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The Golden Age

 

Eve Morton


Part One

Origin Stories


Chapter One

I was late for the bus home.

Discarded couches, plates, and jagged forks and knives packed the city streets, all detritus from the former student life. I thought leaving before the exam period was over would allow me to avoid the crowds. The exodus, as Ken called it. He was being dramatic. Biblical. A Shakespearean scholar, through and through. Then I remembered the Easter and Thanksgiving rushes, the deluge of students desperately trying to go home with too many bags of dirty clothing. I was caught off guard by the trash on the street, still a city bus away from the Greyhound station that would take me back to my hometown.

These students and the remnants of their short-term apartments were the minifloods before the mass exodus at the end of the semester. Ken had warned me. The streets will be packed, so think ahead. I brushed off his fastidiousness, but I should have trusted his insight, culled from experienced history rather than scholarly articles and delivered like folk wisdom. I’d booked my Greyhound bus home after Easter but before the final date for students to leave the dorms, thinking this was enough to avoid the crowds and keep Ottawa pristine in my mind. I wanted the capital to have stayed as staid as Ken, as picturesque as a postcard, as parochial as a footnote. Maybe that way, leaving would hurt less.

Instead I was left with nothing to read to pass the time but a thin Stephen King novella. The Running Man was the only book that didn’t fit into my storage locker; I couldn’t bear throwing out books, so I brought it with me. The furniture in my apartment were cast-offs, and there were always hungry graduate students looking for toasters. I could pass them off, rotate. Ken’s new student was walking in my furniture shadows—but the books, I kept. I had to and I didn’t even like King that much. I had many copies of his work because of Michael, Emily, all of them from Whitby, our hometown outside of Toronto. I may not have devoured King, but I loved them. A cardboard box I kept in my storage locker, bursting at the sides, was like another ticket home, a reminder of voices I’d tried to silence since my degree began. I may as well take this piece of history with me. Even if I didn’t like King all that much, I could still find solace in the words.

But I was running late.

My shoulder bag dug into my skin as I stepped onto the city bus and squeezed into a standing space all my own. The Greyhound station was in the heart of downtown, while my storage locker had been on the edge; the city bus fed me through the surface roads to the station where I’d catch another bus home. The trip was long, odious. Made even longer by one red light after another.

Another red light. Another student stop, a casual group of teenagers—maybe some whom I’d taught—laughed as they stepped on. End of the year. End of their exams. The cars lined up on the street. Rush hour. Another red light. The bus should have already arrived. I should be checking in. I looked out the window at more discarded couches and dishes and more students carrying cases of booze, their voices celebratory.

“I want out.” I walked to the front of the bus and repeated my request. “Please.”

“This isn’t a stop.”

“This is a red light. It’s faster if I walk.”

The driver eyed my bag filled with toiletries and clothing, as if I were leaving for only a night. He glanced up, gaze lingering too long on my face. “This still isn’t a stop.”

“But you’re stopped.”

He stared, unrelenting.

I sighed. “Please.”

With the eyes of a martyr, he opened the door. I got off as the light turned green. The bus rocketed ahead of me, going faster than I thought possible.

A flicker of doubt rushed over me. Had I made a mistake? I walked faster and faster toward the city centre. Another red light and city traffic bloomed. The bus was faster, but it was always going to be stopped. I knew shortcuts to the city centre, learned from the early months of my testosterone shots when I was undecipherable as man or woman. I knew all the covert alleyways and the hidden catwalks, the city’s secrets where I would not been seen. My heart panged at the thought of leaving everything behind. It wouldn’t be forever, like that horrible in-between transition phase wasn’t forever either, but the discarded dishware and books that looked so much like mine made leaving feel that much more permanent.

I passed the bus after five minutes of fast walking. My legs were bruised from my bag banging against them. My lungs ached. Calves smarted. The pain diminished when I saw the blue of the station. Greyhound. A line was there, but not too long. When I was in New York City with Ashley, an old girlfriend before my transition, we’d watched in horror as our bus departed before its designated time because it was full. Though Greyhound had sent another for those who were still lingering, watching it depart while standing in place was a sucker punch I’d had to stay still for, like counting the days backward before surgery. Now, when I could taste my mother’s weak tea and smell my father’s secret cigars, I couldn’t bear to watch the bus pull away.

Another surge of speed flowed through me. I darted across the road between parked cars and emerged on the sidewalk. I was almost at the station door when someone yelled at me.

I froze. A car horn honked simultaneously, but I realized it was unrelated. The person shouted again.

“You—yeah, you! Plenty of time!”

I saw an old man under the city bus station awning: his face worn, his jeans frayed at the edges, and his baseball shirt from years ago. He raised a hand in the air and repeated his words.

“Plenty of time! You need to slow down.”

I was angrier than the first time I’d been catcalled at thirteen. I turned away with an audible scoff and ran the rest of the way inside of the station. My shoulders smarted and my lungs still ached, but I was last in line.

Not until I was seated near the back, my bag stored underneath the bus and the now horribly bent out of shape book in my hands, did I think of the bum again. His words were personal. Not the typical ranting or lecherous stares of downtown. He was giving me advice. Like Ken. He was…

I turned away from the window. I stared at the cover of my book. I opened it and tried to read.

Doesn’t he understand? Ten minutes later, the highway lulled me back to memory, my legs still throbbing as if I’d run. Didn’t he understand I was going home? There was no time to waste. There was no time to play, to talk, to slow down. I had to go home.

I’d been gone for so long.


Chapter Two

The parking lot was empty.

Six hours on a bus led me to the underground station in Oshawa. The music in my ears echoed as if I were in a catacomb, an impossible sarcophagus of one-hit wonders from my teenage years. I walked up the concrete stairs expecting to see the open strip mall Michael, Emily, and I had spent weeks of our life in. I turned the music to match the time period. I sunk back into the ’90s and ’80s, and even further as we’d tried to imagine what our parents listened to, what our parents failed to appreciate. Patti Smith, Black Flag, Circle Jerks, Fugazi. All American, all too far away from us. We rented Hard Core Logo at the Blockbuster in the strip mall so we could fill the gaps of our own musical history. We wanted to know about Canada’s punk scene because the real punk scene in NYC seemed too unreal.

“Music is sort of like time travel,” Emily said one night in the parking lot, after we had watched Hard Core Logo but before high school had ended. Brad may or may not have been there. He was often a shadow, lurking around and maybe slipping me notes he’d written in English class since he always thought of me then. Michael was in the front of the car, manning the radio knob. Emily sat on the hood, looking into the horizon. She alternated drinking Diet Coke through a thin straw with smoking and coughing. I was between the two of them, triangulating us together.

“I listen to TV Party, and I’m in the ’80s. I swear I know all the TV shows as if I was on the couch with Henry Rollins. I see every last commercial, every last news interruption for a Reagan update. All of it. Just like travelling through time.”

