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L’étranger

(The Stranger)


After getting slapped by an early spring storm, Prairie Plains was quickly shedding its unwanted blanket of snow, and the knitters, spinners, and crocheters who’d entered Dee’s Yarn & Fiber Emporium to attend the April meeting of the Flatlands Fiber Guild had left traces of the slush and mire outside on the hardwood floor as they’d come indoors. The sun was out, the mood was festive. Rainbows of light shone through the windows onto the colorful woolen skeins lining the walls of the modest shop, even reaching the polished oak table the members were gathered around, causing it to gleam among the project bags, mugs filled with coffee and tea, yarn balls, and needles scattered there. 
Astrid Karlsen was in high spirits. She looked forward to this gathering each month. After sixteen years, she still enjoyed her position as Great Plains University’s resident fiber art expert enough to extend her crafting beyond the work week and maintain active membership in the guild. Admittedly, pretty much all she did during their meetings was knit socks and shoot the breeze. But the opportunity to spend the time knitting was welcome, since between her, her husband, and their two kids, they went through a lot of handknit socks.
But today was a special occasion: they were celebrating the engagement of the guild’s two youngest members, one of whom—for now, at least—was the only male in the group. Astrid had had a hand in turning today’s accustomed séance of stitching and spinning into a party, having prepared homemade almond cake, using a recipe she’d brought years ago from her home country of Norway, with the help of fellow professor and friend, Tabitha Howell. After all, it was Tabitha’s daughter, Laurel, who’d gotten engaged to Jeff Nietmann, or “Knitmann,” as he called himself on YouTube. And Astrid had more or less mediated their union by teaching the couple to spin.
The second Jeff and Laurel entered the shop, Brenda Wurth, who made no secret of being one of Jeff’s biggest fans, interrupted her treadling to congratulate them.
Then Valerie Dittendorf, co-owner of Dee’s along with her remarkably spry grandmother, stood up, brushing a few crumbs from her handknit Fair Isle sweater, and met the couple’s questioning gazes. “We’re celebrating your engagement.”
“You are?” Jeff asked.
Laurel’s smile was huge. “That’s so nice!”
Astrid recognized the spinning wheel Jeff held. She herself had advised Tabitha to buy it for Laurel’s twenty-first birthday, and she liked knowing how well the gift had gone over. And Jeff, talented knitter that he was, was likewise no slouch in the spinning department. The bearded youth was the first business major who’d darkened the door of Astrid’s fiber art studio, a testament to her avid recruiting skills. Her promotion to full professor a couple years back had been hard won, and she still felt obliged to prove herself to her colleagues. The more students she could draw into her modest corner of GPU’s art department—whether they were business majors, cat lovers, random strangers, or violet-hued aliens—the better.
“Any idea when you two’re getting married?” elderly Bonnie Dittendorf asked as she peered over her Saxony-style spinning wheel.
“We don’t know yet,” Laurel replied with a crooked smile. She set her project bag down on the fiber-strewn table.
“Maybe after I graduate,” Jeff offered as he stood his fiancée’s spinning wheel by her chair. That would happen in a year as far as Astrid knew. She half wondered if Bonnie wanted to rush the couple along so she wouldn’t miss out on anything—she happened to be ninety years old. She could only attend so many more weddings in life.
“There’s certainly no rush,” Laurel’s mother put in. “Take time to smell the roses of your engagement. You can always get married, am I wrong?”
“Well, whenever you decide to hold the wedding, we hope you’ll include us.” Brenda’s words echoed the sentiments of the entire group. An epic love had unfolded between this interracial couple, Jeff Nietmann and Laurel Howell, two people whose potential to make the world a better place Astrid did not doubt for one second. She was proud of her role in bringing the two of them together.
As the guild members’ activity shifted from eating, drinking, and congratulating back to the usual stitching and spinning, they heard the shop’s bell alert them to the entrance of another visitor. A cool wind wafted through the door as an unfamiliar young man poked his head inside, his eyes roaming beyond the casually arranged racks of needles and patterns toward the group seated around the big wooden table. Astrid was at least vaguely familiar with half the knitters and crocheters in Prairie Plains, but this guy was a complete stranger.
The shop’s aged owner and namesake—“Dee” stood for “Dittendorf”—rose stiffly from her cushioned seat. “Can I help you, son?” In spite of their guild meeting, the store was open for business, and Bonnie was never one to deter a customer.
The youth closed the glass door and looked around as though seeking someone in particular. Who in the heck could that be? Astrid had no idea. “Bonjour,” he said with a remarkably authentic French accent. He approached them with tentative steps.
As a native of Norway, Astrid was hardly fazed to hear a fellow human use another language besides English. Heeding her recruiter’s instinct to welcome the guy, she interrupted her knitting and reciprocated his hello. “Bonjour! Bienvenue!”
Brenda looked at her in surprise. Astrid had probably never spoken a word of French during their meetings before—there’d never been a need. Until now.
“Euh, I may sit here wiss you?” The young man’s accent was so thick, you could have spread it on toast.
“Oui, bien sûr! Asseyez-vous ici!” Astrid dragged an additional chair to the table between herself and the flaxen-haired librarian, Fran Zumbaum, interrupting her spinning of a huge mound of lavender wool.
“Merci bien—ssank you.”
How could this guy have gotten away with acquiring such meager skills in English? It wasn’t like French kids weren’t required to study the tongue. He must have paid remarkably scant attention during English class. Suddenly, Astrid was grateful for her knowledge of French. While her friends looked around them nervously, doubtless wondering how in the hell to extend their welcome to someone who could barely understand them, Astrid recalled with a smile the year she’d spent in France studying art.
The stranger availed himself of the seat she’d set out for him. He opened a careworn canvas bag and produced a beautiful wooden drop spindle, then began calmly spinning yarn from a cloud of natural gray wool. His casual attire: a solid flannel shirt worn unbuttoned over a navy T-shirt, black jeans, and sand-colored chukkas, harmonized with his silky, light brown hair. He clearly knew what he was doing as a handspinner—that in itself made an impression.
Brenda Wurth wrapped the yarn entering her spinning wheel’s orifice around the hook and broke their silence, leaning in toward the stranger with a care that signaled her profession as a high school nurse. “What brings you here?”
The visitor knit his brow, then looked at Astrid.
She interpreted for him: “D’où venez-vous?”
“Ah bon—je suis français. Je viens de Normandie—c’est au nord de la France.”
That was a start. Even the non-professors in the group must be capable of piecing together “France” and “Normandy” from that. But in order to get at what wind had blown a spinner from France into their midst, a lot more words would have to be exchanged.
Laurel Howell shifted in her chair and aimed her brown eyes at the visitor. “Comment t’appelles-tu?” That’s right, Laurel had taken French in high school—Astrid knew that much. Maybe she appreciated the rare chance to make some use of her language skills.
“Benjamin,” the stranger responded, pronouncing the name in a way no one who lacked fluency in French could say remotely like he did, with those distinctive nasal vowels.
