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The morning everything changed, Abigail Lee was sitting at the kitchen table in her pajamas doing long division.

That was the thing about being homeschooled. Nobody made you get dressed first.

She worked through the problems slowly, pencil moving in the unhurried way it always did on Thursday mornings. Thursdays were math and geography and, if her mother was feeling generous, they'd stop early and walk to the library before lunch. Abigail liked Thursdays. She liked the predictability of them, the way the day unfolded exactly as she expected it to, nothing lurching or surprising, everything measured and known.

Outside the yellow kitchen curtains, Scarborough was doing what it always did. A bus wheezed to a stop somewhere on the next street. Someone's car alarm went off for thirty seconds and then stopped as though embarrassed by itself. Pigeons shuffled along the hydro wire like old men deciding where to sit. Abigail had watched those pigeons her whole life. She knew their routines better than they did.

Her mother moved behind her, pouring coffee, the familiar smell of it filling the kitchen the way it did every morning without fail. She glanced at the worksheet. Said nothing. This was their way. Ruth Lee was not a hovering woman. She taught her daughter and she trusted her daughter and she let the silence between them be comfortable rather than filling it with noise. Abigail had always loved that about her mother. She didn't know yet how much she would miss it.

Her father was already at work. Daniel Lee left the house at six forty-five every morning, lunch packed the night before, thermos filled, shoes by the door. He was a quiet and consistent man, the kind whose love showed up in actions so small and steady you almost didn't notice them until they stopped. He had kissed the top of Abigail's head on his way out, the same as always, and told her to have a good day of learning.

She smiled and said she would.

She hadn't known then that it was the last time he would say it quite like that.

Ruth set down her coffee mug and pulled out the chair across from Abigail. This was not part of the routine. Abigail looked up. Her mother was smiling but it was a careful smile. The kind that was holding something behind it, keeping it in place by effort rather than ease. "Last worksheet," she said.

Abigail looked down at the paper. Three problems left. "For today?"

"Forever, baby."

The pencil stopped moving.

Abigail understood, of course. They had told her in the spring, explained it all at this same table with the same yellow curtains letting in the same Scarborough light. September. Grade nine. Roper Public Secondary School, twelve minutes away by bus, a building she had passed a hundred times without ever imagining herself inside it. Her father had explained it the way he explained everything , carefully, with his hands folded and his voice even, making sure she understood that this was not a punishment. The world was bigger than their living room. She needed to learn to be in it. This was love, even when it didn't feel like it.

Abigail nodded. She was good at nodding.

But knowing a thing was coming and arriving at the last morning of it were two entirely different experiences. She looked at her worksheet. Three problems. Then never again.

"Okay," she said. Because what else was there to say?

Her mother reached across the table and put her hand over Abigail's. Just for a moment. Just long enough.

"You're ready," she said. "I know you don't feel like it. But you are."

"How do you know?"

Ruth Lee considered this seriously, the way she considered most things. "Because we made sure of it," she said. "That was the whole point, Abby. Everything we did, all of it, was to make sure you'd be ready when the world asked something of you."

***
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THE FIRST DAY SHE WORE her nicest jeans and her blue cardigan. She stood at the bus stop at seven forty-eight in the morning and felt entirely exposed, as though the ordinary act of standing on a public sidewalk was something she was doing visibly wrong. People walked past without looking at her. The bus came. She got on and found a seat near the middle and fixed her eyes on the back of the seat in front of her.

The school hit her before she was through the front doors. The smell of it , floor wax and something fried and underneath it all the particular smell of many bodies in an enclosed space , rolled out to meet her. The hallways were so loud she felt it in her sternum. Lockers slammed like gunshots. Someone laughed so hard they choked on it. Two boys pushed each other into a row of backpacks hanging on hooks and nobody blinked. A teacher's voice cut through the noise for about three seconds and then was swallowed by it again.

Abigail found her homeroom and sat in the second row and kept her eyes on her desk and told the small terrified part of herself to be quiet.

She was a Lee. Lees were steady.

She stayed steady all the way until lunch, when she sat alone at the end of a table with her sandwich and her book and nobody spoke to her and she realized this was probably what it would be like for a while, maybe a long while, and she ate her sandwich and read her book and pretended this was fine.

