“She’s mainly pretty independent. She doesn’t really date very many people for very long. Edward’s
really the first one since…” Here finally Fran was able to discern a growing unwillingness on her
brother’s part to divulge too much. Well, thank goodness. It was about time.
“Joe?”
“Well, yeah, but I mean, she has dated.” Thanks, Steve, thought Fran wryly, how could you miss
this train wreck of a topic coming? In the meantime, she knew that she had to move away from the
doorway, and she did, committing to sitting in one of the low chairs and availing herself of a
business school pamphlet from a small pile of them on the table. When Kate and Steve finally left
the office, Kate carrying two open bottles of wine and Steve carrying the third, Fran was (she hoped)
completely engrossed in her reading material, and she forced not to look up until she heard Steve
say, ‘Fran. Hey.” Both Kate and Steve were standing in front of her; she gave them a bright smile.
“Oh, Kate,” she said, “Great party. Really. Thanks for inviting us—I met a lot of nice people.
And the new website looks great.”
Kate smiled back and didn’t give any indication that she’d just been discussing Fran’s personal
life. “Thank you for coming, Fran. And for bringing your brother to help with the work.” With this
she raised the two wine bottles in her hands.

“You’re very welcome, Fran answered, and then turned her attention to Steve. “I’ve got to open
the store in the morning, Steve, so whenever you’re ready…”
Steve also didn’t seem discomfited to see her. “I’m ready. Kate, where do you want this?”
In relatively short order Kate had directed him where to set the bottle he was holding, and they
all said their goodbyes, after which Steve and Fran headed for the door. Joe was talking with
someone across the room, so when he happened to look their way, Steve waved and Fran smiled;
she thought she saw the corners of Joe’s mouth turn up in a brief and knowing return smile. Back
outside the carpeted confines of the Small Business Center, Fran was surprised again by the noise
she made in her heels in the empty hallways, but soon enough they were back outside on the
sidewalk in the beautiful evening. Fran took a deep breath of fresh air. For whatever reason she
already felt better, just being outside. The air itself smelled green—somewhere nearby on campus
that day they must have cut lawn—and something about the herby fullness of it, settling in the
growing darkness and early summer heat, reminded her sharply of a time, years ago, when Joe had
smiled at her the same way he just had, recognizing she was ready to leave. And they had left, only to
walk right past her car where they’d parked it down the street from their friend’s apartment, past the
dark storefronts and the glowing glass block exterior walls of the Crystal Corner bar, to duck into a
small entryway accessed by two low crumbling cement steps, where they’d kissed against the walls
until Fran was limp with the heat and the pressure of Joe’s body all along hers. The vivid memory
made her breath catch, and she knew she was flushing. She was suddenly aware that Steve had asked
her a question. She swallowed and tried to sound as normal as possible.
“Sorry, Steve, did you say something?”
He turned to look at her while they walked, but mercifully did not seem to notice anything amiss
and simply repeated his question. “Well, woman in business, did you enjoy your party?”

“Um, passably,” she answered. “Kate’s nice, huh?”
When he answered, his tone and words were as neutral as they had been when describing
Edward. “She’s okay,” he said, and then paused. Fran waited; it sounded like more was coming.
“She’s a bit perky for me, though.”
He wasn’t looking at her as they talked; he was already scanning the street ahead to see if it was
clear for them to cross to where her car was parked. It was just as well; his answer made her
unreasonably happy, and she thought it might be hard to explain her sudden, huge grin.
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“I’m actually nervous,” Edward said to her, the night before they were due to join the entire
family at a “meet the baby” party that Fran’s mother was hosting at the farm (as she said, darkly,
“it’s not like there’ll be a Catholic baptism to celebrate”). Fran had decided against reminding her
that they would most likely be invited to the upcoming Lutheran baptism; in the interest of family
harmony, she was trying to needle her mom less often.
“Nervous about what?” asked Fran.
“Fran, you have four brothers. And you’re their little sister. As an experience, I’d say this
qualifies as ‘running the gauntlet.’”
Fran laughed. “Edward, they could care less who I go out with. Yes, Steve refers to me as
‘Princess,’ but that’s more because he knows I hate it than that he’s got any brotherly concern. Trust
me. Steve’s already met you, no problem, and the rest will all be busy eating and otherwise
scrupulously avoiding any kitchen work, they aren’t going to bother you.”
They were sitting in Edward’s condo, which, Fran had to admit, blew her former well-beloved
condo out its spacious, well-appointed windows. Ten floors up, it had a commanding view of
Madison’s downtown and the state Capitol building, which they were enjoying tonight while
drinking old-fashioneds (a drink Edward told her he’d been dying to try making on his own, even
buying a special muddler to mix the bitters and ice). He’d shown her his place after their third date,
and she’d been a bit taken aback, wondering yet again what such a good-looking man, who lived in
surroundings like this, was doing with her. As with seemingly many things with Edward, she also
wondered, vaguely, how much money he actually made, because he seemed to have a real talent for
spending money, but she never felt comfortable asking those types of questions, particularly in light

of her own history of poor financial planning. (Not to mention the fact that she often seemed to be
the beneficiary of his generous habits.) But then she’d somewhat briskly decided that she was thirty
years old now, and it wouldn’t hurt her a bit to update her style in some small ways that would make
her feel a bit more in keeping with Edward’s beautiful surroundings. She was trying to save money
this summer, not spend it, but after a few outings with Edward’s friends she’d felt the need to up her
game, stopping by Sephora for a quick makeover and to buy a few new basic items of make-up.
She’d actually rather surprised herself in the mirror before meeting Edward tonight—she looked, for
the first time in what felt like years, like a grown-up woman with some idea how to dress more eyecatchingly. Unfortunately it only took a second for her to remember she was looking in the mirror in
her girlhood bedroom, which rather deflated her professional and personal balloon for a moment,
but you had to start somewhere. Even her mother seemed to have been pleasantly surprised, telling
Fran as she went out the door that she looked nice and that “your dad always did think you should
dress up a little more.” Fran thought about that and laughed. Her father had been concerned she
was too much of a wallflower, when she went out with her jeans and t-shirts, at an age when other
girls’ fathers were begging them to wear less revealing clothing.
“What’s funny?” asked Edward.
“Oh, nothing,” said Fran. “Actually, something. I was remembering how my dad always wanted
me to dress up more when I started high school. Everyone else’s dads were making them wear
sweaters or sweatshirts over their camisoles, or wipe off their make-up, and here was my dad saying,
are t-shirts all you own? Why are you wearing those huge clunky boots? I went out enough, but I
think he was still afraid I’d end up a thirty-year-old spinster, living at home…oh wait. Sorry Dad,
turns out you were right.” This last was addressed, teasingly, to the ceiling in Edward’s apartment.
Edward smiled. “You’re too hard on yourself. I’m sure your dad would be very proud of you.”

Dear Edward. They’d been seeing each other for a little over two months, and she was learning
that he was unfailingly courteous about trying to stop her from being self-deprecating, even if he did
sometimes slightly miss the point. Truthfully, she herself never much worried if her dad would be
proud of her. She hadn’t really been her father’s little princess, Steve’s nickname notwithstanding,
but she’d always had the vague sense that he wasn’t unhappy with her as a person, and that was
good enough for her. The last two months of his life, consumed mainly with failing chemotherapy
and strength, as well as oxygen tanks and hospital beds, he’d smiled at her so happily every day when
she got home from school, she never wondered at his pride in her. Pride seemed somewhat beside
the point, really, since he displayed instead a steadfast appreciation for Fran’s company, and an
unwillingness to pay attention to any of Shirley’s criticisms of her. When he died, they all carried on
with their lives, her brother Brian taking over the farm work and the rest of them stopping in
periodically to keep their mother company while trying to seem like they were just popping in. But
they all did so for a long time from behind matching empty-eyed masks. Fran woke up, morning
after morning, remembering all over again in those hazy first waking moments that her dad was not
out in the barn, or in the house, and he never would be again.
Sitting on the couch in Edward’s beautiful condo, she felt the sting of tears behind her eyes and
figured she’d better start thinking about something more pragmatic. “So what now?” she asked.
“More drinks, and then we pass out, or are we going to see a movie?”
Edward cocked his head to the left, as he often did when he was thinking, and said, slowly, “I
suppose we could. Otherwise, some of my co-workers are planning on going to the Union, I know,
so we could meet them down there for a beer.”
Liquor then beer, you’re in the clear, thought Fran, incongruously, although she wasn’t a big
drinker and she’d never had any particular problems holding the liquor she did drink. Still, she was a

bit dubious about this suggestion. Getting together with Edward’s co-workers was seldom what
Fran would consider a good time; although they all seemed to be nice enough people, the particular
group of fellow employees that Edward knew all seemed to be homogeneous in their desire to talk
about little else besides work or their burgeoning young families. Fran had already learned more than
enough about such topics as user interface design and the pros and cons of a Montessori education
to last her the rest of her life. But Edward seemed to enjoy their company.
“Sure,” said Fran, “We could meet them for a while. But I have to ask a question: are you really
tight with any of them in particular?”
“Why do you ask?”
“No reason. It just seems like the conversation never gets very personal, even for you,
considering you work with them. Do you like hearing about all of their kids nonstop when you don’t
have kids?”
“Well, Fran, that’s where they are in their lives. So that’s what they talk about. And yeah, I like
kids. So I don’t mind.”
“Okay, I just wondered. It seems like they could take a little interest in your life, too, even if
you’re in a slightly different place.”
Edward twinkled his hazel eyes at her. “Maybe they know whatever place I’m in is boring,
unless, of course, I’m sharing it with you.”
“Uh huh. Flattery will get you everywhere.”
“I hope so,” Edward said, with uncharacteristic lightness. “But you’re right, I guess we don’t get
into a lot of real deep conversations. I don’t really need that from them, you know? They’re just

good people, I think, and I do work with them, so when they ask me out I like to go. You go out
with your friends from work.”
“Okay,” replied Fran, “You’re right. Maybe it’s different because they’re younger than me. We
talk about work, I guess, but work for most of them at this point is just for the paycheck. We talk
about other things more, books, music, lately there’s been a lot of interest in my more lively private
life…”
“Well, that’s not just good friends, Fran, those are the best. It’s hard to find those; you’re lucky.”
“We can agree on that,” said Fran, “except for the part, where, you know, I live with my mother
because I don’t make a lot of money.”
“Ah, well,” said Edward, “That’s why I keep my job, and I work on networking friendships. If I
ever had to go back and live with my mother you’d be reading about a murder-suicide in the papers
soon.”
This comment raised a subject Fran had been wondering about for some time, so she decided to
exploit the opening. “Are you close with any of your family, Edward?” She knew he was an only
child, but thought that question might be a less obvious way to ask Edward about his mother.
“You know about all that,” he replied, somewhat tersely. This was true: he had told her about
being an only child; she knew his parents were divorced; and he was originally from Urbana, Illinois.
She didn’t really know that these three discrete pieces of information constituted knowing “about all
that,” but she also didn’t know if she should push further on a subject that Edward seemed not to
want to explore. So far she had mostly been following his conversational lead and not asking as
many questions of him as she might have liked to, but tonight her curiosity was getting the better of
her.

“Do you ever go home to visit?” she asked, hoping that was too innocuous a question to annoy
him.
“I go home for Christmas,” he said, pleasantly enough, but also not elaborating, even though she
made herself pause in case he felt compelled to say more. He didn’t. She made one last try.
“Well, do you ever miss Urbana?”
“Think seriously about that question,” he said, and now he seemed less annoyed than amused,
for which she was thankful. “I think you’ll have your answer.”
She laughed, and decided it was time to let it go. She was well aware that he still hadn’t really
answered any of her questions about his family or hometown, but she was getting used to that. She
remembered, suddenly, Joe imitating his germophobe mother’s litany of medical fears whenever a
new semester of school started (“Wash your hands! You’ll get meningitis!” he would say, in an eerily
good impression of his over-solicitous mother). She laughed again, causing Edward to pause on his
route to the kitchen with his empty drink glass. He noticed hers was empty, and came back to collect
it from her.
“You still laughing about Urbana?” he asked. “If so, that’s the right response.”
Fran handed him her glass and had to appreciate once again how nice it was to have someone
taking her glass for a change. The realization put her in an expansive mood, and yet again she
decided that his life-less-examined style might really be the smartest way to go; it was time to start
applying it herself. “You still up for the Union?” she asked. “We should go.”
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Two days later Fran pulled grumpily into the Target parking lot. She disliked shopping of all
kinds and today, armed with a long list from her mother (and the week’s ad flyer, with various items
underlined, circled, and with explanatory notes added) she was particularly not in the mood. She’d
had some success working on her writing just lately, and was eager to get to work on revising one of
her novel rough drafts, so she begrudged taking the time out of her day off to shop. But she was
living at home, eating and showering on the fat of the land, so she figured that helping her mom do
the shopping really was the least she could do.
She was in the pop aisle (Edward, not originally from Wisconsin, had been working on her to
say soda, but to her it would always be pop) trying to decipher some particularly cryptic notes from
her mother on the flyer.
“Fran!”
Oh, good Lord. Fran was dressed in her rattiest shorts, flip-flops, and a tank top. She was really
hoping not to turn around and find one of Edward’s friends, although she rather doubted that any
of them would go out of their way to get her attention.
“Franny!”
Fran turned and looked up from her cart, and found a tall woman with long curly hair bearing
down on her, arms spread wide. She was grinning hugely and when she saw who it was, Fran
returned the grin with one just as wide.
“Theresa! Holy shit! What are you doing in a Wisconsin Targmmff?”

The last word of her greeting was muffled as the woman enveloped her in a bear hug and rocked
her affectionately from one side to the other. When she let go and held Fran out at arm’s length, she
said, “I hadn’t gotten around to tracking down your number yet but I was hoping I’d run into you
somewhere. But at a Target? Very suburban, Fran.”
Fran laughed. “Well, it’s not as sordid as meeting up at Wal-Mart, at least.”
“True, true,” said Theresa. “Target is for the slightly more discerning cheapskate.”
Fran had not seen Theresa for nearly nine years, since they had both graduated from Madison,
Fran with her English Lit undergrad degree and Theresa with her master’s in library science. They’d
met when Fran, doing some research for, of all things, a film class, was lucky enough to find Theresa
as the student worker in the university’s film archives. Then she’d been outgoing and gregarious,
quick with a smile and even quicker with hugs. She appeared not to have changed at all.
“Don’t forget Costco. A very superior brand of cheapskate at Costco.”
Theresa laughed, and the pair of them moved to the side of the aisle as a toddler ran past them
and a somewhat-harassed looking mother followed him with a cart filled with groceries and an
obviously very new baby in a carrier. Theresa smiled at them, and then returned her attention to
Fran.
“So what’s up, Miss Meier? Or are you a Mrs. Something? Or a Mrs. Meier-hyphen-something?”
“I could ask you the same, only insert your name, Miss Ittner. Is Hunky here with you?” Hunky
had been Fran’s nickname for Theresa’s long-term boyfriend Nick, whom Theresa had followed to
California after graduation.

“Well,” said Theresa, her grin turning rueful, “No, if Hunky were here, he would technically be
in violation of the restraining order.” She paused here, judging, correctly, that Fran needed just a bit
of time to process that tidbit, before continuing. “Fran, dear, pick your chin up off the floor. Still
having trouble with the poker face, I see.”
Fran shook her head. “I’m sorry. Is everything okay? Are you okay?”
Theresa placed a reassuring hand on Fran’s arm. This transported Fran back to the days when
she was just getting to know Theresa and had been surprised at her easy familiarity and many
physical gestures. Normally Fran was a person who really enjoyed and needed her own personal
space, but, for whatever reason, she had never minded Theresa’s touchy-feelyness—it was just part
of Theresa’s exuberant nature. “I’m fine. We got married, it didn’t go well, we stayed married far too
long, but the divorce was just finalized. And I’m not just visiting. I’ve been meaning to call because I
live here!”
“And now my jaw drops in a good way. Where are you at?”
“I’ve got a little house over on the east side. I’m just slumming over here on the west side
because I have an eye doctor appointment.” Madison’s east side was decidedly both more granola
and gritty than its west side, but Theresa would consider that superior to the west side’s tendency to
sprawl and developments filled with huge identical houses. “You still live here, I take it?”
Usually Fran never said anything about it, but she didn’t want Theresa to think she hadn’t
moved or changed for nearly a decade. “I was up in the Twin Cities for a couple of years, but yeah, I
live here. I’m back on the Meier farm, if you can believe that—I had the good financial sense to buy
an over-priced condo at the height of the real estate bubble and just lost it.”
“So, what, are you living with your mom? Now it’s my turn to ask: are you okay?”

“Well, we haven’t gotten to restraining orders yet, luckily, but I am doing her shopping today so
yes, I’m the submissive in the relationship.”
“Very Fifty Shades,” said Theresa, “In a horrifying way.” Then, looking at her watch, she
continued, “Hey, doll, I’ve got to make it to my appointment and I have yet to stock up on my Diet
Pepsi and tampons. But can we get together sometime soon? Give me your number and I’ll put it in
my phone.”
Fran was already feeling in her shorts pocket for a pen. “Can I give you my email address
instead? People are telling me that Shirley will only offer to take a message if they say it’s an
emergency.” She wrote it down on the bottom of her shopping list, and then tore that bit off the
paper to give to Theresa.
“Super,” said Theresa, “But give me your phone number anyway. Now that I’ve found you I’m
not going to lose you.”
“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me in weeks,” said Fran, and rattled off her phone
number while Theresa punched it into her phone.
“Well, then, it’s good I’m back. You’re living with Shirley, no one’s saying nice things to you,
clearly without me around your life has become a shit show.”
“Clearly.”
They said their goodbyes and Theresa picked up her twelve-pack of Diet Pepsi before giving
Fran another quick hug and then walking jauntily away with a wave. Fran had returned to perusing
her Target ad with her mother’s cryptic notes, with a frown, when she heard Theresa yell, “Hey.”
Fran looked up. “Aren’t you going to be late?”

Theresa walked back towards her. “It’s modern healthcare. They’re always late, I can be a bit
late. I just had an idea. You want to come live with me? I’ve got an extra bedroom. A little bit of
rent wouldn’t go amiss in my own financial plan. I’d give you a really good deal, cheaper than a
regular apartment.”
Fran was speechless.
“Just think about it, Franny,” said Theresa, smiling. “As long as you don’t want to marry me I
think we’ll be okay. I’m kind of enjoying being divorced.” With that she turned, and with another
backward wave, was gone. Fran didn’t really have time to respond, but she continued to stand in the
pop aisle, giving this new proposition some thought. Could she swing it? She’d have to crunch some
numbers, but… She thought about it as she shopped, and checked out, and it was safe to say that it
was the first time in a long time that Fran left a Target store feeling happier than she had when she
entered it.
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“So do you think you’ll do it?” asked Joe.
They were sitting in a movie theater waiting for Deadpool to start. Fran was less than enthusiastic
about the comic book connection than Joe was, but had to admit she wasn’t complaining about the
prospect of two hours of looking at Ryan Reynolds. Joe was already working his way steadily
through a tub of popcorn, although they were early and the previews hadn’t even started yet. Fran
started wishing she’d had the foresight to stop at Walgreen’s and buy some cheaper candy; she could
use something to nosh on herself, but she wasn’t up to spending five dollars on a box of Junior
Mints. Eerily, Joe took that moment to offer her popcorn.
“Want some?” he asked, leaning the tub her way.
“No thanks,” said Fran, “I’d be interested in knowing what sort of chemicals are in the ‘butter
flavor’ on that stuff.”
Joe gathered his bucket to himself possessively and munched hard. “MMMmmm…the besttasting kind,” he suggested.
“I don’t really know if I should take Theresa up on it,” said Fran. “I’m not entirely certain that
she was serious.”
“Well, that’s something to determine first,” said Joe. “If I remember correctly, and I mean this in
the nicest possible way, Theresa always was kind of a moody bitch.”
“I’d hate to hear what you would say in the least nice possible way.”

“Oh, come on, you know what I mean. More emphasis on moody, less on bitch. It’s just an
expression. You can’t say it’s not true.”
He went back to inhaling popcorn and Fran considered this point. No stranger to mood swings
herself, Fran had to admit that Theresa was not always gregarious and cheerful; when the pendulum
swung back in the other direction, it swung hard. As friends, Fran had had the luxury of mostly
steering somewhat clear of her during her more sullen moods (always after inquiring if anything was
wrong and if there was anything she could do to help, and usually getting snapped at) and had
accepted them as part of Theresa’s unique Theresa-ness. But if they became roommates it might be
harder to overlook.
“I don’t know,” said Fran, truthfully. “I kind of think it will be okay. Or maybe I just need it to
be okay. I’ve always wanted to live on the east side.”
“Hmmm,” mumbled Joe, around yet another mouthful of popcorn. After swallowing, he
continued, “Make sure you get some particulars first. Rent, lease terms, all that stuff.”
“Look who’s talking like his sister the lawyer.”
“That reminds me. Amy wants to have a dinner party. Them, me and Kate, you and Edward,
maybe another couple she knows.”
“That’s ambitious.”
“She read something in one of her constant self-help books about having more interpersonal
connections being better for your health. So she’s on a big kick.”
“Until she starts a new book about the importance of de-stressing and learning to say no to
things like constant social engagements.”

This got a snort of laughter from Joe. Try as she might, she couldn’t unlearn her habit of smiling
when she said something that elicited his laugh. “Or else she’s just trying to build her client list.”
“Cynical.”
They quieted for a moment as the house lights dimmed and the trailers started. Fran usually
liked to watch them, but they were all for upcoming action films (none of which, unfortunately,
starred Ryan Reynolds or Fran’s bevy of favorite Scottish leading men) so she wasn’t too bothered
when Joe spoke again, in slightly lowered tones.
“Where’s Edward tonight?”
Joe had a disconcerting habit of inquiring regularly about Edward. Fran was glad he felt they
could talk about these things, but she didn’t really, at the end of the day, need to hear too much
from him on the subject of Kate, and she wasn’t keen on sharing too much about Edward.
“Working, then taking a bike ride, I think. He’s doing some fun run thing this weekend that he
wants to be in shape for.”
“And what does he do at work again?”
“Curiosity killed the cat, Joe.”
“Meow.” There was a pause. Then: “You don’t even know what he does, do you?”
“I know.”
“Explain to me what he does.”
“The movie’s starting.”
“Give me the short version.”

“Can do: He works. The end.”
The opening theme was playing now so Fran hoped she was off the hook, as Joe would be
enthralled with the screen for the next two hours. She felt a bit of nagging doubt at the question,
though. She didn’t actually know exactly what Edward did. He talked about it periodically but the
details kept slipping away from her, which was not unusual. Often customers at Beans would share
their work stories with her, and whenever their titles were things like “integration manager,” she
started to lose interest. She supposed she’d been spoiled by the overly simple labels she remembered
from her youth: farmer, teacher, doctor, firefighter, and so on. Listening to Joe’s contented
munching beside her, she thought about other simple labels for decidedly un-simple jobs: Wife.
Mother. Homemaker. Shop manager. Writer. She wondered if she’d ever be able to find a label for
herself where she felt she belonged. And then she thought about more complex labels that often
went along with simple titles: Unhappy. Trapped. Divorced. Unemployed. And then, finally, the
opening credits were over and Ryan came on the screen, and then Fran shrugged slightly to herself
and stopped thinking so she could enjoy the movie.
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The following Sunday Fran found herself closing the shop with Russell. This made her happy—
Russell was always a calming influence with whom to end the week. This particular Sunday they had
been busy, which was contributing to her good mood. She was tired, but it was a good tired. Beans
had been rather slow lately and Fran wondered if there was a reason for it, but perhaps the
unseasonably warm early autumn season (following a ridiculously hot summer) had been leaving
people tired of even the novelty of iced coffee. Today, for a change, had been a less humid day and
they’d had a steady stream of friends meeting one another for coffees, study and other dates, and
individuals buying their bulk coffee for the week. Eric had been in, and she’d been glad to see him,
but even gladder that he was on what seemed to be a first or second date; this left him too busy to
ask how her surprise date with Edward had gone. She and Russell had been on the schedule alone,
and as a consequence had spent most of the afternoon being somewhat rushed off their feet.
But now it was a bit after six o’clock, the ‘Open’ sign had been turned to ‘Closed,” and Fran was
putting the final touches on the nightly deposit for the bank. Russell was waiting for her; it was
standard procedure for one closer to follow the other, who dropped off the deposit, to the bank, to
make sure everything went all right when dropping it off. They hadn’t yet turned off the stereo, and
Russell was absentmindedly tapping a pack of cigarettes on the counter along to the beat.
“Are you still smoking those things?” Fran asked him, as she closed the register.
“Nope, I’m just making sure you see me with them so you think I’m cool.”
“You’re so cool. Those are very bad for you.”
“Oh, come off it. I’ve seen you smoke.”

“Yes, you have, and that was me setting a very bad example. And take it from someone who
never even smoked very much, they’re hard to give up, so you should start now.” She moved toward
the back office, intending to shut off the stereo and lights so they could leave. Russell walked along
with her, tapping his pack along the length of the counter (which ran the full length of the store) as
he walked.
“Yes, yes, I know. But do you know how many people out there are smoking pot, meth, heroin,
or are raging alcoholics? Are addicted to pain meds? I’m not doing any of those things, which,
considering my background, is pretty damn good. So this is my vice.”
Fran stepped into the office, turned off the stereo, and hit the bank of light switches to shut
them all down. As she stepped back out, she asked, “Background? Should I have done a background
check on you? What kind of background?”
“You know I’m from Iowa. There’s nothing to do there but meth. I think I deserve a medal for
getting myself out of there without a drug habit, and without having been blown up in any meth
house accidents, but that second part was mainly luck.”
Fran laughed. “I’ll go home and use my free evening to make you a blue ribbon. Like they give
out at county fairs in Iowa, only your prize is for getting out of Iowa.”
As they walked back toward the front of the store, Fran could see Russell cocking an eyebrow in
a way that indicated questions were coming. She was not wrong.
“No Edward tonight?”
Fran had learned from multiple brothers and ever-curious co-workers that the best way to
answer a question was with another question. “No Alison tonight?”

“Nah. I was actually thinking of sitting outside a bit and reading.”
“What, at one of our tables? Or were you going somewhere else?”
“Right out here. I just feel like taking a load off, but not doing it at home.” He paused for a
second, considering. “Join me?”
Fran considered right back. She didn’t really have anything to do tonight and the prospect of
sitting outside in the beautiful evening was more appealing than going home.
“Only if I can bum one of your smoky treats. They’re no meth but they’ll have to do.”
Russell smiled broadly. “I knew you’d come back to the dark side, also known as Marlboro
Country.”
Fran stopped at the register and dropped the deposit bag on the shelf underneath it. “Just for a
bit. Remind me about the deposit when we do leave, though, will you, in case I forget?”
“Were you planning on smoking so many cigarettes your memory will become impaired?”
“Not really. But you know my focus these days is, what’s the word…not good.”
“Well, that sentence proves your point.”
“Exactly.” She’d already had more coffee that day than was really good for her (as she did most
days), but the prospect of a leisurely chat over a drink and a smoke won out. “Want something to
drink? I’ll make it.”
Russell shrugged as he headed out the door. “Sure,” he called back, “Surprise me.”
All the brewed coffee had been dumped at the end of the day, so Fran switched the espresso
machine back on. Because it was still warm, it wouldn’t take long to heat up. Meanwhile, she

prepared a tray with two cups and saucers, tossed on a few chocolates from the bins by the register
(technically embezzlement from the company, as Fran wasn’t intending to pay for them, but
mentally she put it under the heading of an “employee morale” expense), and got the milk ready. By
the time she was prepared, there was sufficient steam to heat the milk and make two shots of
espresso; she’d only use half a shot in her drink, but she knew Russell very often drank coffee until
late at night and made him his usual choice of a latte. She poured the espresso into their cups, then
the milk, taking pleasure as always in the mixing of the drinks, with the fullness of the steamed
whole milk mixing with the espresso and lapping a creamy rich brown against the smooth sides of
the white porcelain cups. She wiped down the steam wand and espresso spouts, powered the
machine down again, and lightly dropped both an errant glass ashtray they kept tucked under the
counter and her keys onto the tray so she could lock up while they sat outside.
Russell was already seated at the farthest of the three patio tables from the front door of Beans,
stretching his long legs out in front of him and leaning back while lighting a cigarette and dropping
his lighter on the table. As he exhaled smoke in a leisurely fashion, Fran could see his shoulders
visibly relax. She set the tray on the table, placed their drinks within their easy reach, and tucked her
keys in her pocket. Lastly she set the ashtray between them, tucked the tray behind their table and
against the wall of the store, and settled herself into the chair opposite him. They were surprisingly
comfortable for wrought iron café chairs, or perhaps she was just glad to be sitting down.
“Russell, you look like you’ve been waiting all day to inhale that thing.”
He opened one contentedly closed eye just long enough to give her a sidelong look and say,
“Well, it was a long afternoon,” before closing it again and taking another deep pull on his cigarette.
He opened his eyes as he exhaled and said, “I can’t lie. That does hit the spot. The drink looks good
too, thanks.”

