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  Dedication


  For Mom and Dad – my roots
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  Fall 2010


  God, sometimes living in an apartment complex irritates me. I often look in the houses nearby as I walk to and from the bus station. I glance through the windows of these detached homes and think that inside, their lives must be so peaceful and perfect. The noises from the street don’t drown out their conversations; the pigeons don’t defecate on their windows; the smell from the neighbours’ cooking doesn’t permeate their kitchens. I can see myself in those houses—drinking a glass of white wine that my husband has just brought to me after I have finished putting the children to bed. I sit down at our computer and play solitaire and sip my wine. Ahhh, the peace, the calm, the normalcy. I suppose it’s not really me I see, but in another life someone who could have been me.


  I am jolted back to reality when I hear a knock at the door. It must be Rosanna in 702. She told me when she saw me earlier that she had to talk to me. There is no getting away from her; she knows I’m home. I get back from work at the same time every day. I wonder what today’s issue will be. Last week it was the heat. Because we’re on the seventh floor and get all of the other apartments’ heat, she wanted me to talk to the landlord about adjusting it. I told her there is probably not very much Louis can do; he can’t—or won’t—tell seventy-eight-year-old Gladys in 322 to turn down the temperature. If it really bothers her, she should go down to Louis’s room and plead her case. Rosanna said that she thought I could articulate it better than she, and that he might just listen to me. She didn’t exactly say it like that, though; it was more like, “You talk so good.”


  So I drag myself to the door. All I want to do is sit and relax for a few minutes, but the sooner I deal with Rosanna, the sooner I can do just that.


  I wasn’t wrong about who’s at my door. Rosanna is wearing a bathrobe on top of her clothes. Her grey and black hair is wet—she has just recently come out of the shower. She looks older, which I attribute to the fact that she is not wearing any makeup.


  “I have some great news for you, doll.” She can hardly contain her excitement. “My nephew, Ryan, is back from university and he has agreed to come up and meet you!”


  Oh God, it’s worse than I thought. How the hell am I going to get out of this one? I know she is just trying to be nice and friendly, but the last thing I want is to date—let alone date her nephew. If anything ever did happen between us, Rosanna would be at my place morning, noon, and night.


  “Oh, Rosanna. I’m just not sure I am feeling up to it. How old is Ryan anyway?” I guess I shouldn’t be asking about his age, as that might mean I am actually considering this invitation or arrangement or whatever it is you would call it.


  “He’s twenty-three, and he’s very smart—smarter than that no-good father of his. I’m sure you two would get along good.”


  “Rosanna, you know I am thirty-six, right? He’s much too young for me. And besides, I just got out of a bad relationship. I am not really ready to date yet.” I lie. I just can’t think of how else to get her off my back.


  “Oh, doll, what are we going to do with you? You need to find someone before all of the good ones are snatched up!” It seems she doesn’t believe my lie.


  “All right, Rosanna, thanks. Have a good night.” And she is gone. And I can change out of my work clothes and sit down in front of the TV and not think about anything else.


  I go into my cramped bedroom which has far too much furniture for the space, and change out of my incredibly conservative pant suit. I work as a receptionist at a dentist office. It’s quiet and easy and pays the bills. Dr. Tom Roerke is a good employer. He’s friendly and listens if we have any concerns or need time off. Two years ago, when my mom died, I asked for three days off and he gave me the whole week.


  He has never specified what the dress code is, but I have always worn dress pants and blouses. It feels good to remove them now and put on my yoga pants. That’s probably the biggest joke of all. I wear yoga pants all the time, but have never—not once—done yoga.


  I look in the fridge for something to eat. The chicken from the other night doesn’t look very appealing, and the fact that it’s a few days old makes it even less so. There is some jarred pasta sauce, or I can have scrambled eggs and toast. I have never been much of a cook, preferring the simplest option over anything else. Mom was an epicurean. She loved to cook, and we’d have very extravagant meals for dinner every night—never simply ‘meat and potatoes’. It’s surprising that this love of food didn’t rub off on me. I am content with the premade dinners that I can buy in the freezer section. I decide on the chicken. If it’s not eaten tonight, it never will be. Just then the phone rings.


  “Hey Tonya. It’s Cindy. Are you coming tonight?” Cindy is the assistant at Dr. Roerke’s office. She is in her twenties and is going to school to become a dental hygienist. She is bubbly and warm, and she often tries to include me when people from the office go out. I have always thought that Dr. Roerke was smitten with her, even though he is married, with three children. Her attractive face and lean body have always made the men who come in there, or work there, speechless around her.


  “I don’t think so. I’m pretty beat. Thanks, though.” I don’t really provide any more details, although I could say that I really don’t feel like changing again, going out to a bar, buying ten-dollar glasses of wine, and watching men salivate when they look at her. It’s not jealousy either; I think it’s disgusting the way they look at her like she’s a piece of meat. But I guess she doesn’t really mind it—maybe even likes it. She does dress provocatively when she goes out. She wears tight shirts that accentuate her breasts and even tighter pants that leave men staring at her at every turn.


  “Are you sure, Ton? It’ll be fun. Patrick and Deb are going.”


  Patrick is the other reception worker and assistant. He is also Dr. Roerke’s son. I’ve often wondered whether he finds it bizarre watching his dad drool over Cindy. He’s nineteen years old, quiet and friendly. He doesn’t have the confidence that his father possesses. He’s sort of cute, but his awkwardness diminishes it. Deb is the dental hygienist. She’s my age, married with two kids. She demonstrates to me how different two people of the same age and gender can be.


  They are all nice people, but I am really not in the mood. I am surprised they keep inviting me. I went once, last Christmas time, and even then all I wanted to do was crawl out of the bar and make my way home. I stayed, though, because I had always said no to them. I thought that if I finally went they might stop asking me. I was wrong.


  “Yeah, I’m sure. Thanks, though. Have fun and I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  Now I can eat my dinner and sit down to watch my shows which are PVR‘d. I scroll down the list to find The Good Wife, one of my favourites right now. I watch it while eating my chicken dinner, having a glass of white wine from a cheap seven-dollar bottle, feeling content in my little apartment. I think back to Rosanna’s offer of a date. Why can’t people just leave me alone? If I wanted to date someone, I would. Dr. Roerke tried to set me up with one of his friends who had recently been divorced. He told me this guy was full of energy and would be able to keep up with a thirty-six-year-old. And then he laughed, looked at Cindy, and winked. I was embarrassed by his open flirtation, but I suppose Cindy is used to it. I told him that I was seeing someone, which was a lie. I had met a guy at the coffee shop on the way to work where I go every morning and see the same people. Just that week, a guy who I had seen each day for the past few months talked to me. He made small talk about the baristas, as the shop had just employed two new ones, who were slow in learning how to make all the specialty drinks. It really wasn’t anything, but this guy, who stayed in my mind for a while, was very useful in my conversation with Dr. Roerke.


  I have gone on dates, but I would rather do it on my own, without any “help” from my neighbours or employers. That way there are no expectations or requirements to divulge all the awkward details when I go into work the following Monday or leave my apartment to get groceries.


  My mind keeps wandering from Rosanna to Cindy to the guy from the coffee shop. I am not really watching the show I have on, so I decide to go to bed, even though it is not even ten thirty yet.


  I wake in the middle of the night after having a nightmare.


  I was in a boat in the middle of a lake. I was alone and anchored there. The next thing I knew, the boat careened to one side and I slipped into the water. Alone. For some reason I was unable to swim, even though I know very well how to swim. I started panicking, and then Dad was there in the boat, reaching his hand out for me to grab. I noticed my brother in another boat in the distance and tried to call to him, swallowing water in doing so. I was drowning.


  And that’s when I wake up. I am drenched. I look around the room, feeling scared, even though I know it’s just a nightmare and that no one is there. I look at the clock and see that it’s only four fifteen. Today is going to be a long day.
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  Summer 1989


  Isit here in my room, daydreaming again. I find it so fascinating to picture my life in ten or twenty years. I imagine what I will look like, if the years will be kind to me. Will I have trouble losing weight after having kids, like my mom did? Of course I picture myself married with kids. I wonder what my husband will look like, if I know him already, or if I’ll meet him in the future. This dreaminess can go on for a long time, but I have to stop myself. I have to get ready because we are going for our family photo today. It was a gift my brother bought my parents for their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. He is in university and has a part-time job, so he can afford it. I’m told it was pretty expensive as he hired the top photographer in Lindsay. But no expense is too great for my parents, especially after my brother has given my parents a lot to stress over in the past four years.


  Jeremy never did well in school. The fact that he was accepted into a university at all—even if it was Carleton (a.k.a. “last chance U”)—was surprising. It’s not that he didn’t try—he did; he just didn’t do well. He’d study for hours and then come back with poor grades. My dad would just shake his head, and we all knew what that meant. He thought Jeremy’d be stuck in his current job for the rest of his life, flipping burgers at Joe’s Fine Eatery. There was nothing really fine about Joe’s. Most of the food was the premade, prepackaged, deep-fried garbage that sold so well in our little town. But then Jeremy would go back to his room to study for the next possible pop quiz. It was kind of a cycle that I just wanted to end, and it did in the summer of 1987 when Jeremy got accepted into general arts at Carleton University. I remember that it was summer because he was on a waiting list. I think none of us—including my brother himself—ever believed he’d actually get accepted. So when the letter arrived in late August, notifying my brother that a few more spots had opened and he was being offered one of them, we were all flabbergasted, especially my mom. She started crying and hugging him, calling him her baby, which I had never seen her do before. So he packed up shortly thereafter and moved to Ottawa, coming home holiday weekends and in the summer, where he continued to work at Joe’s.


  I have always looked forward to when Jer would come home. He is such a positive and modest person, and he has a way of making everyone laugh at the idiosyncrasies of life. He doesn’t really look like any of us and has often suspected that my parents secretly adopted him at birth. He’s got dirty blond hair, while the rest of us are brunette, and he is nearly six-foot three, noticeably taller than anyone else in the family. I hope the photographer will take special care while placing us for our picture, otherwise Jeremy will have more ‘proof’ that he’s not a Daverin.


  I really, really don’t want to go and pose for who-knows-how-long in Riverwood Park, where it’s thirty-one degrees outside. But my parents are touched by the gift, and they want to use it while we’re all at home. I would rather be doing something with Amanda or Kaitlyn. They are my best friends and we see each other almost every day in the summer. If one of our families decides to go on vacation, we’re usually allowed to invite someone along with us. Kaitlyn, however, doesn’t really go on family vacations. Her mom and dad split up when she was in elementary school—long before I knew her. Her mom has different boyfriends all the time and Kaitlyn is able to go out whenever she wants. I think that’s great, but she seems to look sad when either Amanda or I go on a family trip. We don’t really ever hear about her father; I think he’s non-existent in her life and has been for a long time. Today they are going to the beach, with Neil, Darren, and Greg—guys we often hang out with. I told them I couldn’t go, but hopefully I can meet up with them afterwards.


  After fixing my hair, trying to make my bangs stick up to look fuller, I am finally ready. I spray what seems like an entire can of Finesse on my hair and I am all set to go. I just need to grab a bite to eat to tide me over until I’m able to eat again.


  Uncle Jack is sitting in the family room. I am a little surprised to see him. He is not really my uncle, just our next-door neighbour, who hangs out with us since his wife left him. I’m not surprised to see him sitting there—he often is in our home—but I am surprised he is here on picture day. Surely he won’t be in the picture.


  “Hey, Tonya. You look absolutely beautiful!”


  “Thanks. I think Mom and Dad are still getting ready. We’re going to have a family portrait taken today.” I say it as matter-of-factly as I can so that he is well aware.


  “I know. Bob and Sharon asked me to be in it with you guys. I said no at first, but they insisted. They said I’m part of the family.” He says it almost as though he is looking for confirmation. As he is speaking he opens his hand to offer me a mint.


  “Oh, that’s great,” I say, taking a mint, though I’m not sure I’m convincing. Don’t get me wrong, I like Jack. He is a loyal friend to the family, and he would do anything my parents asked of him. It’s just that after a while it gets a little annoying always having a neighbour in our house, at our holiday dinners, and on our family vacations. Jack has two children of his own, but he doesn’t see them too often. Penny, his ‘bitch of a wife’, as my dad once referred to her, took the kids and left. I don’t know the whole story, but some of the details that I’ve been able to piece together are that she wanted more out of life than he did. She wanted to travel; she wanted to go out at night and not stay home, sitting on the couch watching TV. She wanted a new man, too, I guess, because shortly after she left Jack, she was seen in town with another guy. I had seen this guy before at Joe’s, when we’d go at the end of one of Jeremy’s shifts. He had a motorcycle, multiple tattoos and long hair, and he was often smoking when I saw him. I couldn’t imagine anyone finding him attractive, but I overheard my mom once say that he must make up for it in other ways. I didn’t really know what she meant at the time, but I think I do now.


  “Okay, everyone,” Dad shouts. “Let’s get in the car. We have to be at the park by eleven and it’s ten to, now.” Then he notices Jack. “Hey, Jack. Do you want to drive with us or meet us there?”


  “I’ll meet you at the park. I have a few errands to run afterwards. I brought my cooler and filled it with water and colas for the kids—it’s pretty hot out today. See you there.”


  “Thanks. Kids, let’s go!” Dad rarely gets mad at us, but he doesn’t have much patience for tardiness. He once told us that people who are late are egotistical—they think they are worth waiting for. That has always stuck with me, and I try not to make anyone wait for me.


  “I’m ready, Dad. Sandy,” I call to my younger sister, “come on!” Sandra is eleven and in sixth grade. She’s a funny girl and makes us all laugh. Sometimes she gets in trouble at school because she makes the entire class laugh. One of her teachers, Mr. Keddy, called home a few times, saying that she needs to take science more seriously. He said that when he’s trying to teach important concepts, she makes jokes and is clearly not paying attention. My parents talk to her and tell her that class is not the appropriate place to make jokes, with which she agrees. It lasts for a week or two, and then there is a poor test result sent home to sign or another phone call.


  “’Kay, I’m done. Look at me!” Sandy has obviously had fun with Mom’s makeup.


  “Sandra! What on earth have you done to your face?” Dad is trying not to laugh. He probably would have if he weren’t feeling rushed for time. “Go wash your face quickly and get back here!”


  So, by 10:55, we leave to go get our family portrait done. I can see that my dad doesn’t really want to talk on the way. He knows we’re going to be about five minutes late, and it is visibly upsetting him. My mom touches his back and says, “It’s okay, Bob, Jack’s there. He’ll tell him where to set up everything.”


  Mom is right; when we get to the park, Jack is there talking to the photographer about lawn mowers. The one thing I can say about Jack: he can talk. To anybody. About anything. I have actually always admired his ability to converse with complete strangers. Within minutes, it seems like they’re old friends. You would think he’d have more people to hang out with, but no, he’s usually always with us. Today I am somewhat relieved, however, because otherwise my father would be quiet and bothered, which is how he gets when something has set him off.


  The photographer is a middle-aged man who wears his pants way too high, in my opinion. My sister and I giggle about this for a little while until Mom gives her stern don’t-you-dare-make-me-talk-to-you-here look. So we wait patiently until we are positioned for our picture. Dad and Mom are at the back with Jack, and my brother is beside Jack. My sister and I are in the front. We put on our fake smiles for what feels like an eternity. I am hot and in a dress that my mom insisted I wear—definitely not my choice. I would have been perfectly fine in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. I keep reminding myself that I am doing this for my parents.


  Finally, close to one, the photographer says he thinks he has some really good shots, and we’re done. Mom suggests we all go out for lunch, sort of as a celebration, although I have no idea what we are celebrating: Jeremy passing all of his courses at university, Uncle Jack finally running the 5k without stopping, my sister making it to junior high, Dad fixing the washing machine last weekend? I have no clue, but we all know that if my mom suggests it, it is more of a demand. Telling her that I’d rather be with my friends would not go over well. I’ll have to bite my tongue and feign happiness for a few more hours.
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  Fall 2010


  B y the time I get to the coffee shop, the line is out the door. Luckily the rain has subsided, and it’s not too cool outside. I wait patiently for my turn, but I find that the smell of the coffee, my earlier-than-normal wakeup time, and the slow baristas are making this wait excruciating.