She came home and her mother looked at her face and opened her arms and Abigail walked into them and held on. She didn't tell her how loud it was or how alone she had felt at lunch or how a group of girls in her English class had looked at her cardigan with an expression she couldn't name but understood perfectly well. She didn't say any of it. Her parents had made this decision out of love and she would not make them regret it.

***
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CHURCH THAT SUNDAY felt like exhaling.

She knew these walls. She knew which pew creaked on the left end and which microphone cut out if you held it wrong and she knew the smell of this foyer and the pattern of this carpet and approximately forty-seven people by name including their dogs. She slid into her usual spot beside her mother and let the familiar settle over her like a quilt being pulled up.

The service was the same as it had always been. Pastor Jim preached from Romans and the choir sang and the little boy two rows up fell asleep on his father's arm and the communion bread was slightly stale the way it always was in August. Abigail sat inside all of it and felt herself go quiet in a way she hadn't managed all week.

This. This was still hers. Whatever changed, this didn't.

It was after service, in the foyer, a paper cup of lukewarm juice in her hand, that she heard someone behind her.

"Hi."

She turned.

He was tall. Extraordinarily tall, the kind of tall that looked like it had happened quickly and somewhat against his will, like his limbs had gotten the news before the rest of him and had simply gone ahead without waiting. Blonde hair a little too long, curling slightly at his collar. He was wearing a button-down shirt tucked in on one side only and he appeared to be completely unaware of this. He had the kind of face that was still figuring out what it was going to be , a little uneven, a little earnest, not quite handsome yet but on its way to something better than handsome.

He was looking at her like he had walked over here with a specific plan and was now uncertain whether the plan had been a good one.

"Hi," she said.

"I'm Carney."

She blinked. And because she was nervous and had apparently left her filter at home with her cardigan ,

"That's okay," she said. "I think all church kids are a little corny."

A pause.

His expression moved through approximately four different things in very quick succession.

"No," he said. "No, my , that's my name. Carney. It's my name."

The juice cup crinkled in her hand.

"Oh," she said.

"Yeah."

"I'm so sorry."

"It's fine." He did not look like it was fine. His ears had gone the colour of strawberries. "It happens."

"Does it really?"

A long pause.

"No," he admitted. "Not really. You're actually the first."

She wanted to dissolve directly into the carpet. Instead she stuck out her hand because it seemed like the thing to do. "Abigail Lee," she said. "I'm so sorry about your name."

He looked at her hand. Shook it. Solemnly. Like they were closing a business deal.

"Carney Drew," he said. "And thank you. It's been a burden."

She laughed before she could stop it. It came out louder than she intended and the woman nearest to them glanced over. Abigail pressed her lips together. Carney Drew's ears were still red but he was smiling now, crooked and slow, like it had surprised him too.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Two

[image: ]




The second week was harder than the first. The second week the novelty wore off and what was underneath it was just , reality.

She was not invisible exactly. That would have been easier.

Invisible meant unnoticed and she was noticed , just noticed wrong, in the way that made people look at her a half second too long before looking away, like she was something they couldn't categorize and therefore couldn't file away comfortably. She wore the wrong things, not ugly, just somehow off the frequency everyone else was broadcasting on. She said the wrong things in the right moments , sincere things, direct things, the kind of things that made a roomful of teenagers go briefly quiet before someone laughed to cover it.

The sex education unit arrived in mid-October without a particular ceremony. One Monday morning their gym teacher, a broad-shouldered woman named Ms. Farrell who coached three sports and tolerated no nonsense, told them to sit on the bleachers because they were doing health today.

There was the predictable ripple of noise , groans, whispered comments, someone at the back making a sound that earned them a look from Ms. Farrell that silenced the entire bleacher section instantly. Abigail sat near the middle, knees together, watching Ms. Farrell set up a small whiteboard with the brisk efficiency of someone who had done this many times and had long since stopped being embarrassed by any of it.