“May I?” asked Fran, picking up his pack inquiringly.
“By all means,” Russell answered, and silently passed her his cigarette off of which to light hers.
She did, inhaling on hers to get it lit, and then handed his back. For a few moments they both sat
quietly, enjoying both the shade and the lingering heat of the day. The days were getting shorter, but
much like the rest of the summer, autumn was beginning with unseasonable warmth. Fran
unwrapped a chocolate, and followed its melting in her mouth with a drink of coffee, and followed
that with a relaxed smoky hit off her cigarette. She tasted all three to the tips of her tingling
fingertips, and thought, this is perhaps the best-tasting and most relaxing moment I’ve ever had.
“I don’t know about you, Russell,” she said quietly, “But I don’t think I could enjoy anything
much more than this, even meth.”
“No, it’s nice out,” he agreed amiably, betraying his hallmark ability to offer non sequiturs that
somehow made perfect sense. “Going home to dinner after this?”
“Well, Ma’s got a Christian Mothers meeting tonight, so she’ll have a meat plate out for Brian to
make a sandwich, if he even stops for supper. I’ll knock about and find something—I’m not real
hungry lately, and I’ll be even less hungry after this.”
“Lots going on out on that farm.”
“Indeed.”
They lapsed once again into a comfortable silence, watching as cars continued to come and go in
the parking lot; not all shops in their strip mall closed at six. A couple walking their dog passed by,
and an older couple walked by them, frowning, on their way to the restaurant at the end of the mall.

“The older generation does not approve,” remarked Russell somewhat gleefully, blowing out
smoke.
Fran was too much a manager not to give a thought to the image two smokers out front of the
coffee shop gave of the place, but shrugged it off. She was enjoying herself, and the older generation
didn’t spend a lot of money on cappuccinos. She did, however, find herself wondering why Russell
didn’t seem in more of a hurry to get home.
“So no plans with Alison tonight?” she asked.
“Nope,” he replied, shortly.
“Everything all right there?”
“Nope,” he replied again.
Russell had been Fran’s first hire when she’d taken the job as manager of the coffee shop. She’d
worked with him a long time, and they had a good friendship outside of work as well. Unlike James,
who couldn’t stop talking about his (many) personal issues, and John, who avoided all talk of his
personal issues by goading James to keep talking about his, Fran knew the surest way to keep Russell
talking was just to hang out with him, ask one or two basic questions, and then keep quiet for as
long as it took. She was well-schooled in this approach, as most of her brothers seemed to share his
personality type. While waiting, she settled her cigarette in the ashtray, and then settled back even
further in her chair, cradling her still-warm cup between her hands and alternately sipping and
swirling it slowly, watching the liquid swirl against the sides of the cup.
“We’re taking a little break,” Russell said, quietly.
“What’s the problem?”

“Me.”
“You’re going to have to narrow it down, Russell.”
He looked up, surprised, but when he saw her smile, he smiled too. “Yeah, yeah, I’m a big bag
of crazy. Hello, pot? This is the kettle. You’re black.”
“Well, of course, Russell, it takes a big bag of crazy to recognize other crazy. What’s the
problem?”
Russell took another drag and thought for a moment. “I don’t know if I want to tell you that.”
“Okay,” said Fran. She lifted her own cigarette and took a drag herself, once again following it
with a sip of her coffee. “Too personal?”
“Of course it’s personal.”
“Okay,” Fran said again. It was too nice a night to delve, and she didn’t really want Russell to be
uncomfortable. She herself didn’t much care for being interrogated, so she decided she’d be happy if
he decided to confide in her, but she wouldn’t mind overly if he didn’t, either.
“Hey, Fran,” Russell said, with the air of one changing the subject.
“Yup?”
“Are you really serious about Edward?”
Well, it was a slippery slope, being friends with one’s employees and co-workers. She’d been
asking him personal questions, so she couldn’t really complain if he returned the favor. Normally
she herself was a master subject-changer, so she couldn’t fault him for trying that tactic either. And
for whatever reason, she was feeling so relaxed tonight, she didn’t feel she could even be bothered

to evade questions. What difference did any of it make anyway? It was actually kind of nice to talk
about these things with someone other than Steve, who always listened but who rarely confided
anything in her, which made her more hesitant to take up his time with her (many) personal issues.
“Edward,” said Fran, buying time while she thought about it some more. “I think I am serious.
But it’s not been very long. Why do you ask?”
“Frankly,” returned Russell, stubbing out his second cigarette, “We aren’t fans.”
This took Fran a bit by uncomfortable surprise. “We?”
“Well, everyone here. Except Roberta. Roberta is very pro-Edward.”
“That makes sense. Roberta introduced me to him.”
“Hmmphh,” snorted Russell, and then went silent again. Fran continued to nurse her drink and
debated whether or not it was time to change the subject yet again. But then she decided she wanted
to know what her staff was thinking about her boyfriend.
“What does ‘everyone’ have against Edward?”
She could tell Russell was getting a bit nervous about this line of enquiry. He was tapping his
lighter on the tabletop and failing to meet her eyes. But she was in this now and could wait just as
long as he could. It took a few minutes, during which she took one last drag and then stubbed out
her cigarette, but she was not disappointed.
“For one thing, he’s ‘Edward.’ Doesn’t it seem weird that you don’t ever call him ‘Ed’? Or, for
that matter, ‘Honey’?”

Fran laughed, somewhat relieved (she’d been wondering what her employees knew that she
didn’t). “Is that all? He’s just really not an Ed, is he? Or a honey, really. Not like you’re a honey for
observing such a thing, honey.”
Russell was observing her carefully, refusing to match her levity. “Exactly.” He narrowed his
eyes. “I notice Joe is a Joe, not a Joseph.”
At mention of Joe’s name Fran’s own laughter dried up. Before she had been relaxed, languid
almost, but now she suddenly, urgently, felt the need to end this conversation. “Oh, Russell, how
many people do you know that go by ‘Joseph’? It’s a different name than ‘Edward.’ And, might I
point out, you are not a ‘Russ.’”
“No one is a ‘Russ,’ don’t be ridiculous,” said Russell, and then, “Humph,” again, but he didn’t
follow it up with any more opinions about Joe, so she hoped that would be the end of it. If he tried
again she would have to try and redirect him with questions about Alison. She also considered
asking for another cigarette (slippery slopes was evidently a theme tonight), but she was already
feeling a bit lightheaded from the first, and decided against it. While she was still arguing with herself
about that, and was distracted, Russell forged ahead with his topic. “Well, at least Joe laughs.”
“Russell, I don’t know what you’ve got in mind, but Joe and I already were a couple, and we’re
not anymore. By my choice, I might add. And in case you haven’t noticed, he has a girlfriend. A livein, very serious, quite good-looking and also quite nice, girlfriend.”
Russell frowned at her. “Yes, I have noticed. So why is he always here?”
“He is not always here. We are friends, so we hang out. Kate hangs out with her friends, and
sometimes we all hang out together. Joe’s sister is having a dinner party this week, which Edward
and I are going to, as are Joe and Kate. As couples. With each person’s respective love interest.”

“Touchy, touchy.” He paused, and then he came out with the question Fran rather suspected
he’d been driving at all along. “Why did you two break up, anyway?”
Fran sighed. She’d let herself in for it now. “Really? Do we really have to talk about this
tonight?”
Russell answered by grinning, sticking two cigarettes in his mouth, lighting both, and handing
her one. “Come on, boss, spill, you know you’re dying to. And smoke while you’re at it.”
Fran rolled her eyes. “You did miss your calling as a meth dealer.”
“Not really,” said Russell, “I was never any good at chemistry. Spill.”
Fran took her cigarette, dragged on it deeply, and set it into the ashtray while she continued to
sip her drink. “It’s very easy to tell, Russell. We went out for a long time, and all anyone ever told me
was how lucky I was to have Joe, and how I should do everything I could just to keep Joe. Which
was fine, but I also got the feeling that nobody was out there telling Joe he had a real catch and he
better not mess it up. Which got old, frankly. And then Joe wanted to get married, and everyone
thought we should get married and told me to get married, but I didn’t want to. Not right then
anyway. So Joe gave me an ultimatum I didn’t care for, and then it turned out that if we weren’t
getting married, we couldn’t even be friends. The end. So eventually I went to Minneapolis for grad
school, and he moved to Chicago. And we never talked again until he moved back here this spring.”
She took another puff. “And feel free to share that with your henchmen, so I don’t have to tell them
the story too.”
“How much does Roberta know?”
“That Joe wanted to get married and I wasn’t ready, and so we broke up.”

Russell was quiet for a while, and Fran swallowed the dregs out of her cup. The sun was setting
now, and she was starting to think it might be time to make a move. She had already divulged much
more than she had meant to.
“So why didn’t you want to get married?”
“Oh God, Russell, any number of reasons. Mainly because I was only twenty-two when he
proposed. Did you want to get married when you were twenty-two? I was still enjoying my freedom
from Shirley. I also never thought you should get married just to have sex.”
Oh Christ, she hadn’t meant to say that. Now, no pun intended, she was well and truly screwed.
Russell’s eyes were round as saucers as he regarded her with slightly opened mouth, his cigarette
dangling precariously from one corner of it. Fran rolled her eyes.
“You’re going to drop your cigarette into your lap, and burn your own babymaker, and I will
laugh at you.”
“You didn’t want to have sex before you got married?”
“Yes, yes, I’m a prude, it’s all been said before.”
Russell heard the danger note in her voice and dialed back his shock. He thought about it a little
longer, and said, “Did you not want to?”
“I’ll tell you what I don’t want to do, and that’s talk to you about this.”
“Oh come on, who else are you going to talk to? Shirley? Roberta? One of your brothers?
You’re this far—woman up and finish the job.”

She rather hated him for it, but he had a point. “I didn’t really mean to tell you that. This is all
way more than you need to know.”
“Maybe,” he said. “But tell me anyhow.”
“Well,” she said, “I did want to. A lot. But I was in high school, so it felt really soon. And then
my dad died, and that was…well, I was not in the mood. And then in college, I just really didn’t
want to get pregnant, even though I could have probably gotten some birth control somewhere.
And, frankly? I kind of liked having my body to myself. It was easy, you know? But Joe was getting
weirder about it, so we did try, and then all I could think about was the condom breaking, and it
made me so nervous, everything hurt, so we stopped.” She stopped too, having said all of this in a
rush, and she felt like she needed air. She chose to taint whatever air she could take in by mixing it
with a drag on her cigarette.
“Wow,” said Russell, “you are Catholic.”
This was the response Fran had been expecting, although she was still a bit disappointed in
Russell for falling back on it. “It wasn’t just a Catholic thing,” she tried to explain. “It maybe started
out that way, but towards the end I really, really just didn’t want to end up pregnant. And, Mr.
Clueless about Female Anatomy, let me remind you that girls can have a good time doing other
things. And we did do other things. Nice things for Joe, too. All of that just seemed easier, and less
worry, to me, but not to Joe, I guess. He wanted more, I know.”
“Huh,” said Russell, “Your Victorian relationship problems are really putting mine in
perspective. Thanks.”
“Yeah, yeah, take easy shots at the prude.”

He looked at her again, more seriously this time. “But you’re really not very prudish, that’s the
interesting thing. Was that the only reason?”
Fran stubbed out her cigarette and finished the dregs of her drink. “No, I don’t think so. I think
he was ready to be married, and if I wasn’t, there must be something wrong with me, or with the
whole relationship. And if we couldn’t date, he thought we couldn’t go on being friends either.
That’s the part I never understood.”
“Oh,” said Russell, finishing his own cigarette and drink, “I get that. I think most guys would. I
think it’s too hard if you’ve loved someone to go back to just being friends.”
“That just makes no sense at all to me,” said Fran, shaking her head. “If you loved someone
enough to entertain the possibility of being married to them, how could you turn around and never
want to talk to them again? How many friends do people want to make and then discard?” She had
gotten more impassioned as she spoke, and was leaning forward now, intently.
Russell put up both his hands in mock surrender. “Easy. I didn’t say it made sense. I just said I
could see how someone, especially guys, could feel that way.”
Fran leaned back and instructed herself to take a deep breath. For the sake of the distraction, she
reached down for the tray she’d brought out, set it on the table to the side of them, and began filling
it with their cups and ashtray. “Well,” she said, when she was calmer, trying for some closure on the
subject, “Yeah, well, I don’t. I’ve always been friends with the guys I’ve dated and I don’t like to just
jettison friends.”
“Hey. Boss.” Russell said this quietly, and then paused. When Fran turned again to look at him,
and leaned back in her chair once more, he was offering her another cigarette in what looked like a
gesture of peace. “No worries. Thanks for sitting here with me. Really. I’m glad we’re friends.” He

paused again and gave her a devilish grin. “And I’m really glad you don’t do anything for me,
physically, at all, so you don’t have to worry about losing me.”
“Right back at you,” Fran said, smiling back, “Forever together thanks to our mutual lack of
attraction. Now. If I have one more cigarette with you, will you still be up for following me to the
bank, you ugly bastard?”
He laughed. “Whenever you’re ready, prude.”
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It was funny how some things never changed, Fran thought. She couldn’t remember at what age
she’d first helped her mother dig potatoes in the garden, but now, at least twenty years later,
everything about the experience seemed exactly the same. The early autumn smells of warm dirt,
rampant and succulent weeds sending their seeds out onto the wind, and leaves drying out and
starting to change were the same; so were the sounds, including the chirping of insects that Fran
couldn’t identify but which always seemed to make the most noise in the fall. All in all it made her
feel a bit like she was back in high (or even grade) school again. Although, perhaps, she thought
ruefully, with fewer aspirations and vague hopes for the future than she’d once had.
As she stood enjoying the warm air and the sense of nostalgia, particularly for the optimistic
little girl she had been, her mother’s voice snapped into her reverie (yet another thing that never
changed), with a terse, “Hey, keep up.”
Fran looked down and noticed that her mother had used her digging fork to turn one hill over,
revealing the white russet potatoes to be picked up, and was anxious to begin digging under the next
plant. Fran’s part of the job was to pick up the potatoes and toss them into a pail before her mother
could dig up the next hill, effectively re-burying the potatoes she’d just uncovered. Fran’s mother
wasn’t getting any younger and the dry year meant there weren’t as many potatoes to pick up per
plant, so Fran hadn’t been having any trouble keeping up, but marveling at the unchanging nature of
the garden (and her life) had slowed her down. Accordingly she bent down and quickly collected the
exposed potatoes, lightly brushing them off and tossing them into the pail next to her.
Fran and her mother may not have been alike in many ways, but somehow they had always
found it easy to converse and get along while working in the garden. Perhaps, Fran thought, it was

because in the garden her mother’s boundless energy was bent to urging her plants to yield and
keeping the weeds at bay, rather than criticizing Fran. Of course, most of their garden conversations
had still involved her mother trying to finagle more information out of her than she was usually
willing to give, but still, gardening was boring if you didn’t talk at all. Fran thought she’d kill two
birds with one stone this afternoon: make the time pass faster, and also float the idea of her moving
in with Theresa.
“Well, Ma,” she said, while her mother helped her pick up the last few potatoes, “I plan to give
you your spare bedroom back soon.”
Her mother, formerly intent on finding the next potato hill in the row to dig, looked up,
surprised. “What do you mean?”
Okay, well, out with it, Fran thought to herself. She tossed the last potatoes she’d found into the
waiting pail and brushed her dusty hands off on her shorts. “Remember my friend Theresa, from
college? She came that one Thanksgiving?”
Shirley had resumed digging. “The vegetarian?” she asked.
Ha, thought Fran. Trust her mother to remember that. During college Fran had asked Theresa
to one Thanksgiving meal at her family’s, as Theresa was from Michigan and wouldn’t be driving
back to visit her own parents. Fran had forgotten about Theresa’s vegetarianism, however, until the
meal started and the platters of various meats had started making their way around the table; Shirley
prided herself on what Fran and her brothers called the “three-meat buffet” at every holiday meal,
most often making roast beef in addition to turkey, and then upping the ante by offering a ham- or
salami-and-cheese plate as well. Theresa had taken it all in stride, happily filling up on salads,
potatoes, and desserts, but Fran still cringed at the memory.

“That’s the one. She’s got a house in town and asked me to move in with her.”
“I thought she moved away.”
“She did, but she just moved back.”
“Isn’t she married? What does she want with you in her house?”
“She was. She’s newly divorced. That’s part of why she’s back in town.”
While they talked they had continued the job of digging the potatoes, with Shirley continuously
digging and Fran stooping to pick up the potatoes as fast as she could. Her mother was silent for a
few moments, absently tugging on some gargantuan weeds in between digging up hills of potatoes.
Eventually she was quiet for so long that Fran’s own curiosity got the better of her.
“Well, what do you think?”
“You never care what I think, so why are you asking?”
This was delivered in such a bitter tone that Fran stopped her work and looked up in surprise. “I
care what you think,” she said.
“Well, you never listen,” replied her mother.
“I always listen,” said Fran. “What am I doing now?”
Her mother stuck the potato fork in the ground in a particularly aggressive way. “You have
never, not once,” she said angrily, “since you were a tiny little girl, ever listened to me.”
Now Fran was getting a little angry herself. “That’s not true,” she said, with some bitterness of
her own. “Was I such a bad kid? I listened to you and Dad. Did I give you any trouble with school
or anything?”

“Oh, well, trouble,” her mother waved her hand dismissively. “You didn’t get in any trouble. But
you certainly haven’t listened whenever I tried to help you. Didn’t I tell you to marry a good boy
when you had him? And not to waste your money on school up in St. Paul? And not to buy that
condo when you could have rented a nice little apartment, if you were in such a hurry to live alone.”
It took a moment for Fran to respond; the litany of her choices, poor or otherwise, being
repeated so readily by her mother rather took her breath away. “Well,” she finally got out, “I’d think
you’d be a little more grateful to me—and the boys—for at least listening enough to not get in
trouble. Five kids who never got you called into the principal’s office? Or had drug or drinking
problems? Got anyone knocked up? That’s unbelievable.”
“Oh, you kids. It’s only in your own best interest that you should behave, and yet your parents
should just be so grateful if you stay out of trouble.”
“Yes. You should.”
They found themselves at the end of the potato row, with Fran throwing her last handful of
potatoes into the pail rather more violently than she meant to. As Shirley dragged her fork over to
the beginning of the next row, she looked as though she wanted to say something else, but decided
not to. Fran dragged her half-full pails over as well, and said, “What.”
Her mother didn’t reply, but simply started to dig another hill. Fran tried again, forcing herself to
make it a more politely phrased question this time. “What?”
“Don’t take it out on the potatoes,” was all her mother replied.
For the next fifteen minutes they worked in silence, with Fran more gently filling the pails with
the potatoes being dug and twice going to dump them in their garden cart waiting alongside the edge

of the garden. She had just returned from one such trip to find her mother wiping her face with a
handkerchief and leaning on the potato fork momentarily. Fran tossed one empty pail slightly
further down the row, planted the other in the dirt next to her feet, and hunched over to wait for
her mother to continue digging. When her mother didn’t move for what felt like an eternity, Fran
sighed and looked up at her, where she was still leaning against her fork. She looked tired.
“You have to understand,” her mother said, unexpectedly, “I didn’t expect it to be so hard.”
Fran was surprised at her mother’s wearied words. “What’s that?”
“Raising you kids,” her mother answered, still not making a move to return to digging.
“Well, there are a lot of us,” said Fran, looking back down at the potato plants, expecting her
mother to get back to work any moment. Her mother was both a fast and steady worker; her breaks
were rare and never lasted long.
“That wasn’t it,” said her mother, sharply. “The work was fine. I just wasn’t prepared for
everything else to be so different from my family.”
Fran stood up again and rubbed the small of her back. She wasn’t sure what her mother was
driving at but she might as well stretch out if they were going to stand around. “How were we so
different? You grew up on a farm, we grew up on a farm.”
“I don’t know.” Shirley paused again, looking out over the rest of the garden. Now that she had
started, she seemed at a loss to explain what she meant. “We just always did what our parents said.”
Fran digested this. She thought about her aunts and uncles, many of whom were also farmers
and who all had at least five children as well, and asked, “Always?”
“Pretty much,” said her mother. “I certainly don’t remember talking back at all.”

“Well, Ma, I might have been a bit snippy as a teenager, but I don’t remember any of the boys
being huge back-talkers. I don’t think I heard Brian talk until I was in grade school.” Fran retorted.
“No, Brian didn’t talk much.” Her mother stopped to think about this for a while. “But even
when most of you kept quiet I always got the feeling you were arguing with me in your heads.”
That was a bit too close to how her childhood had actually felt for Fran to be able to respond to
it without betraying how close her mother was to the mark. She thought perhaps changing the
subject slightly might be a good idea. “Well, Aunt Jean must have talked back. Didn’t she go to high
school even though your dad didn’t think the girls needed to go?”
Her mother frowned as she thought that over. “I suppose. And after that we did all get to go.”
She turned then, to look down the potato row they still had to dig, and then began to position her
fork at the next plant. As she did, she continued, “Maybe nobody ever listens to anyone else. It all
just felt a lot simpler when I was growing up. ”
Fran bent back down again to get ready to pick up whatever potatoes her mother turned over.
She was mulling over what her mother had told her, but she also couldn’t resist. “Oh well, you’re
old. Maybe you’re just not remembering right.”
“See?” asked her mother, as she plunged her fork into the ground. “Back talk.”
Fran laughed and waited for her mother to turn over the dirt and potatoes. When this didn’t
happen, she looked up again to find her mother paused again and regarding her thoughtfully.
“What?” Fran asked again.
“I guess I don’t know what you want, Fran.”

Fran dusted off her hands again and thoughtfully regarded her mother right back. “Maybe I’m
not the only one who never listens,” she said.
Fran had clearly inherited her expressive face from her mother. First the corners of her mother’s
mouth turned down at Fran’s reply, but slowly, they twitched as though she was struggling not to
smile. “No,” she said, finally turning over the potato hill, “I think we’ve already established your
brothers have the same problem.”
Fran smiled at this, and at Shirley’s sheer chutzpah, which she had to admit to herself she did
(and had always) respected. Then she bent back down and scrambled to finish picking up the newly
unearthed potatoes before her mother moved on.
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“Amy, everything is just delicious.”
Fran and Edward were at Amy’s house attending the dinner party Joe had warned Fran to expect
several weeks ago. Of course Edward had remembered to compliment the dinner before anyone else
had; his good manners were as faultless as ever. As was becoming her habit of late, Fran was
simultaneously proud of him and just the smallest bit annoyed. Who didn’t like a man who was
quick with a compliment? But she was finding, a bit to her surprise, that Edward’s old-school
chivalry sometimes got on her nerves. He often stood whenever she entered or left a room,
explaining his father had taught him that was the polite thing to do. It weirded her out. And made
her feel a bit defensive about her father, who had been the most polite of men, but who had never
followed such an archaic ritual. She was getting a bit tired of telling him to go ahead and take a seat.
But Amy gave him her quick, beautiful smile, and replied, simply, “Thank you, Edward.” She
threw Fran a quick smile too, and Fran returned it, but also couldn’t help but give Amy a slightly
sarcastic eye roll. She herself would tell Amy later what a nice party it was. She had enjoyed the meal,
but not with her usual appetite, as she was feeling particularly tired and achy tonight. Seated on the
other side of the table were two other friends of Amy’s, a couple Fran had just met named Jeff and
Kerry, and at the end of the table Joe and Kate sat across from each other and flanking Amy’s
husband Greg, who was sitting at the end of the table opposite Amy. Conversation thus far had
been lively enough but was now flagging a bit. Fran looked around at the other couples and the
homey setting and couldn’t help making an observation.

“Amy, your party seems almost choreographed,” she said, and then was somewhat
uncomfortable when everyone turned to face her due to the absence of other conversation. “You
know, it looks just like what grown-up dinner parties look like in movies or in sitcoms.”
Amy gave her the old smile she knew, the one that said she understood completely what Fran
was talking about (even if no one else might have). Still Fran wished she’d kept silent; what a stupid
thing to say. Of course they were grown-ups at a dinner party. But she seemed to be the only one
who was still having a hard time adjusting to that reality.
“Okay, then, Fran, there’s the challenge. Name a movie with a dinner party scene. Go.” This was
from Joe.
Fran smiled at him gratefully and said, promptly, “Bridget Jones’s Diary. When all the couples gang
up on Bridget for being a singleton and after which Colin Firth confesses he likes her, exactly as she
is.”
“Oh, Colin Firth,” said Kate, taking up the thread, “Nice. But I still prefer Hugh Grant in that.”
“Oh, you and Hugh Grant,” said Joe, laughing at Kate across the table, “How old is that guy
anyway?”
“Age has nothing to do with anything, particularly where Hugh Grant is concerned,” opined
Kerry.
The conversation appeared to have been kick-started, with Kate laughing and Kerry and Jeff
talking about a movie they’d just seen, which Greg was interested in seeing. Amy got up to go to the
kitchen and start dessert, while Fran continued to listen to the conversation. It was pleasant, she had
to admit, to be part of this group. With the exception of going out with Edward’s work friends, she

hardly ever spent time out with more than one person at a time (bar concerts with the coffee shop
boys notwithstanding). She listened as the movie conversation continued; now Edward was talking
about whether or not the film My Dinner with André actually included a dinner party and most
everyone else was wondering why they’d all heard of that movie at some point but no one had
actually seen it.
“Good liberal arts educations,” said Joe, “on paper. We’ve all heard of what we’re supposed to
know but don’t actually know it.”
Kerry’s husband, Jeff, worked at the university, so that statement started everyone off on a
different topic, which was starting to sound vaguely political; their state had been the focus, of late,
in the national news, for their Republican governor and his heavy-handed ways with education,
unions, and really anyone else who got in his way. Fran herself had no particular fish to fry in that
argument; her mother was the only member of her family who paid any attention whatsoever to
politics (although Steve would periodically adopt a liberal viewpoint solely to argue with
conservative Shirley, just to, in his words, “keep the old gal’s blood pumping”). Still, Fran watched
everyone with interest. Edward would no doubt find a way to turn the talk to a health-care topic, as
that was his industry; she looked at him out of the corner of her eye and had to admit he was
looking particularly attractive tonight in a well-fitted blue Oxford shirt and with his light hair just
trimmed. He was smiling as he listened to something Kate was saying; at the end of her sentence,
Joe, who was also listening, punctuated it with his laugh. He was still laughing when he caught Fran
looking at him, and the laugh became a wide grin at her, before turning his attention back to his own
conversation. The echo of his laugh still hung in the air, however, distracting her, and she was aware,
suddenly, how grateful she was to him for redirecting the conversation to talk of movies. She
suddenly felt the need to stretch her legs or just move or something.

“I’m going to help Amy in the kitchen,” she said quietly to Edward when he next turned to her,
and he began to rise when she did, as was his habit, but she laid a hand on his arm and said, “Don’t
get up; I’ll only be gone a minute.” He smiled at her, sat, and turned back to the conversation.
In the kitchen Amy was cutting pieces of a sheet cake and putting them on plates; on the
counter, a coffeemaker burbled, and several cups and saucers sat next to it already on a tray. Fran
paused momentarily at the table where Amy was working, picked up the small pile of forks Amy had
set aside, and placed one on each of the plates of cake. Next she moved to the counter, and seeing
that the coffee pot was almost done brewing, she set single cups and saucers on the tray in
preparation to fill them.
“Hey Franny,” said Amy, “Thanks again for the coffee. Greg’s too cheap to buy the good stuff,
so I appreciate it.”
“You’re welcome. That was a great meal, and the cake looks good too.”
“Yup, Greg’s cooking has really come along. He made the cake too.”
Fran couldn’t resist. “So how great is it having a house husband?”
Amy laughed. “It’s pretty awesome, although he thinks he’ll get back to more full-time
freelancing this fall now that Elena’s in school. Then I might have to be better about sharing
shopping and cleaning duties.”
“What, and lawyer at the same time? Madness. Hire a maid, woman.”
“Ha. Doing small-town estate planning and divorces might be a lot of fun, but it doesn’t leave a
lot of cash moneys to pay a maid.”
“When does Elena learn how to vacuum?”