  Finally, I am next to order. Unfortunately, I know the barista who will be serving me. Her name is Tasha. We went to high school together. We never hung out in the same circles, so now we just pretend that we don’t know each other. She looks at least ten years older than I do—at least I hope I don’t look her age. She was quiet and plain in high school. I don’t think she ever went to one party that I did, if she even went out at all. I find it strange that our lives are now connected in this small way after so many years. There are not many people from high school that I see nowadays, and her presence gives me a queer feeling. I am sure she remembers me, but she doesn’t let on that she does. I guess that is what people tend to do to avoid awkward conversations.


  “Hi, a vanilla bean latte, extra hot, skim milk, please?” I try to sound chipper, although I feel anything but this morning.


  “No problem.” And within five minutes I am out the door and off to work.


  As I am walking on Bank Street, a car stopped at the red light catches my eye. When I look at the driver, I can’t help but reminisce. The driver has to be in her teens and the others in the car with her are roughly the same age. They are laughing and talking. Maybe it’s because I just saw Tasha, but I’m reminded of my early high school years, and the times when I’d be driving somewhere with Greg or Kaitlyn. We just had fun being young and innocent. We laughed about nothing, but it’s the simplicity that I fondly remember. Although the people in this car are strangers to me, they remind me of the feelings of carelessness which we used to possess. Then, we wanted to be older and more mature. Now, I’d give anything to be back in those days without a care in the world. But reality sets in and I am here walking alone, carrying a coffee, and heading to work.


  Luckily, my extra hot latte stays that way until I arrive at work, where I sit and enjoy it before the office is open to the public. I am the first to arrive, as usual, and I enjoy the time alone.


  Next to come in is Cindy. It looks like she didn’t get to bed until late, and seeing that, I am even more thankful that I decided not to join them last night. If I had gone to bed late and been up early, this day would seem like an eternity. I try not to let her know that she looks exhausted. She cares a great deal about her appearance and preens throughout the day. I once heard her say that she pays over two hundred dollars at the hair salon every few months. I spend a total of ten dollars for a box of hair colour, and I can’t imagine spending that kind of money on my hair.


  “Morning, Ton. I’m really tired. I didn’t get to bed until two thirty, and I had so many drinks that my sleep wasn’t very restful. We had a good time, though. You would’ve had a blast.”


  I doubt that, but of course I don’t say anything. “Yeah? Where did you guys go?”


  “We went to that new martini bar on Main, above Cavalier’s. It was so beautiful and the drinks were cheaper than normal because they just opened last week. I swear I tried almost every flavour of martini, from banana chocolate to mango-cranberry. Patrick was hilarious! I didn’t know that guy could party; he’s so quiet around here. He told us some pretty funny stories about his dad. When he was younger, Tom took an electrician course and when Pat was growing up, Tom would try and do all of his own fix-it work before anyone could call a licensed electrician. Well, he botched quite a few jobs and the family incurred more expenses because of his work. My God, we laughed pretty hard at that one.”


  I’m sure they spoke last night about how lame I am. I used to go out more often, but I just don’t really feel the desire to anymore. The last thing I want to do after a long day at work is to socialize with the same people I’ve seen all day.


  Next to come in is Dr. Roerke, with Patrick. Patrick and I only work together on Fridays because it is always busier. Friday is our filing and inventory day when Dr. Roerke wants everything updated. Other than Fridays, Patrick works when I can’t or when Dr. Roerke needs another body in the office. Patrick, too, looks rough this morning. Actually, he looks as if he’s still drunk.


  “Good morning, Tonya. Nice to see you, Cindy. How are you today?” Dr. Roerke seemingly asks the question to both of us, but I get the feeling he really only cares if Cindy responds.


  “Hi, Tom,” Cindy says with a smile. “I’m a little tired after going out last night. Patrick is sure a lot of fun. We went to the new martini bar, Stages. I had no idea you were such a handyman!”


  “Did you now?” I don’t think he knew that his son went out last night.


  “Yeah, it’s a nice place,” Patrick says without looking at his dad.


  “So, how late did you guys stay out, and what on earth did my son tell you about me?” I actually think Dr. Roerke is jealous.


  “Not much,” Patrick lies.


  And as though to break the awkward silence, Deb walks in. “Good morning, all! How is everyone today?”


  “Good, thanks,” I say. “Did you have a good time last night?”


  “Oh, my God, I am getting too old to go out. I was exhausted this morning. Kyle was up at five thirty, and I swore at that point that I would never go out again. But it is a beautiful new bar. Tonya, you should have come. You don’t have any three-year-olds to wake you up!”


  “You’re right. I don’t know how you do it. I was tired this morning and I stayed home last night.”


  Everybody starts to get ready for the day, as the office opens in five minutes. My coffee is done, and I am not feeling any more awake than I was an hour ago. This is not good.
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  It’s funny to hear everyone complain about the rain outside. I have always loved it. There is something calming about it that I can’t quite explain. I remember when we were kids and at our cottage, we loved swimming in the rain. We thought ourselves so fortunate that is was teaming down on us while we were in the water. We’d have diving and jumping competitions while Dad would be the judge. He often took pity on Sandy, declaring her the winner of most rounds. Whenever we finished—or if the lightning ended our game—we’d head back into the cottage and play board games. I still think of those times; maybe that’s why I am fond of the rain.


  Normally I’d go out for a walk during my lunch break, but today the weather has forced me to stay indoors. In addition to that, we’ve had a few cancellations, making this morning crawl by. I decide to go and sit with Cindy and Deb in the staff room. I walk in on their conversation, which appears rather private.


  “I tried that. I swear he’d rather just watch TV,” Deb complains. “I mean, he doesn’t come right out and say it, but I can tell.”


  “Maybe you should try a little role playing—guys love that stuff!” Cindy offers her advice.


  “I don’t think Bud would go for that. I think we just need a vacation without the kids. I don’t remember the last time we went somewhere that didn’t have a kid meal option! Oh hey, Ton,” Deb acknowledges me. “Anyway, I am sure it’s normal.”


  “I’m sure it is too, and when your kids get a little older, you’ll probably just pick up where you left off.”


  “Pick up what?” Dr. Roerke has now entered the staff room and is getting in on the conversation.


  “Deb here is worried that Bud is losing interest in her—you know—sexually. I told her she needs to just spice things up a bit; that’s what I’d do,” Cindy explains. “Tom, you’ve been married for a long time—how do you keep things interesting?” As she says the word, she raised her eyebrows.


  “Oh I don’t know. I’d like to hear more about your suggestions,” he says with a smile.


  Even though I am not in the conversation, I feel uncomfortable. I’ll finish my yogurt as quickly as possible and get out of here. Before the conversation continues, however, we hear the entrance door open, signaling the next appointment. I am more than ready to leave the staffroom and greet the patient.
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  The day goes by slowly, as expected. I keep looking down at my watch. I can hear Dr. Roerke with a patient, asking him all sorts of personal questions. “Where do you work? What do you do? Are you single?” I guess being in a chair at the mercy of the dentist puts people at risk of these invasive and one-sided conversations. The man in the chair has difficulty answering all of these questions due to the work being done in his mouth. When he is finished with the patient, Dr. Roerke brings him out to the front desk with his paperwork, so that I can bill him. As he gets to the desk, he says, “Tonya, this is Aaron. He is an accountant, and he’s single. Aaron, this is Tonya. She works here—obviously—and she is smart, funny, and single, too.”


  I can’t believe he is doing this. What on earth gives people the audacity to assume that this is what you want? I am not exaggerating when I say I turn beet red. I am livid and embarrassed at the same time.


  “Hi, Tonya. It’s nice to meet you.” We shake hands. A woman in the waiting room looks away, as though she is embarrassed, too.


  “Your total comes to $110.50.” I try to keep this professional.


  “Debit, please.”


  After he pays and has left, I hear Dr. Roerke and Cindy laughing.
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  Summer 1989


  Ihave had a crush on Greg for about a year now, although I don’t think he thinks of me in the same way. He is definitely not the cutest boy in our grade, but he is so athletic and funny. He makes us all laugh a lot, which I find is an attractive quality. I love laughing until my stomach hurts.


  We made out one night at a party last winter when we were both pretty drunk on Durangos and beer, all that we could get from Kaitlyn’s brother. It was a party that a girl at school, Martina, was throwing because her parents were gone. I think Geoff, her boyfriend, was pressuring her to throw the party, which we all suspected he was doing so he could get her drunk and she might finally put out for him. He was known in our school for having had many sexual relationships, which usually ended soon after—after he had gotten what he had wanted.


  At the time, we were pretty excited about going out as a group. It was February and we had just finished our final exams. The new semester was beginning on the following Monday, so we had neither homework nor projects to worry about that weekend. I remember being nervous about my new teachers, but also eager to see who would be in my classes.


  We had decided to meet at Kaitlyn’s house. We often met there because her mom was either out or didn’t really care. That way, we could have a couple of drinks before going out and no one would know.


  Greg was fifteen, even though he was in the ninth grade. I think he was held back in fourth grade, although none of us ever spoke to him about it, assuming he was embarrassed. Anyway, Amanda, Kaitlyn, and I had had a few drinks before Greg came to pick us up. We always had fun together, talking about the people in our classes, our teachers, and our families.


  At the party, after several hours of drinking and talking to different people, Greg and I started talking about school. Then we got on the topic of tattoos. He said he was saving up to get a cobra tattooed on his chest. I told him I would love to get a small butterfly on my ankle, but my mom would probably make me have it removed if she ever saw it.


  The next thing I knew, we were kissing. I don’t really remember how it began, but we ended up going into Martina’s parents’ room to make out. We were kissing and he slipped his hand up my T-shirt and felt over my bra, although there wasn’t much to feel. His other hand went over my crotch. I thought that it was supposed to feel good, so I made my breathing louder to sound as though I was enjoying it. Really, all I could think of was that my head was spinning and I couldn’t believe I was actually with Greg. I wanted him to enjoy being with me. I didn’t know what to do with my hands, so I just started rubbing over his jeans. Soon after that, Martina’s older sister came in and told us to get out. She had come back from university for the weekend and found all of these high school kids in her parents’ house. Needless to say, she was angry with Martina, who she found having sex in her bedroom.


  Neil drove us back to Kaitlyn’s house, but he shouldn’t have been driving anywhere. Greg and I never spoke after that about the fact that we made out. We sort of pretended it never happened, although I always wanted to be his girlfriend. He actually had many girlfriends, including Kaitlyn at one time. But we still all hung out together as though it was no big deal.
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  So tonight we are going to a party at a guy named Pete’s house. I have no idea where his parents are, but I don’t really care either. I spent the morning with my family getting a portrait done and I am ready to go out with friends. My parents think we are going to a party at Susan’s house. Susan is a girl in our grade who lives not too far from here. My parents let me stay out longer when they know the house we are going to, so I often use Susan as a cover-up for where we are actually going. I could get into serious trouble if I ever get caught, but up to this point, I haven’t. My mom believes that a few of us go to Susan’s house regularly to talk and watch movies, when in reality, we are at different people’s houses to drink and not watch movies. Susan is alright. She hangs out with our group of friends but she is always sort of on the exterior. She just seems more serious or older than the rest of us; it’s hard to explain. Nonetheless, we see each other outside of school and my parents know her and her family, so it would be believable that we are going to her house.


  I ask Jeremy if he can pick up Amanda and drop us off at Pete’s place, to which he agrees. Jeremy and I have always gotten along really well, even though there are five and a half years between us. I can tell him anything, and I know that I can trust him not to say anything to our parents. We often talk about what is going on in our lives. He knows that I like Greg, and he even knows that we were together that one night. I don’t go into details, but he knows stuff like that about me. He is dating a girl from university. Her name is Sarah. I haven’t met her, but he says she is really smart and pretty. She is in a social work program at the university and lives with two guys and two girls. I have asked him whether it bothers him that she lives with other guys, but he said these aren’t the kinds of guys he’d be worried about, whatever that means.


  “Come on. Are you ready? I have to meet up with Josh at the Arms,” Jeremy tells me. Josh is Jeremy’s high-school friend. They hang out with each other when they’re home from university, but don’t really speak at all when they’re away. He says that is the sign of a true friendship—that you can go without talking for months and just pick up where you left off when you see each other again. I think Kaitlyn, Amanda, and I would have the same thing, although none of us wants to try going that long without talking. The Arms is a pub downtown. It’s not much to look at, and to me it seems to be a very boring place to go out. Jeremy says it’s a good place to “shoot the shit.”


  “Yeah, lemme grab my bag. Do you have a tape or should I bring my Van Halen?”


  “No. I’m driving. My music.” I know exactly what that means—Judas Priest. Great. I’d better not complain; he is driving me, after all.


  By the time we arrive at Amanda’s, she is sitting outside on her front step. She looks great. I have always been a little jealous of how pretty she is, how she looks good in anything, how the boys always look at her. I have never told anyone that, though.


  “Hey, you ready?” I ask her.


  “Yep. I’m excited.” She pronounces excited with an English accent, as though to emphasize how excited she really is. “Hey, Jeremy.”


  “Hi. Is your sister back for the summer?” Jeremy knows Trish from school. She’s a year older than he, but everyone in school knew Trish Steele. She was the most popular girl in her grade, and probably the envy of every other girl. Guys wanted to date her and girls wanted to be her. That is, until her twelfth year. She was the centre of a scandal in our small town. She was caught kissing—and who knows what else—with the math teacher. He was a new teacher. I think it was only his first or second year at the school. He was really good-looking and all of the girls had crushes on him. Anyway, after it came out, her parents wanted to press charges, as much as she protested. He left the school shortly thereafter. No one knew what happened to him—whether he was fired or quit. She was perceived very differently after that; girls no longer wanted to be like her. She graduated the following year and moved out east for university. Amanda told me it was because she wanted to go somewhere where no one knew about her past. Now she comes back for a part of the summer, but not too long, in case she might see people from high school.


  “She just got back last week and she’ll be here for about another week.”


  “That’s good. Does she like Nova Scotia?”


  “She loves it there. She just got a part-time job at the pub in the university, which is why she has to go back next week.”


  “That’s good. Tell her I say hi.” They were never friends but they know we are, so they always ask about one another.


  “Yeah, I will. Ton, do you think Dan’s gonna be there tonight?” She switches the subject, which is something she is used to doing when the topic of her sister comes up. Dan is a guy in twelfth grade who Amanda is interested in. He is athletic, smart, and popular, but I think he is really unattractive. I am not sure what she sees in him, or why he is so popular. He is kinda a jerk with girls, too, I’ve heard. He dates them just long enough to have sex with them, and then he dumps them. I worry that Amanda will be his next conquest. And the thing is she can do so much better. I am sure she could have any one of the guys in our grade, but for some reason she’s got her sights on this one.


  “I don’t know. Is he still with Cassie?” I ask it knowing full well that he is no longer dating his most recent victim. Maybe the very mention of her name will remind Amanda how he treats his girlfriends. Unlikely.


  “No, they broke up,” she says with a seductive smile.


  We pull up to Pete’s house and there are people smoking on the front porch and the music is blaring; luckily I didn’t get one of my parents to drop us off. I thank Jeremy, and we’re out the door. Jeremy rolls down the window.


  “Hey guys, will you need me to pick you up tonight?”


  “Naah, we’re staying overnight at Kaitlyn’s and we’ll find a ride there later. Thanks, though. See you tomorrow.”


  Amanda and I make our way in to find our group of friends. We see them and begin mixing our drinks: orange juice and peach schnapps. We see Dan talking to a girl in his grade, a girl my mom would refer to as “loose.” I can see that it bothers Amanda, because she downs her drink and repeatedly looks over at them.


  Kaitlyn comes in and walks over to us, and it’s immediately clear that she is upset.


  “Kait, is something wrong?”


  “I had a fight with my mom. She’s always on my case. Her new boyfriend, Adam, was there and I think she was trying to impress him or something. She was going on about being ‘an active member of the family’. What a joke! She’s the one who’s rarely there.”


  “Do you want to go somewhere and talk about it?” I am not really sure how to comfort her, other than just being there and listening.


  “Not really. It just frustrates me, that’s all. Anyway, let’s just have fun tonight, okay?”


  “Deal.”