Her voice was lucid. Everyone thought she was high when she spoke, but her eyes were never bloodshot, always too blue and clear. She was just weird, like me. She was an only child, also like me, so our weirdness was never teased out of us through older siblings, like Michael and Brad. Emily waxed poetic about time travel and music as we sat in the back of Michael’s car with the radio running, and I believed she was brilliant without shame or consequence.

“CDs are like tickets, right?” I asked. “To new countries?”

“Or to new places of Canada. They need Canadian content on the radio, you know? It’s why we never hear stuff from My War or Damaged or anything good. My dad was telling me about it. At least 10 percent of the music has to be from Canadian artists. You get fined if you don’t comply, man. I think it’s because if we listen to too much from other countries, we really will disappear.”

“We could disappear in Canada too,” I said.

“Suppose so,” Emily agreed. “There’s so much unexplored. Especially in the North.”

“Do you still want to go to the North?”

“Oh, yeah!” She beamed at her childhood fantasy, her perpetual love of snow during spring. “One day, maybe. Who knows?”

I kept her talking, always. I asked about movies, about Blockbuster’s role in time travel. We had such a hard time finding Canadian movies—Hard Core Logo was the exception and only brought about through the personal collection of Emily’s father. He was a lawyer who gave up his life of music journalism to get married and have her, the one weird kid whose mother would die of complications in childbirth. It was the two of them, Emily and Henry, trading old music back and forth, including his battered copies of Bruce McDonald’s flicks. “A friend of a friend,” he said to explain his collection. Everyone on their shelf he knew through an endless chain of Canadian connections. Her father was always so cool to me. But then, everyone outside of my own family was.

“Well, my dad says movies are nostalgia. Or, at least, the ones he shows me are nostalgic for him. Star Wars, Raiders of the Lost Ark, even Back to the Future. It’s more about him, his time period. So it’s like I’m watching his memories.” She made a face. “Maybe movies are time travelling. And music is like space travel. Fuck, what is it called? Teleportation! Yeah. Music is like stepping through a door and instantly arriving in a new place where you wanted to be all along.”

Brad had been there that day, I suddenly remembered. He tried to poke holes in her theory. He’d been trying to flirt with her, but she was never interested. So he looked at me. Michael got annoyed. He called my name, and we all went for a drive to get away from where we were.

It worked, more or less.

All these conversations converged in my head as I emerged on the sidewalk. My body ached as if I had run from Ottawa to Durham Region, as if I had scaled time itself. But I hadn’t succeeded. The mall was vacant, the buildings that used to house a pizza place or Blockbuster or cheque-cashing scheme now hollow, bankrupted shells. I crossed the street, still not believing it, and stepped in pothole after pothole. The lines of the parking lot space where Michael’s 1992 Toyota had once been, our semi-permanent home, were faded. Gone. Signs with all capital letters hung in every store window: a For Rent faded by the sun, Demolition with a too-soon timeline, and a purple logo announcing new ownership. A different company had bought out the space and were going to turn it into condos and a convenience store.

My stomach sunk. Condos for the commuter crowds. A Canadian song I’d heard on the radio talking about the urban sprawl from Toronto inching closer and closer flashed into my head. Music came to life, the future enclosing on the present moment, but even its announced critique was mandated. Had I travelled in the wrong direction?

I walked around the entire strip mall, memories of the place blinking in front of my vision like the Disney glasses Michael and I shared. There were no bus signs, no redirects. There was no helpful information in the Greyhound station either. The bus route I’d counted on as still being here to take me back to my parents’ house was now discontinued.

“Shit.”

All the remaining bus number routes were no longer familiar. The station was on the edge of the city, close by one of the main roads that would intersect with everything else.

I started to walk.

Each time cars passed me, I looked up, anticipating the ruddy colour of the Toyota though there was no way Michael still had that car. He’d followed it with a silver hatchback once we started university. He’d inherited his father’s minivan when he’d died. Then…there was something else. I imagined each one of the cars and Michael’s music inside. The neutral expression he wore as he pulled up to get me. Each time, instead of calling me my birth name, he’d called me Sebastian.

He knew who I was now. They all did. But the only memories I had of these people were still tinged with the shadow of an old gender. When I sat next to Emily in the backseat of Michael’s car, I had hair like hers, except mine was dark, while she was blonde. I had breasts like hers. For a time, we both had glasses that pinched our noses and left red marks. When Brad and I spent time together, it was as boyfriend and girlfriend. And when Michael picked me up so we could hang out after my job at the local library, he called me a different name.

A car honked. I’d been walking for an hour. I lifted my eyes, expecting to see him. Had he recognized the patch on my shoulder bag from the concert we attended at fifteen? Was my slump still recognizable despite what else testosterone had changed? And what if he saw all those things, realized what all of it meant, and still wanted to give me a ride?

The car drove on. The honk was just a sound. Incidental, not related to me. I let the noise become the thrum of something else, rewriting my memories. I became a boy. An awkward boy. I was always going to be awkward and needed to be awkward in order to have Emily as my friend, but I filled in the other things I had longed for. I sat in the backseat with her and put my hand on her knee instead of waiting for Brad to put his hand on mine. I wore a different style of jeans, a plaid shirt over an Our Lady Peace logo—the trapeze one from Clumsy—and my face was a different shape. My nose was flatter, sharper rather than a button. My jawline chiseled. I was no longer nearsighted, and my brown eyes became blue. I spoke in a different way. More clipped and resonate rather than letting Emily ramble.

Maybe I’d be more like Michael.

A nice thought, but not entirely mine.

*

I was halfway home when I spotted the restaurant. The Namesake was located in another strip mall, closer to our houses, but we’d never hung out there because that was the family business. If Michael or Brad came anywhere near the purple awning that bore the black lettering of the Namesake, their father somehow sensed they were not working and dragged them inside to bus tables or do dishes. Michael used his earnings from his forced labour to buy his own damn freedom with his car. That way, it didn’t matter if the only other mall was a ten-minute drive away. He could get away.

Not that his father was a tyrant or the Namesake a bad restaurant. Not even close. It was a generic family-owned Italian place with postcards of Italy on the wall and a dozen different dishes I could never pronounce when growing up. My parents often went there on Friday nights when I was in elementary school. As soon as Sammy realized my parents were around, he came out of the backroom to talk to my father for hours since my father was a banker and Sammy was a business owner. The financial tête-à-tête bored me, so I’d find Michael. The two of us would play video games or colour at the kids’ table despite being too old for colouring. The restaurant was a fun place; the Namesake only became oppressive in high school, and only because they all had to work there. The magic of endless chicken fingers and Super Mario Bros. had disappeared, and the first real job with responsibility set in.