The unit lasted three classes. Abigail sat through the first two in the way she sat through most things here , present, attentive, slightly removed, taking notes when it seemed appropriate and otherwise watching. Some of the information was new to her. Some of it she'd covered with her mother in the careful, factual, faith-anchored way her mother covered difficult things. All of it was delivered by Ms. Farrell with a matter-of-factness that Abigail actually respected.

It was the third class that required participation.

Ms. Farrell wanted them to talk about choices. About decision making. About the values that informed how they moved through the world. She asked for volunteers, and the silence that followed was the specific thick silence of forty teenagers suddenly finding the floor extremely interesting.

Abigail did not plan to raise her hand.

She raised her hand.

She watched it go up with a kind of detached surprise, as though it belonged to someone else and had made its own decision. Ms. Farrell nodded at her. Abigail stood.

Forty pairs of eyes.

She had stood in front of people before , in church, in Sunday school, at the homeschool co-op her mother had run on Thursday afternoons with four other families. But those people had known her and she had known them and the air in those rooms had been friendly. This air was not unfriendly exactly. It was just neutral in a way that felt enormous.

"I'm waiting," Abigail said. "Until marriage. That's my choice and my value and I think it's worth saying out loud."

The silence lasted exactly three seconds.

Then the noise came back, low and rippling, and she could feel it on her skin , the comments she couldn't quite hear, the laughter aimed just sideways of her, the particular social temperature dropping a few degrees in her direction. She sat down and looked at her hands in her lap and told herself it didn't matter what they thought.

It mattered. She was seventeen, not a saint. It mattered.

She was looking at her hands when she felt it , the weight of someone else's gaze, different from the rest. She looked up.

Across the bleachers, three rows up and to the left, a girl was looking at her. Dark hair, heavy eyeliner, an expression that Abigail couldn't fully read , not mocking, not warm, something more complicated than either. The girl held her gaze for a moment. Then she raised her own hand.

Ms. Farrell nodded.

The girl stood up. "Same," she said. One word. Then she sat back down.

The ripple that moved through the bleachers this time was different. Confused. Rearranging itself. Abigail looked at this girl she didn't know and the girl looked back at her and something passed between them that had no name , not friendship, not recognition exactly, just the strange brief acknowledgment of two people who have said the same true thing from completely different places.

Then it was over and Ms. Farrell was moving on and the moment closed like water over a stone.

​
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​Chapter Three
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The Lees sat in the fourth pew from the front on the left side.

They had sat there for as long as Abigail could remember. It was not an assigned seat , Grace Fellowship Baptist did not do assigned seating , but it was understood, in the way that certain things in a church community are understood without being said, that the fourth pew left belonged to the Lees on Sunday mornings. The Pattersons had the third pew right. The elderly Murchisons shared the back row with whoever arrived late. These were not rules. They were just the shape of things, worn smooth by repetition.

Abigail liked the fourth pew. She knew its particular creak when you shifted your weight, knew the slight unevenness of the cushion on the left end, knew exactly how the light came through the window above the choir loft at eleven fifteen and made a pale rectangle on the floor near the piano. She had watched that rectangle move across the floorboards her entire life, season by season, the angle of it changing with the year.

She slid in beside her mother. Her father followed, unbuttoning his coat, nodding to the Pattersons across the aisle. He was a man who moved through his church the way he moved through his home , with the quiet ease of someone entirely at rest in their surroundings. He knew every person in this building and they knew him, not because he was loud or prominent but because Daniel Lee showed up. Every Sunday, every prayer meeting, every workday when the roof needed fixing or the basement needed painting. He simply always came when there was something to come to.

He picked up the bulletin and read it with the focused attention he gave everything. Abigail sat beside him and let the familiar close around her like a hand.

Worship began at eleven.

The pianist played the opening bars of the first hymn and the congregation rose, bulletins folding, voices gathering. Abigail stood beside her mother and opened her mouth and sang in the way she always sang , earnestly, moderately, staying somewhere in the middle of her range where she felt safe.

Then her father began.

Daniel Lee was not a man who sang softly. He was not a man who sang accurately either, if accuracy meant landing reliably on the correct pitch, which it did, which he did not. He sang the way he prayed , with the full weight of himself behind it, holding nothing back, his big baritone voice going confidently and consistently somewhere slightly adjacent to the melody. Not off-key in a way that suggested he didn't know the tune. Off-key in a way that suggested he knew it perfectly and was simply expressing it in his own register, one that existed slightly outside the conventional musical scale.