Keen to resolve the mystery surrounding Benjamin’s unanticipated visit, Astrid realized she must launch into a full-blown conversation in the youth’s native tongue. The effort went on for several minutes, and the visitor’s shoulders relaxed as his words bubbled forth in the face of an interlocutor who could speak his language. Then his eyes lit up, and he pointed at Jeff Nietmann with an enormous smile, exposing his sparkling white teeth and pronounced dimples.
“Aha!” Astrid exclaimed with a laugh. “Jeff, he came here because of you. He’s seen your ‘Extreme Knitting’ videos and read about this group on your YouTube channel.”
“You’re kidding!” A smile warmed Jeff’s bearded face.
“Apparently, your star has risen to international fame,” Astrid teased.
Benjamin aimed a smile not only at Jeff, but at Laurel as well. She’d appeared together with the YouTuber in his most recent video, filmed in Virginia and Ontario to document the journey from enslavement to freedom of Laurel’s four-times great-grandmother. That video had ended with Jeff’s asking for Laurel’s hand in marriage, thus occasioning the very celebration they now enjoyed.
But as it turned out, Benjamin hadn’t flown all the way from Paris to the Northern Plains solely to meet the rugged yarnie who went by “Knitmann.” He had another reason to be in Prairie Plains, as his brother, a graduate student in GPU’s music department, would play his final concert over the weekend, before returning to Europe to seek work as a pianist.
“I’ve heard of him,” Tabitha said. “He performed that wonderful Grieg concerto last fall, remember?”
“I do,” Dannie Novak replied—as a management professor’s wife, she, too, was an active member of the university community. The musical accomplishments of Maximilien Letellier were well-known to the group, and the physical resemblance between him and his brother suddenly stood out.
The crafters continued their work as they listened, while Astrid dug up additional dirt on their guest. He enjoyed not only spinning, but knitting, felting—in fact most any activity related to making things from fiber. His family raised goats in the rural heart of Normandy, and his mother was a yarn dyer. He’d finished his Baccalauréat a year or so ago, but was unsure of his next move and currently enjoying a gap year. The visit to see his brother perform on campus was fortuitous—Benjamin hadn’t ruled out following in Maximilien’s footsteps and attending college in the US. But he would have to vastly improve his English first.
As more fiber was spun into yarn, knitted into socks and sweaters, even crocheted into granny squares and amigurumi figures, Astrid and Benjamin pursued their exchange in French, while the rest of the circle returned to their accustomed English chit-chat. Sunlight infiltrated the fiber-filled space, and the sounds of melting snow draining from the gutters marked the death of winter’s grip.
Then the shop door opened again, introducing two additional strangers into the guild’s midst, who approached them with wrinkled brows and frantic gestures. Then they laid eyes on Benjamin, and their worry melted into sighs of relief.
“Oh, thank goodness.” The woman’s accent, though clearly French, wasn’t nearly as thick as Benjamin’s was. “We didn’t know where you were! Où t’étais passé, bon sang?”
“Je suis désolée, maman.” Benjamin’s resemblance to the man whose weathered face hinted at his agrarian lifestyle told Astrid these were his worried parents. Though their scolding of the youth was difficult to make out, the mother’s gratitude to the crafters looking after their lost sheep came through clearly, as she expressed it in excellent English. They declined to partake in the revelers’ spread, but agreed to allow Benjamin to remain in the shop, as long as he promised to return to their hotel in time to join them for dinner.
Astrid assured them she would take good care of him, and spare him the necessity of finding another Uber by driving him back to the hotel herself.
And she was happy to oblige. For it turned out Benjamin had a keen interest in art. And not just any art, but fiber art—her exact specialty. Like many departments at GPU that must justify their existence based on having enough majors in their programs, the school of fine arts went after every prospective student they could entice into their courses. Astrid Karlsen had gotten where she was based in part on her knack for drumming up business.
“Jeff,” she told the YouTuber before their gathering ended, “I may have you to thank for helping me recruit an international student into my program.”
“Really?”
“Yes. He’d like to get away from his boring rural home and do something adventurous. GPU might just be the perfect fit for him.”
Jeff flashed a smile. “Let us know if there’s any way we can help.”
“Will do.”
When the guild meeting wound down, Astrid conducted her new apprentice around the shop, interpreting for him as he purchased some Corriedale wool for his next spinning project. Then she helped him into her Volkswagen crossover, where their impassioned exchange on all things art and fiber continued.
By the time she dropped Benjamin off to rejoin his family, she’d more or less convinced him that pursuing an art degree at Great Plains University would be the ideal next step on his academic and professional journey. Over the coming weeks, their emails flew back and forth, and by August, all the arrangements had been made for Benjamin Letellier to begin his college career in the Northern Plains.
Had Professor Karlsen known the impact this seemingly unassuming Frenchman would have on her and her family during his sojourn in the States, she might have tried to steer him in a different direction.
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L’appartement au sous-sol

(The Basement Apartment)


“This is gorgeous, Mom! When did you do all this?” The last time Jeff had seen Laurel this excited was when they’d entered the flagship boot store in Red Wing, Minnesota, back in January. She looked up with huge eyes at the arresting display of handknit shawls adorning her mother’s living room ceiling from one end to the other, as Jeff closed the door behind them, shutting out the mid-July sun. They’d come over because Tabitha had news to share, along with a proposition. 
Tabitha returned Laurel’s smile. “I started working on it in May, when the semester ended. I kept thinking about all the shawls I’ve knit over the years—I could only give away so many—and how beautiful this big room would be if I turned them into a display like this.” She gazed at the cathedral ceiling with her guests. “To be honest, I didn’t quite realize how many I’ve truly made. I’m rather pleased with myself.”
Jeff was bowled over. He knew Tabitha had knit a lot of shawls. But this eye-popping spread of so many dozens of them overhead took his breath away. “An amazing accomplishment! You knit so beautifully, Tabitha. I could learn a lot from you, especially about knitting lace.”
“As long as you have someone in your life who enjoys wearing lace. I sort of ran out of those someones. Knitting these shawls has more or less become a kind of therapy for me.”
Laurel reached for her mother’s shoulder. “Well apparently, you knit them for this stunning wall display.”
The description was apt. The high walls with their angled rise to the central ridge were carpeted with colorful shawl after colorful shawl, all arranged edge-to-edge without a single gap. All that handknit beauty gave the space an aura of comforting opulence, with Tabitha’s delicate lacework offering endless engagement to the eye.
“I guess I did,” the professor agreed. “And there will be more to come. So it’s a good thing there are more rooms in this big ol’ house. Speaking of which,” she added, knitting her brow, “Laurel, as you know, I have some news to pass along to you.” She invited them to interrupt their enjoyment of the ceiling art and join her in the dining room for iced tea.
“What’s going on, Mom?” Laurel took a seat and filled her glass. A surprisingly fresh breeze cooled them, and a cicada’s high-pitched buzz reached their ears through the open window.
“Your father contacted me after a six-week hiatus. Has he been in touch with you at all?”
Laurel shook her head. “Not since like two months ago.”
“He’s still paying your rent, though?”
“I think he set that up on an automatic payment plan.”