I worked at the library all throughout high school. My father was around less for dinners, so my mom ordered takeout from the Namesake. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d sat in a booth and looked at the vivid colours of the menu. What I did remember: the last email I’d exchanged with Michael, stark and strained. His sign-off bore the logo for a chain restaurant. I’d asked about it, thinking he’d taken his accounting skills elsewhere and broken free from the family business. So how is your freedom from the Namesake? True freedom?

His simple response had been No. We were bought out.

So just the free market then, I guess, I’d written back.

No response.

I turned into the restaurant parking lot. Cars filled up the space though it was still early for dinner. The purple awning was now red, the logo for the restaurant slightly garish in its green-and-red palette. The menus pasted in the windows were the same ones as across the province. Individual flare was now standardized. Commodified. It still gave me a sense of peace. When I opened the door, a woman greeted me with a smile.

“Table for one? Two?”

“Actually, I don’t know. Can I go to the bar and make up my mind later?”

She gestured to the side. The Italian postcards remained, but the wall space was cluttered with kitschy paraphernalia that did not quite match. Road signs. Photographs of tourists, a stock photo family. Everything was plastic. Even the bar seats were shellacked in place; they didn’t give way like the older furniture. The music over the speakers was not music but Muzak, there to fill the void. Families ate an early dinner; people on dates in booths shared appetizers. I told myself everything was the same while fighting the urge to rewrite everything once again.

Part of me wanted to bolt. But something beyond my hunger, hurt feet, and desperate need to see if Michael was here kept me in place.

“Hello. Sorry.” A bartender appeared from behind a door, carrying stacks of glasses in front of him. “Just give me two seconds. I’ll be right there.”

I turned my attention to the menu. Was it different than before, or had I learned how to pronounce all the Italian words I could never attempt as a kid? My stomach growled. The bell on the door sounded again. I looked up, expecting to see him. Each person seemed to be a changed version of him. I was staring at a waitress dressed in all black, wondering if I knew her too, when the bartender returned.

“Sebastian?”

I turned to the bartender. “Oh. Garrison?”

His smile was confirmation. As he nodded, he knocked some of his light-coloured hair out of place against his sloped forehead. He wore a black uniform, but his nearly six-foot-four height made the dark colours elongate his limbs even more. Garrison, half-brother to Michael and Brad with a different father, always stuck out in a dark-haired family that barely topped five foot eight. His limbs were lanky, muscles sinewy, while Sammy and the boys were squat with thicker middles. Garrison was never a kid in the restaurant along with Michael and me. He was always working alongside his stepfather, whom he called Dad. He even took Sammy’s last name and shifted his mother’s maiden name to his middle and sole moniker. He was always Garrison, never Benjamin. He was Garrison Nolan, like Michael and Bradley Nolan, and he had called me Sebastian.

“Oh. I… Wow. I have no idea what to say.”

“I suppose that’s on me now, right? Welcome home, I guess?” Garrison shrugged and gestured to my shoulder bag. “I take it you just got here.”

“Yeah. A few hours ago. I haven’t stopped off anywhere but here.”

“Well, let me get you a drink. What’ll you have?”

“A Coke.”

“Jack and Coke?”

“Sure. Why not?”

Garrison set up the glass in a matter of seconds. I sipped, becoming light-headed.

Garrison gave me pretzels from a small dish. “It used to be peanuts. But you know, everyone’s got an allergy now.”

“This is fine. I should eat more though, or I’ll get drunk.”

“We can set you up at a table. Or a booth, if you want? Brad is working tonight too.” He leaned on the counter and grinned. “If you wanted to have him as your server.”

“Oh. Um.” I sipped the drink again. I had been anticipating these moments for so long. Now that it was happening, I was unmoored and completely adrift. “I…I don’t know. Maybe? I was wondering if Michael was working though. I’d like to see him first.”

Garrison made a face I couldn’t comprehend. Disappointment? Regret? His light-coloured bangs fell in front of his flat forehead as he mopped up a spill on the counter. He was silent for a while. “Michael’s not here right now.”

“But he does work here? I think the last time I talked to him he said he was still doing the accounting, bookkeeping. You know, the behind-the-scenes footage.”

“He does. But it’s tax season. He also works as a freelancer and does a lot of people’s taxes.”

“Oh. Right. Of course.”

“He’ll be around sometime though. Trust me. For now, you’re just stuck with the lesser Nolans,” Garrison joked before he instantly moved on. Like a pro. Like he fell into bartending not because of the family business but because he genuinely enjoyed it. “Now, correct me if I’m wrong, but if you’re home, does that mean the PhD is done? That you’re a doctor now, and I should be adding that prefix to your name? Dr. Sebastian Munro. It’s got a good ring to it, I have to say.”

I ate more pretzels. It was quixotic to hear my name said in a man’s voice. Had Garrison’s always been so deep, so resonate? I liked the sound, almost as much as I imagined Michael saying it. I wanted to hear his voice even more than when my voice first cracked and I locked myself in the bathroom, saying whatever I could find over and over again just to make sure it hadn’t been a fluke. I’d worn out my copy of As You Like It in no time doing just that. How could I get Garrison to read me the same speech?

“So this is a celebratory drink?” Garrison asked again. “I really want it to be one.”

“Sort of, but honestly, not quite.” My voice sounded feeble next to Garrison’s. “The work is done. Dissertation written. But there’s a lot of red tape and bureaucratic stuff to work through.”

“Oh, yeah? Like what?”

In the middle of explaining how committees worked at my school, the editing process, and my supervisor’s flight to Scotland so he could track down some random artifact related to The Scottish Play, I realized I was rambling. Garrison didn’t need to know about the government grant I had that allowed me not to teach for a year but still pay tuition and receive funding. Nor did he need to hear about my roommate bailing on me two months ago to live with her boyfriend/sugar daddy who was paying for her bottom surgery, and how my bills became unmanageable without her help, and how I almost missed the bus because I’d packed so much of my life away as I waited to become a doctor of philosophy. No one, not even my mother, knew that much about my degree and life. But Garrison asked all the right questions and nodded attentively. I believed his interest was genuine rather than his job. I believed so thoroughly he wanted to know me.

“I’m sure all of this is boring. Sorry. I should really eat food. I get too chatty when I’m hungry and tipsy.”

“Sure,” Garrison said easily. “But trust me, it’s not boring. I actually like Shakespeare a lot.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Garrison raised his hand.

A waiter appeared near me at the bar, his movements frantic and kinetic. I recognized the sharp nose and slightly jutting chin though his eyes were now sunken with age. Brad couldn’t have been more than thirty, but he appeared much older than Garrison.

“You remember Sebastian, right?” Garrison narrowed his eyes. His tone was almost chastisement. All the intimacy Brad and I had once shared disappeared in a flash. Garrison became the mediator, especially as recognition and fear danced across Brad’s face.

“Duh. Obviously. Nice to meet you, Se-bas-tian.” He said each syllable like there was a stone under his tongue. He extended his hand. “I suppose we should reintroduce under the circumstances.”