  By eleven o’clock we are nearly done our stash of booze and need to bum off of our friends. This night is going to be messy.
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  Fall 2010


  Ican feel the tears welling up inside of me. I don’t know when that started, but anytime I get mad now, I feel like crying. It is very annoying knowing that if I address how I am feeling with Dr. Roerke, I will turn into a blubbering mess—definitely not something I am going to allow myself to do. It’s just better to keep it inside: a lesson I learned many years ago.


  “Tonya, why didn’t you smile at him or something? I think you scared him off!” Cindy has evidently joined Dr. Roerke’s crusade to find me a boyfriend.


  “Guys! I’m seeing someone. I really don’t need any help.” This lie is getting old; I wonder if anyone actually believes it. I never bring anyone to functions, I never receive personal phone calls like Cindy does, and I definitely don’t talk about anyone. Maybe I’ll have to start if I want them to believe me.


  I go to the washroom to compose myself, and as I do, I see Patrick speaking with Deb. It is not unusual to see someone in this office talking to someone else, but there is just something about the way they are being so secretive. I can’t really make out what is being said but I do hear Deb say, “I had no idea. When did you find out?” Then they notice me and stop whispering. Patrick moves back towards the front desk.


  Before the end of the day I get an e-mail from my sister, who is in town for the weekend. She has just arrived and asks me if she should pick anything up for supper. She comes up usually once a year and I go to see her in Montreal two or three times a year. It’s easier for me to go there because I don’t have a family. She is recently divorced and has a five-year-old. I tell her that I’ll be there shortly so we can decide on dinner. I usually finish early on Fridays and Patrick stays until closing. After the Aaron incident, I am more than ready to get out of there. I make sure Dr. Roerke is all right with me heading out, seeing as my sister’s here.


  “Go have fun with your sister. Maybe she’ll have more luck finding you a stand-up guy!” he laughs.


  I pack up my things and wish everyone a nice weekend. Once I leave the office, I feel my muscles relax and realize that I must have been tense all afternoon. As I walk to the bus stop, I am unable to stop the deluge of tears that were locked up inside of me earlier.
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  “Hey, Sandy!” I walk in, thrilled to see my sister.


  “Hello, Ton.” She comes to the door and gives me a big hug.


  We catch up on all of the little things we haven’t discussed since the last time we spoke, which is about three months ago. I am not much of a phone person, and I never get on the computer once I am home from work. We talk about Dale, her ex, who she found out was having an affair with a woman from work. Vivian is her name and Sandy pronounces it in a way that illustrates her dislike of the woman. Dale teaches seventh grade, and Vivian is a guidance counsellor at the same school. Dale moved into her place after he left Sandy and she says they are still together. Their daughter, Anna, is the spitting image of Sandra and goes between homes from week to week. I don’t see her much, which is a shame; she is a great kid. She’s funny, just like her mom was when she was younger.


  Sandy went to college to become an educational assistant. She met Dale at the first school she worked in before she got moved to a high school just outside of Montreal. They only dated for about six months before they announced they were getting married. I never really liked Dale. He seemed so arrogant to me, but of course, I never said anything. I saw why she was attracted to him—he was very good-looking, with dark wavy hair and dark eyes. He cared a great deal about being in shape, which was obvious, especially when he wore tight-fitting T-shirts. He often had an unshaven face, which gave me the impression that he carefully manipulated this scruffy look. He wore name-brand clothes and shoes and was always up-to-date with the latest fashion trends, although he’d act like he didn’t really care about any of that stuff. When she found out he was cheating—although she’d had her suspicions for a while—Sandy was devastated. She said he was the only man she had ever loved. She worried about Anna, knowing that kids from broken homes tend to have more difficulties in school. That was just over a year ago and she is still heartbroken over the whole ordeal.


  “How’s Anna?” I ask.


  “She’s awesome—such a mature little girl. She just started first grade, and she’s adjusting well. I’m not crazy about her being with Vivian every other weekend, but there is not much I can do about that.”


  “Do you ever see her or talk to her?”


  “No, not often. Dale makes sure he comes alone when he picks up Anna. There was this one time about a month ago, though, I couldn’t hold my tongue. She brought her to see a Robin Hood movie that was definitely not appropriate for a five-year-old. This was the third time she’s brought her to a non-G-rated movie. Anna was so frightened at night that she had to sleep with me. I e-mailed Vivian the next day and Dale called me within a few hours. He said if I had any problems to go through him, because Vivian was ‘pretty distressed’ by my words. Whatever, she’s a whore, anyway.”


  “It must be hard having to deal with another person raising your child.”


  “You have no idea.”


  I really don’t.


  We end up ordering in a pizza and decide we’ll go out tomorrow instead. We stay up until midnight talking.


  She talks a great deal about Dale and it’s obvious that she’s not over him. “You know what I miss most? It’s going to sound trivial to you, I’m sure, but it was our breakfasts together as a family on the weekends. We’d go to the bagel shop down the street and just sit, talk, drink our coffee, and enjoy Anna’s company. I still get sad when I see that place.”


  “I don’t think it sounds trivial; it makes perfect sense that you’d miss the little things. You were a happy family, and now you’re not. It must be tough.” I’m not sure if my comments help her or make her feel worse. I decide to just be there for her and listen. And, besides, who am I to comment on the topic of serious relationships?


  We wake up on Saturday and go to the market to buy fresh vegetables for lunch. We go for a coffee and then play tennis in the afternoon. It’s so nice and easy being with Sandy. I wish we lived closer. I know I could make more of an effort to see my sister, but time has a way of passing by so quickly. And the excuses I make appear so credible at the time, but seem so weak and insignificant when I look back on them. I think of my sister often and regret that we’re not closer.


  “So are you dating anyone, Ton?” And there it is, like everyone else, she too wants to know. It’s the question of the century.


  “Not really, no. Are you still going to the gym?” I try to change the subject.


  “You know, I understand better than anyone that it’s good to be cautious, but I think you’re being too picky. I mean, there are a lot of good guys out there. What about that Jake or Jason guy you were seeing?” She won’t bite on my question.


  Jason was a guy I had made up to get out of going to my cousin’s wedding. I had said we were attending his high school reunion in London and had already booked a flight and hotel. I don’t usually lie to Sandy, but it was more a lie for everyone—my whole family, extended included.


  “Oh, things didn’t work out. He was nice enough, but we just didn’t really have a whole lot in common.” I hate lying.


  “I think you need to be a little easier on these guys or else you’ll never find someone,” she warns, as though being alone is not an option.


  “I know, Sandy. I wish people would just leave me be. I’ll date when I’m ready. It’s really nobody’s business.” I regret it once I say it.


  “Can we head home? I need to shower before dinner,” she asks, and I can tell that she’s hurt. I know she cares about me and just wants me to have someone special in my life, but after the day I had yesterday—and the night before, with Rosanna—I am frustrated. But I let it go. I don’t really want to talk about it anymore, so why bring it up again?


  We get ready for dinner and I pour us each a glass of wine. Once we’re ready we sit down on the couch to figure out where we’ll go. We decide on Vietnamese. There’s a quaint little restaurant within walking distance. There aren’t many people in the restaurant, so grabbing a table isn’t a problem. We settle down, order a half litre of wine, and peruse the menu. The decor in the restaurant is what you’d find in many Asian restaurants here: pictures of Asian women gardening, paper fans on the walls, and fake plastic roses in vases at each table. I wonder if these “flowers” have ever been washed, because I notice dust on the leaves and a splash of some sort of sauce on the petals.


  At the table next to us is a couple with a baby who is only a few months old. The baby is fussing and the parents are doing everything they can to console their child. I have to wonder why on earth they’d come out to dinner on a Saturday night with a newborn. Do they miss their old life so much that they feel the necessity to cling to some semblance of the good old days? In the meantime, everyone around them is annoyed by the crying, and although the waitress says how cute the baby is, it’s obvious that she too is irritated.


  The thought of caring for a baby is so foreign to me. I wouldn’t know the first thing to do to console a newborn. I remember when Sandy first had her baby, she was insulted that I didn’t want to hold Anna more than I did. It wasn’t that I didn’t love my niece; I just had no idea how to hold a baby and it felt unnatural to me. My sister eventually came to understand that it was nothing personal.


  I am nudged back to my table when my sister speaks. “So, have you spoken to Dad lately?”


  “Not since his birthday, you?” I feel guilty when I realize that his birthday was over a month and a half ago.


  “Yeah, I spoke to him a few days ago,” she says. “He’s doing all right. He signed up for two classes at the community centre. One is a computer course, which he definitely needs. I think it’ll be good for him to get out—that is, if he goes. Remember when he signed up for that wine-tasting course and went once and never again? I think it was too soon for him. Now, he seems to be ready to go out and meet new people.”


  “I hope so. I should call him.”


  “Uncle Jack has been really good. He always tries to get Dad out. Have you seen him at all?”


  “No, I haven’t.” I reach for my wine and end up knocking over Sandy’s glass. Her wine spills onto her lap. I leap up.


  “Oh my God! I am so sorry, Sandy.”


  “That’s okay. My napkin absorbed most of it. Luckily, it was white.” The waitress comes up with a cloth to wipe the table. She asks us if we’d like more wine. I say of course, before my sister has a chance to respond.


  We spend the next few hours eating and drinking and talking. We reminisce about the family vacations we went on when we were small and all together. I am not sure if it is the wine or the memories or both, but we end the night with tears in our eyes.
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  Summer 1989


  Iam awakened by the sound of a dog sniffing my things. I look around and remember that I am at Kaitlyn’s. My head is pounding and my mouth feels like a desert. I need some water. The water here tastes disgusting, as Kaitlyn’s mom lives just outside of town and is on a well system. I have no idea what they put in their water, but it’s yellow, it smells, and it doesn’t taste like water. I look at the bed beside me—Kaitlyn’s still sleeping. I get up to get a drink in the kitchen. Kaitlyn’s mom must already be at work. The kitchen is a mess and there are dirty dishes everywhere. Her dog, Buddy, follows me to the kitchen as though he anticipates me feeding him. I see his bowl is empty and look around for his food. I check out every cupboard, but I can’t find where they keep the food. I suppose Buddy will just have to wait until Kaitlyn wakes up.


  I have to find something to drink. I check the fridge and there is only milk, which I hate. I look in the cupboards for a packet of Kool-Aid or something that I can use to flavour the water, but if I can’t find dog food, I’m sure I’m not going to find that. I do find Coke, but after the rye and Cokes I had last night—some guy referred to as “Tiff ” made me some really strong drinks—that’s the last thing I’d want to drink. So my options are: bad-tasting water, Coke, or cream. Hmmm. My mouth is pasty and needs something. I finally notice a pot of coffee. Kaitlyn’s mom probably made it this morning before work and forgot to turn it off. I fix it with cream and a lot of sugar so that it’s drinkable. I start to sip it and find that because I am so thirsty I can’t stop gulping it, even though it’s hot. Within seconds, it’s gone.


  “Morning.” It’s Amanda; she slept in the spare room. She looks tired and hung-over, and I’m sure I look the same.


  “Good morning. How are you feeling?”


  “Not great, you?”


  “I’m a little nauseated and my head is pounding,” I say. “Do you want to wake up Kait or should we just call my brother to come and get us?”


  “Let’s call Jer. I don’t want to spend my day here.”


  So I call my brother and ask him to pick us up. We leave Kaitlyn a note. She’ll probably sleep until noon anyway.


  I know that Amanda and I are going to talk, in detail, about last night’s events, but we both wait until we’re at my place. That way we can sit down, uninterrupted, and chat. Once we say hello to my mom, we head into my room.


  I start. “So, how do you feel? Any different?”


  “No, not really.”


  “Did it hurt?”


  “A little bit. It was better than I thought it’d be. He was gentle.”


  “Well, that’s good, I guess. Are you guys dating now?”


  “We didn’t really say. He said he’d call me today, though. I probably should get home just in case he wants to hang out.”


  “Oh, okay.” I am taken aback. I thought she’d spend the day here, which is often what we do together after a night out. “Is someone at your house to pick you up?”


  “Yeah, I’ll call Trish.”


  When her sister arrives, she says she’ll call me later and keep me posted.


  Maybe eating something will make me feel better. My sister is in the kitchen, and offers to make something for me. At the beginning of the summer, she made a ‘menu’ that anyone in the family could order from. Her ‘restaurant’ is called Sandy’s Café and the menu items include sandwiches, soup, salad, and cereal. There is no cooking involved, but with the way I am feeling, I will pay the seventy-five cents to be served some Mini-Wheats.


  “Are you packed for the cottage?” she asks me as she brings over my order.


  Every summer we rent a cottage on Trout Lake for two weeks. I used to love going swimming, hiking, boating, but now I would rather just stay here with my friends. My parents love our cottage time together before they have to go back to work. They only get three weeks off a year, so they cherish these two weeks. We play lots of board games and cards, and even hang out with the people from the cottages around us. Uncle Jack has joined us ever since his wife left him and he, too, treasures this vacation.


  “Naah, I still have to do that. What time do Mom and Dad want to leave?”


  “I think we’re leaving after supper. I can’t wait! Dad bought a new air mattress for the water, and I have my new fishing rod packed. Dad said we’re going to stop for worms on the way down there.”


  The mention of live worms makes me queasy. I pay Sandy for the meal and decide to take a nap before I retch. She has prepared my tab, which has obviously taken a great deal of time. At the top she has written the name of the restaurant with the hours and address. She probably has about twenty different versions of the bill where she can write the order and price underneath. I think she’s only ever used three bills all summer—mainly for Dad, who I think feels bad that she has put so much effort into this restaurant, which no one visits. He usually orders toast and coffee. The funny thing is that the coffee is already made and just sitting in the pot, and she charges fifty cents just to get him a cup—which he takes black.


  After I wake up from my nap, Jeremy tells me that Amanda called. I call her back immediately.


  She answers on the first ring—she is right beside the phone.


  “Hey, just me. Did he call?” I ask, however, judging by the way she answered the phone, I know that he hasn’t.


  “No. It’s almost two. Why wouldn’t he have called yet? He said we’d hang out today. Do you think he regrets last night?”


  “Of course not. Maybe he’s sleeping. We were out pretty late last night. Or maybe he can’t get the car.” I try to think of reasons that will ease her anxiety, knowing full well that he has not called because he has no intention of hanging out with her today. He may have meant it when he said it, but that was before he had gotten what he wanted from her.


  “Hey, did you ask your mom if you’re allowed to come up to the cottage for a few days?”


  “Yeah, I did. She says that her brother is coming with his family so it’s not a good time. Sorry, Ton; maybe next year.” I am very disappointed. I know I should be happy to spend time with my family, but I really wanted her to come with me. Kaitlyn works during the week and needs the money, so I know she can’t come. I try not to reveal my discontent. “That’s okay. I’ll call you when I get back.”


  “Do you think I should call him?” It looks like we are back to Dan.


  We haven’t discussed the fact that I spent the whole night talking to Shane. He’s in eleventh grade, and he’s really nice. He had a girlfriend for almost two years, but they broke up at the end of the school year. He has a part-time job at Canadian Tire, and I have seen him a few times when I’ve gone there with my dad this summer. We’ve always known each other, but last night was different. We talked all about our futures and our families. Even though he is supposed to have two years left in high school, he has been fast-tracking so he’ll graduate at the end of next year. He wants to go to the University of Toronto to become a rehabilitation specialist. He spent a long time talking to me about that. I told him I want to travel after I finish high school, but after that, I still have no idea. He said that a lot of people decide once they’re in school what they want to be for the rest of their lives. We spoke for what seemed to be half an hour, but in reality was almost four hours. We talked about things I haven’t really talked about with anyone. He asked me if I wanted to see a movie next week. I had to turn him down because I’ll be at the lake, but I said that I would really love to go when I get back. But this is not what Amanda wants to talk about.


  “No, I don’t think you should call him. He is probably expecting that. Try and do something so you’re not sitting around waiting for the phone to ring. This is not like you, ’Man.”


  “I know. I hate feeling like this. He’d better call or I am going to cut his hairy balls off and shove them in his mouth!”


  I start laughing. That’s the Amanda I am used to—always saying something over-the-top and unexpected.


  “Hey, I saw you talking to Shane last night. Did anything happen?”


  “Yeah, he asked me out. We had a really good conversation. He’s so interesting.”


  “That’s awesome. You deserve a good guy like that.” I can sense that she has remembered the fact that Dan hasn’t called her. “Anyway, I’d better go. Sorry again about the cottage. Write me, okay? I’ll check the mail every day. I’m going to start writing you tonight. Have fun.”