“I see.” Tabitha swallowed some tea. “Well then, what I have to say will be news to you. The fact is, Jerome started seeing another woman over there in Dubai, and he decided it was time to let me know that.”
Jeff heaved a sigh as Laurel vented her ire: “Bastard. What the hell is he thinking?”
“As usual, he’s thinking about himself. Let’s face it—this is hardly anything new. The two of us have definitely grown apart these past few years. But you know, Laurel, your father and I never had what you and Jeff have with one another. The two of you are blessed with a kind of devotion most people fail to attain, no matter how hard they try. He’s decided it’s time to move on. That being said, I want you to know I’ve spoken to a lawyer, and she advises me to make the first move in petitioning for divorce.” Tabitha paused as that last word sank in.
Tears started falling from Laurel’s eyes. “I guess I’m not really all that surprised about Dad. I’m sorry, Mom. It’s got to be incredibly hurtful for you.”
“You’re not wrong. But it could be even more hurtful if I don’t do what’s necessary to come out strong in the end. I want to keep this house, and the sedan, and make sure I keep my fair share of our other assets. And I want your needs to be met as well. He should set money aside for your education, especially given how expensive veterinary school is likely to be.”
In spite of Tabitha’s sobering news, the reminder that Laurel’s college career was back on track lifted Jeff’s mood. Two years ago, that door had seemed irrevocably closed. But Laurel had found a way past her failed attempt at earning a degree and gotten reinstated at GPU, making her dream of finishing her bachelor’s and vying for a spot in vet school seem attainable. This nudge to focus on the future put her parents’ troubled relationship in perspective. It was all about moving forward.
“So, what’s next for you, Mom?”
“Well, I plan to file for divorce before the month is out. But I also had a proposal I’d like to make to you and Jeff.”
“To us?”
“Yes. Look, this is a very large house. Sometimes I feel like I’m wandering around like an orphaned girl in an abandoned castle. And we all know I didn’t handle things particularly well when Jerome moved out of here. I’m frankly in need of a little company. So I thought you and Jeff might consider moving in downstairs.” Her lips almost quivered as she raised her brow.
Jeff met Laurel’s gaze as he contemplated living in his history professor’s home. “Sounds intriguing.”
Laurel ran her hand through her afro. Jeff could only guess what was going through her mind. Her parents had more or less dragged her out to Prairie Plains from Atlanta as a high school senior, so her mother could accept the lucrative professorship she’d held here for the past four years. The fallout had been troubling at best, and they’d had to move mountains to repair the damage. “I mean, maybe? Will there be room for all the pets, Mom?”
“Absolutely. I can’t tell you how much it would mean to have a dog around to liven the place up again. And Pearl is such a sweet little thing, her tail just goes non-stop. And two cats hardly take up any room at all.”
“Well, it’s certainly worth considering. Then the rent money Dad’s paying could go toward my tuition.”
“And I don’t intend to charge you two a cent. Just having you down there to look after the space would be a huge boon. I keep imagining some homeless guy let himself in without my knowledge and is living high off the hog while I wallow in loneliness up here.”
Although the decision wasn’t really up to him, Jeff found Tabitha’s offer beyond generous. “If it’s all right with Laurel, I’d love to take a look at the space.”
Laurel fingered the water droplets clinging to her glass. She met Jeff’s gaze. “Sure. Let’s check it out.”
Tabitha’s face lit up immediately. “Wonderful. You’ve never even been in the downstairs apartment, have you, Jeff?”
He shook his head. “I look forward to seeing it.”
Tabitha led them through the kitchen, opened the door to the basement, and they plodded down the carpeted stairs. A well-lit, modern space opened up before them, with a sparsely-furnished family room. Jeff noticed a bookcase housing spillover from the history professor’s substantial library, and a neglected table off to one side. The basement was a walk-out with full-sized windows. A deadbolt on the far door indicated the apartment had its own private, keyed entry. Around the corner, a fully functioning kitchen came into view, with a large fridge, oven, cabinets, countertop with plenty of room for that pasta maker Jeff had gotten—in short, everything he and Laurel could possibly need to meet their cooking needs, minus a dishwasher.
“Do you mind washing dishes?” Laurel asked him.
“Not really. Seems like a small price to pay for free rent.” And who didn’t want free rent?
Three bedrooms rounded out the unit, one of which served as the master suite, with its own bathroom and tiled shower. Definitely more deluxe than their current bedroom. Beyond this, the laundry room area had a second bath and shower. Heck, you could fit an entire family down here. “It almost looks like this was designed as a rental unit in the first place,” Jeff observed.
Tabitha turned off the laundry room light. “Before we moved here, the previous owners used this as a mother-in-law suite. If you do decide to move in, you’re welcome to bring all your furniture. There should be plenty of room for everything, Laurel.”
“No doubt. This place is like twelve-hundred square feet, wouldn’t you say?”
“That actually sounds right.”
A sly smile crept across Laurel’s face. “I remember coming down here to work on my dust microbe research for my senior science project. I had my microscope set up down here, petri dishes, electrostatic cloths—you name it.”
Tabitha reached for her shoulder. “I remember that well. In any case, why don’t you think it over. When is your lease up?”
“I just have to give thirty days notice, so that wouldn’t be an issue.” Laurel led the way back into the main room, her eyes roaming as though she were processing additional memories.
“All right then, let me know what you decide. For my part, I’d love to have you both in the house. We spent two years barely talking to each other, Laurel. We could make up for at least some of that time before Jeff graduates and you two head off to Montana or wherever your next steps take you.”
“I have to admit, Mom, that’s a fair point. It’s kind of ironic that all that time I spent chasing down information about my ancestors ended up paving a road to understanding where you were coming from when you brought us here from Atlanta in the first place. I think it’s safe to say I’ve grown up a little since I moved out in a huff. Plus, you’re probably gonna need some emotional support with all this going on. I kind of put you through a lot, giving you the cold shoulder for months on end. I feel like I owe you.”
“You don’t owe me a thing, Laurel. Let’s let bygones be bygones. That being said, I’d be that last person to squander my own daughter’s compassion. Jerome’s news has hit me rather hard, and I won’t lie: I could use your company.”
“And based on Jeff’s keen inspection of the place, he’s seeing something he could use, too.”
Jeff glanced back at Laurel and chuckled. “I'm thinking of the neighbor down the hall from us who keeps insisting every dog turd he finds on the apartment complex grounds somehow has to have come from our dog, even though there are like ten dogs living in our building alone.”
Laurel snickered. “That man needs to get a life.”
Jeff looked around the ivory-hued room with its gray carpet and pictured them living here. The southern exposure let in copious sunshine, a welcome advantage on long winter nights. Even Laurel’s houseplants would enjoy all that light. With her furniture, they could set up a cozy bedroom, practical study space, and full-service dining area. And Tabitha’s arguments about making up for lost time resonated strongly—Jeff had poured his heart into helping resolve the differences between mother and daughter. Thanks to their research into the efforts of Laurel’s four-times great-grandmother to rescue her daughter along the Underground Railroad, he’d succeeded.