Amy smiled at this while she came over to pour the coffee. “Soon. Very soon.”
Fran stepped back and watched her pour the coffees. It was so nice to be in Amy’s cluttered and
full but still clean and cozy kitchen, with papers overflowing the small built-in desk against the wall,
and the island overflowing with a variety of fruit (avocadoes and oranges in a bowl, bananas next to
it), cookbooks, and water bottles and lunch bags. Pictures of Elena from the previous year’s
Halloween and summer shots showing her running through the sprinkler covered the fridge, and the
smell of the cake (which must have been baked just that afternoon, as its aroma still filled the air)
and coffee mingled in the sunny yellow-painted room. It was a warm domestic scene, and one that
seemed, at least on its surface, happy and harmonious. Once again Fran felt an almost physical
ache—she wondered how many homey evenings she could have spent here if she and Joe had
stayed together. It felt almost like a physical blow, to realize, suddenly, how much she had missed
Amy over all the preceding years.
“Let’s go back in, Fran,” said Amy suddenly, catching Fran off-guard in the middle of her
thoughts. “I’ll bring the cake tray, but I suppose I should ask how many people actually want coffee
before I pour any more. Maybe I should have made some decaf.”
“Don’t worry, Amy,” said Fran, as she moved to return to the dining room in advance of Amy.
“Everyone still has beverages, or just ask if anyone wants water instead of or with their coffee. Or
we’ll do what I do at the shop and tell anyone who asks if it’s decaf that yes, it is.”
Amy looked at her, slightly alarmed, but then laughed as Fran winked at her. “You do not. You
wouldn’t last long as the manager if people came back complaining the next morning, still wired.”
“You never know. Maybe they’d get all sorts of things done at night and wonder where they’d
gotten all their extra energy. ”

Amy laughed and passed through the doorway ahead of Fran, carrying the tray of cake slices.
Fran decided to use the opportunity to visit the bathroom, and when she came back, Amy was
distributing coffee cups. As she took her seat by Edward and Amy offered her one, Fran waved it
away. Edward looked at her in surprise; he was already used to her habit of ingesting coffee with
every meal. As Amy moved on to distribute the last drinks and re-take her own seat, he spoke to her
softly.
“Everything all right?”
“Fine, but whenever you’re ready I’ll be ready. I’m really not feeling on top of my game tonight.”
Edward took her hand. “All right. Should we have our cake and go? Or do you want to go
now?”
Fran shook her head, “Oh, Edward. I could be at the absolute bottom of my game and I’d still
have to stay for cake. I mean, it’s cake.”
Edward winked at her, an impertinence she was thankful for (she enjoyed his rare rakish
moments the most), and then turned his attention to his own dessert. She lifted her own fork, but
was aware as she did so that she was definitely becoming annoyed by her backache. It was then that
she lifted her eyes and found Joe’s across the table; he was watching her face closely. Clearly her face
had been giving her away again; he was looking at her with some concern in his dark eyes. As she
held his gaze, he tilted his head slightly and narrowed his eyes at her, as though to ask, are you okay?
She forced herself to smile, and tilted her own head in the opposite direction of his tilt. He nodded
and looked somewhat relieved, returning to his conversation with Greg. She sighed and faced her
piece of cake. It worried her to find that she wasn’t really hungry for it at all, but what worried her
even more was how Joe’s look of concern had touched her to her very core.
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Two hours later Fran was lying on Edward’s couch, trying to summon the strength to get up and
drive home. After they’d left Amy’s, they’d driven to Edward’s condo, as Fran had picked him up on
her way into town and had driven them to the party together. Fran wasn’t really feeling well enough
to hang out at Edward’s, but she’d asked him if she could come in and take some ibuprofen; her
cramps were really starting to wear her out. At the same time she was trying to remain low-key; she
was a bit puzzled by this cycle, because she never really suffered from debilitating cramps, and also
because she didn’t really want to share too much with Edward about the nature or location of her
discomfort. She’d merely asked if she could come in, take an ibuprofen with a glass of water, and
then she’d continue on her way. She’d thought once the painkiller kicked in she could drive home
and sleep in her own bed, but it had been an hour since she’d taken it and the pain didn’t seem to be
easing up. She was vaguely aware of Edward sitting down on the couch alongside her and gently
sweeping her bangs off her forehead.
“Fran?” he asked. “Do you want to sleep over? Maybe we should get you tucked into bed.”
The very sound of his voice rasped uncomfortably down her spine, and even the thought of
moving triggered a small wave of nausea. She wondered, fuzzily, if Edward would know what she
meant if she asked him for a bowl.
“Are you in a lot of pain, Fran? This is starting to scare me a little bit.”
Fran wished that Edward would either stop talking or least say something that was more
comforting than that. If he thought he was getting a little scared, she was freaking out, although she
felt a bit like the weird cases in hospitals where patients getting operated on can feel and hear
everything but not let anyone know they’re conscious. Most of all she thought that if she just

concentrated on breathing, in and out, this had to pass eventually. She did not answer him, or open
her eyes, but tried to give a tiny, reassuring smile while continuing to lie absolutely still.
“Fran!” Edward was getting increasingly insistent, and with reason. She opened her eyes briefly
and saw that half an hour had passed since she had closed them and he’d last spoken to her,
although to her, in her concentrated state, it felt like it had only been a blink. “Fran, please talk to
me. I think we need to go to the ER.”
This got her attention, as she had a congenital dislike for all things medical and particularly all
things emergency medicine. Growing up on the farm with no health insurance, her parents were
famous for waiting to see if a variety of childhood afflictions and injuries would just get better “in a
week or so,” meaning that when Fran and her brothers did see doctors, they were already in the
advanced stages of whatever infection or disease they had. That, coupled with her exposure to
doctors and hospitals during her father’s last illness, had left her with a strong desire never to see the
inside of a hospital again.
“Fran? What kind of pain are you having?”
Fran was also desperately wishing she and her cocoon of pain were not at Edward’s house. She
felt that if she could just lie still and breathe and not be bothered, certainly sometime soon the pain
had to ease up and she’d just be able to get some sleep. She was opening her dry mouth to tell
Edward she didn’t know what kind of pain she was having, she just knew she was beyond even the
ability to think, when what felt like a searing stab with a poker in her right side made her
involuntarily double up. When she moved she felt the nausea rising again, and she knew she couldn’t
move to get to the bathroom. She desperately did not want to throw up on Edward’s couch, so she
summoned the strength to tell him, shakily but without mincing words, “I’m going to throw up, I
need a bowl right now.”

Edward was alarmed but as always, cool under pressure. He quickly pulled a small wastebasket
from beside the end table by the couch and set it next to her, saying, “Here’s this, but I’ll get a bowl.
Just hang in there,” before giving her shoulder what was meant to be a comforting squeeze and
moving purposefully to the kitchen.
Fran reached down and touched the cool sides of the wastebasket, soothed momentarily by its
very presence. Then another rocket of pain shot through her side, making her insides feel
momentarily like molten liquids, looking for a place to boil over but with nowhere to go. She gasped
and was surprised to feel wetness on her face—she was crying. She continued to hang on to the
wastebasket, feeling it was the last sensible thing in her immediate world. Edward, meanwhile, was
back almost as soon as he had left, with a large mixing bowl. He crouched by the couch and near her
head, feeling her forehead and cheek with his hand. She wished, contrarily, that he’d leave her
alone—he was making her feel hotter. But she was scared enough now that she knew she had to tell
him what her symptoms were. “It’s very sharp now,” she managed to get out. “I think we do have to
go the ER. I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry. We just have to take care of you. Are they stabbing pains? All over or in a
particular place or side?”
“My right side, I think.” Honestly, she couldn’t tell. She was very nearly lying face down and was
having a hard time even discerning which side of her body was where.
“We’re calling an ambulance, Fran, this could be appendicitis or something.” And without
waiting for her assent he smoothly picked his phone out of his pocket and began dialing. She was
about to tell him, stop, they should drive there, she wasn’t sure her insurance covered ambulance
rides, when another pain roared through her and speech became momentarily impossible. When she
could breathe again he was already talking to someone on the other end of the line, and she let him.

32
When she woke up and looked around the unfamiliar and very institutional room, she was aware
of only two sensations: she was ridiculously thirsty, and she felt like she had been beaten with a
baseball bat. Moving didn’t seem like something that would make her feel better, so she laid still and
looked at the white acoustic ceiling panel and tried to pinpoint the worst of her discomfort. She
remembered that Edward had called the ambulance and they’d gone to the hospital, but that
knowledge didn’t quite mesh with the all-over body beating feeling. She lifted her head a bit and
tried a miniscule shift in position, only to feel an IV needle taped to her left hand tugging
awkwardly. Her legs also felt heavy; each was in some kind of sleeve or sock which periodically
inflated and tightened, like an oversize blood pressure cuff, and then deflated with a mechanic click
and whooshing sound. She turned her head to one side, and then another, and in the very weak light
from the window, she spotted Edward slumped back in a chair in the corner of the room, sleeping.
I’ve never seen him look rumpled before, she thought vaguely.
Then her head dropped back to the pillow and she tried to figure out what she should or could
do next. She knew there had to be a nurse call button around somewhere, but she was trying to
figure out if she should just give up and go back to sleep or try to wake Edward before she pushed
it, when she heard a light knock at the door. Before she could answer it opened, quietly, and a
person walked into the room, gently pushing aside the curtain separating Fran’s half of the room
from the other half. It was a woman in a white lab coat, carrying what looked like a small halftoolbox of medical paraphernalia. She set it on the tiny table arranged over the foot of Fran’s bed
and busied herself putting on gloves and readying a small needle and vial. When she was done with
these preparations she looked at Fran and started to move around the bed toward her, but gave a
start as she saw Fran’s eyes were open and following her, without Fran making a sound.

“Good morning,” she said, cheerfully but quietly, “I’m sorry, I thought you were asleep and I’d
wake you up just before drawing some blood.” She held up the needle and vial, apologetically. “Will
it be all right if I do that now?”
Fran licked her dry lips with her equally dry tongue and said, “Okay…what are you drawing
blood for?”
The woman prepared a spot in Fran’s elbow and said, “Well, the surgeon left an order to draw
blood every two hours or so until later today.”
“The surgeon?” asked Fran. “What did a surgeon do?”
The woman pursed her lips as she found Fran’s vein and plunged the needle in briskly. “I’m not
really the person to ask about all that. The doctor will be here to talk to you sometime today. Is this
person in the corner connected with you?”
“Yes,” answered Fran simply, not quite sure why the question was being asked.
The woman finished taking her blood and didn’t give her a chance to volunteer any additional
information. “You want me to wake him up for you and he can maybe tell you what happened?”
Fran considered. “What time is it?”
The woman glanced at her watch. “Just five now. Five in the morning.”
Fran smiled at her wanly. “Do you think I could have a glass of water?”
The woman shook her head sympathetically. “I can’t get you anything, but the call button is
right here,” she reached down along Fran’s side and untangled the nurse call line from the bedding.

“Just go ahead and call.” With that and a final smile, she dropped Fran’s vial at the end of a row of
similar vials in her carrying tray, and left the room.
Fran returned her glance to the window, where the sky was struggling to lighten in preparation
for the coming sunrise. She lightly rubbed the nurse call button, considering whether she should use
it. She could absolutely murder a glass of water; she decided to call, but before she could press the
button Edward stirred and shifted, and opened his eyes as he did. When he saw that she was awake,
he sat up, rubbing his eyes with one hand, and leaned forward.
“How are you feeling?” he asked.
Fran smiled at him, glad he was there and even gladder that he had woken up, although she did
not much feel like smiling. “Depends…did someone beat me with a large stick?”
He looked confused and she thought to herself that it was unfair to ask him a facetious question
just then. She tried to clarify. “That’s how I feel. Bruised all over. But mainly thirsty.”
He stood and moved to the side of the bed. “Let’s call the nurse. I’m not sure if you’re supposed
to have anything.”
“Edward?” she asked.
“Yes?” He was looking at his watch, rubbing his hair, trying to wake up. Absentmindedly, it
seemed, one hand moved behind his back, tucking his shirt back in more tightly.
“What happened? I remember the ambulance but not so much after that.”
He took her hand. “They told me the doctor would check in today, so she can tell you about it.
Evidently you had an ovarian cyst that ruptured. Did you know you had one?”

Fran shook her head. Her appointment for her abdominal discomfort was still two weeks out.
Her mouth was so dry. She stayed quiet until Edward went on.
“So they had to do surgery to see what was going on and drain fluid from the rupture. I’m really
sorry, Fran; they had to remove the ovary and your fallopian tube too.”
She processed for a moment. “Can I still have kids?”
“Well, your ovary on the other side was fine, and they didn’t have to do a hysterectomy, so I
wouldn’t know why not. But we have to ask the doctor about all that. It all happened so fast and I
couldn’t stay with you once they started.”
Fuck, she thought. It couldn’t be good if a hysterectomy had been an option. She willed herself
to be calm. “Okay,” she said. And then, “What are these things on my legs?”
“They’re to keep your blood circulating well while you lie down, to avoid blood clots. Are you in
pain? We should call if you need painkillers.”
She shook her head. Mercifully, the fierce pressure pain of the night before had gone. She was
sore, but her thirst was becoming desperate. She pressed the call button and was startled when a
nurse’s voice answered, from a speaker somewhere behind her, “What do you need?”
“Um,” she said, feeling a bit unnerved by having to speak simply into the air. “Could I get a
drink of water?”
“I’ll be right there.” Click.
Fran glanced over at Edward, who smiled and shrugged. “Nurse of few words,” she said.

“Well, maybe she’s one of the efficient ones.” Edward’s job brought him into contact with a lot
of nurses, in various parts of the country, and familiarity seemed to have bred contempt; he was not
usually complimentary when speaking about them.
“That’d be nice.” She paused. “Did they tell you anything else before they started?”
Now he paused. “Like what?”
“Like what they might have to do? Did I give permission?”
“You were able to give permission for the surgery. While they were prepping you the doctor
asked me how important I thought having kids was to you.”
She was starting to feel a bit disturbed that Edward had gotten stuck with the responsibility of
answering these types of questions. But why should it bother her? Who else would they ask? He had
come in with her, after all. And she couldn’t really think of any other person who might know better
how to answer such questions. Steve? Her mother? She dragged her mind back to the conversation
at hand. “What did you say?”
He looked at her for a long moment before replying. “I didn’t really know what to say, but it
seemed it would give them an incentive to leave you as many choices as possible if I told them
having kids was really important to you. I hoped it would still be for the best if they did everything
they could to avoid a hysterectomy. But we haven’t really talked about it, have we?”
Just then a nurse bustled in and looked at Fran’s IV with a critical eye. “You’re thirsty?” she
asked.
“Yes, very,” said Fran.

The nurse went to the small laptop that was sitting on a shelf screwed to the wall and typed
something. Fran wasn’t quite sure why just getting a glass of water was proving so difficult, but then
again, she’d never wanted a glass of water quite this badly in her life. Eventually the nurse turned
back to her and said, “We’re still waiting on your blood tests…your doctor was worried more
surgery might be necessary, so I can’t give you anything to drink. But how about a few ice chips?”
“Yes, please,” said Fran promptly, before it sunk in that more surgery was a possibility. She
looked at Edward helplessly, and he took her hand. She could tell he was trying to look cheerful, but
mainly he looked tired.
“I should check your catheter and collection bag, though,” said the nurse.
Fran was still thinking about more surgery and hysterectomies and Edward’s question about
children, but the word “catheter” got her attention again. “Edward, don’t watch this, please,” she
asked, somewhat desperately.
The nurse looked back and forth between them with thinly veiled impatience. Edward, still
drowsy, still hadn’t made a definitive move toward the door, so the nurse said, “I’ll go get the ice
chips and be right back.” She turned crisply on her heel and was gone.
Edward squeezed Fran’s hand, and said, “Well, she’s Miss Personality, but at least she moves
quickly. I’m going to see if I can find a coffee…can I get you anything?”
Fran squeezed his hand back and tried to summon the energy to reply. “No, thanks, I’ve placed
my ice chip order.”
“Okay, then, I’d best step out before Nurse Ratched comes back.” But still Edward did not drop
her hand. “Fran?” he asked tentatively.

It was nice to hold his hand, as her hand was one of her few body parts that didn’t ache, but she
mostly wanted to let her head flop back on the pillow and close her eyes. She did that anyway, and
murmured, “Hmm?”
“Did I say the right thing, about you wanting to have kids?”
No sooner was the question out than the nurse returned, with a styrofoam cup of ice chips and a
plastic spoon, as well as a businesslike expression that Fran could only assume involved the catheter
inspection she had mentioned earlier. She wasn’t entirely sure how to answer Edward’s question, but
she did know she really didn’t want him in the room to see whatever the nurse planned to do. She
gave him a wan smile, squeezed his hand once more, and replied, simply, “You did good, Edward.
Thank you.”
He returned her smile with a much brighter one of his own, squeezed her hand one last time,
and then ducked outside the curtain that had been pulled around her bed and was gone.
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“So what you’re telling me is that I can’t leave you alone for a minute.”
Fran laughed, although it still hurt when she did. Theresa was visiting her at her mother’s house,
which Fran greatly appreciated, because it had been a week since she’d been recuperating at home,
and although her mother was being very kind to her, Fran was going a little stir-crazy.
“Believe me, Tee, you didn’t want any part of me right before the surgery. Edward was freaking
out. He’d never seen me beyond speech before.”
“Has anyone?”
“Aren’t you supposed to be real nice to me, since I’m recuperating?”
“I brought you chocolates,” said Theresa, taking the lid off the lovely little golden box she’d
brought with her, and eating one. “I’d recommend you get in on these before they’re gone.”
Fran laughed again, holding her hand to her side, but she did help herself to a truffle. Theresa
eyed her speculatively while she chewed, and looked a bit askance at Fran’s supporting her side. “So
what all went on? When I stopped at the shop the other day James told me where you were, and
what happened, but he didn’t seem to have a lot of details.”
“No,” said Fran, “I didn’t tell them many. I want to get back to work as soon as possible, but I
still feel so crappy. Good thing I had some sick days and vacation saved up.”
“If you can call it ‘good’ that this is how you’re spending your vacation.”
“Well, I don’t know,” said Fran, “You’re here. There are chocolates here. Sure, it’s a staycation,
but it could be worse.”

“So start at the beginning.”
“Well,” said Fran, very seriously, “Every month a beautiful miracle occurs in a girl’s body and
one of her ovaries releases an egg…”
“Okay,” said Theresa, laughing, “Skip the educational filmstrip. Start in the middle of the story.”
“…except when something goes wrong with the miracle in said girl’s body and instead of gently
starting its travels, the girl’s egg turns into a ticking time-bomb of a cyst, which eventually explodes
and spreads a wealth of bloody loveliness around the girl’s abdominal cavity, causing extreme pain
and assorted messiness around her internal girly parts.”
“Have you had problems with this before?”
“Nope. I’ve just been sort of off all summer. I called to get a doctor’s appointment and I had to
wait for weeks…that reminds me, I have to call and cancel that. Mystery of ‘off’ feeling solved!”
“Now you’re getting somewhere,” smiled Theresa. “So what did they actually do surgery for?”
“Well, as far as I can understand, they had to operate to remove fluid and pressure, not to
mention my ovary and fallopian tube with it.” As always when she explained that part of the surgery,
she felt tears stinging the backs of her eyes. Pull it together, Fran, remember you weren’t sure you
wanted kids anyway, she thought to herself. Geez. You’d think she’d known her ovary personally.
Theresa seemed to know exactly what was going through her mind and patted her hand
sympathetically, giving her a moment to collect herself. Then, using her other hand, she sneaked
another piece of chocolate and winked at her. “So was it a successful surgery?” she asked.
“I hope so,” said Fran. “For my parting gifts I get to keep my uterus and the other ovary, and
they also say I’ve got endometriosis, but I haven’t had a chance to learn much about that yet.”

“So how are you actually feeling now?”
“Well, it’s hard to tell,” said Fran. “For one thing: over the next few months I get to experience
menopause.”
Theresa looked confused. “I may need the educational filmstrip back. I thought you said they
left most of your junk in?”
“My junk,” laughed Fran. “Very nice. But evidently when you have problems of this sort, the
theory is to give your poor lady junk a menopausal rest for a few months. It’s like I’m performing
one of my high school chemistry experiments in my own body—everything’s going wrong and in
the end something explodes or rots.”
“Mother Nature is a mad scientist,” said Theresa.
“She is,” agreed Fran. “So I think menopause is interfering with my recovery. My new
superpower is that I have the self-healing abilities of a fifty-five-year-old woman.”
“Just so you know,” Theresa said, looking around them mock-surreptitiously, “I’m reliably
informed by TV ads and women’s magazines that with menopause you can expect some—“ and
here her voice dropped to a dramatic whisper—“vaginal dryness.”
Fran laughed again. Having Theresa around was hell on her abdominal incisions, but was doing
her all sorts of good otherwise.
“I’ll report from the other side of the divide, Tee, and keep you posted about hot flashes AND
vaginal dryness. No wonder old ladies are so cranky.”
Now Theresa turned her attention to the room in which they were sitting. Fran hadn’t bothered
to decorate it with any of her own possessions, or even to unpack most of her books or pictures. It

therefore still reflected her mother’s taste in decorating—heavy on the curtain valances, Catholic
iconography, and country-themed wall hangings and knickknacks.
“Has Shirley ever met a craft sale or religious gift shop she didn’t like?” she asked.
“I don’t think so, no. I don’t really have much personal style, but if I did I’d have to admit this
wouldn’t be it. I wish I could have shown you my condo. Sure I bought it at the wrong time, but it
was so beautiful. It was in that building next to the post office—the Valencia. Do you know it?”
Theresa shook her head. “We’ll have to take a drive and go past it. Perhaps when we’re moving
you to my house?”
“Oh, Tee, it’s going to be a little bit. I’m hurting here. On the bright side, if I ever accrue
gambling debts and mob hitmen come to kneecap me, I’ll be used to pain.”
“Now that’s the scale for pain they should use in the hospital,” laughed Theresa. “None of this
one to ten shit. ‘Worse than a kneecapping, or better?’”
“Oh, Theresa,” said Fran impulsively. “You’re making me change my mind—I’ll get someone to
help me move. When can I come? Most of my stuff is already packed.”
“I need the rent money, woman, so the sooner the better. Consider Theresa’s Boardinghouse for
Indigent Women officially open.”
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Fall was definitely here, thought Fran, as she drank her coffee and looked appreciatively around
her at the Memorial Union terrace. The fall semester had begun and university students were
everywhere, studying at tables in the sun, relaxing by the lake, and effortlessly getting out to see and
be seen the way only college students can. It made her happy to see so many of them milling about
and starting their school year. She sighed contentedly.
Joe was taking a drink of his beer, but looked over the rim of the glass at her when she sighed.
“You okay?”
“Yeah,” she said, “It just makes me happy, being outside. Thanks for bringing me, Joe.”
He smiled at that himself, and she was glad to see it, although she thought his eyes looked tired.
He needed a haircut again, too. Although maybe he was too busy doing favors for the homebound
to pay proper attention to his personal grooming. When he’d called earlier to see if she wanted to
join him for a drink at the Union, she’d declined, as she was still on painkillers and wasn’t really
supposed to be drinking (or driving). But when he’d offered to drive out to the farm and pick her
up, she was feeling so antsy and jittery from not talking to anyone but her mother and brother for
the past two days that she’d agreed to let him. So here they sat, soaking up the early autumn’s lateafternoon sun and having their drinks. So far they’d been keeping their conversation subjects light,
and Fran had been able to pretend to herself that the image of Joe’s concerned eyes watching her at
Amy’s party hadn’t occurred to her mind an unsafe number of times in the past few days.
“My pleasure,” he said. “Who could sit inside today? I had some comp time coming, so I took
it.”

“And Kate?”
“Didn’t want to miss some meetings she had this afternoon.”
She didn’t know why she couldn’t stop asking Joe obsessively about Kate and her whereabouts
whenever she saw him. She couldn’t quite believe that Kate honestly didn’t mind Joe spending so
much time with her or Steve. It just proved, she thought, somewhat unhappily, how little Kate
considered her any kind of possible threat. And why should she? Joe was clearly in love with Kate,
and now Fran was clearly in love with Edward. She thought briefly about Edward and how she
should have waited until evening and then asked Edward to come get her if she’d really wanted to
go out, then brushed the thought away, irritated. Edward had been very attentive during the first few
days of her recovery, driving out to the farm almost every night and inviting her to stay at his place
over the weekend, but she hadn’t seen him as often this week. She’d call Edward tonight, but in the
meantime decided to continue her recuperation by giving Joe some grief about his willingness to
take off work in the middle of the day.
“So you didn’t want to get drunk at the Union, during the day, all alone?” she teased.
Joe took another long drink of his beer, and winked at her. “What,” he countered, “and feel old
all by myself? No thanks. That sort of thing might lead to a real drinking problem. What are these
kids, twelve?”
“Oh, Joe,” she laughed, “they’re not all that much younger than us.”
“I’d advise you to take a good look around,” he said, seriously this time. “Twenty-year-olds are
starting to look like preschoolers to me.”

Fran took a look around and found, although there were some faces with the beginnings of
lines, like hers and Joe’s, most of them were indeed disconcertingly young. She tore off a corner of
the Rice Krispie treat (a Union staple, huge and cheap; she’d survived on them when she’d gone to
school at Madison) she was eating and threw it at him. “You’re bringing me down, man.”
Joe blocked the missile before it landed in his beer and threw her a reproachful glance. “Don’t
get Rice Krispies in my beer, instigator,” he said, sternly. “And by the way, who comes to the Union
to get a terrible cup of coffee and a Rice Krispie treat?”
“Are you forgetting that I lived on these in school? Look at this thing. It’s the size of my head,
for two bucks. That’s good value.”
Joe rolled his eyes.
“And in case you’re forgetting why you had to drive out to Shirley’s lair, I’m on painkillers, and
it’s frowned upon to mix painkillers with alcohol. In medical circles, at least.”
Joe looked taken aback. “Oh, right, I’m sorry.” He paused and took another swallow of his beer.
Then he asked, leaning forward slightly, “How are you feeling?”
“Oh, Joe, let’s not talk about it, okay? I feel like too much of the world has now heard the story
regarding my female parts.”
“Whoa, whoa,” said Joe mockingly, holding up both hands and leaning back. “No one here
needs to hear about your female parts. I was asking more generally.”
“Oh,” said Fran, feeling foolish. “Sorry. It’s just that they’re sort of central to how I’m feeling.
I’m all right, just sore. Mainly I’m tired of Shirley telling me I need to get more active to feel better,
and Edward’s questions about said female parts.”

Joe looked appalled. “Why is Edward asking those questions?”
“Well, he is my boyfriend, Joe,” Fran said. Would she ever be able to say that to Joe without it
feeling slightly weird?
“Well, sure, but for like three months. Or is it more serious than I think?”
Fran took another sip of her coffee. Joe was right, it was terrible, both weak and bitter. But she
needed to buy a moment to figure out how to change the direction of this conversation. But she
didn’t know quite how to answer that question. Was it more serious than anyone thought? Edward
certainly seemed to be very solicitous about her health and the future trajectory of her continuing
treatment. She eventually answered the question the only way she knew how: honestly. “I guess we
wouldn’t still be together if it wasn’t serious.”
“That’s beautiful. You should write anniversary cards.”
“Maybe I will.”
For a while then they sat quietly, enjoying the sunshine and periodically waving away the
persistent hornets that always started buzzing around any food and beverages consumed outside
during Wisconsin autumns. For her part, Fran concentrated on eavesdropping on conversations
going on around her—she missed that from the coffee shop—and simply being outside. Joe drank
his beer and drummed his fingers absentmindedly on the table.
“Hey,” said Joe suddenly, “I just remembered I meant to tell you about Luke. Remember Luke?
From school?”
“Hutchinson?”
“Yup. Remember he and Jessica got married after we graduated?”