  “I will. Thanks. And I’ll write soon. Bye.”


  I figure I had better get packed, because knowing Dad, we’ll be leaving as soon as dinner is finished. I pack all of the usual things, along with my writing paper, which I know will be well used.
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  Winter 2010


  “Tonya? Are you still here?” I hear Deb call from room B.


  “Yeah, what do you need?”


  “Can you grab me some more protectors? I forgot to get them earlier.” In addition to being a receptionist, I am occasionally an assistant to the hygienist it seems.


  I bring them in to Deb who is working on an elderly gentleman. “Thanks Ton. By the way, are you coming to the Christmas party? I sent out the e-mail but I didn’t get your response. I have to let the bar know our numbers.”


  “Yes, I am planning on it. If it’s too late, I’m okay with not going.” In fact, I would be more that okay with not going.


  “Are you crazy? Of course it’s not too late. You’re coming and it’ll be a blast!”


  I go back to my desk and continue what I was doing. A woman approaches my desk and asks if she can borrow the phone. We typically don’t allow people to use our phone, but I figure it’s near the end of the day and no one will really notice.


  She dials her number and starts talking. I instantly regret letting her use the phone. Her voice is loud and the conversation makes me uncomfortable.


  “I know, Ty, of course I did. Don’t start on that again. It’s enough that I had to entertain your family all weekend and now you’re actually going to give me grief about this?” A middle-aged man in the reception area looks at me almost as if to suggest that I should get her off the phone. The woman resumes her conversation—even louder than before. “I am not doing it and that’s the end of it!” And then she slams down the receiver. She doesn’t look at me. She simply sits down and grabs a magazine. I’m sure that’s why we’re not supposed to let people use the phone—to avoid overhearing private and awkward conversations.


  I can’t help but feel fortunate that I don’t have to live with anyone—or entertain anyone’s family. I remember Sandy telling me that she and Dale’s family didn’t really see eye to eye on a lot of issues. She said her mother-in-law at the time was overbearing and opinionated. One time she tried to convince Sandy to be a stay-at-home-mom, insinuating that she wouldn’t really be the best mother if she went back to work when Anna was only a year old. Dale wouldn’t stand up to his mother either, no matter how intrusive she was being. She got frustrated with that; Dale would complain about his mother to Sandy, but never confront her to her face no matter what the issue. When they broke up, Sandy said that that was the one part of everything she wasn’t going to miss.


  Dr. Roerke comes out to reception bringing through the last client of the day.


  “So Tonya, remember Aaron? He was the man I introduced you to about a month ago. Anyway, he asked me if I thought you’d like to go out. What do you think?”


  This again.


  “I don’t know. I mean, it might be a little awkward—especially after you guys put me on the spot last time.”


  “Tonya, I think you should. He’s pretty charming!” Cindy pipes in, illustrating that she is listening to the whole conversation from the other room.


  “Fine, I’ll meet him for coffee.” In order to make them quit harassing me, I’ll go and have a coffee. To me this seems the lesser of two evils.
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  I can’t believe I agreed to this. What was I thinking? How could I have let Cindy and Dr. Roerke manipulate me into a date? It’s not really a date, since we’re just meeting for coffee, but I am irritated nonetheless. I decide to forget about how annoyed I am and just go out and get this thing over with. I know I will have to deal with their aggravating questions on Monday, but I’ll try to keep it simple: We had a nice time. He was a gentleman. We talked about…blah blah blah.


  It’s ten to eight now and I’m going to be late if I don’t get out the door. We agreed to meet at a coffee shop not too far from my office so I should be able to get down there in fifteen minutes. It looks like it’s beginning to snow, so I had better wear boots instead of the heels I had planned. My boots are not the fancy, sexy kind that Cindy wears, but a much more reasonable style. After putting them on, I see that they don’t really match my outfit. Oh well, I don’t want to go out with Aaron anyway, so I don’t really care how my boots look.


  I arrive at the coffee shop a few minutes late and see Aaron sitting near the back. He looks changed. The times I’ve seen him, he has been in his work clothes; he looks different in casual clothes. He is a very attractive man. I assume he is in his mid-forties, although he has very little grey hair and only minor wrinkles around his eyes. It looks like he smiles often. I don’t have any wrinkles there. He is wearing a grey and black striped sweater with a pair of jeans which look new. His black leather jacket is hanging on the back of his chair. He puts away the Blackberry he was fiddling with as I come in.


  He smiles as I come in and stands up to greet me.


  “Thanks for meeting me,” he starts.


  “Thanks for inviting me,” I say, as it seems to be the appropriate response. We go up to the counter to order our coffees. I order a decaf because if I don’t, I will be up all night. He orders a large black coffee.


  We spend the next hour or so engaging in small talk. He asks about my job, and I his, and we talk about where we live, the city, the weather. Then he tries to get a little more personal, with which I am not particularly comfortable. He asks about my family, and I quickly skirt over his questions and ask him about his. I continue asking question after question, just so the focus of the conversation will not return to me. He goes into detail about his marriage, which broke up three years ago. He says that he and his wife were completely unalike and he didn’t fully see it until they were married and living together. They had talked about having kids but were unable. The stress of that, along with their incompatibility, led to their breakup. He realizes now that having children with her would have been a disaster, and he considers himself fortunate that they were unable to conceive. I am surprised by his candour. He hardly knows me and he is willing to share such personal information.


  By ten-thirty we decide to go. He insists on walking me home and while the snow has subsided, it is still very cold outside. I look down at his shoes and see that they are not really keeping the snow out. I’m glad I wore my boots.


  Once we arrive at my apartment building, I sense that Aaron wants to be asked in. I feel so uncomfortable that I make up some excuse about my sister being in town, but otherwise I’d love to have him in.


  “We can go to my apartment,” he proposes.


  Oh God, what have I done? “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I mean, my sister is here and I have a lot of stuff to do tomorrow morning. I had a nice time, though. Thank you.” I hate this. I hate this. I hate this. I am even angrier with myself for agreeing to the date than with Cindy and Dr. Roerke for arranging it.


  “Okay. I’ll call you.”


  “Yeah, sure. Thanks again for the coffee.” And I leave and go upstairs.


  Why does everyone think you need someone in order to be happy? Does it make people that uneasy to see someone alone? The divorce rate is at an all-time-high; doesn’t that tell us something? I am content being alone; I don’t need anyone. I wish I didn’t have to explain it to anyone either. I go into my apartment and shut the door and cry. I can’t do these dates anymore, no matter what. I decide there and then that I will say no—always.
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  Summer 1989


  God, cottage life is beautiful. I can see why my parents want to drag us away to this place; it’s so peaceful. There are no phones and the nearest store is over half an hour away. The cottage we rent is fairly small, but it has everything we need. The lot that it’s on is incredible. There are trees everywhere and a beautiful rock garden leading all the way down to the dock. There’s a huge weeping willow near the water, and whenever I’m lying in the sun, I love staring at its drooping branches moving in the breeze. There is a motorized fishing boat that we can use to go to different areas on the lake. We sometimes go to ‘the rocks’, where we jump off into the water. There’s also a beach not too far from us that has nets for beach volleyball and kayaks for rent. My favourite place to hang out, though, is at the fire pit. Some of my best childhood memories are sitting around the campfire laughing. My parents always make sure to pack marshmallows that we can toast in the evenings. Jer, Sandy and I find the best branches and whittle them down to become ideal toasting sticks. I have perfected the art of toasting marshmallows, finding the hottest coals and slowly turning my stick, resulting in the most delicious golden brown marshmallows. Sandy’s usually end up on fire, and while we all laugh, she insists that she prefers it that way.


  We have been here for nearly a week and I have done absolutely nothing, which is the point, I suppose. Dad and Jack go fishing at five every morning and Mom hangs out with her friends at the neighbouring cottages. My brother, sister, and I have met a few new people and we hang out with them during the day. Alyssa is a girl whom I had met before, but this year we are spending a lot more time together. In the past I’ve had Kaitlyn and Amanda with me, so I never really made any effort to get to know the people here.


  Tonight there is a bonfire at another cottage. Jeremy, Sandy and I are going after dinner and it should be a good time. Mom said that I have to be in charge of Sandy, which isn’t a big deal; she is so social that I’m sure she’ll have more fun than I will.


  Jeremy knocks on my door frame, as the door is actually just a thick curtain. “Hey, do you want to go to town with me? Mom wants me to pick up some stuff for her.”


  “Sure.” It’s not like I’m doing too much right now. “So I noticed you were hanging out with Tina. You better be careful—Sarah might get jealous!” I know I’m being a bug, but that’s what younger siblings do—at least that’s what Sandy does with me. Tina is Alyssa’s older sister, and she is about Jeremy’s age.


  “Buzz off. We’re just friends.” He says it in such a way that I know he knows I’m teasing. “Besides, how will Sarah ever know that I’m talking to another girl?” And as he says this, he makes a fist.


  “I won’t say a word. But she is very pretty.” I cross my mouth with my thumb and index finger, as though I am zipping it shut.


  “She’s okay—not really my type. She has a boyfriend back in Toronto anyway. We talk about him and Sarah all the time.”


  I am trying to sense what his “type” is. Alyssa’s sister, Tina, is, from what I can see, pretty, smart, and a lot of fun. She seems like she’d be a lot of guys’ type. “Is she a lot different from Sarah?”


  “Yes! Sarah cares so much about the environment, she’s a vegetarian, and she wants to become a social worker or work in another country one day. Tina is really nice, but she is definitely not like Sarah.” He sounds almost like he is trying to convince himself. “Anyway, it doesn’t really matter. In just over a week I’ll be back at school and with Sarah.”


  The reality of that statement hits me. I miss Jeremy when he’s away. I had a hard time with it when he first went away to university, and even though he is only about three and a half hours away, I feel like he could be on the other side of the country. “Well, let’s have fun tonight, okay?”


  “You bet.”
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  It’s my turn to clean the dinner dishes and Sandy’s turn to dry. I know I don’t do much at the cottage, but I loathe doing the dishes. I am not sure if it’s the wrinkly skin or the caked-on cheese on the forks, but I would much prefer drying. I ask Sandy to switch but she refuses. Uncle Jack comes in with another dirty plate. I give him a look as if to say, “How dare you give me more work?”


  He notices the look. “Hey, kiddo, let me take over.”


  “Naah, it’s okay. Besides, Mom would flip if she saw you doing my dishes.”


  “I can deal with Sharon; now scoot,” he says as he bumps my hip, moving me out of the way.


  I snicker at Sandy. “See ya, Sandy.”


  She glowers.
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  It’s close to nine when we head over to the campfire. My parents and Jack stay back, even though there will be adults there. They said they want us to have fun without us feeling like they’re watching us. I have to say I am pretty excited about going, and I’ve heard that a lot of people will be attending.


  It’s about a five-minute walk. When we are just about there, Sandy sees her friends and she runs off to meet them. I look around for Alyssa. She is talking to a bunch a people I don’t know. She introduces me. One of the guys says he has pot and that they are going for a walk to smoke it. Alyssa asks me if I want to come along, and because I don’t want to be left alone, I agree.


  Once we get to a secluded area, Grant pulls out his joint and lights it. He passes it around, and I am surprised to see Alyssa take a drag. Then she passes it to me. I have never smoked pot before, so I am a little hesitant. I take a small toke and I don’t inhale. Grant says I have to if I want to feel anything. I try again and inhale this time. He tells me to hold it in my lungs as long as I can before letting it out. I do, but I feel no different. It goes around again from a guy named Elliot to Grant to Alyssa to me. I still don’t really feel anything and I am not sure what the big deal about marijuana is. Elliot has a bottle of vermouth that he took from his parents, which gets passed around too. I like the sweet taste of it better than the joint.


  We stay around there until the bugs get too annoying, and then we head back to the campfire where most people are. I see Sandy with the same friends she was with earlier, but I can’t see Jeremy.


  “Sandy, have you seen Jer?” I ask her.


  “No. Where have you been? And what’s with your eyes?” I guess I was gone longer than I thought, and that the joint has affected me in another way.


  “Oh, we went for a walk. The campfire was so smoky; it was bothering me.” Good cover, I think. “We should head back in a little while. It’s almost eleven.” If Mom and Dad are up, they’ll have questions for us, so maybe it’s actually in my best interest to go later and face the consequences of bringing Sandy home late.


  “Can’t we stay a little bit longer? Everyone is here,” she pleads.


  “Okay, no more than half an hour, though.” I figure Mom and Dad should be in bed by then.


  I go back to Alyssa, but she is much too interested in Grant. They are now holding hands, making it awkward for Elliot and me. Elliot keeps looking at me, like he wants to do the same thing, but I am anything but interested in him. He seems boring, and his nostrils are way too big for his face. If Amanda were here, she would have made some hilarious comments about the objects he breathes in during the course of a day. The thought of Amanda makes me a little despondent. I wish she were here with me. I wonder how she is doing, if Dan called her, or if she’s sent me a letter. I will check the mail tomorrow.


  I set off to find Jeremy myself, since Alyssa is preoccupied. Elliot looks as though he wants to join me, so I say that I’ll be right back, having no intention of doing so. I don’t want to go too far from the campfire since Sandy is there. I walk down a few different paths which all lead to the beach. Maybe he is smoking a joint like I was earlier. It’s unlike him to leave us like that. I turn down another path, which is a little more wooded than the previous paths. I hear rustling in the bushes and think there might be an animal or something. As I get closer to it, I see Jeremy’s sandals. I go closer but then realize he is not alone. He is with a girl, and I assume that it is Tina, though I can’t really be sure. Her face is blocked because Jeremy is making out with her. My eyes widen, and I step back, breaking branches as I go. They hear me and stop kissing—and whatever else they’re doing. I retreat quickly, but I know that Jeremy has seen me. I can hear them talking as I make my way back to the fire. Shortly after, Jeremy comes up.


  “You ready to go?” He says it matter-of-factly, without saying anything about what I just saw.
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  Winter 2010


  The holiday season always gives me a peculiar feeling that I can’t quite explain. I remember loving Christmas as a child, as I suppose all children do. I loved decorating the tree as a family, singing Christmas carols, exchanging secret Santa gifts with the class, and eating all kinds of candy and chocolate. Now, I don’t have a tree in my apartment, I don’t sing, we rarely exchange gifts at work, and I have been trying to keep my calorie intake to no more than sixteen hundred a day, which doesn’t allow for candy or chocolate. Maybe the peculiar feeling is sadness. I wonder why we lie to our kids about Santa, and tell them that if they’re good, they’ll get more gifts. Isn’t that the first rule of parenting: don’t bribe? We train kids to believe that this time of year is magical. When we grow up, we realize the truth: there is nothing magical about it.


  Tonight is our staff party, to which I agreed to go, solo. Dr. Roerke is also going alone, as he and his wife recently separated. This news came as a bit of a shock to me, and thinking back to it, I am sure this is what Patrick and Deb were whispering about a few weeks ago. Dr. Roerke’s wife was always pleasant, and they seemed to have a good relationship. But that just goes to show that appearance is often different from reality.


  Cindy asked if we’d mind if she brought a friend, one of her girlfriends from university who is in town for the weekend. Of course no one minded. Deb and her husband are coming. I think they look forward to going anywhere without the kids. They are actually making a date out of it and going to dinner before the party. Deb invited us all to join them, but we all know that they don’t get a babysitter too often. Patrick was seeing a girl but for unknown reasons they broke up, so he too will be going single.


  I’m not really sure what to wear to this thing. Cindy will be wearing something too short or too tight, or both. Deb will pick something from her closet that has probably been there for years but only gets worn on special occasions. After perusing my closet, I decide on black jeans and a grey turtleneck. I know I might be a little hot in this sweater, but I don’t intend on dancing, so I should be fine.


  We all meet at nine thirty at Club Noir. It’s a nice bistro-type bar that is very dark inside, which makes me feel at ease. Cindy and her friend, Nicole, start with shots. I shouldn’t really say start, since it looks as if they’ve had a few before we arrived. They order enough for all of us, but Deb’s husband, Bud, and I don’t take one. I sip my white wine to show them that I am having a drink.