I shook Brad’s hand, shocked to find it warm and clammy. As he led me to my table, he made strained small talk, marked by Brad’s obvious tremor and slight limping gait. I frowned. What had his dreams been in high school? After we’d started dating, I’d told him about my goal to become a professor. We watched Dead Poets Society together and both thought that was academia. But he never opened up about his possible or even cinematic future; he only said he’d be here in his father’s footsteps. Only after we had sex could he tell me he liked to work with his hands. Build something from scratch.

“Do you need more time with the menu?” Brad asked.

I nodded.

Brad disappeared behind a Workers Only door. Moments later, he spoke in hushed tones to Garrison. Garrison’s face was impassive, not revealing anything. The low lights made everything hard to decipher. What was Brad doing here, ten years after graduation? Why was he not working with his hands? And hell, why was Garrison here too? I had distant memories of him going to university, of his bedroom being emptied of his comics and music by Michael and filled up again when he returned after only two semesters. Why were they both here as if time had swallowed them?

By the time Brad took my order and returned with my food, the alcohol had worn away my boundaries. I grabbed Brad’s wrist as he set down a bowl of pasta and asked him if he was all right.

“Of course I am. Just a busy day.”

“It’s Monday. Never a busy day. You told me that all the time.”

Brad scoffed. He didn’t look me in the eyes. His body language was completely off, frantic and kinetic and almost shaky. Not from me, I told myself. But I felt exposed, like after we’d had sex and realized I’d bled on his bed.

“You know,” I said, barely above a whisper, “just because I’m a guy now doesn’t mean you’re gay.”

“What?”

“I was your girlfriend back then.” I stumbled, swallowing the words. “That’s okay. You can tell people that and think that all you want. You’re not gay for being with me.”

“I know. Thanks. You mentioned that in your letter.”

“Okay. Good. I’m glad you got it. And it’s okay if it’s still weird. I just need you to know that I’m Sebastian now even if I was your girlfriend back then. Does that make sense?”

“Not really, but nothing ever does anymore. So don’t worry about it, don’t bother me with it.” He wrenched his arm away and gave a saccharine smile. “Enjoy the food, Se-bas-tian.”

He disappeared behind the door for Workers Only.

I fixated on a spot of grease on the table. I’d expected this. Brad was never in my memories long. After our first time, our relationship fizzled out. We were better as friends, not close friends since I was still a weird kid and he was getting more confident and attractive. He was the first born to Sammy, the golden child who’d brought together his mother’s broken single-parenthood and abandonment of Garrison’s father into a wonderful family. Brad was always popular, always sporty, always the perfect son and boyfriend to some blonde girl who suited him better than I ever could.

Besides, Michael had been pissed at me for fucking his brother. Emily was the mediator between us for months. Not until summer, three months after me and Brad broke up, did Michael finally forgive me. It was always in our best interest to forget and move on. Brad was a dalliance, nothing life-defining even if we had been each other’s first. A strange interlude in our time travel.

I ate my food without tasting it, more out of sheer need than enjoyment. I was almost done when Garrison sat down at my booth without asking. His features were softer under the light. Though it was April and the sun had not appeared in what felt like weeks, he was almost tanned. His skin was always a shade darker than his brothers’, yet his hair was still light brown, almost golden.

“You okay?”

I nodded.

“You sure?”

“Don’t worry about it, okay? You don’t need to play bartender with me. I can handle the choices I’ve made. I don’t need to drink them into oblivion. I already did that, and it didn’t work.”

“I hear you,” Garrison said after a moment.

“You do?”

Garrison laughed.

I should have figured. Not only was Garrison the near-constant reminder to his mother of her first failed relationship, but he was also gay. Emily was gay too, but her sexuality was something that had unfolded during university years. Garrison had been gay as long as we all could remember. First as an insult, motivated by the way he walked and how pretty his hair was, and then he was gay as a lived reality when he brought home a guy named Greg when Michael was fifteen and Sammy refused to call him a boyfriend.

“People come around,” Garrison said. “It sometimes takes years, but I’ve done my best to not wait around for them, you know? Waiting only makes you crazy.”

“Oh, I understand that. I thought I’d be a doctor by now.”

“But you basically are. You’re just waiting on the paperwork. It’s like this place.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. I mean, it’s still the Namesake. All the same people, all the same practices. It’s just that we have a new menu. New logo. The paperwork is different, but it’s mostly the same.”

I looked around the kitchen bar. The Muzak hummed. “You don’t believe that, do you?”

Garrison gave me a sly smile. “Yeah, you’re right. It’s kinda shitty. But it’s a job for now.”

“What…happened exactly?”

Garrison fell into conversation as if no time had passed between us. While I finished my pasta, he told me that after Sammy had died, Michael hadn’t been old enough to take on the full bookkeeping role. Their accountant screwed them over. Their debt got worse. A few bad decisions and it all toppled down. “But it was also the time that a new suburb was being put in. The chain approached us about buying us out to take in the commuter crowds. And we were saved. Boom, second chance.”

“Second chance,” I said. “Not the same, but something. What about your mom?”

“She remarried a while back. The guy who convinced us to sell, actually. She lives with him now. Nick. We’re in the old house. And we run the restaurant now pretty much by ourselves.”

“That’s…great. I’m happy for all of you.”

Garrison’s expression was strained. I wanted to say something more, to ask him to fill in more of the blanks, but I stood from my seat instead. I excused myself to the washroom, fully expecting Garrison to take this as a prompt to leave. Instead, he told me we’d talk about Shakespeare when I returned.

“If you’re not sick of him by now.”

“I don’t think that’s possible.”

“Good. Because I read an interesting theory about Othello and the OJ Simpson trial recently, and no one else knows what the fuck I’m talking about. Maybe you will.”

“Maybe.” I was not used to being treated as an expert. I’d spent so much time around other academics, always trying to one-up one another, or surrounded by Ken, who was just mind-boggingly smart, that the idea I could be a font of knowledge was intoxicating. This was not how I’d envisioned coming home, but I was okay with it.

The bathroom was cramped. Once inside the stall, a flicker of graffiti caught my attention in the corner. Sharpie marker spelled out the words No Future in capital letters.

I shuddered. Plenty of time! My homecoming had taken too long. I’d time travelled, and I should have been welcomed back. But when I was beginning to feel caught up, there was no time left. No future to complete what I needed to do.

I closed the stall door with a slam. I washed my hands, wondering if I was still tipsy. Chatter sounded. Echoing. I worried my thoughts had become pulsating. I opened the bathroom door a crack and found Brad. His dark eyes were wide, sallow. His mouth was fixated in an angry frown. One night, after we’d had sex but before we’d broken up, he confessed to me that his father had hit him. More than once, a sustained pattern of events, enough to remark upon. Some nights, he was afraid of Sammy. That same fear was visible in his face now. The same type of anger too. Brad was yelling at some random guy who I could only see peripherally through the crack of the door. The words made no sense. Chemical names, compounds, adjectives without context.