“I remember.” How could she forget? She and Joe had RSVP’d to go to that wedding together
the fall after they both graduated, but had broken up before it. They’d both gone, but hadn’t spoken,
which had made the whole affair awkward, to say the least.
“I talked to him last week—he’s living in Verona. Just him.”
“Where’s Jessica?”
“Still in Chicago. They’re getting divorced.”
“Oh, that’s terrible,” said Fran. She had never known Jessica very well, but she had really liked
Luke, who had first been a friend of Joe’s and had then become her friend as well. “How’s he
doing?”
“He’s all right, I think,” said Joe. “He seemed all right.”
Fran did the math on the dates for a minute. “Huh. About seven or eight years they were
married? Did someone get the seven-year itch?”
Joe took another swig of beer and thought about that for a minute. “We didn’t talk long—I ran
into him at Costco. I think Jessica was the driving force, though. I’ll hear more when we get
together.”
“Oh, poor Luke. Did they have kids?”
“I don’t think so,” said Joe. “I can’t see Luke living in a different city from his kids. Can you?”
“No, not really. I wonder, though. Say hi to him for me if you get together.”
“You could just come with us.”

She once again wondered how Kate and Edward, respectively, would feel about that kind of gettogether, and chose to let that go without a response. It didn’t matter; Joe was clearly still hung up
on the matter of the news he’d just imparted to her. He was still tapping on the table with his long
fingers, evidently deep in thought.
“Theresa’s just gotten divorced too,” Fran mused, out loud. “Maybe we should get them
together.”
“No,” said Joe, immediately. “Theresa’s too old for Luke.”
Fran hadn’t really been all that serious about introducing Luke to Theresa, but she didn’t know
that the idea needed to be dismissed out of hand that quickly. “She’s not that much older. If nothing
else, she’s a lot of fun.”
“Yeah, he could probably use some fun,” Joe relented. He thought some more. Then, almost to
himself, he went on. “It’ll take him a while, though. You don’t just get over someone you loved
enough to marry. That you did marry.”
Something in his voice made Fran go very still.
“At least you shouldn’t.”
He was talking so softly, and not looking at her as he did so, that Fran wondered if any deeper
meaning to his statement was occurring to him as it was to her. No, she decided. Any subtext she
was looking for was in her imagination. Nonetheless she had to sit quietly, and force herself to
breathe more evenly, before she could reply. And what she felt would be most helpful to Joe was
going to require all her energy, if she could get herself to say it at all.

“Maybe,” she said, slowly, and not looking at him either, “When he does get over her, he’ll find
someone who is better for him.”
Joe didn’t take his eyes off the lake that he was looking out over, but he shrugged his shoulders
in a way that indicated to her he had heard what she had said. For long moments they just sat, until
he seemed to square his shoulders and straighten almost imperceptibly in his chair. He took another
drink of his beer, and only then did his brown eyes seek out hers. “Maybe,” he said. He paused
again, and then said, in a rush, “Is that what you think you did for me?”
Fran was suddenly aware that she was deeply weary. She shouldn’t be sitting here with Joe, and
she definitely shouldn’t be venturing down this conversational road with him. Every part of her
ached and she suddenly did feel very old. She returned his unwavering look, as evenly as she could,
and tried to keep her tone noncommittal. “Maybe,” she said, re-using his answer.
Joe snorted, and turned his eyes away from hers to look back out over the lake. He drained his
beer, and set it on the table, and then sat silently, even his drumming fingers stilled, for a full minute.
Fran could feel her cheeks burning, so she was more than happy to let him just sit, especially if he
kept focusing on the lake instead of on her. “Well,” he finally said, softly, “I don’t know what you
meant to do, Franny. But I know what you did. You broke my heart.”
Fran’s own heart was pounding. She didn’t know what she could safely reply to that. Once again
she decided to answer with the truth. “You broke mine once too.”
Joe snapped his eyes away from the lake and looked at her, surprised. She looked steadily back at
him, but her neck and shoulders were tensed, and she thought it was probably getting time to get
back home and rest. Eventually he gave her a half-smile and nodded toward his empty beer cup.
“Evidently I can’t hold my liquor anymore,” he said. “One beer and I get all melodramatic.”

She was tired, but she still couldn’t resist that opening. “Well, you always were kind of a moody
bitch.”
He looked startled for a second, but only a second, and then he laughed. He hadn’t been
laughing a lot today, so she thrilled to hear it. She finally gave up on the idea that she would ever
give up trying to elicit that laugh, and felt so free suddenly that when her own laughter came
bubbling up out of her in response, she let it.
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Five minutes until she could sit down…five minutes until she could sit down…five minutes
until she could sit down…for the last hour, Fran had been propelling herself through her shift at
Beans with sheer will and by telling herself that she could sit down in five minutes. She’d been lying
to herself, evidently—this Friday was turning out to be one of the busier ones they’d had, and she’d
had to stay on her feet, pulling drinks, while Roberta took orders. Mercifully James was due in a few
minutes, and she’d pull rank to make him fulfill barista duties so she could go in back and work on
schedules. And sit down. It was becoming vitally important that she sit down. She prayed that James
wouldn’t be late.
He was, of course, but only by a few minutes. As soon as he slid in beside her, she let him start
taking orders, but didn’t feel she could, in all good conscience, leave him and Roberta alone until she
took a cleaning turn around the front room and started a load of dishes. Leaning slightly to protect
her tender right side, she slowly made her way around the store, putting dirtied dishes into the dish
tub at the front of the store and cleaning the vacant tables. When she was done, the bus tub was
groaning with cups, saucers, glasses, and plates, and the thought of lifting it made her want to cry.
She slipped back beside James at the espresso machine.
“James, I’m so sorry to ask,” she said, “but could you carry the bus tub from out front to the
dishwasher? I’ll take it from there.”
James looked up at her, smiling, but the smile dimmed when he noticed how pale she was. “Just
go sit down, boss,” he said, “After this order I’ll go get the tub and load the dishwasher myself.
Looks like you two have been busy.”

Being this weak was starting to infuriate Fran, but James was right; there weren’t any customers
waiting behind those whose order he was currently finishing. She didn’t have strength left to argue.
“Thanks, James, I’d really, really appreciate that. I’ll be doing schedules in back if you need
anything.”
She headed to the back of the store, deciding not to notice that Roberta and James exchanged
worried glances as she did so. It was only her second day back at work; she had to get stronger,
right? She squared her shoulders, trying to believe that she would only be getting better from here,
but all she really wanted to do was to lay down with her cheek on the cool backroom floor and die
quietly. Her side was killing her, and ibuprofen was turning out to be a pathetic alternative to
Percoset. Thinking about ibuprofen gave her a small boost; checking her watch, she saw it was
almost four hours since she had taken any. When she reached her desk, she’d get one out of her bag
and take it. The thought was enough to get her there.
The rest of her shift passed uneventfully. She’d been out for two whole weeks and had a lot to
catch up on. When she’d finished with the schedules for the coming month, she turned her attention
to the inventory and ordering sheets that Roberta had been filling out in her absence. She caught
quite a few errors—basic ones, mostly of addition and subtraction—and clucked her tongue.
Roberta was a rock, dependable as the day was long and the customers loved her, but she just wasn’t
detail-oriented enough for the ordering. Fran rather suspected she should have put Russell in charge
of anything having to do with numbers, but Roberta had offered and it was sometimes an easier job
to do as a morning and daytime worker; if you needed to call Victor with any questions or concerns,
he was usually the easiest to contact in the morning. It was too late to really do anything about it, but
Fran fixed the errors and faxed them through to Victor so he had copies of them if he needed them.
Before she left she would have to check the bean drawers and catering orders and make sure they

had enough beans to make it through the next few days before the next delivery. Concentrating on
something else, being off her feet, and taking the ibuprofen were all helping to dull her discomfort,
and time passed pleasantly enough. Roberta left not long after James had started, and Russell was
now out front with James. To compensate for their busy day, they appeared to be having a slower
than average evening. Fran decided to wander out and see how the boys were doing. Neither had
worked yesterday, her first day back, and she’d found herself missing them. A lovely bouquet of
flowers had been delivered to the farm three days after her surgery, with a card from Russell and the
rest of the shop’s employees, with a poem written by Russell: “This is Just to Say: I have eaten/the
candies/in the jar/by the register. And which/you were probably/saving for customers. Forgive
me/they were delicious/so free/without you here.” Fran still laughed when she thought of that, and
the P.S.: “With apologies to Bill Carlos Bills.”
When she joined them, Russell was standing in his usual hip-cocked, leaning-on-the-espresso machine pose, looking out the front window, while James was seated on the high counter opposite
the front counter and the register, next to the three carafes of coffee. Neither had seen her coming,
so when she said, “How’s tricks, boys?” James gave a guilty start. He knew she wasn’t overfond of
him sitting next to the carafes, but she wasn’t really in the mood to police his choice of seats tonight.
As he made a move to slide down, she waved her hand dismissively and said, “You’re there now,
just stay.”
He continued down, though, and leaned against the counter instead. “I’ll wash the carafes and
counter tonight, boss.”
Russell snorted. “Good lord, James, she just had laparoscopic surgery, she’s not dying.”
She had to stand up on her tiptoes to do it, but Fran lightly cuffed the back of Russell’s head.
“Quiet, you,” she said, “If James wants to clean the shop because he thinks I’m dying, let him think

I’m dying.” She took her own typical place, leaning against the back counter where James had been
sitting, but on the other side from him of the three coffee carafes that were lined up there.
“I don’t know,” James continued, mostly to Russell, “You should have seen her when I came in.
She was looking tired.”
“Hello, James,” said Fran, “I am standing right here, you know.”
Russell glanced over at her, and she was acutely aware that there probably were bags under her
eyes, as she hadn’t been sleeping very well lately. He looked at her more carefully, but then winked at
her. “You realize, James,” he said, “That our Fran has never been one for artfully making herself up
to attract the menfolk.”
“Thanks a lot,” said Fran, but she laughed and punched him lightly in the arm.
“I think she’s all right,” Russell continued, “She seems to have the energy to keep slapping me
around, she can’t be doing too badly.”
James sighed, loudly, as he often did when discussions weren’t going his way. “Russell, I’ve got
news for you, people find the energy to slap you around.”
“Enough, boys,” said Fran. “How’s everything been going the last few weeks?”
“Business, not bad,” said James. “Shop morale, low, without our fearless leader. Are you back
full-time now?”
Russell got in on the cuffing action by pushing himself out of his lean against the espresso
machine and lightly cuffing James on the shoulder. “Are you gunning for a raise, young man, or
what’s with all the kissing up?”

James and Russell, who Fran thought must have been toddler siblings in another life, were
shortly giving one another shoves in their respective shoulders and laughing. Normally this sort of
thing amused Fran, but from her history with four brothers, she also knew it was how things got
broken. She walked between the two to steam some milk for a hot chocolate; she was already too
wired on caffeine but she also felt the need for something sugary to give her enough energy to make
it to the end of the night. Luckily both James and Russell took her hint and stopped shoving one
another, but, horrible cynic that she was, she did wonder if James had a motive for his flattering
comments. There were still no customers to wait on, so James cleared his throat and threw a quick
glance Russell’s way before asking his next question.
“So is Edward taking good care of you through all this?”
Fran finished pouring her milk into the stainless-steel jug, and started to steam it. “Yes, he is,”
she said. “He stayed with me in the hospital, and he’s been good about visiting at the farm, or us just
hanging out at his house rather than going out.”
Now Russell coughed lightly and uncomfortably, which she barely heard over the whistle of the
steaming wand. By the time the milk was done, she removed it from underneath the wand and then
wiped the wand clean with the wet towel they kept there for that purpose. She looked suspiciously at
Russell. “Something you wanted to say, Russell?” she asked.
“Not really, but I think James does.”
James gave Russell one more shove and said, disgustedly, “Pussy.” Then, to Fran, he said,
“Okay, the big man here won’t say it, and doesn’t want me and John to say anything either,
particularly in light of your recovery…”

Fran was beginning to wonder if someone was embezzling or going to quit. Either thought
rather put her off her hot chocolate, so she set the jug of milk on the counter and paused in
preparing it. “Okay,” she said, putting her hands on her hips and giving James her full attention,
“Out with it, now.”
James lifted his head somewhat defiantly while Russell went back to staring out the window and
said, all in a rush, “We think you can do better than Edward.”
Fran laughed with relief and then grabbed a cup from its place on top of the espresso machine.
“Oh God, you two,” she laughed, as she set about putting a shot of chocolate syrup into the mug
and then pouring the milk in after it, “I thought you were going to tell me someone was stealing
from the till to support their heroin habit, the way you were acting. Is that all?”
“No,” said Russell, “He’s serious. He and John have been clucking over this like a pair of hens. I
told them I’d already talked to you a bit about it and you didn’t want to hear it.”
“What is wrong with Edward?”
“Well,” said James, somewhat crossly, “He never lets you make him a drink.”
“That’s what you lead with?” Russell demanded of James. And then, to Fran, he said, “I still
think a bigger problem is that he never laughs.”
“He does so, on both counts,” said Fran, finishing the concoction of her drink.
“He never does here,” countered James.
“Oh, honestly,” said Fran, stirring her drink and slowly, using her knees to bend down,
retrieving the can of whipping cream out of the fridge. “He’s just not a big coffee drinker. And also,
I don’t think Edward is here often enough for either of you to judge.”

Russell said, “He’s here quite a bit, actually, visiting you. And he smiles, but he never laughs.”
Fran completed her drink with a generous pfffttt… of cream from the can and returned the can,
carefully, to the fridge, to avoid pulling any of her still-sore abdomen muscles. “Well, guys, if those
are the most damning of your charges, I am duty bound to tell you I can’t take you seriously. And
might I remind you both that I am a rapidly aging barista with iffy health insurance, no home to call
my own, messy finances, and, as you put it yourself, Russell, an unwillingness to ‘paint up for the
menfolk.’ And, oh yeah, now with just the one ovary. If Edward’s lucky, what he has right now are
some nice friends of his own, warning him off me.”
“What is wrong with you?” said Russell, with (to her, anyway) surprising vehemence. “You think
you’re running out of options or something?”
“No,” said Fran, “But I am afraid Edward will wake up some morning and realize he has better
options.”
Russell said, softly, “You’ve never been this down on yourself. Are you like this lately because
you had to move home?”
Just then a customer came in and Fran made a move forward to wait on her. James, who had
been watching the exchange between her and Russell with interest, held his hand up, indicating that
she should stop, and then hopped down from the counter himself to go take care of the customer. It
was just as well—it was one of the perpetual number of college students who frequented Beans
mainly because she had a crush on him.
Fran had a sip of her drink and enjoyed its comforting warmth all the way into her stomach. “I
don’t know, Russell,” she said. “I do feel…not myself, this summer. Unsettled.”

James had taken the order and had to get between them to make an espresso. Accordingly they
moved a bit further down the counter, to where they normally weighed out and sold the bulk coffee
beans.
“Let me ask you this,” said Russell. “Do you think any of this has to do with Joe coming back?”
She was ready to answer, indignantly, that of course it didn’t, but she stopped herself. She might
never admit it to her mother, or even to Steve or any other of her brothers, but the very fact that he
had asked the question indicated that Russell probably knew her as well as anyone. There wasn’t
really any use denying it—when she stopped to allow herself to think about it, she really did feel that
the biggest disruption to her summer had not been moving back home, or meeting Edward, or even
the surgery she had just been through. It had been the moment when she looked over the counter
and saw Joe Matthews standing in front of her. Or perhaps it had been the moment when she saw
Kate, perfect blonde friendly outgoing Kate, standing next to him. She thought about hanging out
with Joe all summer, feeling like she had a best friend to talk to again, but being afraid to call him at
home and disrupt his real life with Kate. She thought of Edward’s very good looks and his
politeness, his solicitousness for her health, and her feeling, the one she had been trying very hard to
ignore since she had gotten over the initial thrill of their physical attraction, that on some more basic
level they just weren’t getting what was great about one another, and that their personalities would
only start to clash more if they stayed together. She sighed.
“Yeah, Russell,” she admitted, “It might have to do with Joe.” She thought for yet another
moment. “Ending the summer with a surgery probably hasn’t done me any favors either.”
Russell simply raised one eyebrow at her.
She laughed. “Okay, Sherlock. Mainly Joe. Are you happy now?”

“Well, boss,” he said affectionately, “the first step is always admitting you have a problem. Now
go sit down before you fall down, James and I will man the front.”
“Literally,” said Fran, and smiled at Russell’s answering groan and eye-roll. And then she headed
to her office, to do as she was told.
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Fran was sitting in the waiting area of the Walgreens pharmacy down the street from Beans,
hoping to hear her name announced so she could collect her prescription and get out of there. She
was sorry that the older gentleman standing in the waiting area with her obviously had a bad cold, or
the flu, or something, but listening to his wet chest cough was starting to get to her. She didn’t really
need to shop for anything else, but she also didn’t need to get the flu, so she decided to wander the
aisles a bit while she waited.
It didn’t help her mood that she was picking up a prescription ointment for what her mother
would have euphemistically called “her lower parts.” (“Shirley,” Fran fantasized about sitting her
mother down and saying, “The words are vagina. Labia. Clitoris. Repeat after me.”) She’d just been
to her doctor and received another shot in the series designed to keep her in menopause for another
month. Maybe I’ll tell Russell all about that next, she thought, as long as he thought he was so smart.
What sage advice would he have for a woman going through menopause at age 30? She chuckled to
herself, wondering what he’d come up with, and took a blind turn down the next aisle, where she
almost ran into a woman who was studying the shelves in front of her. She tried to catch the
stranger’s eye to nod and apologize for almost tripping over her, when she saw the blonde hair and
crisply perfect outfit (how could the woman look so good even under the cruel fluorescent lights of
Walgreens?) and realized it was Kate.
“Kate,” she said, surprised, “Hi.”
As Kate dropped the box she’d been holding onto the shelf and turned to see who was talking
to her, Fran was surprised to see her expression was one of annoyance. She replaced it, quickly, with

a friendly smile, but Fran still felt a bit uncomfortable, as though she were intruding. “Hi, Fran, how
are you?” Kate asked. “ I heard about your surgery—I’m so sorry.”
Just then Fran heard her name called over the loudspeaker, and thought she had never been so
glad to hear the pharmacist’s somewhat nasal voice before. “I’m doing fine, thank you. Edward’s
been so helpful—too helpful, almost, he wants to go to all my follow-up appointments with me, but
I keep telling him, really, there’s no need.” She could feel herself babbling, and she had no idea why
on earth she had brought Edward up, but Kate was regarding her more sympathetically now,
especially after she had heard her name called over the loudspeaker.
“Well, good, Fran. Joe told me you guys went to the Union last week and you were still on
painkillers.”
“Yeah, he was really nice to come out to the farm and pick me up. I’m off the painkillers now so
I shouldn’t need any more taxi services.”
“Well, good,” said Kate, again. She seemed to be somewhat at a loss for anything further to say.
Fran was so glad she had a reason to end this conversation and get away.
“Well, they’re calling my name, I better go,” said Fran, beginning to back away. “Nice to see
you.” If she could just make it back a few more steps, she could turn and get out of there. As she
was backing away, however, Kate seemed to snap out of her own preoccupation and followed her
slightly. She seemed to be deciding whether or not to say something, and eventually must have
decided she should.
“Fran, if you talk to Joe this week, you don’t have to mention we saw each other here.” Her face
was turning slightly red, and Fran could see that making this request was making her uncomfortable.
She decided absolute honesty might be best for putting her at ease.

“Kate, I’m here to pick up medicine for a decidedly feminine problem. So if you think I’m telling
anyone that I was here this week, you’re very, very wrong.”
This brought a more genuine smile from Kate than Fran had seen yet today. “Thanks, Fran. And
good luck with the medicine.”
“Bye now,” said Fran, finally able to turn and make her own escape back to the pharmacy. She
hoped she could talk to the pharmacist, pay, and make it out of the store before her own tumultuous
emotions got the better of her, because she was worried she was going to burst into tears.
The box Kate had been studying had been a pregnancy test.
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“So you really think this is a good idea?” Edward asked Fran.
Fran looked around her. They were in her room at her mother’s house, packing up the few
things she’d unpacked just a few months previously, primarily clothes, shoes, and books. “Well,”
said Fran, “Theresa offered, and is offering me cheap rent, and with winter coming it’ll be so nice to
be back in town again.”
Edward looked confused for a moment, and then smiled. “No, I meant, do you think it’s the
best idea to take all this small stuff first, and then get your bigger stuff out of storage?”
“Oh.” Periodically Fran forgot that she was dealing with Edward’s (wonderfully predictable, in
some ways) straightforward mind. He wasn’t really given to a lot of introversion, or frequent
discussion of emotional or lifestyle issues, so his question made much more sense after he explained
it. “Well, that probably would be more logical, but I need Steve and his truck for the bigger stuff,
and the only day this week he was available was Sunday.”
“You don’t just want to wait until Sunday to start?”
Fran wondered a bit whether Edward ever listened while she told him the many ways Shirley
continued to irritate her. She was a bit sick of telling the stories, so she could only assume he was
tired of hearing them. Then again, if he wasn’t paying any attention to them at all, it would explain
why he wasn’t complaining about her complaining. “No, I really want to get settled with Theresa.
Thanks for helping me today, by the way.”
Edward reached over to rub her back lightly; they were both sitting on different sides of her bed,
packing books into boxes. “You’re welcome. How are you feeling?”

Fran rubbed her side where she still had some soreness from her incision, and also, she guessed,
from whatever knife work the surgeon had performed on that now (ovary-less) side. “Still a bit
tender. But better. A lot better. Thanks for asking.”
“You’re welcome.” He went back to taking books from a stack on his end of the bed and
putting them into the box. “Is your mother aware there is a gentleman caller in your room?”
Fran laughed. It was as much from relief as actual mirth; sometimes she caught herself thinking
about what James and Russell had said at the coffee shop, and it was at those times that she
wondered if Edward really did have much of a sense of humor. But then, like today, he would come
out with a phrase like “gentleman caller” and totally redeem himself. “Shirley is off visiting her sister,
and so is not available to chaperone. But I told her you were coming today and she approved. She
has also noted that more young people need good manners like yours.” Of course Shirley had also
mentioned it was a crying shame that Edward was a Methodist, but Fran didn’t feel it necessary to
share this review with him just now. Edward actually blushed about his “good manners,” which
made Fran smile. He was also looking particularly cute (and casual, for a change) today, in jeans and
a black hoodie featuring his company’s logo. This gave her a slight chuckle; even casual Edward was
still corporate-branded Edward.
“Seriously,” Fran said, moving around the side of the bed to be closer to him, and laying her
head on his shoulder. “Thanks for helping me today, gentleman caller.” She reached up to kiss him,
lightly, on the smooth, warm skin of his upper neck, in a spot right below his ear that she happened
to know he was particularly fond of.
He turned to look down at her, gave her a soft return kiss on the cheek, and then gave her a hug
with one arm and continued on with packing books. It was vintage Edward—very polite—but
definitely a rebuff. She couldn’t help but feel the tiniest bit hurt. He actually had been more

physically tentative with her since her operation—she wondered if he was afraid of hurting her. As if
he sensed the direction of her thoughts he asked, “How are the shots going?”
“The Lupron?”
“Is that what it’s called? The menopause stuff.”
She could have sworn there was definite distaste in the way he said the word, which also took
her by surprise. She hadn’t known he was that bothered by it, and it was really nothing she could
help, after all. “Wow,” she said, moving slightly farther away from him, “Nothing kills the sexy
alone-in-my-girlhood-bedroom-with-my-boyfriend vibe like talk of menopause.”
Edward stopped paying all his attention to the packing box and her books, finally, and reached
over to take her hand again. “I’m sorry. I’m just concerned.”
Fran smiled. “I know. The shots are fine, I think. I’ve started getting the hot flashes though. Let
me tell you, middle-aged women who are always cranky? Mystery solved.”
“Are they that bad?”
“Well, it’s not the discomfort as much as it is that they wake you up at night a lot, which gets to
be way more annoying than it sounds.”
“Good to know. I’ll be much nicer to middle-aged ladies.”
“I mean it,” said Fran, “Thanks for asking. Shirley thinks it’s unnatural and won’t talk about it,
and who else am I supposed to talk to? Steve?”
Edward chuckled at that thought. “I can just hear him turning up the ESPN the minute you
bring this up.”

“He visited the day after I came home and opened with, ‘Hey, Franny, sorry about your stuff.’ It
was a good heart-to-heart.”
Edward smiled at that, but continued to look, in her opinion, somewhat uncomfortable.
“Is everything okay at work?” she asked.
At this he looked surprised. “Yeah, fine, why do you ask?”
“No reason. You just seem a bit distracted about something.”
“Everything’s fine,” he said, with perhaps more force than was necessary. “What’s up next for
packing?”
She decided to let it go. In the past few days she’d found herself feeling much more relaxed
about Edward. She didn’t know that she loved him, but she certainly enjoyed being with him, and
his lack of self-reflection was actually one of his foremost charms. If he had something he wanted to
say to her, she felt, he wouldn’t dwell on it; he would just say it. Eventually.
She looked around her. She’d really moved very little to her mother’s in the spring; all of her
larger furniture and kitchen equipment had been left in a storage unit a friend had sublet to her.
“Let’s call it a day here and just take a load of clothes over to Theresa’s,” she suggested. “If you
want, I can drop you off home afterwards, we could hang out a while there?”
“Okay,” he said, “Put me to work.”
“And that reminds me,” she added, “Were you up for doing anything Friday night? Amy
mentioned maybe a movie? She thought she and Greg could find a sitter for Elena.”

The slight vagueness Fran thought she’d discerned in his attitude earlier emerged again. “Friday
night? I can’t, sorry. Because I took off this afternoon I thought of staying late Friday to catch up a
bit.”
“Oh,” she said, somewhat surprised. She was spoiled; he very rarely turned down any plans she
made, and now she also felt a bit guilty about asking for his help with the move. “No problem.
Maybe Saturday night?”
“We’ll plan something,” he promised, and then turned away from her quickly. “I’m pumped
about this clothing plan. That means I get to leave the boxes of books for Steve to carry, right?”
“My hero,” laughed Fran.
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Edward was indeed working late the following Friday night, and Amy and Greg hadn’t found a
sitter for Elena, so Fran had no choice but to give up on seeing a movie. So when her mother
suggested to her that they call Paul and Laura (and their new baby), and Steve, to see if everyone
wanted to come over for a family dinner, Fran jumped at the idea, as it seemed infinitely better than
another night of her and her mother chewing silently and then watching “Wheel of Fortune” while
they did the dishes. Laura had had her baby three weeks previously, shortly after Fran had had her
own surgery, and all of the aunts’ horror stories and predictions notwithstanding, everything had
reportedly gone very well. One of Fran’s first outings during her recovery had been to stop by their
house in the week after they were just home from the hospital, bearing two casseroles from Shirley
and a batch of cookies that Fran had made herself. So Fran had already met the baby, but she was
looking forward to seeing her again. Being the youngest in her family, Fran had very little experience
with babies. She had been a bit nervous holding little Henrietta (“who names a baby something like
Henrietta?” her mother had sighed, to Fran, who thought it might be a gambit on the part of Paul
and Laura to distract her mother from worrying about the baby’s eternal non-Catholic soul), but the
baby had actually fallen asleep on Fran’s shoulder, which had been much nicer than she’d imagined
it might be. She looked forward to holding her again tonight.
Her mother planned to make a beef roast, so there wasn’t much for Fran to do other than offer
to peel the potatoes and cut up some pears for her mother to bake into a küchen (a German fruit
cake that just happened to be Paul’s favorite). She had worked the early shift at the coffee shop, so
although she was tired, she felt she should help out in the kitchen. Watching her mother prepare a
cucumber salad and slice tomatoes from the garden, Fran had to admit that her mother never stinted
on the food. Fran appreciated this the way that only a woman who truly loves food but isn’t overly

interested in cooking it herself could. Tonight they seemed to be having a downright companionable
time, working together on the supper and listening to a Marty Robbins CD (her mother’s knowledge
of country music and its artists didn’t go beyond the year 1980). Fran would only admit to doing so
under duress, but she was enjoying the music as well. She also thought that perhaps all the old
grudges and tensions between them had relaxed somewhat since they both knew that Fran was
moving out soon.
“So no Edward tonight?” her mother asked, suddenly, as she poured the vinegar over the
cucumber salad.
I knew the quiet was too good to last, thought Fran. Without stopping her potato peeling, and
without looking up, she answered, “Nope—he’s working late tonight.”
“He really seems like a very nice boy,” her mother opined.
Fran didn’t really know where this was heading, but, as per usual, went on the defensive. “He’s
not Catholic, you know.”
“Well, you don’t have to say it like it makes you happy.”
“Well, maybe it does.”
“Oh you, now you’re just trying to get a rise out of me.” Meanwhile, Marty sang, ‘Down in the
West Texas town of El Paso…’ and Fran remained quiet, certain Shirley was just warming to her
topic.
“Would he convert, do you think?”
“Mom,” she said, trying for a warning tone.