  The night continues this way for a while—a lot of laughs and flirting. Dr. Roerke can’t keep his eyes off Cindy, who is quite inebriated by this point. She has her arms around both Patrick and Dr. Roerke and is laughing about God knows what. Her friend is also pretty drunk, and she and Deb have gone to the dance floor, leaving me with Bud. He is a nice enough guy, but we really don’t have anything in common.


  He tries to start a conversation. “How is your apartment?” God, of all the things he could bring up, he picks the most boring and conventional topic. I guess I shouldn’t really complain, though, at least he is making an effort.


  “Oh it’s good. I love the area and my neighbours are friendly.” There is not too much more to say about it. I am now racking my brain for anything to talk about. Kids—parents love talking about their kids. “So how old are the kids now?”


  “Kris is nine, Katie is five, and Kyle is three and a half.”


  I hate that the names all begin with the same letter. I don’t know why, it just irks me. “Do they get along?” I think back to when I was young, and I remember fighting with my siblings, even though the next minute we were the best of friends.


  “Yeah, they’re great. Really good kids.”


  Bud’s not much of a conversationalist, and frankly, neither am I. We continue to drink and watch the others on the dance floor. Several times Deb tries to get us up dancing, and each time we decline. We prefer the uncomfortable silence here than the awkward dancing there.


  I notice Dr. Roerke and Cindy talking off to the side of the dance floor and it appears to be pretty intimate. He places his hand on her hip, which if it goes any lower will be on her butt. She is smiling and obviously enjoying the attention. I wonder what they are talking about—bicuspids and wisdom teeth? I think not. I wonder, now that Dr. Roerke and his wife have broken up, if anything would ever happen between these two. Although there are about twenty-five years between them, they have openly flirted with each other for as long as she’s been at the office. I think that a night like this, with drinks and dancing, could definitely encourage a rendezvous.


  “Excuse me. Do you mind if I sit down here?” I am so intent on watching the others that I didn’t even see this guy coming. Who picks up a girl in a bar anymore? It just seems so cliché.


  “My friends are on the dance floor. They’ll be back.”


  “Do you mind if I sit until they do?” This guy doesn’t get the hint.


  “No, I guess not.” I look at Bud for some help here but he has now kind of moved his chair to face the dance floor rather than talk to me. I can’t say I blame him.


  He sits down and introduces himself. His name is Cort, short for Cortney. He looks to be much older than I, but he is sort of good-looking, I suppose. He is wearing jeans with a blue dress shirt. He tells me that he works as a financial advisor for the Bank of Canada. We talk briefly; the conversation flows much easier than when talking to Bud, which is either because of Cort or the wine. Deb comes back and tries to get us both up on the dance floor. He looks at me with a look that says “shall we?” I decide to show everyone that I can have fun, or at least make an effort. Hopefully they’ll leave me alone after this.


  I used to go to dances in high school, but that feels like a lifetime ago. We move to the rhythm of a song that I don’t know, and he actually moves pretty well, better than a lot of guys I have seen dance. We stay up for a few songs and I notice Deb raising her eyebrows to me. I pretend that I don’t see her.
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  I look at my watch and realize that it’s almost one, far later than I thought I’d be out. I’ve had quite a few glasses of wine, and I don’t even remember paying for them; Cort must have been footing the bill. We go up for another dance, and I have to admit that I’m actually enjoying myself. Whoever said that alcohol makes things more fun was right on the money. There’s no way I’d be out past one dancing on a Friday night without it.


  As we move to the music, I feel Cort’s hands on my hips. I didn’t notice it at first, but now that is all I can feel. I’m aware of their cumbersome weight restricting my movement. He’s looking at me as though he is going to pounce on me, like a tiger in the wild. I immediately react and push him away from me, looking at him in disgust.


  “Get your fucking hands off me,” I yell, loud enough for those around us on the dance floor to hear, including Deb and Bud, who has been coerced onto the floor. Cort looks shocked, and I realize that I’ve overreacted. I grab my bag and leave the bar. I run out onto the street and get into a cab that’s waiting by the sidewalk. As it pulls away, I see Cort come out of the bar, looking for me.
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  Summer 1989


  “So, are you going to admit that Tina is your type?” Because Jeremy and I discuss everything, I know that we have to talk about what I saw last night.


  “It was nothing. She just started kissing me, and because I had a few beers, I wasn’t really thinking clearly,” he responds.


  “Oh, okay,” I say in a sarcastic way.


  “I’m serious. I don’t like her. I’m with Sarah and that’s that.”


  I guess that’s the end of the conversation. Usually he’d confide a little more, but he must be feeling guilty about what happened. Maybe if he discusses it with me, then it’s like admitting that he really did cheat on his girlfriend, and I don’t think he likes that idea. I drop it too because there is no use fighting with him. I’d never win.


  Tonight is game night at the cottage and it’s my turn to choose the game. My sister and I always choose Monopoly, and tonight is no different. We get our snacks and drinks and settle down to play. Mom sits out as she sometimes does. She cleans around the cottage, makes food for the next day, or reads. I have to admit, I don’t mind when she sits out; she is very competitive and gets frustrated if she doesn’t win.


  By the middle of the game Jeremy has yet again emerged as the leader, owning Boardwalk and Park Place, along with six other properties. He’s got hotels and houses on most of them and it’s making it tough for the rest of us to survive. Uncle Jack takes some money from the bank, as he’s the banker, and places it on my chair beside my leg. I don’t like to cheat, but I will do it this once to live on in this game, especially since Jer is being so cocky. He keeps saying he is going to take me down and rule this game. This is our last night at the cottage, so I figure I will not go down without a fight.


  As I am starting to get a little more money in the game, we hear a knock at the door. Moments later Mom comes in to tell Jeremy that there is a girl at the door. Sandy says, “Aww,” and Jeremy abruptly tells her to shutup. He goes out to the front porch. I can see through the window that it’s Tina. She must know that it’s his last night and she wants to talk—or make out—with him one last time.


  The game is put on hold while Jeremy is outside.


  “Anyone want anything from the kitchen?” Uncle Jack asks while we wait.


  “Sure, Jack, I’ll have a beer. Thanks,” Dad responds.


  “Me too,” Sandy says with a smile. “Actually, can you make it a rye and Coke? Thanks, Jack.”


  “Okay, kiddo,” he winks at her. “How about you, Ton?”


  “I’ll have Pepsi, if there’s any left.”


  “Done.” And Uncle Jack is gone and back in a few minutes.


  My sister calls to Mom in the family room, “Mom, do you have any more of that casserole—the one that tastes like the smell of suntan lotion?”


  Mom replies, “What on earth are you talking about? How can something taste like a smell? Last night’s casserole is in the fridge. Help yourself.”


  “More importantly, why would you want to eat something that tastes—or smells—like suntan lotion?!” I add my two cents.


  From the window I hear Jeremy say, “Well, it’s not like we’re even going to see each other. There’s no point.” And within a minute he is inside, sitting down and ready to play. It seems that last line must have ticked her off, because she left instantly.


  “Okay, guys, let’s get on with it.” Jeremy is all business now.


  “What did your girlfriend want?” Sandy asks, not knowing when to cut it out.


  “She’s not my girlfriend. Sarah’s my girlfriend. Can we just continue playing?”


  The rest of the game is not much fun. Jeremy looks angry, Dad has lost all of his properties and is now sitting with Mom, and I am starting to emerge as the winner. Winning isn’t as fun, however, when I can’t get a rise out of my brother, or when I haven’t really won by myself.


  Later that night I see Jeremy and ask him if he wants to talk about it. I am surprised when he says that he does. “I wasn’t really thinking about anything last night when she kissed me. Maybe I should have. Now she wants to tell her boyfriend. She said she thought maybe we’d start dating or something.”


  “Do you like her, Jer?”


  “No. Not like that. Not really. I wasn’t lying to you when I said that she wasn’t my type. I wasn’t thinking, and now she’s pissed.”


  “So what did you say to her tonight?”


  “I told her that I am with Sarah and that I am not planning on telling her about what happened last night. I tried to make it sound like it couldn’t work between us because we are at different schools, but the truth is, I don’t really want anything with Tina.”


  “I guess you’re lucky we’re leaving tomorrow, eh?”


  “Yeah, but I feel bad about it. She’s nice. I didn’t want to hurt her. I have never looked forward to school so much in my life.”


  The thought of school makes me feel a pit in my stomach. I like school, but after two months off in the summer, it’s always the same. I have gotten used to being on vacation and the thought of starting a new school year with new classes and new teachers makes me nervous. I am really looking forward to being home, though. It’s been fun at my cottage, but I miss Amanda and Kaitlyn, and I wonder if Shane will still want to go see a movie.


  “Can everyone come here for a minute?” We hear Uncle Jack call from the living room.


  We gather and Uncle Jack begins, “Seeing as this is our last night, I wanted to make a toast to all of you for including me in your family vacation, which has become my family vacation too. I appreciate you always making me feel welcome. I wanted to thank you in some special way, so I’d like to give you this.”


  Dad takes the envelope from Uncle Jack and opens it. “This is too much and not necessary at all. We love having you come with us.”


  “What is it, Dad?” Sandy asks what we all want to know.


  “It’s a gift certificate to Nonna’s Italian Restaurant—for all of us.”


  “Jack, you really shouldn’t have,” Mom says. She goes over to hug him.


  We all go up to hug Uncle Jack after our mom gives us “the look.” I wonder if Jack misses his kids or how often he thinks about them. They are eleven and thirteen. The eleven-year-old, Joey, is in Sandy’s class. She says he is quiet and is often taken out of the classroom by another teacher. She thinks it’s to work on his reading, but she’s not sure. None of us really knows Lydia, who is in eighth grade. I wonder if being around us makes him unhappier about his situation; we must remind him of the family he doesn’t have. I look at Uncle Jack. He was probably a good-looking man in his younger years. I don’t think the years have been kind to him. He’s a lot greyer and looks a great deal older than Dad, but he is actually a few years younger.


  When we finish in the living room, we all go about packing and cleaning so that we are ready to leave in the morning. Jeremy, Sandy, and I pull out the dresser drawer and sign our names on the inside for another year, which has become a tradition. Sandy signs her name in her “new” signature, Jeremy writes “till next year,” and I write, “The Summer of ’89,” like the Bryan Adams song.


  We are happy and together, which we know is about to change in a matter of weeks.
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  Winter 2010


  It is the same dream as it’s always been. I am a young girl, maybe ten or eleven, and this older gentleman, wearing a black suit and a black hat, comes up to me. He offers his hand to shake and removes his hat. In his hat is a bunch of lollipops, the kind our grandmother used to buy for us as children—the ones you used to get near the grocery counter wrapped in cellophane. He smiles at me and when he does, I see his teeth are rotten. I don’t know him, but he has a familiarity about him that I cannot quite put my finger on. Although I can’t see my mother, I can hear her voice warning against taking candy from a stranger. I feel uneasy and it’s usually at this time that I wake up.


  I never really paid much attention to dreams, never thought that they held any meaning, but the reason I find this one noteworthy is that it recurs. I have never had, or remember having, a recurring dream before. It seems familiar.


  I had better get up and begin my day. I was hoping to jog this morning before work, but judging by the weather, it appears as though that will have to wait. It’s freezing rain outside and not the best condition for running.


  I get ready for work and I’m out the door before eight o’clock, ensuring that I will have enough time to get my coffee. As I am leaving my apartment, I see an elderly gentleman in the hallway looking for his keys. I have never seen him before; he must have recently moved in. He appears to be a little frazzled, so I decide to intervene.


  “Can I help you with something?”


  “I can’t find my keys. I had them when I left. I don’t know—I can’t remember where I put them,” he says.


  “I can get Louis, the landlord. He’s got extra keys for all of the apartments. I won’t be a minute,” I reassure him and run downstairs.


  Within a few minutes I am back with Louis.


  “Mr. Clary, have you misplaced your key again?” Louis asks harmlessly enough.


  “I don’t know why this keeps happening. It’s a terrible thing, getting old. I used to have the best memory, and now I can’t remember what I ate for dinner last night!” Although he jokes, his frustration is apparent.


  Louis unlocks his door and leaves. Mr. Clary turns to me and asks me to come in for a coffee. As much as I’d rather go to my coffee shop, I don’t have the heart to say no. I go in and see that his apartment is exactly the same layout as mine. It’s small and has several pieces of furniture that do not seem to belong together. He’s got numerous pictures on the wall that I glance at while he fixes our coffees. Based on the pictures, it appears as though he has four children and a wife. I don’t ask him about them, not wanting to pry.


  I sit on the couch and we talk about our apartment, the weather and our neighbours. He tells me that his wife recently died and his son moved him up to Ottawa, so he could be near him. As he speaks, I realize that he is not completely pleased with that decision.


  “Do you like being in Ottawa?”


  “I like the city but it’s not my home; Toronto is my home. How about you? The way you talk about the apartment and the city gives me the sense that you don’t consider Ottawa your home either.”


  I am surprised by his interpretation. “I grew up in Lindsay, a small town about an hour and a half from Toronto. I enjoyed it there, but I have to say that I prefer being in the city.”


  “Maybe I was wrong. It’s just that you seem to have a sadness in you,” he says. I am taken aback and not really sure how to respond.


  “No, I’m fine. I like being here in Ottawa. It’s a great city. I should run, though; I don’t want to be late for work.” I thank him for the coffee and head off to work. I am not one to allow a stranger into my life—not even one as sweet and alone as Mr. Clary.


  [image: ]


  As usual, I am first to arrive at the office, followed by Deb, and then Dr. Roerke. Cindy is the last to come in, and I sense that the mood is tense between her and Dr. Roerke. I wonder if anything did happen the other night. I am also self-conscious about my little incident, and I don’t really want to talk about it.


  “Morning, Tonya. How was the rest of your weekend?” Deb is always good at sparking conversation without ever making anyone feel uncomfortable.


  “It was all right. Quiet, but restful. How about you?”


  “Great. I was feeling a little rough on Saturday, so Bud took the kids to his parents’ place. He’s great that way. I slept a good part of the day, and then I went and got a massage. You missed some interesting things the other night.”


  “Oh yeah?” I don’t really want to talk about the other night.


  “Cindy ended up going home with Patrick!” Although she says this in a whisper so no one can hear, her excitement is apparent.


  I’m shocked; I didn’t see that one coming. If I were to predict who she’d end up with that night, it would have been his father. I wonder if Dr. Roerke knows. I’m not usually involved in the office gossip, but this I find fascinating and beginning to resemble a captivating soap opera.


  “Really? Does Tom—I mean Dr. Roerke—know?” The question is out before I can contain it.


  “Yeah, he knows. Cindy called me yesterday and told me all the gory details. I guess she and Patrick started dancing and it got pretty sexual, if you know what I mean—it looked like they would do it right then and there! You were gone, and then Pat and Cindy left. Bud, Nicole, and I were there, and Tom asked us where everyone else was. Bud and I had enough sense not to speak up, but Nicole had no idea. She blurted out something like ‘she and Patrick left to fuck.’ I thought Tom would be angry, but he actually looked like he was about to cry.”


  “Oh my, that’s going to make it awkward around here,” I say.


  “I don’t think Tom ever thought something like that could happen, you know, with Patrick being so introverted. What happened with that guy—Kirk? Bud said you were pretty upset.”


  “Oh, it was nothing really, an overreaction. I think I just had too much to drink.”


  “Well, he looked a little distraught after you left. He asked me for your number.”


  “I hope you didn’t give it to him?” It’s more a question than a statement.


  “I did. You guys looked like you were having so much fun I figured whatever went wrong, you could talk about it. He seemed really into you, Ton,” she explains.


  “Oh, I wish you hadn’t.”


  “What happened? Did he say something to offend you?”


  I’m surprised she doesn’t remember my outburst, but then again she did have quite a bit to drink.


  “He’s just not my type, that’s all.” I hope she’ll just drop it.


  No such luck. “Come on, Tonya. Admit it—you had fun with him. He was cute too!”


  “Yes, but he is definitely not someone I would ever be serious about. Can we just leave it at that?”


  We do leave it at that because then Cindy comes to my desk to get the charts. She smiles at me, and it’s immediately clear she has no recollection of seeing me the other night. I am relieved that I won’t have to defend my actions with her or Dr. Roerke. I look at her and wonder whether she is embarrassed that she slept with Patrick, who is five years younger than she is and is the boss’s son. She has always seemed so confident that I can’t imagine her feeling humiliated about anything.