Drugs. Oxycodone, fentanyl, codeine, Vicodin. An act of translation I could perform. Painkillers familiar to me from my own prescriptions. The thought of their black uppercase names on the bottles near my bedside table as I recovered from my mastectomy still brought me a modicum of relief. Despite the relief that followed each time I swallowed a pill, I was even more relieved when I could stand, sneeze, and laugh without feeling like my chest would tear in two. I put a hand to my chest, feeling the knotted scar tissue beneath my nipples. These pills were not for me. I was not split open again.

My thoughts scattered with a punch. A swing and a miss; the other guy tried but failed to hit Brad. He tried to grab the other guy’s wrist on the rebound but slipped. Another swing, another miss. Bodies and fabric burst like fireworks. Brad pulled himself up, the same way he’d done after his father had hit him, and spread his wide shoulders.

“Don’t you fucking touch me.” His voice echoed. “Or I will break your fucking jaw.”

Unlike the story he’d told me as teenagers, Brad hit this guy. He’d only threatened his father with violence at seventeen, a subtle bargain with the patriarch so they knew who was in power now.

There was no patriarch here. Just a random guy with brown skin, curly black hair, incredibly bad aim, and, suddenly, good aim. Brad hit his skull with a sickening crack. He hit back. Their words became grunts. Shuddered screams. The stranger staggered, rose from the ground, still bloody, and turned as if he were about to run out the front of the restaurant.

I stepped out from the bathroom, using the door to block his pathway.

He hit the door, sending shock waves through my fingers. Brad stopped shaking for the first time that night. The guy did not get up. Blood mixed with the floor tiles. A flash of panic set across Brad’s face once he realized what he’d done. What I had helped to do.

I was convinced I’d seen that look in his eyes before, but it was possible I imagined it.

*

The officer repeated my name to me as if in doubt. “Sebastian Munro.”

“Yes. Do you need to see my ID? I have it right here.” I reached for my bag, expecting him to tell me to stop. He didn’t. I wished I’d been quiet and let his stare linger one second too long.

He examined my ID. His eyes danced over the syllables. Se-bas-tian. “Can you tell me your address?”

“Why?”

“Because if this goes to trial, you’re the only witness we have to state that the other man swung first. We need your written statement and an address.”

Shit, shit, shit. Dani’s advice rung in my ears. Always avoid cops. Always. But I’d walked into a middle of a shitstorm, and even if we’d all agreed to cover this up and go about our daily lives as if this Italian restaurant wasn’t a mob hangout, we couldn’t. It was a family chain now, with families that had been disturbed by the violence. Families that had called the police. Arrests had been made. Even though both Brad and the guy named Charlie were both to blame, Brad was the only one on probation. Brad was the one who had the most to lose.

So I came forward. I said Charlie had swung first. Now there was no way any of us were escaping a trial.

I was about to confirm my address in Ottawa with the officer when I remembered I was home. I didn’t have that apartment anymore.

“You’ll also need to get this changed.” He flicked my license. “But for now, I’ll write down the Whitby address.”

He returned my license as I mumbled a thank you. I gave him my phone number too, the one that hadn’t changed since I was seven. Dealing with police, the duplicity of identity, and even fist fights reminded me more of Dani and our life in Ottawa. One night, barhopping, she’d been mistaken for a pro. So we’d run from a guy who looked at her sideways, realized she was trans, and wanted to break a bottle on both of our heads. This kind of shit didn’t happen here in Durham Region, where my parents still lived—except that, obviously, it did. This stuff happens all over, Sebastian, Dani told me that night after I’d vomited from running so fast. You’ve just been on the other side. Welcome to the family.

Hours passed. I was led into the backroom of the restaurant, where I gave my written statement to a different officer. I glanced away from the standard forms to the slips of paper and scrawled notes I was sure were in Michael’s handwriting. Pay heat and water. Mystery shopper came by. Bad rating. The mayonnaise is expired. Order more, good deal, be sure to do by the end of the week. All the quotidian nonsense of a family business swept up in the slanted pen of someone I’d watched struggle with the letter G in cursive in elementary school. Now, even in his own restaurant, he still wrote in cursive, but he avoided all uppercase Gs, even when it was strange, even when it meant a comma splice. I realized as I wrote my own statement that I avoided them too.

The officer looked over my statement. “Is this all that happened?”

I wanted to shake my head. I was missing so many details. Ken’s margin notes in my dissertation came back to me: Stick with the facts. Material history. Ease up on speculation. Folio to folio moved from fist to fist.

“Bradley Nolan threw the first punch?” He looked up from my sheet.

“The first punch that connected. But he was provoked. The other guy swung first.” I gestured to my statement. “I wrote it all down.”

“I see that.”

“And?”

“And I’m just making sure.”

I wanted to add more, to tell the officer about Brad’s father, but I stayed quiet. Only the material history mattered now—even if much of the material history was obscured from me. What had happened to Brad after high school? Why was he asking for drugs from a random guy named Charlie? I should have paid more attention to Michael’s emails, the hints about his drug use, but Michael was never one for emails and Brad was Brad. He hated telling me anything about himself, as if it would rip open an old wound. I blinked and thought of the bloody bed sheets. I’d turned away. We both had. It was only appropriate that when we looked at each other again almost a decade later, we still only saw wounds stacked on wounds.

“Brad didn’t start this,” I repeated.

The officer asked me a few more questions, focusing on the overheard conversation. The drug deal. I emphasized Charlie’s involvement, anything to direct attention away from Brad and the wound I was sure, in some obscure way, I had caused by not seeing it until now.

When it was all over, I was hungry again, and the sky was dark. I grabbed my shoulder bag and slipped out the back, only to run into Garrison.

He was smoking by the door, close to the garbage. He stiffened, relaxing as he recognized me. He gestured to me with his pack of cigarettes. “I quit two weeks ago, but I won’t tell if you don’t.”

“I haven’t smoked since I hung out with Michael. Even then, it was only for two weeks.”

“Again, I won’t tell if you won’t.”

I took a cigarette, and Garrison passed me his lighter. The air was cold, much colder than I anticipated for April. I had only a plaid shirt on. I had a hoodie in my bag, but all my jackets were in storage.

“Do you need a ride home?” Garrison asked.

I wanted to scream yes. “Don’t you need to be with Brad?”

He shook his head with closed eyes. “He’s going to be in lock-up overnight. Different cells than Charlie, thank God. But Mom’s gonna get him in the morning.”

“And then?”

“And then I’ll go to work. Ask Maria or Janice to come in for another waitressing shift. One of them will say yes. They may even fight over it since they both want to save for school. But nothing like tonight. Speaking of which, I will probably have a corporate boss come tomorrow and investigate why our chain has the reputation of a biker bar.” Garrison inhaled and forced a smile. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

“And…Brad?”