“What?” said Shirley, with frustration. “A mother has the right to ask these things, you know.”
“I don’t know, Mom. I’m not really in a position to care or to ask about his religion. We’re just
dating here.”
“Oh, is this dating going to end like your other dating?” her mother asked, getting more snide by
the moment. Evidently their period of détente was already over.
Fran was starting to wish she wasn’t holding a knife—it was too tempting. Struggling to keep her
voice even, she asked, “And what other dating would that be, Mother?”
“The kind where you lead a good boy on for years and years and then you won’t marry him.”
Marty’s song was just soaring into its conclusion, which provided a dramatic backdrop as Fran
slammed her knife down on the counter. “Jesus, Mom, are you ever going to get over it? Maybe just
once you could consider your own daughter’s side, rather than taking Joe’s?”
Her mother had turned to her and replied with equal vehemence. “Maybe I could, ‘just once,’”
she snapped, “if you would ever ‘just once’ tell me what really happened.”
“I did tell you. I was twenty-two—I wasn’t ready to get married. And it wasn’t me who made
the decision that it was either get married or break up, you know, that was your golden boy. And,
might I add, it was that same golden Catholic boy who always wanted to have sex, even when I
wasn’t ready. Maybe I didn’t ever tell you that. I should have.”
“Baby shower, the sequel,” said a dry voice from the doorway. Fran stopped mid-rant and
turned to find her brother Paul entering the kitchen. Her mother, whose mouth had been hanging
open during Fran’s tirade, closed it and went to the oven, ostensibly to check on the roast. Fran took
a deep breath, wiped her forehead with the back of one arm (Fran couldn’t tell if she was having a

hot flash, or if she was just pissed—maybe a little of both, she figured), and picked her paring knife
back up.
When neither his mother nor his sister said a word to him, Paul continued to try and bring some
levity to the room. When Fran started attacking another potato, he joined her at the counter and
said, quietly, “Whoa there, don’t slip with the knife and do more surgery on yourself, Zorro.”
Fran continued to try and calm her breathing but couldn’t let that pass. “Zorro uses swords, not
paring knives, idiot. Please tell me Laura did not just hear yet another fight. Where is she?”
“She’s bringing Etta in, but she’s struggling with popping the car seat out of its base.”
“Chivalrous—what are you doing in here then?”
“God, everyone’s a critic. I was trying to help her and she snapped that I should just go open the
door. So here I am, opening doors and being surrounded by cranky women.”
“Okay, okay, well, it worked out,” Fran said. “Laura doesn’t need to hear any more of my
outbursts.”
Just then Laura stepped into the room, her cheeks pink from the biting fall wind and exertion.
She was carrying Etta, who was bundled up and still strapped in her car seat. “Ooh, an outburst,”
she said, overhearing Fran. “An outburst from an adult. Fascinating. What was the outburst?”
As soon as she heard Laura’s voice, Fran’s mother turned from the stove and bustled over to
take the baby out of her carrier. “Hello, Laura, just me and Fran going over ancient history,” she
said, and then, to the baby, while she deftly undid her car seat straps, “Hello, Tootsie!” She soon had
Etta released and was holding her with the practiced arm of a doting grandmother.

“Don’t get too attached,” said Laura, not unkindly, while she set the carrier on the floor. “I’ve
got to feed her before dinner.”
“I’ll give her right back,” said Shirley, somewhat dreamily, as she headed to the living room to sit
down in the rocker. Laura rolled her eyes good-naturedly at Fran and Paul, and then crossed the
room to take the bowl out of Paul’s hands that Fran hadn’t noticed he was holding. When released
from his burden, Paul followed their mother into the living room, and Laura took the opportunity to
set the bowl on the table and then take a seat, still wearing her jacket. As she sat, Fran moved to take
the plastic wrap off the top of the bowl.
Laura laughed. “I know, it’s just a fruit salad, but honest to God, it was all I had the energy to
make today.”
Fran hadn’t thought anything about the salad other than wondering if she should get out some
separate little bowls for when it was served. “I couldn’t care less, Laura. You didn’t need to bring
anything—I should have told you that. We know you’ve got your hands full right now.” As she was
talking, she was moving back towards the counter. “I’ve got to finish these few potatoes. But do you
want something to drink?”
“Martini, please,” said Laura promptly, and then laughed. “No thanks, Fran. If I need something
I’ll get it. Carry on.”
Fran went back to peeling potatoes but was still distracted by her conversation with her mother.
She also sensed that Laura was not done talking, so she tried to keep up some kind of conversation.
“So, three weeks in, how are you feeling?”
Laura surprised her by putting her head down on the kitchen table.

“That good, huh?” asked Fran. She decided she’d peeled enough potatoes and went to the sink
to rinse them and fill the pot with water. After setting it on the burner and covering it, she turned to
join Laura at the table. “Hey,” she said, reaching across from her seat to touch Laura on the
forearm, “Is everything okay? Are you feeling all right?”
“Oh, Fran,” said Laura, which was slightly muffled by the tablecloth she was talking into, “I’m
fine. But I’m so tired. I was all prepared for the birth to be hell but nobody said anything about the
massive sleep deprivation after.” There was a bit of silence, and then she added, “Well, they do of
course, but you think, how bad canit be? I’ll get a little tired.”
“I take it Baby Girl isn’t sleeping through the night yet.”
Laura lifted her head up and Fran could see definite bleariness in her eyes. “Oh, it’s way too
early for that. But maybe like three hours in a row sometime? And feeding…”
This was not really Fran’s area of expertise, so she just sat quietly while Laura trailed off and put
her head back on her arms on the table in front of her. She was just trying to think what would be
suitably comforting and uplifting to say, when a querulous wail arose from the other room. Laura’s
head snapped up, and she gave Fran a tired smile. “You see? She’ll start to be real lively now…I
think she’s still got her days and nights mixed up.” Catching Fran’s look of sympathy, she smiled
back and said, “Don’t listen to me. I’m really glad she’s finally here. I’m just a little tired.” She stood,
slowly, looking distracted, and then suddenly seemed to notice she was still wearing her jacket.
Suddenly an idea occurred to Fran.
“You know, Laura, I have some mornings off this next week. Would you like me to pop over
and sit with Etta for a bit so you could sleep? I could even come over before Paul left for work, and
that way you could keep sleep in, if that would help you put a few more hours together.”

Laura smiled at her, gratefully, but said, “Oh, Fran, I couldn’t ask you to do that.”
“Well, technically,” Fran replied, with a smile of her own, “You’re not asking. And it wouldn’t
be for long. Maybe just a few times to get you over this first little bit. I wouldn’t mind holding the
baby a little more.”
“Well,” said Laura, shaking her head, “I won’t pretend that sleeping in a bit doesn’t sound
absolutely heavenly. Maybe sometime next week?”
“I’ll call Paul and line it up,” Fran promised.
“Oh, Fran,” said Laura, “That’s just so nice.” Just then another wail arose from the living room,
and Laura tossed her jacket into the baby’s carrier. She threw a quick “thank you,” over her
shoulder, and then she was gone into the other room, leaving Fran to sit at the kitchen table,
drumming her fingers and waiting for the potato kettle to boil so she could turn it down. While she
sat she thought about watching Etta, but she also thought about Kate and her pregnancy test, and
she wondered what Joe knew. She hadn’t talked to or seen him since bumping into Kate at
Walgreens.
Eventually Shirley wandered back into the room (the crying had also stopped; Laura and the
baby must have gotten down to feeding pretty quickly), and without saying anything to Fran, went to
the sink to start cutting up green beans for the meal. Fran got up to put the bread on the table, and
when the potato kettle lid started shaking and tinging as the potatoes within boiled, she turned down
the burner. She thought, I hope Laura and her daughter get along some day. The thought put her in
the mood to wave a tiny white flag.
“I’ll bet you didn’t get to hold Etta enough.”

“I’ll hold her more after supper. I gather she’s keeping Laura and Paul up at night, but when
she’s here I can always get her to sleep.”
“Maybe they’ll take you home with them.”
Her mother shrugged her shoulders. “Fat chance. Nobody wants an old lady around.”
Fran began to set the table, and went to the fridge to get the milk out. She was surprised when
her mother spoke again, quietly.
“I was nineteen when I got married. And I was happy to get married. I wanted to have babies
right away. I forget that everyone does these things when they’re a little older, these days.”
Fran could recognize when an answering white flag was being waved in her direction. She too,
spoke quietly. “I was a really young twenty-two, Ma. I’m catching up—now I feel like an old thirty.”
“Oh, well, an old thirty is probably still better than an immature forty,” replied her pragmatic
mother.
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Fran had just gotten herself a cup of coffee and sat down in the back room to look over the past
month’s bakery orders and inventory when Roberta came striding in through the beads.
“Hey, doll, you’re not scheduled today, are you?” Fran asked.
Roberta hung her jacket on the wall hooks and came back by Fran to take a seat in the chair
Fran kept by the side of her desk in case any employees needed to chat about anything. “No, but I
haven’t been on with you much lately and I wondered how you’ve been doing.”
This struck Fran as a little odd. She and Roberta had a good working relationship and friendship,
but due to the differences in their ages and interests they didn’t often get together outside of work,
or hang out with one another when they weren’t working together. But there Roberta sat, placidly,
so Fran decided just to play along.
“I’m good. Is there anything in particular you were wondering about? Do you want a cup of
coffee or something while you’re here? Or a cinnamon bun? I’m just doing the numbers on the
bakery and our cinnamon buns don’t move.”
“They’re too expensive for the college students, and too messy for people using computers,”
said Roberta offhandedly, making Fran pause with surprise and check her spreadsheet of numbers
again. You should always ask the frontline staff, she thought; the buns were a dollar higher than
everything else they sold and Roberta’s reason could certainly explain their stagnant sales.
“Hmm, thanks, Roberta. Any ideas on what we should be stocking instead?”
“Now, Fran, I did not come in on Saturday to be sidelined into work talk.”

Amused that Roberta had broken out what Fran called her “Mom Tone” (Roberta had four kids
and Fran could just imagine them snapping to attention when Roberta spoke to them this way), she
leaned back playfully in her chair. “Well, then, do tell why you DID stop in on a Saturday. I can only
imagine Mr. Roberta and all the Roberta Jr.’s are missing your company, so let’s get to it.”
“Well, miss, two of the Jr.’s are in college, which you well know, and the last two are teenagers
who don’t go anywhere with me because I embarrass them. But that is neither here nor there. What
I want to know is, how are you feeling?”
Fran leaned forward to grab her coffee and took a sip. “I’m doing a lot better, although now,
ironically, I’m hungry for a cinnamon bun. Why?”
“I just like to look out for you. I know you work in a coffee shop, but your eating and drinking
habits could be a lot better.”
“I do fine. I need to add some vegetables to the mix, I’ll admit, but I’ll work on it.”
“And the menopause?”
“Well, that’s interesting. Let me ask you: is there anything to be done for hot flashes? Particularly
the ones that wake you up? Those are the ones killing me.”
“I never found much that helped, although the doctors wanted to put me on hormone
replacement therapy. That wouldn’t work for you—isn’t the hormone what they’re trying to keep
you away from? My niece has endometriosis and she’s been through this, too.”
“How’s she doing with it?”
“Just fine—she’s actually expecting and is due in a couple of months.”

“Huh,” Fran replied, “That’s good to know. I’ve got about four months left, so I’ll just enjoy the
hot flashes as free heating as the weather gets colder.”
“Do your doctors think you’ll be able to have children, eventually?”
This seemed to be veering into the too-personal, but once you’ve told people you’re in artificially
induced menopause, Fran supposed, you’ve rather waived the right to much privacy. “There might
be some challenges, but everyone seems to be making positive noises in that direction. Whether or
not I can secure the necessary male half of the equation, though, is still a wild card.”
“Well, there’s Edward.”
“Well, maybe, Roberta, but Edward’s no sure thing. We haven’t been going out very long.”
“Perhaps you should make an effort to let him know marriage and children a priority for you.”
One of Fran’s favorite things about Roberta was that she had always been a somewhat
comforting mother figure without actually making upon her a mother’s demands. This conversation,
however, was starting to veer disturbingly into Shirley territory. “Okay, noted. But I kind of think
finding the right partner and friend is a greater priority to me than just generic ‘marriage’ and ‘kids.’”
“Don’t you think Edward could be a good partner?”
“Roberta, I know you introduced us, but is there something I should know? Have you placed a
bet somewhere on us getting together? ”
Roberta shrugged. “I just think he’s a nice boy, that’s all. Can’t I hope for you to settle down
with a nice boy?” Here she reached forward and patted Fran on the shoulder in a familiar gesture.

Fran laughed. “Oh, Roberta, you’re a sweetie. It’s very nice of you to hope that. But I have it on
good authority that women can survive even without getting married. Maybe I’ll get a few cats.”
Roberta stood and went to retrieve her coat. “Well, now I can’t say I didn’t try. I can go to the
Farmers’ Market with a clear conscience.”
“Oh, is that what you’re out doing? Going downtown?”
“Yes, I felt like a morning out.”
“Speaking of marriage, where’s Mr. Roberta?”
“Sleeping in. I asked him to go and he said, ‘If you think I’m getting up at seven in the morning
to go fondle squash with you you’re very much mistaken.’”
Fran laughed again. “And you’re still trying to tell me that marriage should be the big goal?”
Roberta tweaked her elbow on her way out. “Maybe I’m hopeful you can find a more helpful
Mr. Fran. Goodbye, dear.”
For a short time after Roberta left Fran continued to lean back in her chair, sipping her coffee
and considering. She briefly wondered how working late had gone for Edward last night, but then
her mind turned inexorably toward Joe and Kate and Kate’s drugstore shopping. She hadn’t heard
from Joe in a week. Were the two of them snuggled together in bed right now, happily looking
forward to starting a family of their own? She knew it shouldn’t, but the image made her feel
decidedly cranky, so she made herself banish it, and then sat up straight, moving back in closer to
her desk and setting her coffee down with a business-like thunk. She wanted to give some thought
to what bakery they could offer instead of the buns, and to review a few of the other numbers.

It was not to be, however—just then Olivia, another college student Fran had hired fairly
recently to cover some shorter shifts, poked her head in through the beads and said, in her soft,
ever-questioning voice, “Fran? There’s someone here named Amy who’s asked to see you?”
Fran blushed to realize she was thinking of Joe while his sister wandered around in the shop. But
she and Amy had been talking regularly all summer, especially since the party, so it wasn’t exactly a
surprise to have her drop in.
“Send her back, Olivia, thanks. You doing okay up there? You can holler back if you need help,
okay?”
“It’s been steady but not busy. I’ll be all right, I think?” And with that she was gone back out to
the front of the store. Moments later Amy came through the beads, nearly tripping over Fran where
she still sat at her desk.
“Franny! Get a cell phone already, will you? I just tried you at home and your mom said you
were here. Why does she always sound so angry?”
Fran sighed. “Well, it’s kind of her default mode, especially when she’s answering calls for me.”
It occurred to Fran, suddenly, while she looked over her messier-than-usual desk, that the cramped
back room might not be very comfortable for a chat. “You want something to drink? We could sit
out front; that way I could keep a better eye on Olivia and help her if she needs.”
“Oh,” said Amy, looking with great interest around the room. “I thought maybe you could show
me where the managerial magic happens. But we can sit out front, too.”
Fran picked up her coffee cup, rose and sidled by Amy to lead the way out to the front. She
asked over her shoulder, “I might top off my coffee. Do you want something to drink?”

Amy nodded, and said, “I can always use some caffeine. What’s a small coffee?”
“On the house, is what it is, Amy. Dark or light roast, or decaf?”
“Oh, dark, please, thanks. Should I sit anywhere?”
“Please do, I’ll be right there,” said Fran, and then headed up front to add a fresh jolt of hot
coffee to her cup and to get one for Amy. Olivia was wiping down the espresso machine, which
warmed Fran’s heart to its very core. Olivia had been one of her more questionable hires; after she’d
started, she’d had a disturbing habit of preferring to stand, looking out the window, when there were
no customers. She also had the habit Fran had been noticing in a lot more college-aged women,
where everything she said seemed to end in a question mark. But after a lot of shifts with Fran and
John, she was beginning to see for herself jobs that needed doing , rather than waiting for Fran to
point them out to her. “Thanks for doing that, Olivia, it looks good and the wand steams a lot better
when it’s really clean.”
Olivia smiled back at her. “You’re welcome?”
“I’ll just be at a table with Amy for a moment if you need anything, okay?”
“Sure.”
Carefully balancing their coffees, Fran walked out from behind the counter to join Amy at the
small table she’d chosen right next to it. She set one down in front of her, and said, “Well, I’m a
terrible coffee shop employee. I forgot to ask if you want cream or sugar or both?”
Amy smiled up at her; she was busy taking off her coat and purse so she could sling them on the
back of her chair. “I take it black, Fran. Just sit down already, you’re freaking me out waiting on me,
particularly since I’m freeloading.”

Fran laughed and sat down in the chair across from her. “What are you out doing this morning?
No hubby? No Amy Jr.?”
Amy wrapped both her hands around the coffee mug and lifted it reverentially to her nose,
inhaling deeply before taking a sip. After she did, she let out a deeply contented “Ahhh…that hits
the spot.”
Fran laughed again. “I’ll give you this—you make me feel good about my career. Didn’t you
have any coffee yet this morning?”
“No, I knew I’d be stopping, and this is way better coffee than I can make.”
“So what does bring you out?”
Amy took another appreciative sip and then set her cup down. She looked seriously across the
table at Fran, and said, “Have you heard from Joe lately?”
Hoping her face wasn’t revealing anything, she kept her answer simple and truthful. “No, I
haven’t. I thought I’d email him today and see how he’s doing. Is everything okay?”
“I don’t think so,” said Amy. “He’s moving out of his and Kate’s place.”
Fran’s stomach did a queer little leap, and she waited for that to subside before commenting. She
opened her mouth, thought about Kate in Walgreens, and wondered what this could mean. She shut
her mouth again, not really knowing how to respond or if she even trusted herself to.
“Exactly,” said Amy, taking another sip of her coffee.
“You’re very calm,” said Fran.

“Well, I heard about it yesterday, so I’ve had time to digest. I don’t know what’s going on,
though. I thought that’s where you could help me—he’s moving in with Steve.”
Fran’s mouth dropped open in surprise yet again, but this time at least she could get herself to
eventually form a sentence. “Steve? My brother Steve?”
“Steve your brother Steve,” confirmed Amy.
“Well, that’s weird,” said Fran.
“I certainly thought so. Have you talked to Steve?”
Fran thought back to when her last conversation with Steve had been. “No, not
since…Wednesday, I think. Actually, I’m supposed to be using him and his truck to move my big
stuff tomorrow.”
“Hmm,” said Amy. “I wonder what’s up. I suppose I could just call and ask Kate what’s going
on but that seems a little awkward.”
Fran was having difficulty working out if there was anything she could tell Amy about what she
had seen Kate shopping for, but since she had given Kate her word that she wouldn’t say anything
to anyone, she didn’t think that would be right. The one good thing about acting dumb, she thought
ruefully, was that she never really had to do much acting. “How did you find out about it?”
“He called yesterday to tell me just to reach him on his cell the next few days, and when I asked
him why, he said he and Kate were working through some difficulties and he was going to be staying
with Steve for a while.”

Fran’s stomach made another strange little heave, which she didn’t even try to interpret. “Well,
that doesn’t sound like he’s moving out. That just sounds like, you know…they’re working through
some difficulties.”
“Possibly,” Amy said, giving her a thoughtful look. “But it had more of a tone of finality than
that.”
“I’m really sorry I don’t know anything,” said Fran, finally taking a drink of her now rapidly
cooling coffee. “If I can get anything out of Steve tomorrow, do you want me to call you?”
“Sure, if you think of it,” said Amy, and then noticed her watch. She drank another large
swallow of her coffee and said, “Sorry to be so melodramatic. And I’m really not sure why I came
here. I just had this idea that maybe you’d heard something from Joe.”
Fran wondered why Amy’s first thought would have been to ask her. Surely Joe, if he needed to
talk to anyone, would have talked to his sister before Fran? Unless Amy had a reason to think Joe
might confide first in Fran? The thought gave her stomach another queer little jolt that she tried to
ignore. “No, I haven’t seen or heard from him in a while. I hope everything’s okay.”
Amy took another drink and gave her another slightly peculiar glance. “Well, me too. I mean,
Kate’s really nice, so I’m concerned about them as a couple, but right now I’m concerned that
something is up with Joe personally.”
“Of course you are.” Here Fran paused. “In the meantime I’ll see what I can get out of MY
brother about the situation.”
Amy finished her coffee and said, “Thanks, Fran. And did you say you’re moving tomorrow?”

“Oh, that’s right, I hadn’t told you yet. I’m renting a room in a friend’s house over on the east
side. Shirley and I will no longer be roomies.”
“So will you have a new phone number or what? I’m telling you, get a cell phone so I can just
put in that one number and be done with it.”
“I have a cell phone, but I hate talking on it, so I never give out the number. It’s just for
emergencies, when I’m driving and stuff. You have my email, right?”
Amy laughed. “Oh, you, back in the dark ages with the email. Can I at least get the phone
number of the house where you’ll be living?”
“I’ll email it to you when I know it,” said Fran with a wink.
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Although she had gone to bed early (plans with Edward had never materialized), Fran had not
slept well on Saturday night. At 10 a.m. the next morning she was at the storage unit facility where
her largest possessions were stored (a friend who didn’t have quite enough furniture of her own to
fill it had rented her a small corner of it), waiting for Steve, but her eyes felt gritty and heavy. She
didn’t know why she hadn’t been able to get to sleep; whether it was excitement that she was
moving in with Theresa (and away from Shirley), or worry about what was going on with Joe. Worry
was not technically the right word. When she thought about Joe, or Joe and Kate, or whatever
difficulties they might be working through, those thoughts were always followed with thoughts of
Edward and a vague feeling that something, most probably her life, was seriously going off the rails.
She was becoming increasingly and uncomfortably aware that the way she was feeling was not really
the way a woman with a steady boyfriend who was working on getting her shit together should be
feeling.
And yet.
She took a sip of her coffee (she was waiting for Steve in her car; a steaming travel cup of coffee
for him was in the drink holder between her front seats) and thought back to her afternoon with Joe
at the Union. She had still been on painkillers, but she couldn’t even remember feeling any
discomfort while they sat there and talked. She’d felt younger than she had in years, freed of work
and all concerns except the desire to evoke Joe’s laugh. And she’d done so—surprised that it had
still been effortless. She closed her eyes and could see his teeth flashing in his fast grin, his brown
eyes shining as he laughed in the sunlight. Did he laugh that way at things Kate said? And what had

happened in that moment after he’d told her she’d broken his heart? She couldn’t remember; she
had been trying not to look at him.
A loud knock on her window brought her sharply out of her reverie and her eyes popped open
as she snapped straighter in her seat, nearly spilling her coffee in her lap. Steve was standing outside
her driver-side window, grinning at her a bit roguishly. He backed away so she had room to get out
of her car, and happily took the steaming coffee cup she proffered.
“Thanks,” he said. “Geez, did you even brush your hair this morning? You look terrible.”
“Charming,” she returned, drily. “What’s it to you? But no, I did not brush my hair, because I
did not shower. We’re going to be moving furniture, not going out for brunch.”
Steve was still smiling, and in a moment she found out why. He had parked his truck right next
to her car, and the next thing she knew, Joe Matthews was stepping down from his cab.
“Joe came along to help,” said Steve. “Because you’re a weak little girl.”
Fran was ready to retort angrily to this when Joe, who had overheard, held up his hands. “Okay,
okay, let’s keep it a clean fight, kids.” He cuffed Steve on the shoulder. “What Steve means, Fran, is
that I thought, in light of your surgery, you maybe shouldn’t be hauling around furniture. He tells
me you don’t have a whole lot of stuff, so it won’t take long, right?”
Fran was still glaring at Steve. “Why did Joe know we were moving this morning, Steve?”
Joe rolled his eyes. “Come off it, Fran. I talked to Amy yesterday, so I know you know I’m
staying at Steve’s for a bit. When he told me what he had to do today, I came along. That’s really all
there is to it.” He paused and narrowed his eyes. “Unless you’re expecting some other help?”
“We don’t need any help,” said Fran.

“Oh, Christ, Fran, just let him help,” said Steve. “I should have thought about asking someone
else along myself but I keep forgetting you’re still recovering.”
Steve had a point. She’d been a bit worried about it herself, but had been reluctant to ask
Edward for help because he’d been working so much lately. She’d thought about asking Russell, but
she knew he was neither a morning nor a “lift heavy stuff” person.
“Okay,” she relented. She still didn’t feel up to meeting Joe’s eyes, particularly in light of her
messy hair and well-worn workout pants. “Thanks to you both. I’ll walk down to the unit to show
you where it is—it’s just in the second row here, and you guys can follow me in the truck, okay?”
“Will do,” said Steve, and taking his coffee, walked around to the driver’s side of his truck. Joe
remained motionless, seemingly thinking about something, and then walked over to get in his seat.
He opened the door, paused, and then said, “I’m going to walk with Fran, Steve, we’ll see you down
there.” He shut the door and turned back to Fran.
“Honestly, Joe, I can walk a few hundred feet without collapsing.”
“I know.” They both looked back at Steve, who smiled and lifted his coffee in a salute, and then
made motions with his hand to indicate that they should start walking. Before Fran could start, Joe
spoke again. “I wanted to talk to you. How are you doing, really?”
“I’m good,” she said, levelly. “How are you?”
He caught up to her and fell in with her stride. “Well, I’ve been better, as I know you know.”
“Okay, Joe, I talked to Amy, but she didn’t really know anything, and neither do I.”
“Oh,” said Joe, surprised. He appeared to think about that, as they walked. “You know what’s
funny?”

“What’s that?” she asked, shortly. She was frustrated with herself and her health, wishing she
was strong enough to lift her own furniture, rather than having to depend on two guys who were
both annoying her this morning. Having Joe along to help was going to give her a physical break,
there was no doubt about that, but she didn’t know if she was up for the emotional rollercoaster ride
she seemed to be on lately whenever she talked to or thought about him. She was already so
distracted that when Joe looked over at her, seemingly a bit puzzled by the shortness of her tone,
she almost missed his glance. When she finally glanced at him and saw his quizzical look, she
decided she had to pull it together and sound less peeved. “What’s funny?”
“Remember when I said I didn’t think we could be friends?”
It was a good thing she’d made up her mind to sound more neutral, or her answer might have
been more naturally frosty. “It wasn’t something I was likely to forget,” she said, truthfully.
He looked away from her, and said, “No, I suppose not.” They were very nearly to her storage
unit now, and Fran could hear Steve’s truck finally rolling down the gravel drive after them. “Well,
what’s funny is that since I’ve been back I’ve felt like we never really stopped being friends. Like you
probably know what’s going on even without me telling you.”
Fran started feeling around in her pocket for her storage shed keys; she wanted something to
concentrate on rather than this conversation, which was throwing her for a bit of an emotional loop.
“Well, Joe,” she said finally, “I don’t know that that’s funny. A working definition for irony, maybe.”
He followed her up to the storage unit door, smiling. “Yeah. Maybe,” he said.
He seemed not quite satisfied with his answer, or hers. Kicking herself inwardly for being a total
fool, she made herself ask the question she thought a friend would ask. “Well, whatever is going on,
do you want to talk about it?”