  The day remains one of uncomfortable courtesy—Cindy with Dr. Roerke, Deb with Dr. Roerke, and me with Deb. This is why you shouldn’t mix work and play. Luckily Patrick is not working until the end of the week, because this uneasiness could be much worse.
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  At home, I am content to just veg in front of the TV. I half thought I would go out for a jog since I missed it this morning, but as soon as I enter my apartment, I realize that was just wishful thinking. There is a message flashing on my machine. I press play, thinking that it is probably Sandy trying to make plans for the holidays. Instead it is Cort.


  Hi Tonya. It’s Cort, from the other night. I hope you don’t mind I got your number from your friend Debra. I am not really sure what happened there on the dance floor, but I was hoping we could meet up to talk about it. I am sorry if I offended you in any way. My number is 613-555-1343. Please gimme a call.


  I erase the message and go to bed.


  [image: ]


  Fall 1989


  After we got back from Trout Lake, it seemed like the summer was over, even though we had a week and a half left before we had to go back to school. Jeremy left the following weekend and, like always, the house felt empty. Sandy started seventh grade in a new school, and she liked her new teachers. Mom thought that maybe Sandy was starting to mature a little and wouldn’t be getting into trouble. She got her first bra, had her first period, and started shaving all within a matter of weeks. Mom was a little sad, saying “my baby’s growing up”, but I sensed a bit of relief too.


  As soon as I got home from the cottage, I called Amanda to hear what had been going on while I was away. Evidently, not much. Dan blew her off, which I sort of knew would happen. She had been pretty upset. She wrote me pages and pages, but didn’t send them because she knew I’d be home before they’d arrive. She eventually gave them to me—all twenty pages—and there was a lot of anger and resentment. I felt bad that I couldn’t be there for her.


  I was too nervous to call Shane so I decided to wait until school started to talk to him.


  School started as it always did. The weather seemed to change overnight and our wardrobes moved from shorts and tank tops to pants and sweaters. We got our schedules on the first day and I was in most of Kaitlyn’s classes. Amanda’s first semester was totally different from ours, but she was okay with it.


  The hallways seem much more crowded than last year, but I am not sure why; we were told there aren’t as many students enrolled this year. It’s entertaining to see the new couples that emerge after a dance, which took place on our second week back in September. Boys walk their new girlfriends to class. They hold hands and then stop and kiss outside the classroom until a teacher tells them to move on. I want to be this way with Shane, but right now it seems almost impossible. I have only had one real boyfriend before, and that was in eighth grade. I am not sure if it can be considered real because we never actually kissed. He asked me to be his girlfriend, I said yes, and then we pretty much ignored each other to avoid awkward encounters. We never broke it off, so technically, I guess we’re still going out.
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  Now it’s almost Thanksgiving and we are all used to our classes and teachers. I am really enjoying English and Phys. Ed, but hating Science. Our Science teacher is a nice enough person, but he doesn’t really teach anything. We have to use the book to learn the lessons and answer questions. One time, Greg wrote random details about his weekend in the middle of his lab report, and Mr. Sandall didn’t even notice! Regardless of this, I am still struggling to get good grades in this class, and I am barely passing the tests. Kaitlyn helps me out whenever we have homework; she is so good in school.


  In English we are reading Lord of the Flies, which has to be the greatest school book I’ve ever read. Before we started it, our teacher had us discuss what would happen if we got snowed in at school with no adults here. He really got us thinking about cliques and power struggles. I was so enthralled that I couldn’t wait to start reading the book. Now we are almost done, and I’m anxious to see if the boys get rescued or not. Our next book is called The Chrysalids. Jeremy tells me it is very boring, so I am kind of dreading it.


  Phys. Ed. is my other favourite class, although our teacher is very annoying. I think she should be a guy or something—she’s tough and loud and expects us all to be athletes. I do well in the class, but Kaitlyn doesn’t. Ms. Merrit seems to be tougher on Kaitlyn and those who aren’t as strong or as fast. My other class, History, is pretty interesting, although Mr. Prince always has coffee breath, which makes us avoid asking him any questions about the homework, even though we have several. I also don’t think he’s ever flossed his teeth. We often see remnants of his sandwiches stuck between his teeth after lunch.


  I have seen Shane a few times in the hallways, but we’ve only said hi to each other. I’m not sure if he thinks I blew him off because I didn’t call him at the end of the summer, but I hope not. We have a dance tonight at the school, and I am anticipating that he’ll be there so we can talk and hang out. We are getting ready at Susan’s house before her mom drives us to the dance. I think Kaitlyn is going to bring some rye in an empty hairspray bottle, so we can mix it with Pepsi. I am glad for that because I’ll need something to give me the courage to approach Shane.


  I am glad we’re going out tonight. I was a disappointed this morning when Jeremy called to say that he wouldn’t be coming home for Thanksgiving. Instead he has been invited to Sarah’s house in Toronto. He said he would definitely be coming home for Christmas. I can’t imagine him not being here for a holiday, and the thought totally depresses me.
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  Kaitlyn, Amanda, and I are getting ready in Susan’s room. We’ve brought several different outfits and we’re figuring out which ones to wear. I’ve decided to wear one of Amanda’s sweaters, and Kaitlyn is going to crimp my hair. We talk about various things: school, our families, and, of course, boys. I sense that Susan likes Greg but she doesn’t openly admit it. I think the fact that Greg has held a candle for Amanda for so long is partly the reason. They all know I like Shane and keep reassuring me that he likes me too.


  “What about you, Kait? Who are you anxious to see tonight?” Susan asks.


  “No one really. I am just excited to dance, and I hope the music is good,” she evades the question.


  Kaitlyn would open up to Amanda or me, but she’s not very close to Susan. We continue to get ready, keeping the conversation superficial. Soon her mom knocks on the door and asks us if we’re ready to go.
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  When we arrive at the school, all of the teachers are at the entrance, which we assume is to smell if anyone has been drinking. We have sprayed so much perfume, and we’re each chewing at least two pieces of gum, so alcohol should not be detected. Even though we only had two glasses of rye and Pepsi each, we feel as if we’ve had more. I think that the idea of us drinking has made us feel buzzed, which is good if I want to approach Shane.


  A bunch of the girls dance in a circle to all of the fast songs that we know by heart—“Straight Up,” “Like a Prayer,” “Rock On,” “The Look”—and when the music switches to a slow song, like “Eternal Flame” or “Right Here Waiting,” we all move to the wall and wait to be asked to dance. I dance with a few guys, mainly friends, like Greg or Neil. When “Every Rose Has Its Thorn” comes on, I am watching Shane to see where he’ll go, anticipating that it is to me. Darren then surprises me by asking me to dance. As much as I want to say no and wait for Shane, I can’t really. Shane asks Annick, a girl in his grade, to dance, and I suddenly feel the pang of jealously in my stomach. I don’t carry on much of a conversation with Darren, although he’s trying. I see Shane look over at me, so I smile and put up my hand that’s been resting on Darren’s shoulder. God, I wish I could be dancing with him instead.


  The dance continues the way it always does, plenty of fast songs, with a few slow in between, some girls crying and going off to the bathroom, and teachers walking around the gym, making sure everyone is acting appropriately. It is nearing eleven, and we all know that it’s time for the last song of the night. We are confused when the last song to come on is a fast one, “My Prerogative,” by Bobbie Brown. My hopes are dashed. No dance with Shane.


  “Hey, Tonya. How are ya?” I didn’t see Shane approach me from behind.


  “Hi. I’m good, you?” I try not to sound too excited.


  “I wanted to ask you to dance, but every time I came up, you were already dancing. Do you want to go and talk in the hallway?”


  We head down a hallway that is a little more removed from the music so people can actually carry on a conversation. We make small talk for a few minutes, and then he asks me why I didn’t call him when I got back from my family vacation.


  “I was going to, but I was a little nervous. I wasn’t sure that you still wanted to go out with me,” I explain.


  “Are you serious? I definitely wanted to. I was waiting at the end of the summer for your phone call, but nothing. I have to say, I felt a bit mislead; I thought we had a lot in common and that the feeling was mutual.” I can see he had been thinking about how to say this for a long time.


  “I’m sorry. I really wanted to…and still do want to go out with you.”


  “How about tomorrow night? We could go see that new Al Pacino movie, Sea of Love,” he suggests.


  “I’d love to. My brother saw it. He said it was great, but I think it’s R-rated.”


  “That’s no big deal; we get tickets for another movie and sneak into it.”


  The lights come on in the gym, and people are making last-minute plans to go out after we leave the school.


  Amanda rushes up. “We’re heading over to Pete’s place. Are you guys coming?” Pete is a guy in eleventh grade who always has parties. We have often wondered where his parents go all the time because anytime we’ve been there, they are not. This one time, everybody got so drunk that the neighbours called the police, who sent everyone home. On the following Monday, Pete said his parents never found out about it and he invited everybody over again the next weekend. Mom has always been wary of me going to his house, as though she knows something more than I do.


  “No, I can’t. My dad is coming to pick me and Susan up,” I say. I can see she’s disappointed.


  “Well, Trish is coming later to pick me and Kait up. You’re welcome to get a ride with us,” she offers.


  “I am sure my dad is already waiting outside. It’s okay, ’Man. I think Susan has to be home anyway. I’ll call you tomorrow.” Normally I would stay with Amanda for the night, but when Susan called earlier today asking for a ride home after the dance, I had to oblige. I can’t say I am disappointed; I’m tired, and I have a bunch of school work to do tomorrow.


  “Yeah, I have to get home too. See you guys later,” Shane replies. “Tonya, I’ll call you tomorrow,” he says as he leaves. I can see the surprise on Amanda’s face so I explain our conversation.


  She gives me a big hug. “I am so excited for you, Ton.”


  “Me too, thanks. I saw you dancing with Greg a lot tonight. Is anything going on?”


  “I dunno. I never really thought of him that way, but he really is a great guy. I guess we’ll see tonight—he’s going to Pete’s too. Did you see Dan with Mackenzie? What a creep!”


  “You can do a lot better than Dan. Have fun with Greg tonight; he is hilarious.” It’s funny, I probably would have been jealous a few months ago, but now that I’m interested in Shane, I don’t think of Greg that way.


  We say our good-byes and I find Susan to leave. I was right—Dad is waiting outside of the school for us. On the drive home, he asks us about the dance and with whom we each danced. I know he finds it a bit awkward talking to us about this, but he tries nonetheless. He’s the best; I admire him so much and appreciate his effort. I tell Dad about Shane and our date tomorrow, thereby getting permission to go. Susan is quiet in the backseat. I am not sure how we get on the topic of Uncle Jack, but Dad tells me that he is seeing someone. This is big news, as I don’t think he’s dated anyone since his marriage broke up.


  “Who is she? Do you know her?” I am full of questions, but I only ask two.


  “Yes I do know her. I set them up. Linda works at my office as a sales rep. I knew she was single, so I arranged a meeting over lunch a few weeks ago and they’ve been out a few times since. He seems to be really pleased about it. Now don’t you go and say anything; he would probably be embarrassed if he knew that I told you.”


  “I won’t, promise. That is so good.” Really, if this works out, maybe he won’t always have to be at our family dinners and vacations all the time. I know that is not a very agreeable thought, and I would never voice it to my father, but it is true.


  As I settle into bed I think about how depressing the day began when I found out that Jeremy wasn’t coming home next weekend. Now I feel excited for my date with Shane and happy for Jack. It doesn’t take much to turn the day around.
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  Winter 2010


  “It’s been too long, Ton. We need to do this more often, or you need to get on Facebook.” Amanda and I have finally found a date that works for both of us to go out for dinner. We speak somewhat regularly, but have difficulty finding the time to get together. She is married with two kids, so her life is a lot busier than mine. We tried meeting last month, but her son had the stomach flu. Then we tried again a few weeks ago, but her husband had hockey so she had to stay with the kids. Finally, tonight we have decided to meet at The Keg in her neck of the woods. She hasn’t changed much since I first met her. She is still extremely attractive and very much in shape. Her blonde hair is now dyed with highlights, making her look younger than a lot of people our age.


  “I know, you’re right,” I say, although I have no intention of joining Facebook. If I wanted to be in touch with acquaintances, let alone friends, I would be. “How’s school?” Amanda teaches English at a high school in the west end.


  “It’s great—except for the fact that no one can spell anymore! Seriously, I wonder what the hell I am doing teaching them how to use apostrophes when my own husband doesn’t know how to use them. I think the fact that he texts everything has made things worse. I suppose that society is changing; maybe we won’t be using apostrophes in a few years! How are things at the office?”


  “Oh, they’re fine. It’s a good place to work and the people are really nice. We had our Christmas party a few weeks ago. It was pretty wild—Cindy slept with Patrick!”


  “No way!” She knows all about the people I work with and finds the office politics fascinating.


  “Yeah, it was very awkward in the office the following Monday. I can’t believe she did that; she must have been pretty drunk to let it happen. I keep thinking that there’s no way Dr. Roerke will hire her full-time when she finishes school,” I say.


  “That’s absolutely crazy. God, I would have loved to have been in the office to see the after-effects of that train wreck! There was an affair at our school between the shop teacher and another teacher that had everyone talking, but that was a few years ago. It came out when they got caught together in his office by one of the secretaries. They ended their marriages and shacked up together. Crazy, eh?”


  “Yeah, it is. It kinda makes me think of Dale and how he did that to my sister. Sandy is still really upset over the whole ordeal.” Thinking of Dale reminds me that I should give Sandy a call soon.


  “Have you talked to Kaitlyn at all?” I ask, knowing that she probably has as she is much better at keeping in touch than I am.


  “She’s having a tough time. After the miscarriage she went for some counselling. The fact that they can’t get pregnant again has been really difficult for her. I think she somewhat blames herself for being unable to keep the baby in the first place, and now that she can’t get pregnant, it makes it that much harder for her to accept. I don’t really know how to comfort her either, having never experienced anything like that. I even find it a little awkward talking about my kids when she is going through all of that. She and Todd looked into in vitro, but the cost is over twenty thousand dollars and Todd just got laid off.”


  “I should call her. I haven’t seen her since my mom’s funeral,” I say.


  Kaitlyn and I were so close in high school, but we sort of drifted apart after that. When she married Todd soon after high school, Amanda and I were in the wedding and took part in all of the festivities. It didn’t take long to see that Todd didn’t treat her the way we thought she should be treated. It was nothing abusive or anything like that; it just seemed like a lack of respect. Instead of saying, “Kait, can you grab me a sweater,” it was “Kait, grab me a sweater,” in a tone that was almost angry. If they were in the same room, he would direct her to go do this or that—things which he could have easily done himself. I remember the first time he ordered her around, Amanda and I exchanged glances. How she could just let him command her was beyond us. We often talked about it and figured that because she didn’t have much of a father figure growing up, she needed—or thought she needed—someone like Todd. The ironic part was that she ended up getting a job at the Domestic Abuse Network in Lindsay. I suppose she never saw his ways as insolent, as compared to all of the other men she encountered.


  After I had moved away, I would come home occasionally to see my family. I’d give Kait a call, but she always had some excuse why she couldn’t come out—she was under the weather, she and Todd already had plans, she had to work. I got the feeling that Todd didn’t really want her going out if it weren’t with him. I am not sure if it was jealousy or his need to be in control, and because we never really discussed it, I never knew. Our relationship simply waned after that.


  “I forgot to tell you, Ton; I ended up raising over two thousand dollars for cancer research. After my dad got diagnosed with lung cancer and your mom with breast cancer, it just seemed like I needed to do something. I trained for a while to be able to run the marathon. Actually getting sponsors was easy; the training and getting into shape was the tough part.”


  “How is your dad anyway? And the rest of your family?” I ask.


  “He’s good now, but they are monitoring him monthly. Trish is really good. She just opened up her own clinic, so she doesn’t have to work with the other doctors anymore. She’s happy about that. Her son, Caden, is two and a half and he’s been a bit of a handful lately, but I think it’s all par for the course. I remember when William went through it—it was awful! I remember one time breaking down because I was so frustrated with the tantrums that Wil actually stopped mid-tantrum because of my reaction. From that point on, there was a lot of acting on my part.”


  We spend the next few hours catching up—she talks about her kids and married life and I listen for most of it. She no longer asks me who I am dating or if I am interested in anyone, as she learned long ago that I don’t really appreciate it when people inquire. I never came right out and told her. She could just tell from my stories how angry that question made me.