Garrison shrugged. He smoked in silence until he told me Brad’s last five years, from car accident to construction site back injury to brutal painkiller regimen he had never kicked. “I refuse to call him a drug addict. Even a drug user. But that’s what the paperwork says and always will say.”

“Bureaucracy’s a bitch.”

“Yeah, yeah it is. Come on.” Garrison extinguished his cigarette against the outdoor wall of the restaurant. “I’ll drive you home.”

Garrison’s car smelled of our former cigarette smoke and the sweet pop from the bar. The radio hummed on the local station. We bobbed our heads along to the music without listening. When I heard the faint chorus from the song I’d thought of earlier, about the suburbs sprawling from Toronto to here, I leaned forward and shut it off.

“You all right?” Garrison asked.

“No,” I said and wished I hadn’t. “You never told me about your Shakespeare theory. Othello, right?”

“Another time.”

“Sure.” But when? There is no future here or now. All the people I loved are gone. All the things I knew have disappeared. Even this restaurant has become corrupted. Even the people inside are fake.

“You okay?” Garrison asked again. “I know it’s been a long day, and a rough one, but I assure you it’s not always this crazy.”

“I don’t know about that. I was in Ottawa this morning, walking on the street, and a random guy yelled at me. Plenty of time! He just said it over and over. I ignored him, but then I get here, and right before your brother went down in a fucking fist fight, I saw graffiti in the bathroom that said No Future.”

“And?” Garrison said after a moment.

“And…And I just want to know who was right. Is there plenty of time, or is there no future? I want to know so I can prepare for it. Or something.” I sunk down in the seat, closed my eyes, and added my hand to be sure I saw nothing at all. As Garrison turned onto my subdivision, I was floating. “I have counted out my life in bathrooms.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Just a poem I used to read a lot. ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ by T.S. Eliot. But the line I said wasn’t in the original. It’s not bathrooms in that version, but coffee spoons. It just may as well be bathrooms for me.”

“How so?”

I reiterated the graffiti and then told him about the first time using a men’s bathroom as a man. My fear of being caught, how Dani’s story of being pulled out of the women’s bathroom by her hair played in my mind over and over again. I could remember all the places I had peed today—from one last time in my apartment to the bus’s horrifically filthy closed stall to the bathroom where I had found the graffiti. Three places, three pees. My coffee spoons, my bathrooms. “When I saw Charlie was going to get away, I used the bathroom door to stop the fight. It’s always bathrooms. So maybe that means there is no future. Maybe life is just an endless line of bathrooms that may or may not be safe to use. Maybe, like Prufrock, I’ll be constantly waiting.”

“I think you’re taking all of this too seriously.”

“How can I not? Brad’s in jail.”

“Brad’s in holding. Maybe he’ll go to jail, maybe he won’t. Depends on the judge. Depends on a lot of things.”

I peeked out from my fingers. Garrison had parked. He turned off the car but kept it idling. Like Michael would have. Was it a family trait, something only on the mother’s side?

“You’re so calm about all of this.”

“No. But I know how to hide things well. And I know that none of this is really permanent. We’ve endured a lot more.”

I waited for his explanation, but he remained silent. Like Prufrock, I was always going to be waiting. I was about to leave when Garrison turned to me.

“You know, in a weird way, I can kind of relate to the bathroom thing.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” he said. “When I was a kid, we’d always go to Sears on the weekend before Easter to get us all new clothing. And when I was fourteen or fifteen, I used the bathroom at Sears because we’d also gone out for brunch. The bathroom so clean and so pristine—as if no one ever used it. When I was done and about to come out, I saw two guys go in at the same time. I’d left a purchase behind though, so I doubled back. And then I saw the two guys together.”

“A cruising bathroom.”

“Yeah. Except I had no idea what that was.”

“What did you do?”

“I watched. Only for a second or two, only long enough to get my bag and leave again, but I watched. And I was relieved. It was like…oh, so what I like can exist. What I want is possible. Even if it’s just in bathrooms, I won’t be alone for the rest of my life.” Sadness flickered across his face. “I suppose up until then I thought I always would be. So maybe that’s why I’m not freaking out about Brad. Not only has this happened before, but I know a solution will present itself. It’s only bad when you first see it. Then you can deal with it because it’s just normal.”

I wanted to say something, but I came up blank. The surrounding silence of the car was comforting, only broken when Garrison opened his door. The pinging of the safety system sounded and startled both of us until he silenced it. I followed him outside, wondering what he was suddenly so captivated by.

“It’s snowing,” he said.

I looked up. The sky was black. The air was cold. Barely visible above us were tiny flecks of snow. They did not linger and barely retained any type of substance when they hit the ground, but they remained in our eyes and between our fingers for a second before disappearing.

Garrison shut the car door and silenced the safety system. We smoked another cigarette in the snow, talking aimlessly. I watched as my parents’ bedroom light flickered on and off as if the house attempted to wink. Only my mother’s car was there, my father gone on some business trip. There was no other life in the house.

“At least here, tonight,”—I gestured to the house’s dark facade as I spoke—“nothing has changed.”

He laughed. He finished his cigarette and lingered. I wanted to linger. I wanted to stretch the time. If music and movies made you move forward and backward to different locations, I wondered if silence made you stay still. I had to ask Emily to be sure. I had to find all of them again.

I needed, so desperately, to stay still.


Chapter Three

I found a note from my mother when I woke up the next morning. Her handwriting remained unchanged over the years, as if the scrap of paper was stone and her grocery lists and reminders to pay bills monuments after the fact. The note sat in the middle of the kitchen table, a thick wedge of a paperback book propping it up.

Sorry to have missed you last night. I trust the bus ride was okay. Busy at work today and tomorrow. Always the case, anyway. Should be home well after six. Here’s a book I thought you would like. We can talk later.

I noted the few dots of pen before she signed Mom. Had she considered signing it Angela as she had her first few emails after I came out as transgender, as if my name change meant she too had to undergo a moniker shift? She hadn’t called herself Angela in years, but she also hadn’t seen me post-surgery. Perhaps she was sinking backward. Perhaps knowing I was more adult than ever before prompted a moment of hesitation before deciding Mom was good enough.

I touched my scars underneath my white T-shirt. When Dani was looking after me, she’d told me I’d called her Angela once or twice, followed by a simple “mother” and ending on Michael. I had several days of drug-hazy remembrances before Dani’s face, heart-shaped with sharp edges, came into focus. Her curly dark hair and glasses could no longer be the same ones I was so used to seeing on my mother’s nose.

“Anaesthesia is a hell of a drug,” Dani said. “Such a magic trip. Disappear under ether and then ta-da! You are awake and missing pieces of yourself. A reverse souvenir. Go somewhere and come back with less than what you started with. Painkillers fuck you up for a long time, but I think you’re in the land of the living again. So hello, Mr. Sebastian Munro. Welcome to the real world. How does it feel?”