Laurel reached for his hand. “When I think about it, Jeff, there’re actually a lot of good reasons to take my mom up on her offer.”
Jeff almost sighed with relief. “And it seems pretty private. After all, you never know what we might do down here.”
That prompted Tabitha to laugh. “It’d be foolish for me to ruin things by invading your privacy. You’re both adults, and I respect that.”
“Of course you do,” Laurel said, arching a brow.
Jeff recognized an additional advantage of the Howell home: the neighborhood. Silver Maple Road, with its mature trees and well-manicured lawns, occupied a peaceful area of town, one far more appealing than their sterile apartment complex. “I don’t know about you, Laurel, but I’m ready to move in. I mean, there’d be no rent to pay, we can support your mom here, we’d have plenty of room, and no more nosy neighbors.”
Laurel made their decision official. “Sounds like we’ve got a deal, then. How does the first of August work for you, Mom?”
Tabitha smiled. “As far as I’m concerned, you can move in tomorrow.” She put her arm around Laurel. “But take your time. We’ll find some people to help you move your things, and we’ll make sure the pets have everything they need once they arrive. Having you in the house will go a long way toward maintaining my happiness under the circumstances. Thank you both, from the bottom of my heart.”
They sealed the deal with hugs all around, as the sun filled the space with its warm summer rays.

      [image: ]Three weeks later, Jeff and Laurel were traveling back and forth in his aging pickup between their old apartment and their new one, moving furniture, plants, dishes, books, yarn, pet supplies, basically everything they owned into Tabitha’s basement, with the help of a couple friends. Micah Okstad, who’d waited on them during their first dinner date at the Cattleman Steakhouse, put his strength and endurance on full display, while still looking dapper in his purple fade, cropped gay rights T-shirt, and cut-offs. And GPU basketball star Randall Cobb, who’d been the one to help Tabitha mount her knitted shawl display, helped wrangle the heaviest objects onto and off of Jeff’s truck.
Once their work was finished, Tabitha treated everyone to some yummy pizzas. Then they sent Randall and Micah on their way with a handful of twenty-dollar bills each, and Jeff and Laurel confronted the project of unboxing as many items as possible before they were too tired to function.
But first they took a break. They sat at Laurel’s thrifted dining table and broke out some San Pellegrinos. Teddy the rescue cat and their little black dog, Pearl, demanded to be doted on, while Olive followed her best feline instincts to make sure her new digs harbored no unwanted pests.
They heeded their impulse to check the latest developments in their social media. Jeff went to his YouTube channel and read some recent viewer comments. Two weeks ago he, Laurel, and cameraman Colin Milliman had scoped out a backcountry outbuilding an hour south of town that dated to the 1800s. The wind-battered structure had furnished the perfect raw material for a rurex film documenting the struggle of local pioneers to establish themselves on the prairie, while simultaneously demonstrating how knitting and spinning allowed them to craft garments that protected them from the region’s harsh winters.
As Jeff perused the comments, he stumbled on one in French. Non-English comments were a rarity on his channel, though not unheard of. But this one refused to be glossed over, as it specifically mentioned “Prairie Plains” and “le guild meeting,” words that stuck out like a sore thumb. Jeff asked Laurel if she could make heads or tails of the remaining gibberish.
She took his phone and stared at the screen. “‘J’étais ravi de faire votre connaissance à Prairie Plains,’” she read with a fairly convincing French accent, stroking Teddy across the back. “‘Je vous remercie pour l’amitié que vous m’avez montrée pendant le guild meeting en avril.’ They’re saying they enjoyed getting to know us at the guild meeting in April.”
Jeff scratched his head. “So is that from that Benjamin guy?”
She handed his phone back. “Must be. Who else could it be?”
No one else made sense, that was certain. “Say, did Astrid work all that stuff out with bringing him here to study with her?”
“According to my mom, she did. I think he’s supposed to arrive in a couple weeks.”
“So he’s obviously a YouTuber. Let’s check out his channel.” Jeff took note of Benjamin’s profile image. It looked for all the world like a self-portrait executed in some kind of needlework—rug hooking, or perhaps even crochet. Amazing. He tapped on the username “Yarnstormeur,” then on “videos.” That landed him on a list of several dozen uploads, all titled in French, and all involving yarn and fiber.
He scrolled down, scoping out something to sample. He played a video that showed their French acquaintance and a few fellow yarnies attaching dozens of knitted and crocheted “love locks” onto a bridge in what looked like some provincial town or other, with half-timbered buildings in the background. Jeff had heard of the controversies surrounding the metal locks in Europe, and the damage they caused due to their weight, resulting in their prohibition. Maybe this installation was a reaction to that prohibition. There also seemed to be a gay pride connection, as most the handcrafted locks featured rainbow colors resembling LGBTQ flags.
Jeff then scrolled back up a bit. Laurel prompted him to tap on a different video. It showed Benjamin installing a colorful mural of yarn on the side of a building in a small town center. He’d chosen invigorating metal music to accompany the visuals. The tapestry looked like it was ten times the size of an average quilt. “How do you suppose he made that? That thing’s huge!”
Laurel stared at the screen, shaking her head. “No clue. How can you make an entire mural out of yarn?”
“Beats me. This is some serious art.” The mural featured fields of blue, green, lavender, gray, and chartreuse, with almost every remotely related color, in what impressed Jeff as a reproduction of a Monet painting. People were standing to either side in the frame—who knew how many were actually watching Benjamin as he mounted his tapestry?
Not all the videos were quite so idyllic. A few older ones seemed intended to provoke controversy. One showed the application of a knitted or crocheted bikini onto the sculpture of a man sporting a suit and tie in a public square. Then there was the recording of a nighttime installation of several dozen dead birds, all crafted from yarn and fiber, and strewn across the plaza of what was purportedly the headquarters of an energy company in Paris.
“This stuff is amazing.” Jeff continued scrolling and tapping back and forth, as Laurel coaxed loud purrs from Teddy with her caresses.
“Seems like he has a passion for social justice,” she observed. “I never heard of using yarn to protest with. Have you?”
“Actually, I have. It’s a type of ‘yarn bombing.’ But most the people who yarn bomb are just trying to make public spaces less sterile and ugly. They stitch up flowers and butterflies, and crochet colorful covers over bicycles and cars and stuff. These videos raise yarn bombing to a whole new level. Oh…my…God.” Jeff’s eyes bugged out as he discovered a film showing an unexpectedly graphic installation.
“What?”
“This might be just a little over the top. Have a look.” The video dated back a couple years. It showed the brazen daytime installation of an anatomically correct crocheted phallus onto the statue of a saint, with the message, likewise worked in crochet: “TRANS RIGHTS ARE HUMAN RIGHTS.”
Laurel grabbed his hand as they watched, making sure the phone was pointed so she could take in every detail. “Where is that?”
“No clue. Let’s look at the description.” Tired of trying to decipher Benjamin’s French, Jeff let Google translate the information into something he could understand. The statue depicted Joan of Arc and was located in the yarn bomber’s home province. The artist had decided the saint was the perfect vessel for a comment on trans rights, since she’d costumed herself as a man while leading the French army in battle against the English during the Siege of Orléans.