  Amanda and Kaitlyn were my best friends in high school, and now I barely see them. Life has a way of changing things. I remember thinking in high school that we’d be close forever; that we’d get our families together to go on vacations; that our husbands too would become close. It’s funny how your high school mind thinks. Everything seems so simple, so black and white. Now, things have become grey.
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  When I get home, there is a message on my phone from Sandy.


  Hey sis, it’s me. I was just calling to invite you to come down for Christmas. I have Anna for Christmas Eve and Day, so I thought it’d be fun to have Aunty Tonya stay with us too. Call me back when you get in.


  I am touched by the invitation but don’t think I will feel like driving down there, especially if there is bad weather. I know she’ll be disappointed but at least she won’t be alone for the holidays. I decide to wait before calling her back. I know she’s going to give me a hard time and I’ll have to come up with a better excuse than the driving.
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  I am awakened in the middle of the night by the fire alarm. It takes me a minute to realize that it’s actually the building’s alarm and not my own clock. The alarm made its way into my dream, which is why it takes me a few seconds to come to. I quickly put on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt, grab my coat, and exit my building. This is the first time this has ever happened, so I think it must be the real thing and not just a false alarm. I go over and stand with Rosanna and Mr. Clary. They are standing with a woman who looks very familiar. As soon as she looks at me, I recognize her. It’s Susan, who I went to high school with. We actually hung out occasionally.


  “Tonya?” She asks it as a question but has obviously recognized me as well.


  “Hi Susan. What on earth are you doing here?” My astonishment is evident.


  “I moved in about a month ago. I just got a contract with the government, working in Foreign Affairs. I will be here for about a year. My mom actually found me this apartment. How long have you been in Ottawa? Where are you working?”


  “I moved here shortly after high school and I have been here ever since. I work as a receptionist at an office.” As I say it, I feel somewhat embarrassed that I haven’t done more with my life.


  We talk a little more about nothing important, as we don’t really have much to say to one another. We were friendly in high school, but in no way best friends. She fills the uncomfortable silence by giving me updates on all our old classmates—information that she has apparently learned through their Facebook profiles. She acts as though she has privileged information and it’s fortunate for me that she’s sharing it. After a while she gets to someone that I actually knew quite well.


  “Do you remember Shane Tracey—you dated him, I think—well, he and his wife just had their fourth child! It’s unbelievable to think of how much we’ve grown up, eh?” It really is, I think to myself.


  Do you still see anyone from high school?” she asks.


  “Amanda lives here now, but other than that, not really. You?”


  “Oh sure, we keep in touch through e-mail, but my closest friends were the ones I met in university.”


  It’s about at this time that Louis signals to us that we can enter the building. I am relieved that I don’t have to go down memory lane anymore.


  “We should get together for a coffee and catch up at a reasonable hour,” Susan says.


  “Sure, that’d be great,” I lie and go inside. If I haven’t run into her by now—other than in the middle of the night—I think my chances are pretty good that I can avoid her for another twenty years.


  While lying in bed after the fire alarm, trying to get myself back to sleep, my mind keeps involuntarily wandering to the past. It makes sense; I had dinner with Amanda and then randomly ran into Susan. I can’t help but think of how different my life was back then. I remember dating Shane—even if only for a few months—and thinking that he would be the type of boy I’d want to marry. We seem to be living completely opposite lives now.


  I tell myself that I need to fall asleep or I will be exhausted the whole day tomorrow, but the harder I try, the more awake I seem to be. I decide to get up and read for a little while before trying again. I pick up the book I am reading—Eat, Pray, Love, which Deb lent me. She kept going on and on about this book that I asked her for it when she finished. Frankly, I don’t find anything really inspiring about it. I am reading it now with the hope that it will help me fall asleep. Although I am looking at the words, I am not really reading. I realize that as I am about to turn the page I have no idea what the author has been talking about.


  I decide to put the book away and go back to bed, hoping that I can stop my mind from remembering.
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  Fall 1989


  My first thought as I wake up is what to wear to the movie tonight. The weather has been both warm and cool lately, so I have no idea how to dress. I also realize that I have a ton of homework this weekend, and a history project due on Monday. Nothing is going to dampen this good mood, though. I decide to work on my homework first and get it out of the way. My sister is in the family room cutting up magazines for a collage that she is doing for social studies. There is a perfect mess all around her. Mom is getting angry with her because she has yet to clean up the little teeny tiny pieces of magazine that are now wedged in the carpet. Saturday is cleaning day at the Daverin place and Sandy is making more work for everyone. My job is to clean the sinks and toilets, which I have to say I don’t mind. I like the look of a pristine bathroom once I am finished with it.


  Just as I settle down to work in my room, Mom yells to me that Kaitlyn’s on the phone. I move my binders off of my lap and reach over to get the phone.


  “Hey, Kait.”


  “Tonya. Do you think you can come over?” She sounds upset.


  “What’s wrong, Kait?”


  “It’s Amanda. Her mom had a stroke in the night and was taken to Memorial.”


  “Oh my God. Is she…okay? What happened?”


  “She woke up with an awful headache. Mr. Steele called the ambulance after she lost her balance. They don’t really know all of the effects of the stroke, but Amanda is very upset. I want to go to the hospital to be with her today. Are you free? My brother said he’d drive us.”


  It seems that I won’t be getting any of that work done today. Within twenty minutes Alex and Kaitlyn are outside my house.


  God, I hate hospitals. I remember the smell from when my grandfather was sick and admitted to the hospital for what was to be the remainder of his life. We were very close and I always loved being around him. He was hilarious and seemed so young at heart. It was a great shock when, at sixty-five, he was diagnosed with lung cancer and told he only had a few months to live. The disease attacked him so quickly. There were no visible signs before he was diagnosed and then, all of a sudden, all you could see was the cancer making him cough and lose weight, changing even his personality. He aged twenty years in two months. We visited him often, as my mom was his only child. And every time I went, it surprised me how old he looked. I tried to remain the same, but I am sure the look on my face said it all. He died last summer and I’ll never forget the stench of the hospital or the smell of the carnations at his funeral. I hate both to this day. But I know Amanda needs me, and there is nothing I would want to do more than be with her.


  When we show up, Amanda, Trish, and Mr. Steele are waiting in the small washroom-size waiting room close to Mrs. Steele’s room. Amanda runs to hug us and starts crying. She looks as though it wasn’t that long ago that she had stopped crying.


  “How is she?” I ask.


  “They’re not completely sure yet. She’s lost some of her vision and her ability to walk, although the doctor said it’s common to lose these after a stroke, and that they often come back. He is just waiting to see some test results and he’ll tell us more. I can’t stop thinking she’s going to die.” And she’s is crying again. It is probably the most I have ever seen her cry.


  I can see that tears have welled in Kaitlyn’s eyes too, leaving me to be the voice of reassurance. “I am sure things will be fine. If the doctor said that she’d probably regain her vision and ability to walk, things must be good. He wouldn’t give you false hope.”


  “It’s just so scary. I can’t imagine life without my mom.”


  “You don’t have to. She is here in the care of the doctors who are running tests and making sure she is healthy. You’re lucky that your dad called the ambulance when he did, and that you’re here now.” I think I make a pretty good argument, although I am sure I’d feel the same way.


  We stay with Amanda for a few hours. Then her dad asks us if we can take her home to have a rest, since she was up all night. She asks us to stay with her because she says the thought of being alone makes her want to cry.


  “I can’t, I am going out tonight,” I respond. As I say it, I realize how selfish I sound.


  “I will,” Kaitlyn jumps in, making up for my insensitivity.


  “Thanks, Kait, I appreciate it. Have fun tonight, Ton.” I can’t tell whether she’s upset with me or being genuine.


  “I can cancel with Shane if you need me,” I say, although I’m not sure I sound very convincing.


  “No, go. Have fun. I’ll be with Kait. Call me when you get home; I am sure I’ll be up.”
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  I see Shane as my dad drops me off at the theatre. He looks so good in his tight jeans and black Roots sweater. I now wish I had dressed a little more casually. I decided on a skirt and blouse that probably isn’t the best for the cinema, which is smelly and has a permanently sticky, soda-soaked floor.


  “I’ll be waiting outside at eleven for you. Have fun.” My dad is so great—better than my friends’ dads, that’s for sure. Amanda has to lie to hers in order to go on a date, and Kaitlyn’s is nonexistent. “What movie are you seeing again?” He realizes that he hasn’t gleaned that information. He probably thinks I have told him and he’s just forgotten, but I actually haven’t said which one because I don’t want to lie to him, especially when he is being so nice to me.


  “Batman. It shouldn’t be later than eleven. Thanks, Dad.”


  And off I go to meet Shane.


  We are both a bit nervous. On a few occasions we begin talking at the same time, almost believing that if there is silence, it may get awkward; we try our hardest to keep the conversation flowing smoothly. We get our tickets—he pays for them—and then we have to sneak into our movie. I am completely paranoid, thinking that every employee knows we are planning on doing this. Shane is calm and tells me he does this often and never gets caught. Once we’ve given our tickets to the boy who rips them and informs us of our theatre number, we put them in the garbage, not planning on using them again. If anyone asks to see our tickets, we’ll just say we’ve lost them. Then we simply walk into theatre four as though we belong there. Even as we’re sitting there waiting for the movie to start, I am half expecting someone to come up and ask to see our tickets. Because the movie we were supposed to see starts right now, we have thirty minutes to wait before Sea of Love begins. It gives us a chance to talk, even though I turn my head anytime I notice someone enter or exit the theatre, suspicious that they are checking tickets. I don’t think I’ve ever been checked for tickets before, so I am not sure why it seems so imminent that they will be doing a routine check tonight.


  The movie begins and I am immediately enthralled. I don’t even notice Shane place his hand on my leg until he sort of squeezes it. As soon as he does, I put my hand on top of his. I get a feeling in my stomach that is similar to the drop on a roller coaster. We watch the remainder of the movie this way and I am not sure whether his hand had anything to do with it, but I think it’s the best movie I have ever seen.


  When we get out of the theatre, we walk outside where Dad is supposed to pick me up. We have about ten minutes before he’s going to be there, and I hope that Shane will kiss me. We talk about the movie, but I am only thinking about him kissing me. And then he does and that feeling that I had earlier comes back again—sort of a rush in my abdomen. He kisses me for a few minutes but stops as he knows my dad will be coming soon. My gum is now separated in my mouth, and I nonchalantly try to gather all of the pieces with my tongue and chew normally. How mortifying it would be to smile with a piece of gum stuck on my front tooth.


  He asks me if I’d like to go out again, and of course I agree. I see Dad’s Buick turn onto the street. I ask him if he needs a ride home, but he says he’ll just walk, as he lives close by. I think the thought of meeting my dad intimidates him, which I understand; I wouldn’t want to meet his parents on our first date either.


  Dad stops the car and I jump in. He asks about my date and the movie, which I have to lie about. I try to keep it incredibly general so that I am not really being untruthful. He asks about Amanda and I realize I hadn’t thought about her at all during my date. I’m angry with myself for not cancelling the date or thinking about her during it. I feel like a terrible friend.


  When we get home, I immediately call Amanda. She answers on the first ring and says, “How’d it go?” She obviously knows it’s me.


  “Good, but more important, how’s your mom?”


  “She’s doing all right. The doctors said that her recovery could take a little time, but that all of her tests came back and things look good. They think she’ll recover completely.” I can hear the relief in her voice. She sounds so much different than she sounded the last time we spoke.


  “That’s wonderful, Amanda. I knew she’d be okay; she had to be.”


  “Yeah, we’re pretty relieved, even though she still has trouble with her vision. It might take a little time before she can go back to work, but the doctor is very optimistic. So, tell me about your date with Shane.”


  “Amanda, we can talk about that later. I just want to be sure you’re all right.”


  “Seriously, Ton, I’m good now. Tell me about it. It’ll do me good to get my mind off the day I had. I swear I haven’t cried that much since my nana died.”


  “It was awesome! He is so sweet. And he kissed me!”


  “I want to hear all about it from beginning to end. Omit no details.”


  I give her a step-by-step account of the night and she adds oohs and aahs where appropriate. She is more than happy for me and I can’t help but feel so lucky to have such an amazing friend, who thinks of me even though she is going through such a difficult time. I have a terrific family who would do anything for me, and now I kinda have a boyfriend who is cute and smart. After I get off the phone, I think about everything and fall asleep totally content.
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  Winter 2010


  “You’re not serious?” Sandy is adamantly opposed to me being alone for Christmas.


  “Yes, Sandy, I am. It’s not that big a deal. I am a grown woman and I’ll be fine.” I am not really sure what else to say.


  “Well, you should at least go and see Dad. He really misses you.”


  “I know. I will. Be sure to give Anna a great big kiss for me. I sent her a card with a Walmart gift certificate. You should be getting it this week.”


  “Thanks, Tonya. Will you still be coming for her sixth birthday? She is really looking forward to having you there.”


  “Yes, I have already booked the Thursday and Friday off work. I will see you in less than two months. Is Dale going to be there?”


  “No. He can do his own thing with her. I don’t know if I’m being selfish about it, but I’m the one who organized everything and helped Anna with the invitations, and then he’ll show up with Vivian and act like they had a hand in the day’s events. I’m not about to let that happen. Besides, he’s the one who decided to end our marriage with that whore. Sorry, still bitter.”


  Before she gets off the phone she tries to convince me again to come for Christmas. I know she means well, but I don’t mind being alone for the holidays. Besides, I only get five days off and I don’t really want to spend two of them travelling to Montreal.


  I do decide, though, that I will see Dad just after Christmas. I call him and he sounds overjoyed to hear from me. I feel guilty that I haven’t been more in touch with him. He said that anytime I decide to come down will be perfect. We settle on the twenty-seventh, and he insists that I stay the night at his place and not at a hotel, which I’ve done in the past. His condo is an incredibly small one-bedroom that has a pull-out couch in the office for when I visit—which isn’t often. When I do stay there, I don’t really sleep. Dad’s condo backs onto a very busy street, and it feels like the whole house shakes when a truck passes. And then there is the heat. He leaves his place at twenty-three degrees and I can feel the sheets sticking to me as I toss and turn all night. But I know he prefers when I stay with him. It’s almost as though he thinks I’m still a kid and I need to save my money and be waited on. I will go and stay with him.


  The last few days of work are how they always are at this time of year. Everyone talks about his or her plans for the holidays. I hear of visitors and menus, and from the young patients, of Santa and presents. I suppose they can’t be blamed; Dr. Roerke frequently begins his conversations asking the patients about their Christmas activities. People often ask me as they are waiting to pay, which I find forward. I presume that people don’t like the silence, so they’d rather be pushy and intrusive than quiet and uncomfortable. I’d prefer the opposite.


  Patrick and Cindy laugh a lot together, although I think they’re just friends. Dr. Roerke no longer flirts with Cindy, and I have to say, I definitely appreciate that. Deb is her usual cheerful self—even more so at this time of year. She says there’s nothing better than seeing her kids’ faces on Christmas morning. I remember being that child with a smile on mine.
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  I spend Christmas day just as I would any other Saturday. I get up, do some cleaning and laundry. I even go out for a morning jog. There’s no one around and the streets are bare. I can run where there is no snow and do not feel confined to the sidewalks. When I get back, I decide that today I will have my favourite meals and not worry about calories. I never used to worry about calories or fat—that is until I turned thirty-four. I was able to eat whatever I wanted, whenever I wanted, and things just stayed the same. After a while, I started to notice that my shirts were getting a little tighter and that I had to move up a cup size—unless I wanted to look like Cindy and have some major cleavage. So I joined the gym close to my apartment and started going regularly. I was pretty self-conscious at first. Sandy told me ‘no one’s looking at you’, but honestly, the men and the women were checking out everyone in that place. Things got much better for me when I decided to bring an ipod and tune out the world around me. Cindy tried to get me to join her volleyball league, saying that it wasn’t competitive and was a lot of fun, but I prefer exercising alone, not as a team. But today, I am not going to worry about any of that. I’m going to have eggs benedict for breakfast and fettuccine alfredo for dinner.


  I did all of my shopping yesterday evening, since no stores are open today. I love the fact that I have nothing to do and nowhere to go all day. I can stay in my pyjamas for hours.