“Strange.” I rolled over. I touched the wounds and bled on the sheets. Dani huffed. “Strange,” I repeated after my bandages had been changed. “But good.”

It had been even stranger to think that in my first few moments of gender independence I had slipped back into my family life. That even through all the nonsense with my mother’s hesitation about calling me her son and my father disappearing when these important conversations came up, I still called out for them. I was free of them, a new person. But I still called out for them. Had the drugs revealed another secret truth underneath my skin or fucked me up permanently? Dani served me soup and told me to get over myself because everyone does this.

“One of the few things that are universal,” she whispered as if she didn’t want to believe it. “We all call out for mommy when we see the void.”

Independence was an illusion too. The idea I could do all this transformation on my own, rather than through the veil of anaesthesia, was the intoxicating drug that fucked me up the most. When I realized my fixation with the male point-of-view in literature and my need to memorize Shakespeare’s plays in high school meant something beyond scholarship, I thought I’d discovered a secret key to myself. I thought it had been there all along, waiting to be discovered. I could emerge fully formed as a boy. I could transcend my body, become what I had always envisioned.

It was never that simple. Surgery was painful. I didn’t even know there was a word for my feelings until I met Dani. Even before Dani and her influence, I had seen transgender people—but been too afraid to comprehend I needed them as much as I needed the most obscure Shakespeare lines to understand myself. John and Bea had been a transgender couple who sat in the back row of my Medieval English class in first year. Their presence startled me. They became the drag king and drag queen presiding over the literature; they were another extension of scholarship, a clever inversion of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night or something they did for fun.

When the course leader invited everyone to an after-school get-together, I came only because I wanted to see if John and Bea would come. They did. I hovered around them like a child trying to hear serious news from the newel posts on the stairs, hoping for an explanation. If you had asked me what I was doing, I would not have been able to answer you. It was another void. I would have called out for my mother, maybe, thinking I was trying to find a good story to bring back to her. Or I would have only shrugged and spoken in a voice that never sounded like my own. When all John and Bea did was talk about Jean-Luc Goddard, I turned away from their conversation and bumped into Ken.

And I delayed my realization yet again.

I picked up the book. Great Expectations by Charles Dickens. I’d read it before in a class on Victorian lit I’d taken in my undergrad, and I’d taught it in my master’s degree. Disappointment flickered through me. Why was this so important to consider, beyond any other book? I tried to think of the scholarship around the text, wondering if my mother was communicating something beyond baseline interests. Was this her way of welcoming me home, a final bout of acceptance? Dickens had written two endings for the book, one sad and one happy. When Pip and Estella had not ended the story a couple, a critic had disparaged the work as too sad, and so Dickens had acquiesced. Even the author couldn’t be independent anymore. If you wrote your story, someone had to read it. And you could not make them sad.

I opened the last pages of the novel she’d given me. Both endings were there, laid out by date as if to avoid any preference for them. Both were correct. Both were part of the material history. I closed the novel with a sigh and trudged up to my childhood bedroom.

I’d not turned on any lights the night before to avoid waking anyone up. Now that it was daylight, I saw the clear disarray of the room. My parents had never bothered to clean it out and transform it into a guest room like they’d intended. They kept everything intact, vacuum sealed as if I would be coming home, but coming home as a girl. Each year I discarded that option, the room became more crowded, more suffocating. One summer, I’d removed all the books from my childhood, especially Anne of Green Gables, Emily of New Moon, and Little Women, along with my high school girl’s clothing. The next weekend, my mother put it all back. No sense in getting rid of something that could be useful one day, she’d explained, and books were always useful. She’d added stacks to my already-stuffed shelves, an unarticulated syllabus of longing.

When I’d been a kid, she’d read to me. In high school, I’d read on my own and report back to her with what I’d discovered. Soon, I was proficient enough to take on her reading list, so we formed a makeshift club together, reading the same books at the same time. We demolished John Steinbeck and D.H. Lawrence’s oeuvres and struggled to understand Gabrielle Roy’s significance in Canadian history. I went away to school. The longer I stayed in Ottawa each summer, the more our reading lists fell by the wayside. Without books as buffers, our relationship became strained. We’d stopped reporting new discoveries or secret joys and so stopped talking for long periods of time. She hadn’t stopped the book collecting though, and now that the light was here, I saw all the titles she thought I’d like and the ones she wanted to talk about in detail.

Maybe. Did the piles of books and boxes set up at the edge of my bed have meaning, as if she were a Mrs. Havisham dressed in scholarship, or was she treating my bedroom as a garbage heap? In the few conversations I’d had with my father, he spoke of my mother’s “collecting” in hushed terms.

“One box turns into two, turns into three. I can’t park in the garage anymore. She refuses to let it go.”

I was sympathetic to my father while trying to reconcile her behaviour. So many of my books were desk copies devoid of history, my father’s description of our house-turned-library made me want to come home. In the early years of transition, I spent less and less time physically present at home, wishing them both a Merry Christmas over the telephone instead. Only the thought that I could drown myself in literature again made me want to return. I could live in books, live next to them, stack them like a fort, and disappear.

Then Dani would remind me. Transgender. You swallowed all those words so you didn’t have to think of that one and its meaning. You are transgender.

She was right. I’d been reading In Search of Lost Time by Marcel Proust for fun solely because it was one of the longest books ever written. Next on my list was Vikram Seth’s A Suitable Boy, followed by Clarissa by Samuel Richardson. These books sat as fat tomes on my shelf, warping the bookshelf into a smile. With these books in front of me and one of the most expansive university libraries open to me, I was set for life. I could read and read and read for days, all without going home.

Then Dani and Ashley, a girlfriend I had at the time, introduced me to the words transgender and gender dysphoria. Everything changed. I couldn’t draw the blinds anymore and disappear. I went outside, found Dani’s apartment in the middle of a thunderstorm, and begged to be let inside.

I looked through the piles of novels my mother had left me. No Clarissa, but I found one of the later volumes of Proust’s In Search of Lost Time. I also found Gone with the Wind, The Executioner’s Song, and a few other exceptionally long books I had considered reading that winter but never did.

It wasn’t that I’d stopped reading after I realized I was trans. Obviously not. I started my master’s and moved to Montreal with Dani. She introduced me to another city underneath the one everyone saw, one that contained doctors and hormones and a complete network of transgender people. I became busy with them. Finding and taking hormones. I worked through the literature written by trans people, stuff I’d never come across before. By the time I finished my master’s and realized I wanted to keep studying, all my priorities had changed. I needed medical care. I needed a job where I could look the way I did, caught in that horrible in-between transition period where I could pass as a twelve-year-old boy one day or a butch lesbian the next, and not be fired. I needed to be practical. As much as I loved Montreal with its dual language and dual life, I had to return to Ottawa.