The farther they read, the more they learned. The municipal government had not taken kindly to the youth’s desecration of the venerated statue, and had sent him to jail to teach him a lesson. That had only resulted in Benjamin’s joining the ranks of the martyrs represented by Joan of Arc herself.
When Jeff checked how many views the video had gotten, he gasped. It was well over two million, with thousands of viewers sharing how grateful they were to see themselves represented by the yarn bomber’s efforts. “This guy’s like a fucking YouTube star! Look how many subscribers he’s got!” More than 900,000, that’s how many. Jeff could never lure that many subscribers in his wildest dreams.
Laurel let go of his arm. “He certainly is passionate. But can you imagine how the locals would react if he did that kind of thing around here? This could get a little explosive, don’t you think?”
Jeff pondered that. “And with that many subscribers, he’s certainly not going to stop delivering content.” He met her gaze.
“True. In fact, I could see him turning to you for some collaboration, Jeff. You might want to think about how to manage that.”
“Shit, you could be right.” They scrolled through more of Benjamin’s videos. Jeff tried to imagine the pros and cons of having this “Yarnstormeur” guy living and studying in their midst. “You don’t suppose Astrid knows anything about any of this, do you?”
Laurel choked back a laugh. “I doubt it. As liberal as she is, I can’t see her condoning crocheting a phallus onto a public statue in the middle of town. Honestly, I think we’ll be doing that guy a huge favor by keeping this to ourselves, and hoping he has enough sense not to land himself in a jail cell over here.”
Jeff nodded. “You may be right. Don’t rock the boat. On the other hand, if he wants to spread some Monet joy around town, that might be well received—you never know. It seems like his more recent works lean more in the direction of spreading beauty instead of controversy.”
“Good point. Well, I won’t say anything if you don’t. Let everyone bask in the comfort of their assumption that GPU has attracted yet another international student to the art department. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”
Jeff took in her furrowed brow. “Let’s hope so. In the meantime, you may be right. He’ll probably wanna collaborate with me somehow. Better put up some guardrails before he arrives. Set the terms. Kind of like what your mom’s trying to do with your dad.”
Laurel snickered. “You got that right, Knitmann. I don’t wanna have to be bringing a picnic basket full of sandwich makings to your jail cell. So you’d best keep your wits about you.” She punctuated her demand with a kiss.
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Le criminel

(The Criminal)


“Oh, there you are.” Tabitha finally laid eyes on her boarders, who were playing in the backyard with Laurel’s little dog. She needed their input on what she must regard as a snap decision, and she needed it now. 
She almost hated to interrupt them. It had been years since her property had served as a place to entertain a pup. It comforted her to see that, after a nurturing overnight rain, another sunlit day was gracing Prairie Plains with its warmth. This summer had been unusually good to the town, and her large, sloped yard, surrounded by shrubs and trees, boasted an unaccustomed carpet of green, carefully maintained by Jeff and Laurel as a thank you for not having to pay rent. Tabitha loved watching them use the lawn for its precisely intended purpose: enjoyment.
Jeff flung a frisbee toward the spruce trees for Pearl to fetch. Sweat had drawn shapes on the back of his gray T-shirt. “Wanna join us?”
Tabitha flashed a smile. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d thrown a frisbee. “I’d love to watch. I just got back from coffee with Astrid, and I actually have some interesting news for you.”
Laurel took a step toward her, sporting a lavender tank top and black shorts. “Oh, really? How’s she doing?”
Tabitha looked on as Pearl dashed across the lawn, managing to pant furiously while still holding the frisbee in her mouth. “Fine. She said they had a good stay in Norway, in spite of a few tiffs with Sigrun, and she’s less than eager to resume work for the fall semester. But what else is new?”
Jeff laughed. “I feel her!”
“In any case, you remember that young Frenchman she recruited to study at the university?”
Laurel grabbed the frisbee from Pearl. “Of course. Is he still coming?”
“Yes, but apparently the housing she arranged for him has fallen through.”
“No kidding. What happened?” Laurel tossed the frisbee again and her dog darted off.
“Something about how the family that had agreed to take him in did a background check, and it turned up a criminal record. Since they have younger children at home, they decided they simply couldn’t let him stay with them.”
Laurel looked first at Tabitha, then at Jeff.
A smile worked its way across Jeff’s clean-shaven face. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
Laurel’s lips likewise curled upward.
Tabitha stared at them. “Do you two want to tell me what’s funny about this?”
Laurel released a chuckle. “We think we know why he has a ‘criminal record.'” She punctuated her words with air quotes. “He’s actually a bit of a protester.”
“A protester?”
Jeff stood as Pearl dropped the frisbee at his feet and panted. “We found out he was on something of a social justice crusade. Seems like he went a little farther than the powers-that-be were happy with, so they threw him in jail a couple years back.”
Tabitha wrinkled her brow. “You’re kidding me. That poor boy went to jail over some protest?”
“For trans rights.” Jeff flung Pearl’s frisbee all the way to the back of the yard.
“I see. Is he trans, then?”
“I don’t think so,” Laurel replied. “It seems like it’s more of a cause for him.”
“You know, come to think of it, I saw he enrolled in my first-year seminar on the Civil Rights Movement. Now I’m thinking he’ll be a nice addition to the class.”
“I bet he will, Mom. We found his YouTube channel, and he seems quite passionate about social justice. He might even be able to do a presentation on his efforts.”
Tabitha welcomed these explanations with a sigh of relief. “I’m glad to know all this. The fact is, I felt moved to rescue Astrid from the situation. So I offered to put Benjamin up over here.”
Jeff inhaled abruptly. “Really? I wouldn’t mind that at all. He seems like such an interesting person. What do you think, Laurel?”
“Of course he should stay over here. I mean, we can’t just toss him out on the street. And it’s not like there isn’t room. We’ll look after him, Mom. Keep him out of trouble,” she added with a wink.
That was certainly easy! “Well, all right then. I’ll let Astrid know it’s official and she can stop worrying. You’re sure this is all just about protesting?” Not that Tabitha would leave Benjamin high and dry over something more serious, but she liked thinking of him as a fundamentally good person, especially after Astrid had painted a rather ominous picture of the youth.
“I mean, what else could it be?” Jeff ignored Pearl’s imploring whimpers as he argued his case. “You met him. He seems pretty harmless, don’t you think?”
Tabitha appreciated hearing that. “Actually, he seemed like a very pleasant young man to me. And it’ll honestly be exciting to have an international student around here.”
They went into the house, where Laurel filled Pearl’s water bowl to the brim.
When it came down to it, Tabitha felt sorry for Benjamin’s getting thrown in jail over—apparently—his passion for justice. She thought back to what her Black brothers and sisters had had to endure during the Civil Rights era to secure even the modest gains they’d made toward equity during her parents’ day. She sympathized with the youth’s desire to contribute on the justice front for his own generation, who faced everything from reduced opportunity to the scourge of climate change, and were called upon to exercise their agency in addressing the urgent issues affecting young people everywhere. “I’m glad I told Astrid to send him over here. Seems like that family is blowing this whole thing out of proportion. I’m confident Benjamin will make a wonderful addition to the household.”