Joe shook his head. “Well, maybe sometime. But not today. This weekend I just want to keep
busy. So I’m really very glad to help. You’re the one doing me the favor.”
“Well, then,” Fran shrugged. “If that’s really the way you feel about it, I’ll make sure to let you
know how you can pay me back.”
Joe looked surprised for a moment, and then laughed. Just listening to his laughter made Fran
stand up straighter; her neck suddenly felt looser and her shoulder muscles, tight from her sleepless
night, finally relaxed. “I promise to,” he said.
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Fran and Theresa were sitting in Theresa’s living room, Theresa on the couch with her feet up
on the coffee table and Fran on the floor, looking through books and papers in one of the
numerous boxes she, Steve, and Joe had moved that day. Fran was also glad to see the armchair she
used for reading looking at home in the living room, and when she needed to go to bed, her full-size
frame and mattress awaited her in her very own room, and one that was not under Shirley’s roof to
boot. In recent days Fran and her mother had re-entered their amicable state of truce; Shirley had
refrained from making many comments about Fran’s decision to move out, and Fran had been
trying to be more open with her mother regarding her weekly and future plans. Fran was grateful to
her mother for giving her a place to stay after the foreclosure on her condo, and she felt that maybe
they understood each other a little better than they ever had, since their talk on the night of Paul’s
and Laura’s visit to the farm. They’d spent the rest of that visit taking turns holding Etta so Laura
could get a quick nap, and it turned out it was hard to be grumpy when there was a baby in the
room.
But now here she was, and she’d be lying if she said she wasn’t relieved to be on her own again,
even if “on her own” meant that she now owed Theresa big time for giving her a place to live and a
break on the rent. Just now Theresa seemed engrossed with watching something on BBC America
(Fran could tell, largely, by the accents on the program), but she still managed to hear Fran’s small
sigh of contentment at the feeling that she had finally come home.
“All right?” Theresa asked.
“Better than all right,” replied Fran. “I feel like I’m home.”
“Glad to have you, Franny, I’ve been a bit lonely here, British TV notwithstanding.”

“Never knew you were such an Anglophile.” Fran smiled.
“Well, it’s the accents really,” replied Theresa. “Everything British men say sounds sexier,
delivered in that accent.”
“Well, there’s British,” said Fran, “and then there’s Scottish.”
“Oh, amen, sister. Gerard Butler.”
“James McAvoy.”
They were both silent for a moment then, thinking contentedly about favorite British and
Scottish (and Irish, if they were entirely honest with themselves) leading men. Finally Fran spoke
again.
“I’m sorry for all the mess. I’ll get stuff packed up and squared away as soon as I can.”
Theresa waved her hand dismissively. “You’ll find my housekeeping is, shall we say,
disinterested. I try to keep the kitchen and bathroom sinks clean but beyond that I just can’t get
myself to care a whole lot. You might not like that about living here, actually. It drove Hunky crazy.”
“I don’t care,” said Fran. “I can clean. Or I can live in filth. What I could not do, I don’t think,
was live with my mother for one more minute.”
Theresa just smiled at her and went back to watching her show. Fran continued to sift through
papers—this was a box she had gotten out of storage, and had some of her stories and other writing
exercises in it. She was looking for a particular short story she remembered writing—it was another
one she wanted to start revising. Although she’d been interrupted by her surgery and recovery, she’d
(successfully, she hoped) revised two other stories and was starting to look for contests and journals
for which to submit them. That sort of thing took more energy than she had tonight, though, so she

thought she’d look through some other old writing and see if there were future projects she could
work on, in addition to perhaps working on some new ideas. At least once a week now she went to
the library or another coffee shop (she was trying to be better about going to the library so she could
save another two dollars, which seemed pointless, but which at least made her feel virtuous from a
frugality standpoint), and she was very excited about moving to Theresa’s small and comfy house,
which had the added benefit of a small, three-season porch off the kitchen. Fran very much looked
forward to sitting around it with a cup of coffee, reading or doing some writing. Soon it would be
too cold to use, but in the meantime she meant to take advantage of it.
Theresa’s voice broke into her thoughts. “So were you busy packing on Friday night?”
Still looking through papers, Fran answered absentmindedly, “A bit, but most of it was done by
then. Why do you ask?”
“Oh, I saw Edward at the Union with a bunch of his friends, and thought maybe you were busy
packing because you weren’t there. Were you feeling okay?”
Fran looked up from the piles of paper around her, thinking about what day it was currently.
“On Friday night? This past Friday night?”
“That’s the one,” Theresa replied.
“Huh,” said Fran, “that was the night Edward said he’d be working late. Were you there late?”
Theresa removed her feet from the coffee table and sat up, starting to look a bit uncomfortable.
“Um, not particularly. Right after dinner, as a matter of fact. It was such a nice night that Linda and
I stopped there for a beer after getting something to eat. She’d had a tough week.” Linda was a work
friend of Theresa’s who also happened to be going through a somewhat contentious divorce.

“Huh,” said Fran again. She thought she should probably ask how Linda was doing but she was
distracted, thinking about Edward. “Oh well, his plans must have changed.”
Theresa gave her a rather sharp look. “How’s it going with you and Edward?”
“Well,” said Fran, as she started to pack papers and books she didn’t need back into the box,
“That’s the question of the hour. Shirley’s been asking, and weirdly, Roberta came to Beans
yesterday specifically to grill me about how things were going and—even more weirdly—to ask what
I was thinking about marriage and childbearing.”
Theresa turned off the TV and turned all of her attention to Fran. “Roberta your employee?
Why would she care?”
“Right. I don’t know why—she kind of introduced me to Edward, she works mornings more
than I do and he came in in the mornings—but other than that, I don’t know.”
“I notice it was Steve and Joe helping you today, not Steve and Edward,” said Theresa, like a
woman who was digging for further information. Fran laughed. She remembered this about Theresa;
she was a lot of fun, but just like Shirley, she couldn’t help but get too involved sometimes.
Wherever I go I keep finding ways to surround myself with my mother, thought Fran, although she
found that, for whatever reasons, she minded Theresa’s curiosity far less.
“Very good, Ms. Long, chief inspector.”
“Uh-huh,” said Theresa, “very funny. And I know Steve was involved because he shares your
DNA and he’s the one with the truck. But shouldn’t your current boyfriend have been your other
little helper?”

“So get this,” said Fran. “Joe’s staying at Steve’s while he ‘works through some difficulties’ with
Kate. What do you think that’s all about?”
“He’s left their place, AND he’s helping you move? You know what I think that’s all about.”
“Oh, come on, Tee. Don’t get all excited. As far as I know, Joe hasn’t moved out for good, he’s
just staying with Steve for a while. He only came along today because he was at Steve’s already.”
“Oh honey,” said Theresa, shaking her head, “Take it from an old divorced woman, that’s how
it starts. Besides, it has nothing to do with me getting excited. My point is, are YOU getting
excited?”
Fran thought about that, with the thought of Kate’s pregnancy test once again intruding on her
awareness. What had been the result of that test, she wondered. She certainly couldn’t tell Theresa
about it, and that was a large part of her jumbled feelings about Edward and Joe. She thought that,
for once in her life, she’d take a shot at answering prudently. “I don’t really know Joe anymore,” she
said, slowly. “We go out, we have fun, as friends, but I think he really does love Kate. He certainly
hasn’t shown me in any way that he might still have any feelings for me.”
“And Edward?”
“And Edward what?”
“What are your feelings for Edward?”
Fran was ready to answer that question with her standard “I like him, but we haven’t known
each other long” gambit, but this was Theresa she was talking to. “I don’t know that either, Tee.
Who wants to ask too many questions? He’s obviously a good guy, and he’s actually too good-

looking for me. But getting straightforward answers out of Edward is sometimes a bit challenging.
As little as I know Joe anymore, I probably know Edward less.”
“Well, you’ve come to the right house,” said Theresa.
Fran was a bit confused by that answer. “How do you mean?”
“I have never known what any man in my life was thinking,” said Theresa. “I only knew my
marriage was over when I realized I didn’t care what he was thinking anymore.”
Fran laughed, and Theresa gave her a doleful smile, which made Fran really bad for laughing.
“Sorry, Tee. That’s not funny, I know. I’ve been so happy that you’re back in town that I forget,
sometimes, that it hasn’t been easy for you lately.” She was quiet then, thinking about both Joe and
Edward and wondering which one she wondered about most. Actually, she didn’t need to think
about it too hard—she knew, but for a change, knowing her own mind wasn’t really going to make
the situation any better. She decided it was time to try and add some levity to the conversation.
“What about you? You on the prowl for a man you would like to try and understand?”
“Oh, god no,” said Theresa. “I’m waiting out Ewan McGregor’s marriage.”
“Oh, Tee,” said Fran, jumping up to go to her room, and returning with her copy of Moulin
Rouge on DVD, “I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”
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“What?” shouted Fran at Russell.
“I said, glad you’re back up to going out,” Russell shouted right back.
Fran looked around at the crowded, dark bar that was currently throbbing with loud rock music
and a drunk, off-tune, but otherwise harmless singer working his way passionately through
AC/DC’s “You Shook Me All Night Long.” She was glad to be up to going out too, but she didn’t
know if this should have been the first venue she chose. “Remind me again why we’re at
Gomeroke?” she shouted at Russell.
He shrugged, and leaned closer so she had a shot at hearing him without his shouting. “Alison
likes to sing.”
Rockstar Gomeroke was a Madison tradition, wherein a local and very good-natured band
named The Gomers (who obviously didn’t mind a wide variety of rock classics being slaughtered on
their stage) played live songs for equally good-natured volunteers who enjoyed karaoke with the live
band touch. The musicians were actually quite good, and flexible to a fault, managing to help out
even the current singer, who clearly had more of a beer buzz than any talent at finding the correct
notes. It was Tuesday night, and Russell had asked Fran at work if she wanted to come along with
him and Alison. She hadn’t hung out with Russell since their alfresco drinks after work on the
Sunday that now seemed eons ago, and she rather wanted to replace the memory of the
conversation they’d had that day with a newer and more lighthearted experience.

“What song did you pick?” she yelled across the table at Alison. She also could have leant closer
and aimed the question at Alison’s ear, but she rather felt that yelling at one’s drinking companions
was part of the fun of Gomeroke.
“’Chain of Fools,’” Alison yelled back, happily. Fran gave her a wide smile in return; she liked
Alison, who was bubbly, outgoing, and in all other ways almost the complete opposite of Russell.
“Who sang that originally?”
“Oh, Fran,” said Russell, who was still relatively close to her ear, “You really need to listen to
something besides alt-country rock. ‘Chain of Fools’ is pure soul: Aretha Franklin.”
“Everyone who works for me is more hip than me,” lamented Fran, with a mocking frown.
Russell patted her shoulder with equally mocking kindness. “Don’t feel bad. It’s just because
we’re all younger than you.”
Fran punched him in his own shoulder—with a bit more force than sheer mocking necessitated,
she would admit—and leaned back contentedly in her chair. She was enjoying her beer and several
of the singers had been better than average; now her only hope was that Alison’s name got picked
out of the hat so she would get to see her sing. Alison seemed very excited about the prospect, and
Fran had to admit she was curious to see if she was any good, thinking she probably couldn’t rely on
Russell for an unbiased opinion on that subject. All indications were that they would be there a
while, and suddenly she thought it might be nice if Edward could join them. Previously he’d not
been overly interested in joining her on outings with her friends from Beans, but as a non-native of
Madison she thought he might enjoy just seeing Gomeroke. She tapped Russell on his shoulder to
get his attention, and then, because the AC/DC singer had finally ended and the next singer hadn’t

started, she was able to say, in a relatively normal tone of voice, “I’m going to step out for a second
and call Edward, see if he wants to join us.”
“Okay, but he won’t,” said Russell matter-of-factly.
Fran was a bit taken aback. “Well, that’s mean.”
“Not because of you, Fran. It’s just that Gomeroke doesn’t really seem like Edward’s scene,”
said Russell.
“Well, I’m going to try him anyway,” she persisted. “Do you or Alison want anything from the
bar? I could stop on the way back.”
Russell shook his head, showing her his nearly full beer, and looking pointedly at Alison’s also
nearly untouched drink. She stood and went first to the bathroom, and then headed to the bar’s
vestibule to try her cell phone. She dialed Edward’s number and hit Send, but then almost missed
his “Hello” because she was trying to figure out how to turn up the volume on her phone. “Hello?”
he said again.
“Hi, Edward,” she said, hoping the volume would be loud enough.
“Fran? Where are you calling from?”
“The High Noon Saloon,” she said, “And that’s why I’m calling. I’m out at Gomeroke with
Russell and his girlfriend. It’s a lot of fun—do you want to come join us?”
“Where are you?”
“At Gomeroke—this band called The Gomers plays live music and people can sing along. They
call it ‘Rockstar Karaoke’ because you feel like you’re really singing with a band.”

“Okay, but Fran, it’s a Tuesday night,” said Edward.
“Right,” said Fran, not quite sure what his point was.
“I’ve got a lot of work tomorrow, and frankly, you should be home resting up. Is it good for you
to be out after you’ve been on your feet at work all day?”
“It’s only 9:30, Edward, we won’t be here until bar time,” she explained, becoming slightly
annoyed at his tone. Was she just imagining it, or was he being more than a little condescending?
“Well, thanks for asking, but I think I’ll pass. And I think it would be better if you got some rest
too. Can Russell walk you out to your car when you go?”
Fran knew she should be touched by his chivalry by proxy, but instead it made her feel slightly
piqued. “He will, yeah.” She paused. “Is everything okay? I haven’t seen you in days.”
“Everything’s fine, Fran, it’s just a busy time at work. Okay? I’ll give you a call tomorrow.”
“Okay,” Fran said. Something felt a little off about this entire conversation, but she couldn’t
quite pinpoint the problem, and now she didn’t quite know how to say goodbye with good grace
either. “Okay, talk to you tomorrow then,” she said, and then had to search for the tiny “End”
button on her phone in the half-light of the vestibule. She stood there for a moment, rather wishing
for the good old days of pay phones so she could have slammed down a heavy receiver with a
satisfying thunk; as she did so, a rowdy group of what she guessed were university students entered
and she had to step back against the wall, still tapping the now-closed phone against her lips. She
didn’t particularly relish the thought of telling Russell he had been right. Worse still, the call had
rather ruined her effervescent mood. She thought perhaps she would finish her beer and go,
although she still wanted to see Alison sing.

She pushed her way through the door and back to their table, where Russell took one look at her
face and, leaning in close as she sat down, said, “Well, I really didn’t want to be right.”
“No, but you’re relieved,” she said back, loudly. “You don’t like him anyway.”
“I don’t like him for you, boss,” Russell replied. “That’s different. What was the problem,
anyway?”
“Busy time at work,” said Fran.
Russell patted her hand. “Next time,” he said. Then he couldn’t resist giving her a big smile.
“But guess whose name they just called?”
“Aretha Franklin’s?”
He continued to smile brightly. “You got it. She’s up getting the lyrics…she’ll be on next.”
Fran knew this was probably not the right time to ask, but she couldn’t help herself, especially
since another song had just finished and they could hear each other without shouting. “Is everything
better between you two lately?”
Russell checked quickly to see that Alison wasn’t yet coming back from the stage area, and then
said, slowly, as if he were just thinking about it for the first time, “Yeah…I think so. Yes. We’re
good.”
“You don’t want to tell me what the problem was?” Fran continued, hating herself for sounding
more like Shirley every minute, but she had to admit she was curious.
Russell smiled at her and asked, “You must be feeling better if you have the energy to be nosey.”
“I am. Isn’t it great? Now spill.”

Still keeping an eye out for Alison’s return, Russell shrugged. “It was no big deal. I’d been feeling
like maybe I wasn’t getting something I wanted enough, but you know what? A certain someone
reminded me that maybe women like to do other things, or have things done for them. Turns out
that sort of advice can make a guy very popular.”
“Oh, God,” said Fran, “Now I’ve got that on my conscience.” She smiled at Russell as he stuck
his tongue out at her, and then they both turned in time to see Alison coming towards them,
beaming from head to foot. Fran decided right then she didn’t care what Alison’s singing was like, if
the very idea of singing made her this happy, she would be fun to watch no matter what. And it
made Fran happy to see Russell happy, and beaming right back at his girlfriend, in a most unRussell-like way. She knew she’d be tired tomorrow, but it was worth it. Suddenly she pictured
Edward going to bed on time in his perfectly decorated apartment, and getting up on time to have
his one cup of perfectly brewed Keurig coffee, and she thought that as much as she loved routine,
she also loved messing up her routine up once in a while. Edward didn’t know what he was missing.
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The following Sunday Fran and her brother Christopher were sitting, somewhat nervously, in
the back row of chairs arranged throughout the community meeting room at the Willy Street Co-op.
Fran had never been to the eastside and flagship location of the community-owned grocery store,
but its friendly youthful hipster (the liquor section stocked both a wide variety of microbrews and
six packs of Pabst Blue Ribbon) and aging hippy vibe was much the same as its west-side
counterpart, where she often stopped to pick up bulk baking ingredients and fresh veggies. It was
perhaps the only grocery store she’d ever shopped at that had a sign on the front door proclaiming
that shoes were optional, but that the co-op was not liable for any injury incurred by going shoeless.
This was going a bit too far down the casual road even for Fran, who rather thought a more sensible
solution would be that the hippies could just scare up a pair of old flip-flops or sandals or something
before they went shopping. But she didn't want to be inflexible, so she tried to put the policy out of
her mind, and just tended to avoid the open salad bar and steam tables.
She was doubly nervous this afternoon because she was never particularly at ease when alone
with her oldest brother. Older than her by more than a decade and with a wife and two nearteenagers, he’d always seemed a bit more like a pleasant and upstanding community or
neighborhood acquaintance than an older brother. He’d left for college the year she’d started first
grade, and although he was periodically in the house for summer breaks and visits while she was
growing up, she’d never really known much about him as a person. She still didn’t—they didn’t
seem able to talk easily, although they tended to get along well at family functions, when Fran was
spoiling his children or he needed someone at whom to roll his eyes (good-naturedly, for the most
part) about his wife. She also very much enjoyed the way he always seemed able to completely

ignore Shirley’s questions or comments, while still seeming the pleasant and dutiful son. Lately she’d
been thinking she had to observe how he did that more carefully, and start taking some notes.
They were at the co-op for a “Local Mixology” class, which, for the entry fee of $15, promised
to make them experts at muddling local fruits and herbs and using them in mixed drinks. While they
waited for the class to start, Fran could feel Christopher shifting impatiently from side to side in his
seat. “Remind me again why we’re here?” she asked him.
Christopher looked at his watch, at the few other class attendees now straggling in to take their
seats, and Fran, before he answered, “Stephanie tells me I need a hobby. I think she mainly just
needs me out of the house for a couple of hours on the weekend.”
“Okay, that’s why you’re here. Why am I here?”
“If you think I’m sitting here without anyone to make sarcastic comments to, you’re very wrong.
And this is not the sort of thing you ask your guy friends to.”
“Nobody wanted to golf with you this weekend?”
Christopher winked at her. “You got it, pal.”
“Well, do you have to get out of the house every weekend? You don’t seem all that annoying to
have around.” She might not know him very well, but family loyalty still ran deeper than feminist
ties.
“No, it’s fair. We both like a certain amount of alone time in the house to putz around or
whatever. She has her yoga and other stuff, and I felt like I hadn’t seen you in a long time, so this
was my try at getting out this weekend.”
“How does she feel about your picking booze as a hobby?”

“Local booze and ingredients, it’s all the buzz, Fran. She also wants us to learn about wine so we
can have more sophisticated dining parties.”
“You don’t have any dining parties.”
“Fran, Fran, let her think what she wants to think, marriage is all about sharing the same tenuous
grip on reality.”
“Why don’t you go to yoga with her?”
“As I think you know, Fran, we Meiers are not flexible people. She also tends to go in the
mornings, and I cannot summon up enthusiasm for contorting my body in the early mornings. Not
to mention that she meets her friends there, they get coffee afterwards.”
“They probably also spend some time complaining about their husbands,” Fran couldn’t resist
teasing him, particularly as she had often overheard such conversations at Beans.
Christopher winked at her. “I’m sure Steph spends most of her time listening to her friends,
since her own husband has no faults.”
Fran laughed. “You know, I can watch the kids if you guys ever want to go out together or
something. You used to ask me to babysit.”
“Well, sure,” Christopher said, continuing to look around the room for the teacher, so they
could get the show on the road. “When they were younger and cute. Now they’re sullen pre-teens, I
can’t stand them, I certainly don’t want to inflict them on you. You’re not that crazy about kids in
general, are you?”
“Well, I don’t know,” said Fran, wondering where everyone got this idea that she was such a kidhater. Evidently you couldn’t make it to the age of thirty and be childless without cultivating that

reputation. “I think they might be at least as interesting now as they were when all they could talk
about was Matchbox cars and Legos.”
Christopher turned and met her eyes. “Are you serious? We’d love to have you come over some
night. I could use a dinner with onions, mushrooms, olives, or any other semblance of an adult
ingredient, that’s for sure.”
“I am,” said Fran, although she wondered slightly what she was letting herself in for. Oh well.
What difference did it make? Living with Theresa meant she had more free time because her mother
wasn’t continually roping her into any farm or housekeeping jobs (although Fran still tried to get
home once a week to help with whatever Shirley had going), and she seemed to be spending less and
less time with Edward. Her social calendar was emphatically not overbooked.
“Okay, thanks, I’ll let you know,” said Christopher. After checking his watch for what was the
third time, he asked her, “You think this teacher is ever going to get here?”
Just then a tattooed hipster, complete with square black Elvis Costello glasses, rushed in and
introduced himself as the bartender in charge of the class. For the next hour or so, Christopher and
Fran found themselves crushing a variety of greens and other ingredients and trying to best each
other in pouring successively larger shots of alcohol into their largely undrinkable drinks. Fran found
herself having a surprisingly good time, particularly when she and Christopher, a bit tipsy from
trying their concoctions, had a giggle fit when their bartender instructor told them they had to
“caress” the wooden tool they were using to crush fruits and herbs, known as the “muddler.”
“At least buy that muddler a drink before you caress it,” whispered Fran to Christopher.
“I already did,” he whispered back, “and I expect a big return for my fifteen bucks.”

After the class ended, with the bartender looking rather relieved that he could now go back to
his job and serve slightly more mature people than Fran and Christopher their drinks, they decided
to take a short walk around the neighborhood to buy Stephanie some more husband-less time and
to clear their minds a bit before driving home (although Fran had a laughably short distance to go, as
Theresa’s house was just a mile or so down the road). Christopher, obviously feeling expansive
enough after his drink and a half to ask such a personal question, said, “So what’s Edward up to
these days?”
The mere thought of Edward was sufficient to dampen Fran’s mood. “I don’t know, really—we
haven’t gone out in a while, and we haven’t talked much.”
After Fran had taken Edward to a family dinner at the farm with all of her brothers present,
Christopher had sent her a brief email the next day expressing kindly, if succinctly, that Edward
seemed like a nice guy and he was glad to see her looking very happy. Only her brother Brian, never
a talker at all and primarily preoccupied with the running of the farm in summertime, had said less
on the subject, while Paul and Steve, the brothers closest to her in age, had been more opinionated.
(Paul: “Was he trying to sell me something? I felt like he was trying to sell me something.” Steve:
“Of course he was trying to sell you something, the idea that he’s good enough for our Fran. He
didn’t have to bother, he doesn’t know we’d give Fran away for peanuts.”)
Fran could feel her brother watching her as they strolled around the neighborhood, enjoying the
last blooming flowers and the pumpkins and Halloween decorations that were starting to appear.
She was not surprised when he asked another question: “Is he not calling you, or what?”
Fran thought about that for a moment, which was something she had actually been trying very
hard not to do. “You know, he hasn’t been calling. The few times we’ve talked, I’ve been calling
him.”

“Not good,” said Christopher.
“Well, it is a busy time of year for him. Wait—he has called, he told me he was traveling next
week.”
“How long have you been going out?”
“About six months now,” replied Fran.
“Yeah,” said Christopher, “I could be wrong, and maybe I shouldn’t say this, but this should be
the easy part of the relationship. If he’s not calling there might be a reason.”
“Other than that he’s busy?”
“You need to date more, Fran. No guy is ever too busy to see the woman he wants to see.”
“Are you actually going to start quoting He’s Just Not That Into You?”
“I knew Stephanie made me watch all those episodes of Sex and the City for a reason.”
“You used to watch Sex and the City? Steve’s right, you are whipped.”
“At least I refused to see the movies. And, I may be whipped, but unlike our dear brother Steve,
I still have access to an actual living person with girl parts. When’s the last time he went on a date?”
“Actually,” said Fran, “I haven’t seen much of Steve either, ever since Joe is staying with him.”
Christopher indicated they’d best turn left at the corner, so they could go around the block and
return to their cars. “I heard about that. I didn’t know they were such big friends still, but evidently
they are?”

Fran shrugged. “I guess all the men in my life are fleeing for the hills—I hung out with Joe quite
a bit this summer but I haven’t talked with him since he helped Steve and me move my furniture a
few weeks ago.”
“Wasn’t he living with somebody?” Christopher was displaying an impressive wealth of
knowledge for someone who she didn’t think was paying very close attention to anything that was
going on with her or her other brothers. She must have been looking at him somewhat appraisingly
because he also shrugged his shoulders and said, “You think you’re the only one who has to field
semi-daily phone calls from Shirley?”
“Ah, that explains your impressive grasp of the situation. Yeah, he was living with his girlfriend.
I think they’re still trying to work things out.” His girlfriend who may be pregnant, she wanted to
add, but once again had to bite her lip from revealing that to anyone.
“Huh,” said Christopher. “And all of them are ignoring you?”
“Almost seems like it,” said Fran. “Maybe they’ve formed some sort of anti-Fran cabal.”
Christopher reached over and tweaked her shoulder. “The anti-Frannites, huh?” he teased.
“Where do I sign?”
Fran jerked her shoulder away but smiled back. “I wouldn’t, if I were you,” she said, “Not if you
and your woman who wears the pants in the family ever want me to watch your little hellions.”
Christopher raised both his hands in surrender. “Don’t look at me. I have always been, and
remain, very pro-Fran. Especially this new version of her that is offering to watch my children.”
They both laughed and continued walking back in the direction of their cars, which were now visible
parked on the block ahead of them.
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Fran had not opened Beans with Roberta in some time, and they hadn’t talked substantively
since the very strange day when Roberta had stopped in seemingly only to quiz Fran on her
intentions regarding Edward. Fran was still a bit puzzled by that encounter, all the more so as
Roberta had never referenced that conversation again. She thought they might converse more easily
if they weren’t racing the clock, as it seemed they always were, to get the shop ready for opening, so
she got in twenty minutes earlier, and was able to arrange the bakery items, grind the beans for the
morning, and ready the register before she heard Roberta’s key turn in the front door lock. All that
needed doing now was actually brewing the coffee and getting the carafes in order on the counter.
“Oh!” said Roberta, sounding pleased. “I forgot we worked together today.”
“I’ve got to hand it to you, Roberta, no one is ever as pleased to work with the boss as you are.”
“Oh, those other young pups you employ,” laughed Roberta as she headed toward the back of
the store to hang up her coat and drop off her purse, “They don’t know a good boss when they see
one.”
Fran laughed too. She didn’t know that she was a good boss, but it never felt bad to hear it. She
also was confident that the other “young pups,” such as they were, were as good and appreciative a
staff of baristas as could be found anywhere.
When Roberta returned to the front, crossing the ties of the plain black apron around her back
to tie them in the front, she took a quick look around and found most of the opening tasks done.
“Couldn’t sleep this morning, dear heart?” she asked Fran.

“Something like that,” replied Fran, somewhat reticent to reveal her real reason for being early.
She set a steaming coffee mug in front of Roberta. “Half coffee, half half-and-half, just the way you
like it.”
Roberta actually clapped before sweeping the coffee mug up with both hands. “Yum,” she said,
inhaling deeply. “Dare I ask…Ethiopian?”
Fran pointed to the “Today’s Brews” sign to confirm that was one of the two beans she had
chosen for the day. She was getting a bit concerned that Roberta was going to notice that she was
laying it on a little too thick—Ethiopian was one of the more expensive beans they sold, and as
such, they didn’t use it as the regular daily brew very often. But Fran knew for a fact that it was
Roberta’s favorite coffee. Roberta took a reverent sip of the coffee and closed her eyes contentedly.
“That’s a good drink, Fran,” she said, appreciatively.
“Every now and then I have good ideas,” said Fran modestly. “So how have you been? We
haven’t had much time for talking lately.”
Roberta still had her eyes closed as she took another sip. After she had savored it sufficiently,
she opened her eyes and smiled at Fran, although she kept a firm grip on her mug with both hands,
as though she were warming them. “I’ve been good. You? How are you feeling?”
“Really much better, thank you. Theresa thought I should try massage therapy, and I went for
the first time this week. It was wonderful.”
“Oh, that is a good idea. I think living with this Theresa is going to work out.”