He sang every word. Every verse, every chorus, no mumbling the parts he half remembered. All of it, full voice, slightly wrong, completely committed.

Abigail stared at the hymnal.

She loved her father more than she could say. She loved him the way you love the ground , not dramatically, not conditionally, just as a fact of your existence, something that had always been there and that you could not imagine the absence of. She loved his thermos and his folded hands and the way he said her name when he prayed.

She also wished, every single Sunday, that he sang even a little bit quieter.

Not because she was ashamed of him. She was not ashamed of him. She would have been angry at herself if she were ashamed of him. It was something smaller and more human than shame , it was the particular self-consciousness of being fourteen and sitting next to someone who was entirely without self-consciousness, and feeling the gap between you like a distance you hadn't chosen.

Her mother sang correctly and quietly beside him, the way she did everything , competently, without fuss. If Ruth Lee had any feelings about her husband's singing voice she had successfully kept them private for twenty-three years of marriage.

Abigail fixed her eyes on the hymnal and sang her moderate careful middle-register notes and told herself she was fine.

The rectangle of light moved slowly across the floorboards.

Pastor Jim preached from John that morning. Something about abundance, about life being offered fully rather than partially, about the difference between existing inside something and actually inhabiting it. Abigail listened with the attentiveness she brought to sermons, which was genuine , she had grown up taking notes, her small notebook open on her knee, not because she was required to but because she found that writing things down made them more real.

She wrote: What does it mean to actually inhabit your own life?

She looked at it. Underlined it. Wasn't sure what to do with it.

​
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​Chapter Four
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Monday morning came the way Monday mornings do , without asking permission and without particular concern for anyone's readiness.

Abigail had not slept especially well. This was not something she would have admitted to anyone, least of all herself, because the reason for it was embarrassing and small and she was a sensible person who did not lose sleep over boys she had spoken to once in a church foyer for approximately seven minutes. She had read until eleven. She had turned her light off and stared at the ceiling. She had turned her light back on and read some more.

She arrived at school early, which she always did, and went to her locker, which she always did, and got her books for first period in the correct order, which she always did. The routine was comforting. She was a person of routine. She was fine.

Geography was second period.

The classroom was a standard issue secondary school room , desks in rows, a pull-down map of the world above the whiteboard that was slightly crooked and had been slightly crooked since September and would presumably remain slightly crooked forever, a window along one wall that looked out onto the parking lot. Mr. Kovacs taught it, a compact and precise man who wore the same style of sweater in different colours and had the particular gift of making continental drift seem genuinely urgent.

Abigail liked Mr. Kovacs. She liked geography, actually , the way it asked you to understand the world by understanding its shape, the way everything was connected to everything else by land or water or the movement of people from one place to another. She had a good grade. She sat in her assigned seat and took out her notebook and was feeling, for the first time that morning, something close to settled.

Her assigned seat was the third row, second desk from the left.

The desk beside her was empty.

It had been empty since September. She had grown accustomed to it as empty , had spread her things slightly wider than strictly necessary, had stopped registering it as a gap and started registering it as just part of the landscape of the room, like the crooked map, like the parking lot window.

Mr. Kovacs was writing something on the board. Students were arriving in the particular staggered way of Monday second period, coats still half on, coffees from the Tim Hortons down the street, the general energy of people who had not yet fully committed to being awake.

Abigail opened her notebook to a fresh page and wrote the date.

The door opened.

She did not look up. She was a person who did not look up every time a door opened , this was something she had actively practiced, because her instinct in loud unpredictable spaces was to track every entrance and exit, which was exhausting and also obvious. She had trained herself to stay focused on her own desk.

She stayed focused on her own desk.

She heard Mr. Kovacs say, "Ah , new student. Welcome. There's a seat chart on the board, find your name."

The particular quality of the room shifted slightly, the way a room does when something new has entered it and everyone is pretending not to notice while absolutely noticing. Abigail heard footsteps. Heard the scrape of a chair.
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