Jeff voiced his agreement as he filled a glass with water at the fridge.
“Do you know when he’s coming, Mom?”
“A very good question, Laurel. We have all of one week to get ready for him.”
Laurel’s eyes grew wide. “I guess we’d better get started, then.”
They used every spare hour of that week to prepare for Benjamin’s arrival. Everyone agreed he should share the downstairs apartment with Laurel and Jeff, and they all pitched in to assure he had what he needed to enjoy a comfortable year in the States.

      [image: ]One week later, Benjamin’s flight from Chicago landed at Prairie Plains’ recently renovated airport. Astrid delivered him to Tabitha’s house on Silver Maple Road.
When her colleague from the art department entered the living room with her new recruit, she nearly fell over backwards. “Oh my God, Tabitha! This is absolutely astonishing!”
Tabitha followed her friend’s eyes as she aimed them at the hundred-plus handknit shawls arrayed across the angled walls.
“When on earth did you do this?”
Tabitha beamed. “Over the summer.”
And Benjamin didn’t even greet them—he just stood there in his taupe button-down, faded jeans, and black desert boots, holding his giant suitcase in one hand and a big duffle bag in the other, and stared open-mouthed at the lace-covered ceiling. “C’est incroyable. I never saw such yarn bombing!”
Jeff greeted that with a big smile as he reached out to help their guest with his bags.
Astrid seemed spellbound. “Tabitha, how in heaven’s name did you install them all up there?”
“With the help of that very tall, very sassy basketball player who took my class with Jeff last spring. He was here all summer helping out with some high school training camps, and enjoyed getting off campus from time to time.”
“I can’t get over it!” Astrid’s eyes roamed back and forth over the knitted display. “You’ve done an amazing job arranging the colors. I could stand here all day staring at this.”
“Well, come over anytime. I have plenty of tea to share.”
“I may have to take you up on that.” Astrid took a breath. “OK. Well, I’ve brought your boarder. Thank you so much for agreeing to house him.” Her smile conveyed relief, while the frown that tempered it hinted at her nagging concern.
Laurel aimed a welcoming smile at Benjamin, whose hazel eyes smiled right back at her. “We’re ready for him!” 
Tabitha invited Astrid to stay, but she said she was eager to return home. On her way out, she asked Tabitha repeatedly to confirm she was all right with having Benjamin stay there, she wouldn’t be inconvenienced, she had no qualms, and of course Tabitha must promise to let Astrid know if anything untoward came up.
Tabitha reached for the young man’s shoulder. “Benjamin is welcome here. We’re excited to have him stay.”
“All right then. Keep me posted.” Astrid left her charge with his host family and went out the door, casting a final admiring glance at the rainbow of lace coating the living room ceiling.
Laurel and Jeff immediately took Benjamin under their wing. Tabitha followed as they showed him downstairs, invited him to deposit his luggage, and introduced him to their dog and two cats.
“I have two dogs,” he told them as he petted Pearl between her ears.
“I bet you’ll miss them,” Laurel replied.
He nodded. “I’m glad you have animals. I feel at home with them.”
They showed him his bedroom. Tabitha had bought him a queen-size bed to accommodate his height, along with a matching dresser and nightstand, and a flat-screen TV. They gave him a tour of the kitchen, laundry room, and bath, and showed him where the linens were. He took everything in with a smile and more thank yous than Tabitha could count. After some preliminary unpacking, they invited him back upstairs to partake in a welcome meal.
“It smells so good,” Benjamin remarked as they entered the kitchen. While his accent remained potent, his English had improved significantly over the summer.
Tabitha pointed out a casserole dish on the quartz counter. “I made something for you called ‘chicken bog.’ It’s very popular down South, but people around here have never heard of it. It’s comfort food—perfect for a young man who’s just traveled across the ocean to our little town in the Northern Plains.”
She invited Benjamin to sit beside her at the dining room table. In addition to the chicken dish, there was succotash, a regionally produced Frontenac wine, and peach cobbler.
Their conversation was halting at first. Benjamin stuttered and hesitated as he put his English skills to the test. But the wine loosened his tongue and his hosts made sure to provide copious encouragement, while Pearl put a smile on his face—she made no secret of her desire to get her fair share of the Southern cuisine. Their guest was soon sustaining a meaningful conversation, allowing his dictionary app to rescue him from occasional impasses.
Had he let his parents know he’d reached his destination? Of course. That was good—they were surely relieved. Tabitha was eager to learn about Benjamin’s home life, and he filled them in without hesitation. He came from a tiny village in Normandy called “Pégraville.” It was at the same time very peaceful and deathly boring. His eldest brother was content to stay there and help his parents run their farm. But he and the middle brother, Maximilien, preferred to seek their fortunes in more exciting pastures.
Tabitha recalled he would be an art major. “Tell us about that. Why not something a little more practical?”
Benjamin swallowed some wine. “There is lots of art where I live. Monet is from Normandy. Georges Braque grew up there. Art is everywhere. Those people inspire me and make me want to be an artist, too.”
Tabitha dug in her memory for associations with these men. “I’ve never heard of Georges Braque.”
“He was a Cubist, like Picasso. His father and grandfather also painted, but they mainly painted houses.” He released a chuckle. “But actually, my grandfather was a painter, too. He painted murals in buildings. Some of them are in Rouen, there are a few in Évreux, and even a couple in Le Havre and Paris. I was named after him.”
“That’s fascinating! Does he still paint, then?”
“Not anymore. He is eighty years old.”
“So then, why the interest in fiber? I never saw a young man use a drop spindle like you, not even Jeff here. That’s rather unusual.”
Benjamin flashed a dimpled smile. “My mother works with fiber. As a boy, I always followed her around, playing with the wool and the dyes, because she dyes yarn. Sometimes she made it into a game—‘let’s go dye some wool, Benjamin.’ I liked it much more than my brothers. My mother and I are very close.”
That had Jeff nodding. “I feel the same way toward my grandmother. I grew up around sheep and wool, too. It’s a part of my family history.”
“Yes. I think it is a part of everyone’s history. Domestic sheep are everywhere, even in the Americas since Christoph Colomb. Humans and sheep go together for like ten thousand years at least.”
“Well, you’ll certainly fit in with this crowd,” Tabitha said. “We all enjoy knitting and spinning both, and we enjoy doing it together. It’ll be delightful to have you join us in the evenings. We can also use the opportunity to help you practice conversation in English.”
“I think I need that. Euh, tell me, did you knit all of those—fichus there in the living room?”
Tabitha looked at Laurel to see if she knew what that meant, but Benjamin and his phone beat her to the punch. He showed Tabitha the result of his query.
“The shawls? Yes. Every single one. Isn’t that crazy? My people have been making shawls since kingdom come. Big shawls, little shawls, square shawls, triangular shawls, knitted shawls, lace shawls, woven shawls. A lot of history there, my friend.”
“And your people, they came here from Africa?”