This seemed like too good an opening to pass up. “Oh,” said Fran, “You don’t think I should
have kept my options more open, you know, in case…” she trailed off, and waited to see if Roberta
would take the bait.
“In case what?” asked Roberta. See, thought Fran, I can interrogate people subtly too.
“You know,” said Fran, “in case a certain someone wanted to get more serious with me.”
Roberta looked at a loss for a moment, but then a slight flush of red began working its way up
her neck from under her collar. “Oh, um, do you mean Edward?”
“I do,” said Fran.
“Well,” said Roberta, somewhat weakly, “I think a woman really has to take care of what she
needs first in this world, without always planning on the men.”
Fran eyed her old friend warily and then set down her own coffee cup. “Roberta, I think you
need to be honest with me. Did you get to know Edward just because he was a regular customer
here?”
Roberta sighed. “Am I such an open book, that all it takes is Ethiopian coffee to get me to tell
everything?”
“No,” said Fran. “The coffee was just to be nice. I think you’ll tell me everything because you
don’t really like being dishonest with me.”
“Oh, Fran,” blurted Roberta, unhappily.
“It’s okay, Roberta. I just want to know, is there anything going on with Edward that I should
know about?”

Roberta set down her coffee as well, and leaned back against the bean counter as though for
moral and not just physical support. “I thought it was all working out so nicely.”
Fran was struggling not to lose her patience, but she was getting a bit put out with everyone who
worked with her thinking they knew just what was best for her. “And just what was it that was
working out so nicely?”
“Edward attends my church. He’s new in town, so he came to a new members mixer we had,
and we got to talking.”
“Well, you could have just told me you knew him from church, Roberta, I wouldn’t have cared.”
“Well, but I know you’re Catholic, and I’m Methodist, and I didn’t want that to be the first thing
you knew about him. I do really think he is a good man.”
“Well, I wouldn’t worry about the religion aspect, Roberta. You know we haven’t seen much of
each other lately?”
“Oh, Fran,” said Roberta again, this time even more disconsolately.
Fran was keeping an eye on the clock, as soon they’d have to open for business. The time for
being subtle had passed. “Can you tell me what’s going on, Roberta? We’ve got to open here but it
would really help set my mind at ease if you’d just tell me anything you know about what Edward
has in mind.”
“I feel really, really bad about that day I questioned you about how you were feeling and about
having kids,” Roberta let out in a gush.
Now they were getting somewhere. “The Saturday a while back, when you came in?” asked Fran,
trying to keep the narrative going.

“I thought it was a fair question for Edward to be asking,” said Roberta, more quietly.
It took Fran a moment to work through what that statement meant, but when she did, she could
feel some very real anger building in the pit of her stomach. “Edward put you up to asking all of
those questions?”
“You know men,” said Roberta, trying to take a lighter tone. “I think he wanted to ask the
questions himself but for men to spit out the word ‘ovary,’ well, that’s hard.”
Oh, poor men, Fran thought, if those fragile flowers had such a hard time saying the word
“ovaries,” they should just try having ovaries, thought Fran, unsympathetically. “But did he ask you
to ask me?”
“He did,” confirmed Roberta. “He had my phone number on our church contact list and he
called after your surgery. He thought maybe you would tell me things you wouldn’t tell him.”
“You didn’t consider telling him that he could ask me himself?”
Roberta shrugged her shoulders resignedly and shook her head. “You’re right, of course, but at
the time it didn’t seem like such a big deal. Women my age didn’t always talk about these things with
men, you know. If anything I thought he was just being considerate, trying not to stress you out with
too many important questions too fast.”
Fran thought playing the generational card was a bit much, but this was Roberta she was talking
with. She knew Roberta probably hadn’t enjoyed being sneaky about this, and she’d always had
matchmaking zeal where Fran was concerned. The old Fran, even a year ago, would probably have
held a grudge. As it was, Fran was starting to think she needed just to change more than a few things
in her life. Perhaps the new Fran could get over Roberta’s meddling, which would have the added

benefit of saving time and keeping vital communication channels open. Communication channels
that she perhaps could use to her benefit. She forced herself to think through her anger, and
somewhere deep in her brain a somewhat sneaky little plan of her own began to form.
“Don’t worry about it, Roberta. We should open. But tell me, do you think having children is
really that important to Edward?”
Roberta squared her shoulders and met Fran’s eyes for nearly the first time in this conversation.
“I do, Fran. I’m sorry to be blunt, but I think he’s not willing to spend much time on someone who
doesn’t share that dream, or who…” She gulped and appeared to be forcing herself to continue. “Or
who might have some physical difficulties in that area,” she concluded.
Fran looked out the front window and saw a customer pulling up in front of the store. She
pushed away from the back counter on which she’d been leaning, took one more fortifying drink of
coffee, and said, quietly, to Roberta, “If this comes up with Edward again, could you maybe let him
know that I may not be able to have kids, and I’ve actually kind of made my peace with that? Or
maybe you could work it into a conversation if you see him at church?”
Roberta regarded her with some surprise, and some concern. “Oh, Fran, is that true?”
“Well, it’s true enough for Edward’s purposes, Roberta. Let’s just leave it at that, okay?” She
smiled reassuringly at her older coworker and then moved quickly toward the front of the store to
unlock the door. She didn’t know why, but she suddenly felt stronger than she had in weeks.
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“Hey, Steve, let me in,” Fran yelled into Steve’s intercom as she buzzed it. Moments later the
apartment complex door buzzed, meaning she could enter. Huh. Steve must be feeling tranquil
today; normally he made her work a little harder for her entrance.
When she got upstairs to his apartment and barged through the door that had he had left open a
crack for her, she saw why: Badger football game. She’d forgotten they were playing today. Steve
and Joe were comfortably ensconced in Steve’s oversized couch, watching his oversized TV, and
eating chips from a huge plastic bowl. “Say, boys,” said Fran, plopping herself down on the armchair
next to the couch, “what you need here is a bigger TV and a larger bowl of chips.”
“Mmmph,” said Steve, through a mouthful of chips. Then, after he swallowed: “Franny, you’re
witty and shit, but do you mind? The game’s on, here.” At that Joe looked over at her somewhat
apologetically, but his attention was won back to the TV as Steve whooped and nearly jumped off
the couch in response to a play being made. Fran waited for a commercial, which was the only time
she thought they might hear her, and asked, “When is halftime?”
“Why?” asked Steve, washing down another mouthful of chips with his beer.
“Because I’m trying to decide if I should bother staying or not. If it’s near halftime at least I’ll
know I’ve got a shot at talking to you, and actually being heard, before I go.”
“Five minutes left in the second quarter,” said Joe.
“Okay,” said Fran, getting up from her chair to find something to read while she waited it out.
Steve didn’t have much in the way of bookshelves in the living room, but when she wandered into
the kitchen she found a Wired magazine open on the table, most likely at the place he had eaten his

breakfast, as a cereal bowl and mug with coffee dregs in it were adjacent to the magazine. She picked
up the magazine and was leafing through it half-heartedly when Joe came into the kitchen.
“Since when does Steve subscribe to Wired?” she asked him.
“He doesn’t,” said Joe. “I brought it with me. Oops, my breakfast dishes. Kate would have had
me for lunch by now if I’d left them out like this at home…” He trailed off as he met Fran’s eyes.
“Smart girl,” said Fran.
“Yes,” replied Joe, neutrally. “She is.” He moved to grab his dishes, and Fran, who was leaning
against the counter as she leafed through the magazine, moved a bit closer to the stove so he could
get to the dishwasher. Because he didn’t seem inclined to say any more, she kept paging through the
magazine, without finding much she really wanted to read. For some reason the publication always
freaked her out—its writers seemed universally upbeat about whatever future they were covering.
Fran’s own attitude toward the future was a bit more nuanced; not pessimistic, necessarily, but she
knew that anyone who disliked being constantly available by cell phone might not have much to be
optimistic about in the brave new world where everyone and everything was connected. She’d
figured Joe would just grab something to eat or drink and get right back out to the game, but after
stashing his dishes in the dishwasher and giving the table a cursory scrub with Steve’s sink sponge,
he too leaned against the counter. “You’re not going to watch any of the game?” he asked.
Fran didn’t really want him to feel like he had to miss the game because he was talking to her, so
she just kept flipping through the magazine. “Nah, I didn’t even know they were playing today.”
“That’s right—you never were a big Badger fan, were you?” he said, indulgently.
“Maybe I’ll go as one for Halloween,” said Fran, still not lifting her eyes from the magazine.

“I thought you were going as a menopausal woman,” he replied.
This got her attention. Her eyes snapped up to his, and even though she could see that he was
teasing, she still wasn’t in the mood. “Not funny, Joe. It’s been a rough week for us ladies going
through the change.”
“What was so bad about your week?” he asked, more gently. “Other than, you know, going
through the change.”
Being a menopausal woman at thirty, even temporarily, not enough for you?, thought Fran. But
aloud, she said only, “Aren’t you missing the game?” From the living room, they could hear Steve
yelling something at the TV.
“Nope, I can barely watch with Steve anyway, he takes it too seriously. It makes me tense.”
Fran stayed quiet.
“Come on,” he cajoled. “Talk to me for the four remaining minutes before halftime, and then
you can get your talk in with Steve or do whatever.”
Fran sighed and tossed the magazine back on the table. She didn’t really want to share the news
with him (or Steve) but she supposed it was just as easy now as later. “I’m pretty sure anything I had
going with Edward is over,” she told him.
He sat down. It wasn’t really a reaction Fran had expected, so she just waited for him to say
something. He didn’t, for a long time, and eventually she got nervous and kept babbling just to fill
the increasingly loud silence.
“Evidently he really wants kids,” she said, and here her voice wavered just a bit, “And no one is
exactly sure, right now, if I’ll have an easy time of that.”

Joe looked up at her in surprise. “Is that what he told you?”
“No, he didn’t tell me that,” she said, the waver in her voice now being replaced by anger, as she
thought about Edward’s reticence to talk with her directly. “Coward. He asked Roberta to ask me
what the doctors had said about my future, and also to see how badly I really want kids.”
“You’ve totally lost me,” Joe said. “What does Roberta have to do with it?”
Oh. She paused, and realized that on the day she had moved, and Joe had told her he felt like
she still knew everything that was going on in his life, she had been feeling that way too. As much as
they’d talked that summer, she now realized that she hadn’t ever told him how she’d met Edward.
“Sorry. Roberta introduced us, at the shop. But Roberta just told me that they knew each other from
church first, so the fix-up was kind of on before he even came in to the store.”
“Oh, Roberta,” said Joe, shaking his head.
“Now, now,” said Fran, “Let’s not lose sight of Edward being the coward here. Roberta was just
trying to introduce me to a nice guy.”
Joe leaned forward and rubbed his eyes with one hand. “So did he tell you it’s over because you
may not be able to have kids?”
“He hasn’t actually told me anything,” said Fran, “I just heard all this from Roberta the other
day, and I haven’t heard from him since. But I haven’t seen him the last two weeks, and we’ve barely
talked.”
“Coward,” said Joe.

“That’s what I said,” said Fran. She sat down across from him at the table. They sat quietly for a
minute, listening to the frequency and volume of Steve’s yelling at the refs and players on the
television increase as the game moved closer to halftime.
“See what I mean?” asked Joe. “That’s just more energy than I can bring to Badger fandom.”
“Well, he eats Pop-Tarts and Mountain Dew every day for breakfast,” said Fran, well acquainted
with what her mother called her brother’s “terrible eating habits.” “He’s bound to have some energy
to burn off.” Now that she’d talked to Joe about Edward, she was starting to feel uncomfortably
exposed. She asked, more casually than she felt, “So, you’re still staying here?”
“Well, now we know that whatever else you’re going through, you don’t have impaired vision,”
he replied.
“Oh, come on,” said Fran. “I just told you my boyfriend has spent the last month trying to judge
my ability to function as a baby farm. Spill.”
Joe tapped the tabletop with his two middle fingers, a nervous tic Fran remembered well. It
usually meant he was trying to find the words to talk his way out of something. His laugh wasn’t the
only exuberant thing about him; he had about a million tells for each of his emotions. She’d always
told him not to bother trying to become a poker player.
“Don’t try to change the subject, Joe. How’re you doing?”
He looked at her, somewhat surprised, but the tapping stopped. He stayed quiet for another
moment, and then, looking away from her, said, “Kate thought she was pregnant.”
Fran knew she couldn’t hide her emotions, either, so she fought to keep her face neutral while
conflicting desires raced through her. Should she tell him what she had seen in Walgreens? And

then: ‘thought’? Kate ‘thought’ she was pregnant? Did that mean…? Joe looked at her now, his eyes
narrowing as he searched her face for her reaction. She decided she probably wasn’t going to be able
to pull off subterfuge. She met his eyes straight on.
“I know, Joe. I saw her in Walgreens, shopping in the pregnancy test aisle.”
“What?” he said. A note of distrust crept into his voice. “When was this?”
“Um,” she said, taken aback by the sharpness of his tone. “Maybe two weeks ago?”
“And you didn’t tell me?”
She cocked her head to the side. “She asked me not to, Joe. And don’t be stupid. How was I to
know when she was taking the test or what the results would be, and how you both felt? I find the
discussion of pregnancy tests is best kept between the two parties involved with the needing of the
test.”
He kept tapping his middle fingers, and looking at the table rather than at her. “Yeah, okay.”
She waited for several excruciating moments and then dared to ask the question it felt like her
subconscious was shouting. “Kate thought she was pregnant?”
Joe remained quiet, but finally raised his eyes to meet hers. She registered, for the first time
today, how tired he looked, and suddenly she felt bad for interrogating him just because she was
dying to know the results of that test. When he finally answered, though, he said it with an air of
some relief, as if he’d been waiting to tell somebody. “She wasn’t. She got her period the next day.
But she was really pissed the day she bought that test.”
“Well, was it that much of a surprise?”

“Well, yeah,” he replied. “We use birth control.”
“Oh,” said Fran, and then decided there really wasn’t much more to say to that. She let a
moment pass, and then, still confused, she asked, “She threw you out because she thought she was
pregnant?”
Joe let out a short bitter bark of laughter, nothing like his usual exuberant version. “No, she
didn’t kick me out. When we found out she wasn’t pregnant, I left.”
They sat looking at each other, with this information seemingly hanging in the air while Fran
struggled to process it. She had a lot of questions to ask, but she wasn’t sure where to begin. Joe was
watching her carefully, and when she didn’t speak, he continued.
“It’s not been working for a while, Fran. This was just kind of our wake-up call that it was over.”
Fran didn’t really know what to say, but then she noticed that it had suddenly become very quiet
in the other room. Her suspicions regarding halftime were confirmed when Steve walked into the
kitchen just a moment later. He nodded in their direction, then opened the refrigerator and dived in
for as long as it took to find a Mountain Dew and some string cheese. He turned to go back to the
living room, took in the two of them still staring at each other, and said, over his shoulder, “Don’t
look so worried, they’re still up by seven.”
Joe started laughing. Just listening to it, Fran gave in and laughed too. She didn’t need to ask any
more questions at the moment. She had all the answers she needed for the day.
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Fran was helping her mother do the dishes after yet another somewhat contentious family
dinner (although the only family present this time had been Fran, her mother, and her brother
Brian), and at the moment Fran was concentrating on how soon she could get out of there. Still, her
mother had fed her, so it seemed only fair to help with the dishes and see if there was anything else
that needed doing. Of course Shirley prided herself on her workhorse nature, but between cooking,
helping Brian with a few odd chores on the farm, and keeping up the house, lawn, and garden, there
was quite simply a lot to do. Fran may have been conflicted in her emotions about her mother, but
she wasn’t lazy, and she felt she owed it to her memory of her dad to do what she could sometimes
to help out around the farm.
As Shirley washed the dishes, Fran furiously wiped them. Most of the conversation at the table
had come from Shirley, as Brian rarely did anything but eat his food, smile at Fran, and get back
outside as quickly as he could. Shirley topics had ranged from the scandalously low prices currently
being paid for milk to the scandalously high prices being charged for health insurance; immigration;
the vast global conspiracy against the Catholic church; the mistake that Laura was making by
pumping milk to feed the baby and making plans to go back to work; and, last but certainly not least,
ways in which Fran could win Joe back now that Steve had told her Joe had broken things off with
Kate. As was often the case, whatever common ground they shared on some subjects (Fran
thoroughly agreed that the cost of health care and insurance was ridiculous) was eroded by their
widely differing opinions on others. Regarding Laura’s breastfeeding of her own daughter, for
example, Fran really thought that was Laura’s and Paul’s private concern and no one else’s. New
mothers and their friends comprised a surprising amount of the customers at Beans, and Fran knew
from eavesdropping that not everyone breastfed, and not everyone appreciated the untiring efforts

of the La Leche League (or the “Breast Nazis,” as she’d heard them called) to mandate breastfeeding
for all mothers and babies. Fran really didn’t even understand why her mother was so upset; if Laura
pumped, the baby was still getting breast milk, wasn’t she?
“But the physical contact is so important, Fran,” her mother had replied, “and the baby should
nurse on her schedule, not Laura’s.”
“Well, that’s rich,” Fran had replied. “You didn’t breastfeed Christopher or Brian, and they seem
to have turned out all right.” Here she had winked at Brian, who had merely rolled his eyes at her
with a rueful grin and looked like he’d really be happier in a conversation that did not so
prominently feature his sister-in-law’s breasts.
“It just wasn’t done then,” said her mother. “They know more about it now.”
“Well,” said Fran, “You’re just going to have to accept that Laura is a grown woman who’s
heard everything you’ve heard about nursing and still believes giving Etta the breast milk in bottles
will be fine.”
That exchange was really just the opening volley; they had gone on from there to go around and
around on many of the other subjects as well, particularly when their heated exchange got to the
subject of Joe. Shirley had learned from Steve that Joe was moving in with him and would be paying
Steve a bit of rent; evidently he and Kate had progressed from trying to work it out to giving up on
the relationship. As Fran had not said anything at home on the subject of Edward for some time,
and he hadn’t been back to the farm or visited with Fran since the time he had helped her pack,
Shirley had evidently made peace with Joe’s transgressions against Catholicism and decided once
again that he was the last great hope to take her unmarried daughter off her hands. Although Joe’s
emerging single status had wandered through Fran’s own mind more than once in preceding days,

the fact that it was also clearly on her mother’s mind annoyed her. Evidently Shirley believed Fran
only had so many feminine wiles, and they’d mainly all been used up; time to snatch up whoever was
around and might still find her passably attractive, even with, as her mother termed it, her “health
challenges.” Fran had concluded that topic by shouting that her mother was no better than Edward,
and that women who could not or who did not choose to have babies were still human beings and
maybe, just maybe, deserved consideration as such. Through this entire exchange she’d had the
sinking feeling she was back in college and absolutely nothing had changed: she was of no value to
anyone, of no interest as her own person, unless she attached herself to Joe Matthews. She’d barely
noticed when Brian had finished off his ice cream, quietly pushed his chair back, and exited the
kitchen.
So now it was an hour later, and the dishes were done. Fran looked around and tried to decide if
there was anything else she had to do or if she could make her escape. “You need me to do any
cleaning or anything?” she asked her mother.
“No,” said her mother shortly, still angry after their suppertime escalation of hostilities. “Thanks
for helping with the dishes.”
“Thanks for supper,” replied Fran, every bit as tersely. “I’ll get going, then.”
“Wait,” said Shirley. “There is one more thing you could do for me. I’m just worn out tonight,
or I wouldn’t ask.”
“Sure,” said Fran, inwardly groaning.
“Could you go feed the cats in the barn? You know how Brian is about his cats—we give them
just a bit of milk at night now that it’s getting colder. Two old frying pans and a pail are in the milk

house; just take a bit of milk out of the cooler, and then put the pans in the walkway to fill with the
milk. Brian’ll take care of the pans when they’re done.”
That was better than Fran was hoping for; a job in the barn meant she could say her goodbyes to
her mother, go take care of the cats, and be gone. “Sure, Ma. I’ll get going after that then. Thanks
again for supper.”
“You’re welcome. Drive safe and give me a call so I know you got home okay, all right? It’s so
long over to that east side, I worry about you on the road.”
“Ma, it’s fifteen minutes further away than where I used to live, and all city driving. No big deal.”
“Okay, missy,” her mother said, setting Fran’s teeth on edge. “Just call.”
As soon as Fran stepped outside into the bracing late autumn night, she breathed a little deeper
and stood up a little straighter. On the way to the barn she passed her car and chucked her bag
inside. Normally if she was going to do anything in the barn, she changed into some other clothes
and shoes that she always left at the farm. Anytime you got a job in the barn it often made you smell
like the barn long after you’d left it; however, the kitty task seemed like it would be a quick and easy
one, so she hadn’t bothered to change, and when she was done, she would be able to just get into
her car and go.
When she stepped inside the milk house (the small cinder block and wooden structure, like a
porch, built onto the side of the barn, mainly filled with the impressive stainless steel cooler, into
which all the milk from the cows poured) it was pleasantly warm and loud, with the cooler
mechanism running to cool the milk. It only took a moment to locate the pans Brian used to feed
the cats, so Fran grabbed those first, and then stepped through the swinging door into the barn
proper. In here it was even warmer, and humid, with its two rows of cows placidly chewing the feed

and hay in front of them while Brian attached milking machines to each of them in turn. It was
perhaps the most familiar and foreign smell in Fran’s life; familiar because she had known it for so
long and it was so distinctive—part animal, part plant, part mineral (from the lime that was spread
on the walkway to keep the cows from slipping on their way into and out of the stalls where they
stood)—and foreign because, as the only girl on the farm, she had never learned even the
rudimentary skills of animal husbandry or growing crops. Her time had been spent almost
exclusively with her mother in the house and in the garden. Still, the sounds and smells were
comforting, and reminded her of her father, although of course a current of sadness ran through
those memories as well. She shook her head as though to clear it and dropped the pans in the
walkway, returning to the milk house to open a tiny valve at the bottom of the cooler, which let a
small stream of milk escape into the pail she was holding. She passed through the door a second
time, and poured equal amounts of milk into the pans, calling “Here, kitty kitty kitty kitty” as she did
so. About a dozen cats materialized out of various nooks and crannies in the barn and set to slurping
the milk up with what could only be termed extreme enthusiasm. There were more than usual; her
brother could never get himself to give any of each year’s new crop of kittens away, and he named
every single one of them. Personally Fran thought cats were neat little animals, but she had never
become particularly attached to them, either as a child or as an adult. The one exception she made
was for Tucker—an ancient orange tabby who she remembered from her high school years. He’d
always been a friendly and calm cat, and here he still was, slower, much thinner, but still enjoying his
milk. She smiled and squatted down slightly to give him a little rub between and behind his ears
while he ate.
“Hard to believe Tucker’s still around, huh?” asked Brian’s voice, next to her. She started slightly
but was able to keep her balance, and kept rubbing Tucker’s head.

“Yeah, he’s a good boy,” said Fran. “How old is he now?”
“Let me think,” Brian replied. After a long pause, he answered, “Maybe fifteen? You were still
here when he was a kitten, weren’t you? In high school?”
“Yup,” confirmed Fran, although she was a bit surprised at his taking the time for this
conversation. If she rarely spoke with Christopher, she never talked with Brian. It wasn’t from lack
of affection; he was simply a quiet person by nature and rarely spoke at any great length with
anyone. He did have a weakness for American history, so periodically she brought him “American
Experience” DVDs and new histories and biographies from the library when she made her own
visits there, but she couldn’t remember the last time she and Brian had conversed on a non-farm or
non-history topic. She felt the need to add more to her confirmation. “So he’s at least thirteen, and
fifteen’s certainly possible.” She stood up and continued to watch the cats eat, hypnotized slightly by
their seemingly synchronized and staccato tongue lapping. Brian continued to stand at her side,
which surprised her a bit, so she asked, “Do you usually watch them eat and then take the pans right
back to the milk house?”
“No,” he laughed, “The cows wait for no man. When I’m done milking, they’ll all be done and
I’ll just toss the pans back in the milk house.”
“Okay,” said Fran, and was about to say, “Night then,” when Brian surprised her by speaking
again.
“Fran, you know you don’t really have to listen to everything Mom says,” he said, so quietly she
could barely hear him over the steady hum of the milking machinery and the lapping of the cats.
This surprised her, but not so much that she didn’t have a relatively quick comeback. “I think if
you ask her, she’ll tell you I don’t listen to anything she says.”

“But we both know that’s not really the case, is it?” he asked. He didn’t say anything further, and
he didn’t take his eyes off the cats. The moments ticked away, making Fran increasingly
uncomfortable, mostly because she knew that she had been bothered by her mother’s perception,
clearly revealed to her the day they had dug potatoes together, that Fran went out of her way to
disregard everything her mother said.
“I always listen,” said Fran.
“I know. That’s part of the problem.”
Fran turned to look up at her second-oldest brother. The past few weeks marked the most
conversation she’d had with her oldest brothers in years, which was kind of a nice development,
actually. “What do you mean?” she asked, genuinely curious.
“Well, here’s the thing with Mom,” he said. He paused, and it became a long pause, as he
seemed to be searching for the best way to say something. “It’s best to listen in small doses. I love
her, but she’s probably at her best when she’s not talking.”
Fran returned her gaze to the cats; they were all still contentedly drinking. “Does that ever
happen?”
He jabbed her, gently, in the side with his elbow. “It does. And, might I add, anyone could ask
the same question about you.”
“Okay, that’s fair.” Fran rubbed her side while making an exaggerated grimace. “I still don’t
really understand what you’re suggesting I do.”
“Fran. I’ve watched the two of you talk past each other for so many years now I don’t know
why I’m bothering. It’s not that complicated. You know how she bugs you about every little detail of

your life and it makes you nuts? How she thinks she knows what’s best for you always? She does
that for four other kids, and she’ll do it to her grandkids too. You think she enjoys doing that,
particularly?”
Fran opened her mouth to deliver a sharp answer to that question, caught a glimpse of Brian’s
face, and closed it again. He looked almost stern enough to scare her out of the petulant reply that
sprang to her lips. But not quite.
“You guys didn’t get anything like I got,” she snapped.
“Okay,” said Brian, still watching the cats. “Maybe. And it was bad, Dad dying when he did, she
got worse after that. But there were a lot of years where you were too little to pay attention, and a lot
of years when you were gone, and we all got our share of bugging too. You think I’m still not
hearing about how I should have a wife, and kids old enough to be helping me on the farm now, so
she wouldn’t have to? How a part-time hired man is not enough to run a dairy farm, even one this
small?”
“Well, don’t you get sick of that?” asked Fran.
“Of course I do. We all do. But maybe it’s not something she can just shut off. And maybe
sometimes we do need it. But how does she know when? So she just does it all the time to cover her
bases. Give her this: she is not a finesse manipulator. She uses a sledgehammer, but she means them
to be improving blows.” Most of the cats were finishing their milk now, and the pans had been
licked almost shiny. Brian nudged one empty pan with his foot and said, “Look at that, last call at
the kitty bar.”
Fran smiled at that. “I’ll wait a bit here and take the pans back for you.”

“Okay,” said Brian, turning to go back to milking. Then he stopped, and turned back to her. “I
guess what I’m saying is save your energy. I know the more she hammers you to do something the
less likely you are to do it, or think about it. Listen to her words a little less and instead try to hear
what it is she really wants for you. Or try, anyway.”
“What does she want for me, do you think?” Fran asked.
“Jesus, kid,” said Brian, not unkindly, turning again to return to his milking. But as he went, he
threw a smile over his shoulder at her, and said, louder, so she would be sure to hear him over all of
the barn noises, “If you don’t know that yet, it’s no wonder she feels she has to use a
sledgehammer.”
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“Franny, phone!” yelled Theresa, from the living room. Fran was in her bedroom writing, and as
was her habit, she was attached to her laptop with ear buds, listening to music, and barely heard her,
but Theresa had a voice that could only be called “penetrating.”
She flicked her ear buds out and hustled into the living room, where she grabbed the cordless
phone from Theresa, who was still on the floor, in the middle of a Pilates workout.
“Thanks, Tee,” she said.
“Anything to stop the torture, even for thirty seconds,” her roommate replied, with a broad grin.
Fran started back to her bedroom, so as not to interrupt Theresa any further. Once almost there,
she lifted it to her ear and said, “Hello?” It wasn’t an enthusiastic one—she was rather expecting a
call from her mother.
“Get a cell phone already,” said Joe, stridently, on the other end.
“Hello to you too, Charm School,” said Fran, somewhat exasperated, “Do you and Amy have a
sales contract with a cell phone company? She keeps bugging me about getting one.”
“Well, because then we could just get you. I called the store first, thinking you were probably
there today.”
“Oh, the inconvenience, having to call two phone numbers. You don’t have to track me down—
you could have just left a message at the store.”