I had to return to Ken.

Ken’s letter was the last in a long line of coming-out letters I’d sent out that year. He was also the only person I’d emailed. Everyone else got handwritten notes, carefully constructed and written out—but I couldn’t wait for the post with Ken. I had to write and explain who I was. I hoped I could count on him as a supervisor who would praise me in a letter of recommendation to the school. There was less room for interpretation and sentimentality in that kind of letter, only a paragraph of explanation and polite request. Because I had sent an email, his was the only response I got back almost instantly. With the handwritten letters, I shoved them in the post and waited. No one replied with a letter back. My mother emailed. My father called. Everyone else let it integrate into their consciousness without response. I was independent that way. I thought, for a brief time period, that I could stand alone.

Ken replied in six hours and forty-two minutes.

Sure, no prob. See you then, -k.

At the time, his response was a letdown. There was so much more to the revelation I’d just unearthed, right? But his email had, at least, confirmed all I needed to know academically. You’re in, and you’re in as Sebastian. Everything else would sort itself out.

For the most part, everything did.

I sat with the books in my room all morning. When I was hungry, I went down and made breakfast, finding that the dishes in the house had also swelled. My mother kept just as many around as if she were still feeding three people. In the family room, the TV was the same I remembered from high school. The surrounding area was stacked high with VHS tapes and a few DVDs still in cellophane packaging. Each subsequent room seemed smaller as the knick-knacks grew. When I reached a wall of family photographs, I expected to see even more, layer upon layer, like some photographic carapace. Instead, there was a void in the centre. A missing photo. I hoped it was my graduation. I hoped it was any photo of me with dark hair and forlorn eyes, longing for something more. But from what I could tell, all the framed younger versions of me were still lined up on the wall, soldiers leading into nothing.

I stared at the blank space. What had once been there? So much had been added that knowing the room was missing something was bizarre, or a relief. Shouldn’t I be happy she had gotten rid of something?

Yet it bothered me.

I was still figuring it out when the phone rang. The ring was slightly muted from the stack of books next to it. I walked into the family room and pulled the receiver up without thinking.

“Hello?”

“Hi!” The voice was excited, high pitched. The person waited as if expecting something more. “Is this…Sebastian?”

“Emily?”

“Yes!” Another high-pitched greeting, almost a wheeze of laughter. “Yeah, it’s me! So you are home. All the rumours are true.”

“Rumours?”

“Don’t even worry about it. All good things, all good gossip. But hey, I’m working right now. On a meal break. Can I see you?”

“Um. Sure. Yeah. I guess…”

“Perfect,” she said, taking over. I fixated on a stack of pulp romances while she talked. How had something as trivial as romance gotten in the house? My mother insisted we never read romances. Or Stephen King for that matter. Always the classics, always something better than that. “So I’m working right now,” Emily continued. “But you know the thrift store on the corner of Harwood? It’s a chain. Value Village?”

I laughed. Dani and I had spent hours, maybe even weeks, in Value Village. “I’m familiar, sure.”

“Well, fantastic. Meet me here. I work in the back. Just tell Sara, a cashier, who you are, and she’ll let you come right in. Unless you have a cell phone?”

I shook my head before I answered aloud, “No, no cell.”

“Figures. But you should get one. We can text.” When I didn’t say anything, she went on. “Anyway, this has been exciting, but I have to go. It’s nice to actually hear your voice. It’s…different. I love it.”

“Thanks.”

“Okay. Bye!” Another high-pitched sound and she was gone.

I hung up the phone and examined the stacks. I considered throwing everything out in my room, donating it all to Value Village. It would only make sense, considering how much I’d taken from their shelves when I needed to find the exact pair of jeans that would fit my wide hips or a collared shirt that would hide my breasts, wound tightly in a binder until they were gone. I didn’t need my binder anymore either, but it was still in my shoulder bag like a totem from a lost world.

There were so many things I wanted to give away. So many things I no longer needed.

I stopped looking through books and started to look for doubles. I found at least ten in the living room and family room alone. I emptied out my shoulder bag onto my still unmade bed and added the books to it instead. I emptied the closet of my old clothing. The pinks and blues and hues I never liked. High school band T-shirts were the hardest to let go, but most had started to smell musty. Gone, gone, gone. When nothing fit into the bag anymore, I knew I wasn’t done yet, but it was finally time to go.

*

Sara was a short woman with red hair that turned to rust under the harsh lights of Value Village. She was a lead cashier, bound to her post, but her constant survey of the front entrance made her stand out as on guard. The moment her furtive gaze met mine, her face went from placid to puckish. When she smiled, I knew she was Emily’s girlfriend and not merely a cashier doing her a favour. She produced a cell phone from her red apron and typed in a frantic pace, grinning at her phone as if it was Emily’s face.

I turned away from her so I could drop off the contents of my shoulder bag in a bin at the front of the store. Music played over the loudspeaker, the same type of Muzak the Namesake had played, interspersed with announcements of sales and upcoming events. It told me in excited tones that my donation was part of the season; spring cleaning made way for a newer, cooler way to celebrate the summer.

A gasp caused me to turn before my name was said. Sebastian. Se-BAS-tianne. Her words sounded like mangled French, the way I had spoken my own name for the first two years I’d been in Montreal. When I moved back to Ottawa for my PhD and all my students said it with the English pronunciation, I decided I liked it better.

“Hi, Emily. I…”

She cut me off with a hug. The gesture caught me so much by surprise that a second of hesitation passed before I wrapped my arms around her. The red vest she wore was too large for her body; it swallowed her like her father’s T-shirts used to do when she wore them at sleepovers. She was taller than I remembered, a hair’s breadth under me. When we departed from the hug, she looked me in the eyes. I wanted to look away, but I didn’t. There was so much kindness in her gaze, so much warmth in the way she held my arms that even after we’d parted, I lingered in the moment. Emily’s embrace was the first real hug I had received since arriving, the first real touch of someone from the past not dictated by formal rules.

I had no idea I’d wanted it so much.

“You look so cool,” she said, squeezing my arms. “And strong. Jesus. This is so weird, but I am into it and all about this. Sara! You have to meet Sara!”

She dropped one arm as she dragged me over to the cashier bay where Sara was helping a customer. The moment she handed the old woman the credit machine, she turned to us, job on the backburner.

“Sara is my girlfriend. You may know her. She was at All Saints, the Catholic school near us, but she was involved in the drama department.”

“You were?” I scanned her face for recognition. The Catholic high school All Saints was down the street from us but seemed another world away. Their plaid uniforms and Ash Wednesday ceremonies were the only thing I remembered since it was the one time of the year the cleanest students were marred by dirt. All other times of the year, our high school with its teen pregnancy rate and low tests scores made us the wild bunch.
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