Tabitha nodded. “Many centuries ago.”
Laurel aimed her thumb at Jeff. “Our people have been here a lot longer than his people.”
“My people didn’t come here till the 1880s,” Jeff confirmed. “We’re newbies compared to the Bennetts and Howells.”
Benjamin swallowed another bite of succotash. “There are almost no Black people where I come from. But there are many in Paris. In the French Revolution, we had the déclaration des droits de l’homme. It’s a kind of bill of rights. It says all men are free and no one can have esclaves. But then Napoléon permitted them again. In the third revolution, in 1848, l’esclavage était aboli—that was the end for that.”
“The end of slavery,” Laurel translated.
“Yes.”
“Well, you all were certainly ahead of the United States,” Tabitha observed. “It was just two years after that that the government here saw fit to allow slaveholders to sic their bloodhounds on Black people all across this country and send them back into slavery.”
Benjamin frowned. “I think it’s important to learn about this history. People are not always kind to each other. I don’t understand why not. We should be nice!”
“Agreed! It’s really quite simple, isn’t it? Just be nice.”
“Yes. Be nice.” He smiled.
As Tabitha considered Benjamin’s contributions to their exchange, she reflected on her best friend’s concerns. Astrid had complained she knew too little about him. She’d pounced on the idea of bringing him to GPU because of her eagerness to enroll students in her program. What if she’d made a mistake? Tabitha was glad she’d counseled her to stop all her worrying. Benjamin was charming to a fault—what could there possibly be to worry about?
They continued enjoying her home-cooked food. She had to assume their guest was beyond exhausted. She checked, and saw it must be going on two o’clock in the morning in the home he’d left almost a day ago. Perhaps it was sheer nervous excitement that kept Benjamin going at this point. He even accepted their invitation to join them for some evening knitting in her jam-packed study, where his eyes roamed over the two collections of yarn and books vying for dominance in the space.
Tabitha reached for yet another shawl to work on—it was what she did, after all—while the young people engaged in knitting socks. Somehow or other, Jeff had convinced her daughter those very rugged boots she insisted on wearing would be even more comfortable if she knit up her own wool socks to wear with them, and by golly if she hadn’t taken his bait.
Meanwhile, Benjamin told them he’d been knitting his own socks for years now. He’d come to the States armed with several skeins of his mother’s handspun, hand-dyed yarn, so he could keep up his habit. The richly-hued mauve and purple wool he was stitching into a ribbed sock made Tabitha smile.
Before long though, he began to nod off. Laurel offered to conduct him downstairs to his home away from home, and Benjamin encouraged Pearl to follow them.
Jeff offered his services for the post-dinner cleanup. As Tabitha scrubbed a casserole dish, she confessed her surprise over how Benjamin had landed in her home. “I’m floored that family decided to pull the rug out from under him and leave him without a place to stay.”
Jeff grabbed a dish towel. “Basically just a huge misunderstanding, if you ask me. Their loss is our gain!”
“You’re absolutely right. He’s clearly a spirited young man. But he’s got a good heart, and that’s the most important thing.” She handed the dish to him to dry.
“A good heart, and a lot of talent.”
“He’s going to set the world on fire one day,” Tabitha predicted. “He’ll be one of those people where we’ll look back twenty years from now and say, ‘I knew that guy.’ Don’t you think?”
“You’re probably right. I mean, his brother certainly lit a fire under this town with his musical talent.”
“Well, I feel blessed to have him here. A month ago, I thought I was going to spend another lonely year in this big ol’ house, and here I am sharing it with three young heirs to the future and three sweet pets on top of that. I couldn’t be more thrilled.”
Jeff stored the dish in the cupboard, reached for the bottle of Frontenac wine, and held it up. “What do ya say?”
Tabitha flashed a smile. “Good idea.” She took two glasses down off the shelf.
Jeff filled them each halfway, then proposed a toast. “Here’s to an awesome year!”
“I’ll drink to that!” As Tabitha downed a few swallows, she asked herself why she hadn’t offered to house Benjamin in the first place. It just seemed like opening her home to an international student harbored nothing but opportunity.
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Tabitha’s phone went off as she loaded some groceries into the fridge. The call was from Astrid. “Good morning!” 
“I thought I’d check in to see how things are going with Benjamin.” A perfectly natural query, yet her words were laced with worry.
Tabitha was quick to reassure her. “Astrid, that young man is an absolute firebrand! He’s standing on my roof, cleaning out the gutters as a way to thank us for taking him in, and he’s got Jeff up there with him. Can you believe that? I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone with the drive and energy that boy has.”
Astrid exhaled. “That’s astonishing. He really got up onto your roof?”
“He helped himself to a ladder in the garage. He just insisted he was going to do something in return for our hospitality. Honestly, that boy is a godsend. But don’t tell the family that passed him over. I don’t want them getting any ideas about taking him back.”
That prompted a laugh. “All right. I’ll make sure they don’t find out. I’m glad it’s working out so well. I guess I worried needlessly.”
“You are correct. He’s a very sweet boy. We’re all agreed over here that the family that turned him down did us a huge favor. We’re beyond thankful. He’s still got some things he wants to accomplish before the semester gets underway. He’s after Jeff and Laurel to help him find a car.”
“He wants to buy a car?”
Tabitha put a bag of grapes in the produce drawer. “Yes. He’s determined not to be a burden to people driving him hither and thither. They’ve been helping him figure out what he can afford and how to insure it and all the rest.”
“Wow. Well, I guess I’ll let you get to it then. See you at the fiber festival this weekend?”
“Right. I’ll be there virtually non-stop, since I helped organize it.”
“Bless you for that, Tabitha. Let me know how things turn out with the car.”
“Will do!”

      [image: ]Jeff’s experience in buying vehicles was more limited than he cared to admit. If Benjamin was looking for a bargain, he might be better served by a different advisor. Because Jeff was more concerned about how well the ride would hold up in Prairie Plains’ harsh winter weather than about the guy’s bottom line. That being said, how much money could his parents rake in from farming goats and dyeing yarn? Ben couldn’t exactly be swimming in dough.
In the end, it was Benjamin himself who found a vehicle to his liking. He scoped out a Buick Terraza minivan with all-wheel drive, and asked for Jeff’s opinion. His opinion was that it was rather big, the leather seats were unnecessary, and there was a reason they’d stopped making them. Benjamin, on the other hand, said he liked big, he liked leather, and he liked driving something that set him apart. And he wanted Jeff to take him to the dealership so he could give it a look.
Jeff obliged him, and Laurel went along. After Ben decided he should make the purchase, he ran into a snag trying to pay for it. The dealership refused to accept a credit card.
“It’s because of the fee, isn’t it?” Jeff asked the salesman.
“I can pay the fee,” Benjamin said right away. “Is that possible?”
They dickered back and forth for several minutes. In the end, Benjamin bought that Buick outright on his credit card.
“Isn’t that kind of risky?” Jeff asked.
Benjamin met his gaze. “I pay it back tomorrow.”
“Wow, dude. You must be loaded.”
He smiled, flashing those prominent dimples of his.