“’Next time you were there’? Why don’t I just send up smoke signals and hope you get them?” A
bantering tone had entered Joe’s voice, and Fran could picture him smiling at the other end. Now he
was just trying to annoy her.
“You could do that. Or you could just call the one place where I mostly am—my home—and
then we could talk to each other like civilized people. Besides, I have a cell phone.”
“You do?” Joe was genuinely surprised.
“I do,” said Fran, somewhat pleased to have thrown him for a loop. “And I can only stand
having it because I haven’t told anyone my number.”
“Not even Theresa? Whoever you live with should really have your number.”
Fran laughed. “Especially not Theresa.” This was said quietly, and only because Fran’s door was
closed; she didn’t want to hurt Theresa’s feelings. “Can you imagine? She’d be texting me to tell me
something that just struck her as funny while she was driving and trying to put on makeup AND
drink a Diet Coke, all while speeding because she’s late for wherever she’s going. I don’t need to be
responsible for that.”
“Okay,” Joe conceded, “I can see that.”
Fran was already enjoying the conversation, but figured he must have called for some reason—if
he was just checking in or saying hello he would often send a short email instead. “So, other than
giving me the cell phone hard sell, was there something you wanted today, Joseph?” she asked.
“I’ve got the court date,” he replied.

“Oh,” she said, somewhat taken aback. She’d almost forgotten about the trial, and was ashamed
to admit she hadn’t thought about it, or Joe’s injuries from the car accident, very much lately. “Wow,
it took a long time to get that, didn’t it?”
“Yeah,” said Joe, “My lawyer’s still hopeful we can settle before court. All I want is my physical
therapy covered.”
“How are you feeling lately?” Fran asked. Joe had suffered some neck and shoulder pain after
his accident, and had eventually ended up going to a massage therapist who specialized in pain issues
for help. Because it was actually helpful, it was not, of course, covered by his insurance.
“You mean, other than that I started the summer getting my truck hammered, and ended it by
leaving a long-term relationship?” he asked, with a light tone that he was clearly forcing.
“Well, I really just meant your neck, but I guess I’ve got a few hours if you want to hash out
your various emotional traumas.”
He laughed. As always it shot to her core and vibrated there, but she forced herself to try and
recognize it as just the laughter of a friend. She’d spilled a lot of secrets this summer, but the one
thing she hadn’t told anyone, all these long months, was that whenever she made him laugh, she was
immediately, giddily transported back to her high school economics class, just driven to get more
laughs like it. She was still reveling in its sound when he spoke again.
“So you’re not out tonight?”
“Clearly—and how lucky for you. Otherwise I would only be reachable by cell phone, and oh,
yeah, right, you don’t have my number.”
“Rub it in, why don’t you,” he said. There was a pause, and then, “No plans with Edward?”

This was still a sore subject, although it had not been brought up since the weekend she’d seen
Joe at Steve’s, and told him she thought things were probably over with Edward. “No. There won’t
be any more plans with Edward.”
“Is it officially over?”
She sighed, although she also knew the fastest way to make this subject go away was to address
it. “Yeah, he called after the whole Roberta thing, and wanted to go to dinner, but I didn’t want any
strangers at neighboring tables to hear I wasn’t making the cut due to wonky female organs. So I
told him I thought it was best if we were just friends.”
“How’d that go over?”
Suddenly Fran was rather struck by the irony of having this conversation with Joe Matthews.
“Joe, can we not talk about this?” she asked. “I’ve already taken a lot of shit on the subject from
Theresa, who thinks I should at least have gotten one last free dinner out of him.”
“He wasn’t right for you anyway,” Joe said, firmly.
“Well, not according to Shirley. He is Methodist, after all.”
“That’s the least of Edward’s problems,” Joe said, with surprising vehemence.
“Easy,” she said, “Only the jilted ex who turned down her last free supper gets to sound that
bitter.”
“Well, I can’t help it,” Joe replied. “He sent a kind older lady, your own friend, into your place of
business to spy on your reproductive system. That’s not right.”

“The man wants kids, Joe. It’s not a capital crime. I seem to remember that sort of thing was
important to someone else I knew once.”
There was a sharp intake of breath on the other end of the line, and Fran worried she’d gone too
far. But almost the instant she started worrying, she made herself stop. It was only the truth, after all.
Joe had been at their break-up eight years ago; she wasn’t telling him anything he shouldn’t already
know. She sat through what felt like an endless silence, which then somehow managed to stretch on
even longer. Fran simply held the phone to her ear, unsure what to say, and trying not to breathe too
heavily. She wondered if he’d hung up, but figured she’d have heard the dial tone by now if he had.
“I wouldn’t have cared if you couldn’t have had kids,” Joe eventually said, quietly.
“Oh right,” she said, and her voice had dropped to nearly a whisper as well. “The way you didn’t
care if I was ready to get married at twenty-two or not.”
There was another long pause. When Joe spoke again, it was with surprising evenness,
considering the turn their conversation had taken. “I’ll send you the court details in an email, all
right?”
“Okay,” she said. Almost before she was done saying it he had hung up.
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“One of these days,” Fran said to Russell, on a slow night while they were both leaning on the
front counter, “I suppose we should dress the shop up a bit for the holidays.”
“Ucchh,” said Russell, investing the sound with his full guttural disdain. “You won’t let me have
my way with the store for Halloween, I don’t know why every year we have to through the winter
holidays charade.”
“Because,” Fran said, chewing on her lower lip in thought, “Christmas and Co. moves
merchandise better than Halloween. Besides, I did let you have your way with Halloween, for a
whole month, with the Fright Night Latte, didn’t I?”
“’Let me,’ I like that. As if you didn’t love the idea of a simple pumpkin spice latte, dressed up
with a bit of whipped cream and a honey-drizzled cobweb, for fifty cents extra per.”
“Okay, it was a good idea,” conceded Fran. “Your talents are wasted here, almighty one. Now
help me think up what colors we’re going to use this year.” Fran was too lazy, at heart, to make sure
every winter holiday was commemorated in their decorations, so long ago she’d struck upon the idea
of decorating in what she liked to term “holiday neutral” colors. As long as you threw in white lights
and tinsel somewhere, she figured, it would look passably festive for Christmas, but steering clear of
the more overt color combinations like red and green helped things at least look a bit more
ecumenical. The previous year they’d twined together navy blue, lime green, and silver ribbons, and
added white lights.
“You know you’re not fooling anyone with that,” said Russell. “The store still screams
‘Christmas’ when you’re done.”

“Yes, yes,” said Fran, already trying to think what they could do differently this year. “As long as
it also screams ‘somewhat profitable,’ though, I’m sure Victor will be happy, and might I remind
you, it is good for us when Victor is happy. How about yellow and purple?”
“What are you, a Vikings fan?” Russell looked aghast.
“Oh, yeah, right. Sorry,” said Fran, knowing the depth of Russell’s pro-Packer football mania.
Just then, the bells over the entrance chimed and Fran immediately straightened up, out of habit
(Russell kept leaning and would until the absolute last possible moment), in time to see Joe, in
company with their old college friend, Luke Hutchinson, coming through the door. She would have
recognized Luke anywhere; same unruly curly light-brown hair, same wire-rim glasses, same shy grin.
“LUKE!” she yelled (why not; Beans was empty otherwise), and ran out from behind the counter to
envelop him in a hug. He laughed and staggered backward, but returned her hug affectionately.
When he spoke she was pleased to hear that his low, slow, gravelly voice hadn’t changed much
either.
“Hi, Franny. It’s nice to see you too.”
Fran pushed out of the hug and held him at arm’s length, now looking at him more critically.
“You’ve been in town months now and this is the first I see you?” she asked. She’d always felt rather
protective of Luke, and she was not Shirley’s daughter for nothing. When her nurturing side did
come out, it tended to include guilt trips. Then she hugged him again.
“I know, I know,” he said, laughing, shaking his head down at her. “I’m just glad Joe called
tonight to get me out of the house.”

Through their exchange Joe had been standing off to the side, beaming as he watched their
reunion. Now he stepped slightly forward and said, “Okay, Fran, unhand the man and get us a
couple of coffees. We’ve got some serious work to do.”
Just now, as Fran looked over at Joe, she noticed that Joe had his laptop along. With a final
squeeze to Luke’s arm, she finally released him, with a smile, and made her way back behind the
counter, although Russell was already standing at the register. “I’ve got it, thanks, Russell. Will you
grind the beans for tomorrow?” Russell gave her a quick grin and headed off towards the back
counter and the bins of whole coffee beans. “What’ll it be?” she asked the two men.
“Get what you want, Luke, my treat,” said Joe. After some consultation among them, with
questions for Fran, and a small digression on the indignities of aging and the repercussions of
drinking coffee after 7 p.m., she had their orders: a regular black coffee for Joe (he was living
dangerously) and a half-decaf au lait for Luke. After Joe had paid, Fran had told him she’d bring the
drinks out to wherever they sat, so she set them carefully on a tray, threw a couple of chocolates
wrapped in autumn-colored tinfoils (the candies were reaching the end of their shelf life anyway, as
they were moving steadily into November now) on a saucer and added that to the tray, and then
carried it to the table where they sat, which was the one closest to the back counter where Russell
was working. She set the tray on the empty table next to them and silently put their drinks and the
chocolates next to them on the table; they were already intently looking at something on Joe’s
laptop.
“Thanks, Fran,” said Joe. “Your wireless here is faster than at Steve’s; that always surprises me.”
“It shouldn’t,” said Fran. “You never know what Steve’s all running on his wireless, and that
would slow it down for your computer, wouldn’t it?” Something occurred to her while she was
saying this, and curious, she asked, “Why the laptop tonight? Don’t you usually use your thing?”

Here she stopped and made the motion of cupping one hand around a phone, and waving the index
finger of the other over it. “Your phone?”
“For the last time, Fran, it’s called a smartphone. At least learn the vocabulary of the young and
hip even if you’re not going to join us.”
Luke was listening to this exchange and laughing. “Still not gadget-minded, Fran?” he asked, and
when she shook her head, he continued. “Good for you. I hope never to see you in an Apple store.”
“No worries there,” she replied to Luke. Then, she asked Joe again, “So why no smartphone?”
“The coffee is good here,” Joe said to Luke, “But the service is really intrusive.”
“All right, all right,” said Fran, picking up her tray and backing up. “Forget I asked.”
“No, no,” said Luke. “Don’t listen to him, Fran. The truth is, young Joseph and I are looking for
apartments, and sometimes we like to look at the rental agreements online if they have them as
PDFs. That’s easier on a laptop with a bigger screen.”
Luke had always been the sweetie of the group. “Thank you, Luke,” she said, and then, to Joe,
she stuck out her tongue and said, “I’m glad Luke is around to teach you some manners again.”
“Me too,” said Joe, “Living with your brother is making me an ape.”
Fran decided to let that one go and headed back to her spot behind the counter to help Russell.
As she did, a group of three people came in, and she and Russell headed up to the front register to
help them. When they were done, she said to Russell, “Will you be okay alone? I should work on
getting the payroll sent in, but after that I can come out to start closing.”
Russell smiled and replied, “I love getting my paycheck. By all means, go work on payroll.”

So, moments later, Fran found herself sitting at her desk, facing a mountain of scribbled notes
her employees often left for her, explaining how and when they had switched shifts with one
another, and other explanations explaining various scheduling anomalies. Fran looked at the pile and
sighed and knew there was probably a better way of keeping track of all this, but if she was not
technologically minded, her boss, Victor, was technologically handicapped. His businesses ran on his
love of coffee and the sourcing of good beans, not on the efficiency of his work processes. All the
Beans locations, therefore, still used paper forms and faxing for orders, correspondence, payroll
reporting, anything that needed to go through Victor’s central office. She’d once brought up the
possibility of looking into software to help with such administrative tasks, and been rewarded with
grateful looks from the other store managers, but one brisk “I don’t think so” from Victor had
ended that idea. So: payroll on paper.
But it was hard to concentrate with Joe and Luke not far away. She could hear them talking and
laughing as they searched online, and she thought at some point she’d pop back out and see if they
could use refills, although she might switch Joe to decaf of her own volition. She was glad to see
him; although they had emailed and even met out a few times since the last phone call that hadn’t
ended well, there had been a decided coolness between them that hadn’t been there during the
summer, even while he’d been dating Kate. She sighed, and tried to apply herself to the payroll form,
but had barely started working when Russell stuck his head into the back through the beaded
curtain.
“Boss,” he said, “I’ve got a few people coming in—want to help?”
“Actually,” she said, pushing the papers together on her desk, so everything would be in one
place when she needed it later, “Yeah, I do.”

She followed Russell up to the register, and began pulling drinks for a surprisingly steady stream
of customers. She was surprised—usually nights were a bit quieter, but she wasn’t about to question
the unexpected business. When the line had dispersed, it was almost time to start cleaning and
preparing for closing, but as there were a few more people in the store than usual, it would be
difficult to do the floor sweeping and mopping just yet. She set Russell to wrapping up the few
bakery items that were left for sale as “day-old” items in the morning, and told him he could have
the few remaining baguettes if he wanted to wrap them up for himself. The baguettes never kept
overnight, and sometimes they took them to the spice and cookware specialty store next door (the
workers there sometimes returned the favor when turning over merchandise, including spices, that
went past their “sell by” dates), but Fran knew that Russell loved taking the baguettes to make
French toast. While he attended to that, she walked towards the back table where Joe and Luke were
still working and offered to take their cups back for a refill. Luke took her up on the offer, although
he did request decaf, and Joe declined. She took Luke’s cup, went back behind the counter, rinsed it
and filled it briefly with hot water, then dumped that and refilled it with decaf. She was turning
around to take it back to their table when she noticed Luke was standing at the counter, near his
table, so he could take the drink from her.
“You don’t have to walk it back out, Franny,” he said. “Thanks. What do I owe you for the
refill?”
“No worries, Luke, we’re getting ready to close and I hate wasting the coffee that’s left in the
carafes.”
“Oh, well, glad to be of help,” he grinned. He accepted the cup from her, took a quick sip, and
smiled. “It’s good coffee.”

“Well, it’s no Folger’s,” Fran teased back, “But we try.” He didn’t seem to be going anywhere, so
Fran leaned a hip against the counter and said, “Joe giving you a break from apartment hunting?”
Luke looked over his shoulder at Joe, who was concentrating mightily on the screen. “He had to
check on a work email, he said, so I’m taking a breather.” He set his cup down on the counter, and,
looking around, said, “This is a really nice place. Comfy.”
“Thank you,” said Fran. “Thanks for going with ‘comfy’ rather than ‘kinda worn.’ I’m glad Joe
thought to ask you to come here. How have you been?”
He shook his head, and although he was still smiling, his mood seemed to visibly darken. “Well,
nothing personal, but I’d rather not be back in Madison, you know.”
“I know.” She didn’t really know what to say then, but he didn’t seem inclined to return to his
table. “Are you trying to work things out?”
“We already did try,” he said. “But it’s no use. Halfway through therapy she told me she’s fallen
in love with someone else.”
“Oh, Luke,” Fran said. “That’s terrible. I’m so, so sorry.” And then, impulsively, “She’ll be
trading down, whoever he is.”
This brought a genuine smile. “Same old Fran.” He took another sip of his coffee, looked to see
if Joe was still absorbed in his email (he was), and then sat down in the chair nearest to the counter
where Fran was leaning. “Speaking of, what’s new with you these days?”
She laughed. “Well, ‘same old Fran’ would cover it. Except this year I got foreclosed on, had to
go back to live with my mom, started and ended a relationship, and somewhere in the middle of that

I had emergency surgery.” She paused. “And yet, I do feel remarkably like ‘same old Fran.’ That
can’t be right.”
Luke was now looking at her with a somewhat aghast expression on his face. “Okay,” he said,
“You’d think Joe could have told me some of that. Are you okay?”
Fran smiled impishly at him. “Yeah, I’m fine.” She paused, but decided to plunge in. “Joe’s
probably had news of his own to tell you.”
“Yeah,” Luke said, “We’re all kind of the walking wounded just now, aren’t we?” Then he
looked at her more closely. “Actually, though,” he continued, “It’s nice to be here with the two of
you. Kinda feels like not everything is changing.”
This gave Fran a slight twinge of discomfort. She felt that perhaps more had changed than Luke
knew—sure, she and Joe could talk to each other now, but after the last few days she’d started to
feel that they really were going to continue as nothing but friends. As soon as she thought it her
mouth went dry—suddenly she understood, as she hadn’t, previously, how hard it would be to go
on being Joe’s friend and nothing more.
“Franny?” Luke was looking at her with concern. “Are you okay? You went very quiet there all
of a sudden.”
Suddenly Fran was also aware of the time, and that Russell was shooting her frequent glances
that eloquently communicated his desire that she stop talking and start helping him close up. “Oh,
Luke, I was spacing out, thinking it’s probably time to get back to work. I’m sorry you’re back in
town, but I’m glad you’re back in town, too. Does that make sense? Come visit anytime, okay?”

“Okay,” he said, getting up with his coffee to go rejoin Joe at their table. “I’ll do that. And
thanks for the refill.”
The next half hour passed uneventfully, as their surprising surge of business seemed to be over
and Fran and Russell could smoothly move through their closing tasks as they’d done many times
before. Joe and Luke left about ten minutes before they locked the doors, Luke giving Fran his email
address on a napkin before leaving, and Joe not saying much of anything. Again she felt the slight
sinking somewhere in her abdomen; evidently they still weren’t back to the comfortable give-andtake that they’d rediscovered during the summer.
As Russell was locking doors and finishing washing out carafes, Fran took the cash register
drawer to the back office to count out the next day’s starting change and to add whatever they’d
made over the past hour (they did hourly cash drops into a floor safe) to the day’s deposit she was
readying for the bank. Usually Russell was done before she was, but she’d had most of the deposit
all ready to go, and she finished the task before he’d washed the last carafe. She still had to shut her
computer off, so she decided to check her work email one more time. Not much there, so out of
habit she clicked over to the Internet to check her personal email before closing it down. Only one
new message, and she was surprised to see it was from Joe. She opened it.
Fran,
Forgive the email, but you refuse to tell me your cell phone number so I can call or text like a
civilized person. Luke thinks I’m writing a work email while you two talk, so I have to do this fast.
I can’t get what you said at the Union out of my head. That I broke your heart too. At first I
thought you meant when we broke up for good, but now I think you meant when we started
college? I’m so sorry, Fran. If it’s any comfort to you I was lost that first semester here. Just
absolutely lost.
So when we broke up the last time I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t be lost again. I thought I had
to make a clean break, to not even be friends. I was wrong to do that. I know now we’ll always be
friends. Weirdly I think we could have kept on being friends even if things had worked out for me

and Kate. But then when Kate was so mad to be pregnant I thought, how did I get here again? With
a woman who doesn’t love me enough to be with me, really be with me.
And then I realized you were ready to be with me, eight years ago. You didn’t want to play
house, but that didn’t mean you didn’t want me. You trusted us more than I did.
It seems awful to be writing all this when I can hear Luke telling you his heart is broken. I know
what that feels like. And I know after what you said at the Union that you know it too.
So what can I say to you? I know that you are not one to be easily persuaded. I don’t even know
what to say to try. I do know I won’t put Shirley on the job. But please give me any sign that you still
trust in us?
He hadn’t signed it; it just ended. It felt like she couldn’t get enough air; she inhaled deeply and
read it through again. Somewhere during the second reading she realized her hands were shaking,
and she was only dimly aware that Russell was calling, from the front of the store, “Fran, hey
Fran…are you ready? I’ll follow you for the deposit if you’re going.”
“Thanks Russell, hold on, I’m coming, I’m just shutting down the computer.”
She stared back at the screen again. She’d have to answer from home; Russell was waiting (with
increasing impatience, she guessed), and what would she say? But as she went to sign out of her
email, she knew she didn’t want to wait to reply, even the half-hour it would take her to get home.
She hit the “Reply” button and thought for the merest of seconds before she typed, quickly: “Joe:
My cell phone number is 469-3142.” She was aware, suddenly, that she was grinning to herself, and
she kept grinning as she hit “Send.”

EPILOGUE
Fran downed the rest of her coffee and pushed herself slightly away from the counter where she
was sitting. She had been working on an essay (a new format for her, and one she suspected she was
particularly unskilled at), but her neck and shoulders were tight from concentrating and she wanted
to sit up a little straighter for just a minute. Besides, it was pleasant to look around the store and
admire the non-Christmas decorations she and Olivia had put up the week before: chocolate brown
and mint green ribbon this year, and instead of colored or white lights, a number of paper lanterns,
illuminated with battery-operated LED touch-lights. They were annoying as hell, as each one had to
be individually turned on and off every day, but the overall effect, particularly tonight, a damp and
chilly early December evening when the windows of the coffee shop were fogging up slightly, was
beautiful. Russell had suggested it was like working inside an oversized Andes mint, but after Fran
bought him a small box of Andes mints as a joke, he seemed to be somewhat mollified.
“All done?” Joe asked. He was sitting on the stool next to her, engrossed in his own work: he
was updating his resumé on his laptop and doing some preliminary job searching.
“For now, I think,” she replied. She leaned forward again and rested her head briefly on his
shoulder, looking at his computer screen. “Find anything good?”
“No, not yet. Something’ll turn up, though.”
She was still resting her head on his shoulder when Russell, who had been wiping down the
tables behind them, plunked himself down on the stool to her left side. It was nearly closing time at
Beans, and Fran looked over at him expectantly, waiting for him to complain that she and Joe
should get out so that he and John could clean and close in peace.

Instead he surprised her by saying, cheerfully, “Get a room, you two.”
Fran sat up straight again and laughed, while Joe smiled but remained engrossed in his screen.
Now she leaned over the other way and dropped her head on Russell’s shoulder. “You just want us
to get a room so we get out of here and you can close up, am I right?”
“Well, that would be an added benefit,” replied Russell, drily. “But mainly your cute couple vibe
is making us all a little sick.”
“I’ll remember that the next time Alison comes to visit you on break. Really? PDAs right in the
front of the store? Very un-Midwestern of you.”
Russell grinned. “Okay, you got me. Mainly we want you to get out. John has papers to write
and I, frankly, just don’t want to give Victor any unpaid minutes after nine. Dirty dishes, please.”
“I’m not feeling very welcome in this establishment,” said Fran, as she collected their empty
mugs and handed them over. “I demand to speak with your manager.”
Russell had already slid off his stool and was on his way to deposit the dishes in the dish tub he
was filling to take back to the dishwasher. “I’d get her,” said Russell, over his shoulder as he walked
away, “but she’s too important to work nights.”
Even Joe snorted at this, and Fran laughed as she started to gather together her papers. As Joe
closed windows on his screen, he looked over briefly and asked, “What was it tonight? Celebrity
memoir? Political exposé?”
“Essay,” said Fran, “Tell-all about life with Shirley.” This wasn’t true—she never really wanted
to include Shirley in fiction or nonfiction, as she was pretty sure that if something like that ever did
get published, she’d never be forgiven for it.

“So horror, then,” said Joe.
“Let’s just hope it doesn’t turn into True Crime,” she replied, and continued pushing her papers
together.
Joe laughed (she still thrilled to hear it, even in her distracted state) and turned his attention back
to his laptop, which was still shutting down. While he waited, briefly, for a few updates to process,
he looked over at her again, curiously. “That’s new. Why essays?”
“Oh, well,” she said, “Maybe because I was a bit discouraged with short stories today.”
He didn’t say anything for a long moment, until Fran wondered if he was back to considering his
computer and turned to look at him. He was regarding her quietly with his dark brown eyes, and she
momentarily forgot what they had been talking about as she instead thought, out of nowhere, I’m
glad he’s keeping his hair shorter, I can see his eyes again. But he brought her back on track by
asking, quietly, “And why so discouraged?”
“Got another rejection for my collection today.”
“Oh, honey,” said Joe, taking one of her hands, “I’m sorry. Who from?”
Fran gave him a brief smile and squeezed his hand. “It’s not important. I’ll just keep sending
stuff out.”
Joe’s computer had finally stopped whirring, so he gave her fingers an additional squeeze,
removed his hand briefly to close the laptop, and then turned back to her with a teasing grin. “Have
you considered sending out some of your good stuff?” he asked.
Fran rolled her eyes without returning his grin. “Hilarious. You and Steve are both comedians.”

“What does Steve say about it?”
“He says, ‘You’re trying to get published? Why don’t you just play the lottery, it would take a lot
less time.’”
“He’s got a romantic soul, our Steve,” replied Joe, rubbing her back briefly in a particularly nice
way to make up for his teasing.
“He’s a gorilla,” Fran replied. “How you live with him I’ll never know.”
“Well, it’s only temporary, until Luke and I find a place.” replied Joe, “After all, the rent’s cheap.
And there’s leftovers from suppers at Shirley’s without me having to go to suppers at Shirley’s.”
It was Fran’s turn to laugh now, although she was cut short when Russell, emboldened by the
fact that the few other remaining customers had left the store, shouted to them from the back, “Get
out if you want us to mop.”
Fran tucked her papers in her bag and turned to Joe. “Do we end the night on that romantic
note?”
“Well, perhaps not,” he said. “Actually, talking about meals and families, I have a question for
you.”
“Shoot.”
“Do you want to come to Christmas dinner at my house? Mom says please come.”
“No, not really,” Fran replied, rather too quickly, she soon realized.
Joe looked a bit taken aback. “Well, at least you took time to think it over,” he said.

Fran patted his arm affectionately. “I appreciate it, I really do. And thank your mom. But
everyone’s home at the farm this year, and that’s rare. Usually Christopher and Paul are at their inlaws’.”
“And you prefer your mom’s gravy,” said Joe, smiling now, and referring to a conversation
they’d had a million years ago about their mothers’ respective cooking skills.
“That too,” said Fran. “But really, thank you. Is it okay if I take a pass this time?”
“Yeah,” said Joe, “I get it. I’d hate to miss Amy and Elena too.” He stretched again and then
moved to pack his laptop into his messenger bag.
“I’ve got an idea,” said Fran, suddenly.
“Should I be afraid?” asked Joe, sliding his pens and notebook into his bag as well.
Now it was her turn to laugh. “No. Well, maybe. You want to come over to Theresa’s on
Christmas Eve? We’re watching BBC Christmas specials and drinking and eating chocolate yule log
cake. It’ll be just like college, except we’re all a bit fatter and we’ll have to go to bed earlier.” When
she’d started talking, she’d thought he probably wouldn’t be interested, but the more she thought
about it, the more the idea appealed. It would be a nice cozy lead-in to the craziness of the actual
day, she thought.
“You’re really selling it,” noted Joe. “We’ll spike the eggnog,” Fran cajoled, “and take a break
from the BBC with the Buffy the Vampire Slayer Christmas episode.” “Well, now you’re not playing
fair,” Joe complained, “But yeah, sold. Count me in.” As he finished speaking, he looked out the
window, and Fran followed his gaze. Sometime in the last fifteen minutes, while they hadn’t been
paying attention, it had begun to snow: large, soft flakes that were clustering down heavily but were

melting when they hit the wet streets—it was still just a little too warm out to stick, although it
might, thought Fran, if it continued at this rate. Messy, she thought first. But her second thought,
upon seeing the warm glow from the windows of the store penetrate out into the darkness, where it
faded into the larger circle of light from the parking lot streetlight, and all of the light glinting off of
the snow, was that it was beautiful.
Joe was still looking out the window, smiling more gently now. “Tell you what,” he said, turning
to her. “I should pick up something at my office I’ve got to work on this weekend. Why don’t you
drive down with me, and we could take a short walk around campus? Maybe end up at Humanities?
If it’s still snowing then it’ll look awesome there. Wanna go?”
Fran grabbed her coat off the back of her chair, threw it on, and jumped down from her stool so
quickly that she almost fell off of it. She then surprised Joe, who was still laughing at this explosion
of movement, by reaching over with both hands, taking his face in hers, and giving him an
exuberant kiss. “Yes,” she said.