Jeff had to wonder how Ben could access all that credit. He thought back to his YouTube channel. That could play a role. But even though Benjamin had a ton of subscribers, he didn’t upload that many videos—in some cases months lay between one video and the next. Hardly a get-rich-quick scheme.
Getting their roommate into a vehicle wasn’t the only notable event that third week of August. It so happened Prairie Plains’ newest international resident would turn twenty-one on Thursday. He made no secret of his desire to celebrate. “I need to meet people. Friends are important in a new place. I can give them a good time.”
When Jeff thought about it, it wasn’t just friends that Ben needed. He needed collaborators. His YouTube channel celebrated collective art, and here in Prairie Plains he was a total stranger.
For his part, after Laurel had admonished him about not wanting to bring a picnic basket to his jail cell, Jeff had no great desire to be the hero that helped Benjamin spread the word about all the things that sucked with the world. All the more reason to get him connected with folks who were more open to involving themselves in political activism. With a little effort, they succeeded in turning up a crew of seasoned partiers eager to help the international student solemnize turning twenty-one with a rowdy evening at the Chaos Club bar and dancehall on Thursday night.
But when Benjamin said he wanted to “party,” he meant he wanted to party. “You guys have dispensaries,” he reported excitedly over breakfast.
Jeff nodded—Prairie Plains did indeed have these now. “You don’t have those in France?”
Benjamin shook his head. “They are very strict about drugs in France.”
“Got it. Here, it varies according to the state.”
“I like this state,” Benjamin pronounced. “Do you want to go to this ‘Jackasmoke’ place with me?”
Laurel smirked. “It’d be a first for me.” She eyed Jeff with furrowed brow.
“Me too,” Jeff said.
“Why they call it ‘Jackasmoke’?” Ben asked.
Laurel loaded her spoon with granola. “It’s a play on words. Have you ever heard of ‘jackalopes’?”
“No. What is that?”
“It’s a mythical animal. A rabbit or hare with antlers. They’re associated with this part of the country.” Laurel cued up some jackalope images on her phone.
Ben ogled them. “They look so real. But they are fake?”
Laurel laughed. “Totally photoshopped. But people love pretending the creatures exist. It’s even considered a spirit animal. People associate the jackalope with cunning, elusiveness, creativity, that kind of thing.”
“I never heard of this. It’s very interesting. So will you come with me to this store?”
“I mean, I could. I’m not much of a smoker myself.”
“Oh, this is not for smoking,” Ben said. “It’s for eating.”
This was getting more interesting by the minute. Jeff’s main social outlet was the Flatlands Fiber Guild. He would be floored if any of the guild members had ever done edibles.
But Laurel seemed quite open to the escapade. “At least we can go buy that stuff at a store now. I remember when we first moved here, my dad struggled to find what he considered a safe hookup for his habit.”
“Your dad’s a pothead?” Jeff quipped.
Laurel scowled. “Yeah, a little bit. I think that’s part of why I’m not a huge fan of the stuff. Reminds me of him ignoring his responsibilities while my mom and I struggled to look after things around here.”
“Wouldn’t it be kind of challenging to keep up with his duties as a professor and also smoke weed all the time?”
“Why do you think my mom got the good job?” Laurel asked.
Jeff contemplated her raised brow. “Is that why he ended up teaching economics in Dubai?”
“Seems like a safe assumption.” She reached for her coffee and took a swig.
Jeff circled back to Benjamin’s request. “We don’t do much weed. But we want you to have fun tonight, so we’re game to join you. When do they open?”
Benjamin checked. “I think they are open now.”
“All right. Let’s go.”
That had Ben smiling. “I would like to drive. I want to get to know this place.”
“OK by me.”
They boarded Ben’s minivan and headed downtown. The Jackasmoke shop had gone up just a few months ago. The mirrored display cases inside glistened with bubblers, bongs, and pipes. Benjamin stood open-mouthed over the wide-ranging selection of flowers, concentrates, pre-rolls, waxes, extracts, and edibles. After studying their options, they decided the pineapple-flavored gummies would be the perfect condiment for Ben’s party.
“I’ll buy,” Jeff told him. “Consider it my present for you.”
Benjamin beamed. “Thank you, Jeff. You are a good friend.”
Later that afternoon, Tabitha prepared more typically American cuisine to celebrate Ben’s special day. Jeff helped her set up the pellet grill, and they roasted succulent angus T-bones, along with baked potatoes doused in organic butter. A fresh mixed salad with homemade buttermilk dressing complemented the meal. Thanks to their culinary efforts, Benjamin said he was amending his impression that the average US diet consisted of burgers, fries, and pizzas prepared by underpaid teenagers in fast-food joints.
Afterwards, the roommates weighed their options for making good strategic use of their gummies.
“Timing is everything,” Jeff said.
Ben seconded that. “If we eat them one hour before we go to the bar, I think it would be good.”
Jeff agreed. “But I’m only doing one.”
“Same here,” Laurel said.
Ben grinned at them. “It’s my birthday, so I’m eating two.” What a showboat.
“Then maybe Laurel should drive us. She’s the lightest drinker.” Jeff appreciated Laurel’s level-headedness on an occasion like this.
The trio headed to the Chaos Club at nine. They found some of their party already there. Micah Okstad and his partner, Jake, had beaten them to the venue, as had their companion, a student named Simon Balakumar, whom Jeff was meeting for the first time. Though they looked South Asian, they sounded American.
Simon had really decked themself out for a night on the town. Their short, masculine haircut on the left morphed into dark feminine waves on the right. They sported a neatly trimmed beard, flashy eye makeup, and what Jeff decided was a tunic, with ornate embroidery, likely of silk, over dark pink harem pants and leather slippers with pointed toes. Even their nails were done up. If he’d had to guess, Simon was a fan of I Dream of Jeannie.
Jeff’s exposure to non-binary people was limited. But Benjamin was very comfortable around queer people. He did a double take as he took in Simon’s outfit, approached them, and put his hand on their shoulder. “You look amazing! Where did you find those shoes? You are so colorful!”
Simon smiled broadly and answered Ben’s questions with flamboyant gestures.
Benjamin himself was dressed as casually as ever: in a slim-fitting T-shirt, slim-fitting jeans, topped by a plain button-down shirt. Jeff figured Ben, who was most likely queer himself, had better things to do than fuss over his clothes. Based on his YouTube videos, his art wasn’t about fashion, it was about murals. And besides, he didn’t need to wear fancy clothes to look good. Laurel had told Jeff so, claiming Ben was good-looking enough to cajole people into doing almost anything. With a face like that, who needed an embroidered silk tunic?
The group scoped out tables that could accommodate their entire party. It wasn’t long before Randall Cobb and his girlfriend, Rita, showed up with Jeff’s YouTube pal, Freeman Brown. A Lesbian couple Micah had invited arrived soon after. To Jeff’s happy surprise, they’d landed on a night when a live band was performing, a group of grad students from GPU’s music school known for their funk-leaning repertoire. Alongside classics by Earth, Wind & Fire, The Commodores, and Kool & the Gang
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