  Just as I am finishing making my breakfast, I hear a knock at the door. Fuck.


  First of all, my eggs and coffee are ready and hot—and I hate when they get cold—and second, I can’t really hide. I’m sure it’s Rosanna or Louis, the super, coming to wish me a merry Christmas. I feel obligated to answer.


  I open the door. It’s Rosanna and a young guy, who must be the nephew she was telling me about a few months ago.


  “Hi, Rosanna. Merry Christmas.” I try to sound jovial, but underneath I’m sorry I answered the door.


  “Hi doll, Merry Christmas!” She leans in to hug me. “This is my nephew Ryan who I told you about.” Ryan is quite tall and he has light brown hair. He is wearing khaki pants with a white dress shirt. It actually still has the folds in it, which indicates that he took it out of its package this morning. I am not really in a position to judge, however, seeing as I’m not even dressed.


  “Nice to meet you,” I say, extending my hand. Really, it’s anything but nice to meet him. It’s awkward, embarrassing, and I feel slightly sweaty under my pyjamas.


  “You too. My aunt can’t stop talking about you.” His voice is awfully low, and it doesn’t make him attractive. It actually lessens his somewhat pleasant appearance.


  I am not sure what to do or say next. It’s almost noon and I’m not dressed. My hair, one of my best features, is just tied on the top of my head. The smell of eggs can’t be contained in my apartment. I just want to shut the door and end this uncomfortable meeting.


  “Can you come over to my apartment for dinner tonight, doll?” Rosanna really wants this thing to work between us. She’s sweet, but my God, Ryan’s a kid.


  “Thanks for the invitation, but I’m busy.” I don’t expand. I don’t have a specific lie ready so this vague one will have to suffice.


  “Okay, if your plans fall through, come on over.” I am surprised she is just leaving it at that, although I’m not complaining.


  “Thanks so much. And good to meet you, Ryan.” I am sure when they get back to her apartment, he’ll be giving Rosanna trouble for suggesting that I’d be a good match for him. I can look attractive when I put in a little effort, but I definitely do not look it now. I am not wearing any makeup, giving me the appearance of being well into my forties, even though my pyjamas, having penguins all over them, may suggest otherwise.


  When I go to eat my brunch, my eggs and coffee are lukewarm, which aggravates me. It’s the thing I have been looking forward to the most on this day, but I won’t let it get me down. I am alone with no one to bother me, and I don’t have any awkward dinners to attend. I can do exactly what I want to do today.


  And that’s when I get the phone call.


  “Hi, Tonya. It’s Jack.”


  I get chills and feel anxious. I don’t answer.


  “Look, Tonya. I didn’t want to call you. It’s Bob. He’s very upset today. I know you’re planning on coming down in a few days, but I just thought I’d let you know, in case you’d like to come earlier.” He waits. When I don’t answer, he says, “I tried calling Sandy, but she’s not answering.”


  “Okay.” And I hang up.


  I go into my bedroom and pack my bag and get ready to visit my dad. As I am about to leave I see my plate of half-eaten eggs on the coffee table. I discard them and throw the plate in the sink. As I leave my apartment, I realize that now if I see Rosanna, I am not a liar.
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  Fall 1989


  “Okay, I’ve got it,” I call from my room. I pick up the phone and am a little disappointed when I realize it’s not Shane. He said he’d call this afternoon and it’s nearly four now.


  “Hey Tonya. It’s me, Kait. Do you think your dad can pick me up tonight? My mom has to work and she said I’d have to find my own ride if I want to go to Derek’s party.”


  “Yeah, no problem. We’re picking up Amanda at eight, so we’ll swing by after that. Hey, what are you wearing?”


  “I think I’m just going to wear jeans and maybe my red sweater. I don’t think people are dressing up even though it’s technically a Christmas party.”


  “Okay, see you later.” I hang up, hoping Shane didn’t get a busy signal while I was on the phone. Things have been going really well and I am looking forward to spending time with him tonight. It’s our two month anniversary.


  Moments later, the phone rings again. I wait until the second ring as I don’t want to appear too anxious, but it’s my dad’s sister, Emma, wanting to speak to Mom. I’m irritated that she stays on for almost a whole hour. I pick up two times, trying to subtly send the message that I need it. The second time I pick up, she orders me to stay off the phone. I guess I wasn’t so subtle.
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  When we get to the party, I meet up with Shane. He said he had tried to call me but the line was busy; I knew it. Shane gives me one of his beers but I find it difficult to drink. I sip it for nearly an hour, which has made it warm and even more unappealing. I am relieved when Susan arrives, and tells us that she’s brought some peach schnapps. Some of the people at the party are doing mushrooms and I was considering trying them before Susan got there. Amanda told me they made her laugh like crazy when she did them, but I really didn’t want to chance how they’d make me feel—not tonight anyway.


  After a few hours, I realize that I am drunk. I have no idea how much time has passed or when we’ll have to head home, but I don’t really care either. Shane has led me into a bedroom, which looks like a young boy’s room, probably Derek’s brother’s. It’s blue and white and has a border of sailboats on the wall. We start kissing and touching, and although my head spins when I close my eyes, I continue. He has now removed my shirt and bra and the idea that someone might come in and see me doesn’t seem to faze me. I put my hand down his pants and feel him get hard. I am not really sure what to do so I just start rubbing him. I wonder whether I’m gripping too tightly, but I am encouraged when his breathing gets heavier.


  “Should I get a condom,” he asks in a whisper.


  This question sobers me. “I don’t think so.” I pull my hand out of his pants.


  “Why not? I like you so much.”


  “I do too but I just don’t think I am ready.” As I say it I feel a twinge of panic. I can’t help but wonder if he’d break up with me if I didn’t. I quickly dismiss this unpleasant thought. “Are you okay if we wait a little while?”


  “Of course,” he reassures me. He kisses me softly on the lips but I can tell I have ruined the mood. He makes some excuse that he has to find his friend to make sure he doesn’t leave without him. He tells me again that things are fine and that he really likes having me as his girlfriend.


  I immediately find Amanda and pull her into the bathroom to tell her everything that just happened. She relieves me when she tells me that Shane’s best friend was telling her how much he likes me. I decide not to let this bother me anymore.


  Greg offers to drive us home even though we know he’s been drinking. I don’t want to get in trouble for being late so we accept. Amanda is staying at my place and Kaitlyn doesn’t have a curfew, since her mom is working.


  “Did you have fun?” I ask Amanda as we are lying in our beds in my room.


  “Yeah, it was a lot of fun. Did you see Dan? He was there with Mackenzie. I don’t know what he sees in her, but whatever.” I can tell she’s jealous and still has feelings for him. He started dating Mackenzie, a girl in our grade, shortly after he slept with Amanda. They’ve been together ever since, which has surprised almost everyone, including his friends. When they first started dating, Amanda was pretty upset, questioning what Mackenzie had that she didn’t. I told her that Mackenzie lacks a backbone and lets Dan do whatever he wants, whenever he wants. I assumed this would make Amanda feel better, but I think she started regretting that she wasn’t more like that.


  “I don’t know either; that guy is not right in the head. You can do so much better than him, that’s for sure.”


  “I dunno. Sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever find a good guy—like you did,” she says. She hasn’t really had a boyfriend since eighth grade, even though she could. I think she’s too picky or attracted to the wrong type of guy—or both.


  “Are you kidding? Of course you will. I could name you five guys right now who’d love to hook up with you! And I saw Derek checking you out tonight.”


  “Oh my God, don’t make me hurl! That guy is disgusting. And what is with his hand always hanging over his crotch? Seriously, that guy’s weird!”


  We talk and laugh more about all of the people at the party and any of the details the other may have missed. I am not actually sure who fell asleep first, but I think it must have been me. The last thing I remember is having a conversation about what my future would be like if I married Shane. I remember thinking that I would be happy.
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  Winter 2010


  The drive to Dad’s seems longer than usual, but maybe it’s because I haven’t done it in a while. I have my travel mug filled with coffee and the radio on. It appears as though no one is working at the radio stations today because all of the music is Christmas music—the songs they play every year, over and over again—and there are no breaks from one song to the next. Even though there is music, the lack of a DJ makes it seem lonely and isolated.


  I have never really liked Christmas music, but I guess that’s because I have never liked this time of year. That’s not completely true. I did like it when I was a kid, but not since high school have I ever felt great joy during this season. There was a time when I only saw the favourable parts of Christmas—the food, the presents, the singing and laughter. Now I notice the exploitation—and the reality—of the holiday. I observe selfishness and greed, poverty and loneliness. I suppose we perceive what we want to perceive.


  I think of Anna, who has everything a kid could ask for and more. The fact that she has two houses has actually made that worse. It’s as though her parents are competing to be the “better” parent, thereby spoiling her. I gave her a beautiful glass jewellery box last year for her birthday and she simply unwrapped it and tossed it aside. My sister told her to give me a big hug and kiss, but I knew she probably wished I had gotten her another one of the “pet shop” animals that everyone else had gotten her.


  And Deb’s kids, who anytime I’ve seen them, seem to be complaining about something the other one has. I don’t remember being like that when I was younger, but I probably was. Maybe I am being too sensitive; they are kids after all.


  It starts to snow, making it a little difficult to see the road ahead of me. I want to take my time getting to my dad’s apartment, but I know that he needs me and is probably very lonely.


  “Oh Holy Night” is now playing on the radio, and I can’t help but feel a little nostalgic. It was my mom’s favourite Christmas tune. She used to sing it all the time during the season and we used to laugh at her attempts to reach the high notes at the end. I remember Sandy joining her. My thoughts of the past abruptly end when I notice a car in the ditch up ahead on the road. I see brake lights as cars hurriedly come to full stops. I immediately step on the brakes, spilling a bit of my coffee in the process. The car in the ditch looks like it simply lost control on the slippery street and swerved onto the side. No other cars are involved, and I am relieved that no one looks seriously injured. As I pass the accident on my right, I make a point of looking straight ahead; why anyone would want to see an accident is beyond me. I relax my hands which I now realize have been tightly gripping the steering wheel.
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  When Dad answers the door, he hugs me so tightly I wish I had made plans to spend my Christmas with him instead of waiting for Jack to call me.


  “Hey, Dad. Merry Christmas.”


  “Merry Christmas, beautiful.” He now has tears in his eyes. “It’s so great to see you.”


  “You too, Dad.”


  We talk for a while about nothing important—work, our apartments, the weather. He has taken out some frozen cookies that God-knows-who made for him. He was never much of a cook, let alone a baker. I take one to be polite and instantly regret it. They are dry and tasteless. It feels as though they are sucking all of the saliva out my mouth, and I find it difficult to talk.


  “How are you holding up this time of year and everything?” I don’t really want to have an emotional conversation, but I need to be sure Dad’s okay before I leave here.


  “You know, it’s hard. Your mom was such a strong woman. It’s tough spending the holidays alone. How you do it, I have no idea.”


  “I guess I’m just used to it. I’ve been alone since I moved out,” I explain. “Don’t get me wrong, I think about family all the time; it’s just that I don’t really allow myself to dwell on the past.”


  I can see he doesn’t really understand where I am coming from. I suppose I can’t really blame him—he’s my dad and he raised me to have such a sense of family. I think it bothers him that I don’t visit, call, or reminisce about the good times. “Did you want me to take you to the cemetery?”


  “Yeah, that’d be nice.”


  I wait while he gets ready to go. I notice our family portrait on the wall, the one that was taken while I was in high school. I remember that day, the heat especially. I notice the height of my bangs and think, why didn’t anybody tell me my hair looked so ridiculous? I suppose at the time it didn’t.


  I stare at it for a while. I look at my former self and notice how different I am now—how a person can change so drastically. Not only have I aged physically, but my personality has altered too. I think about what was important to me then and how those things seem so trivial now. I look at Sandy and remember how funny she was, and how she made us all laugh. And now she seems so sad. My thoughts are interrupted when Dad announces he is set to go.


  We stop by the grocery store to pick up some flowers for Mom’s grave, but soon realize that nothing is open. Eventually we see a man selling flowers on the street corner. He’s got about five buckets full of different bouquets, all of which look past their prime. We end up picking out some carnations which seem to be the best of the bunch. Dad spends such time perusing the flowers, picking off dead ends. I can’t help but think, does it really even matter? I suppose to him it does. When we get to the cemetery, there are not many other cars there, which is surprising to me. I’d assume this would be one of their busiest days. My dad fiddles around with the flowers, trying to make them presentable, cutting off enough stems and leaves to make them fit in the standard vase at the front of the gravestone. Dad moves close to the stone and places his hand on it. He is quiet, and so am I; there’s no need to make conversation while we’re here.


  I stare at the gravestone and try to think pleasant thoughts about my mom. It’s not that I don’t have any, it’s just that it feels so obligatory standing here and gazing down at her grave. I could reflect about the times she used to take all of us to the park on PD days, or when she’d do my hair exactly as I wanted her to, or how I’d go into her bedroom at night when she was reading and sit on Dad’s side of the bed and just talk to her about life. Those are just some of the good memories I have of her, but if I focus on any of them, I will start to cry, and I won’t allow that loss of control.


  I notice how old Dad looks as he glares down at the grave. He has been grey for years, but his skin has gotten wrinkled and spotted. He walks much slower than he used to, and at times he limps when his hip bothers him. He turned seventy-five last year but he actually looks older than that. It’s the sadness that seems to have aged him too; his eyes appear constantly glassy.


  I wish I could make him feel better, but it’s not in me. Although he’s my father, there is something awkward between us that stems from years of limited contact. I think of placing my hand on his back, but the motion feels so forced and foreign that I forget about it immediately.


  “Are you ready to go?” he asks me. He must sense that I am not really doing anything here.


  “Whenever you are, Dad.”


  “Do you think we can make another stop?”


  This is not going to be easy.
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  Winter 1989


  Iam so excited—Jeremy is finally coming home today. Christmas is just four days away. I am so happy that he’ll be here with us. Sarah, his girlfriend, is coming too, but leaving on Christmas Eve to be with her family. I am anxious to meet this girl we’ve heard so much about. My sister and parents are just as thrilled as I. You can see it by the way Mom gets the house ready, by the way Dad whistles Christmas tunes, and by the way Sandy can’t stop talking. I wish I could invite Shane to have dinner with us, but I know Mom would never go for it.


  Tonight we are using the gift certificate Jack gave us at the cottage, the one to the Italian restaurant. Dad wants to treat Sarah and Jeremy to a fancy dinner, even though Mom thinks it isn’t very hospitable to welcome company to a restaurant.


  “Why on earth would we take her to a restaurant on the first night we meet her? She is going to think that we don’t want her here if we don’t put in the effort.” It seems Mom believes that the time you put into making a meal directly corresponds to how important the person is.


  “C’mon, Sharon, it’ll be a nice gesture to greet her this way. Besides, you won’t have to make an elaborate meal and stress over what to serve. I am sure you’ll have lots of opportunities to be the devoted hostess over the next few days,” Dad reassures her.


  “All right. But, for the record, I was ready to make my eggplant parm.” Mom is thrilled accommodate Sarah’s vegetarianism.


  “You can make it tomorrow night. Let’s just relax tonight and have a good time.” Dad is always so calm and composed. I hope that when I grow up, my husband possesses the ability to keep me relaxed like Dad does to Mom. “I’ll call Jack. Hopefully he and Linda can make it too. It would be good for everyone to meet her.” I am a little annoyed to hear that Jack could be joining us. I mistakenly thought that having a new girlfriend might limit his presence in our family functions.
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  We meet at the restaurant around six. My brother is a little late because he came directly from Ottawa after his last exam. We are overjoyed to see him and meet Sarah, who is not at all how I pictured her. Because of the way Jeremy talked about her—that she is so concerned about the environment—I kinda pictured her as a hippie type. I’m surprised when I see her. She’s very pretty and well put together. She doesn’t wear a lot of makeup, but enough to be noticeable. She has her hair done up with a few strands hanging down on the side of her face, which give the look of being both natural and controlled. I had pictured her wearing some flowing dress thing, but she is in a pair of tight jeans and a cool black and white wrap-around sweater.


  “Everyone, this is Sarah. She’s is in her third year at Carleton for her bachelor’s in social work.” We all knew this about her already, but I guess Jeremy doesn’t really know how else to introduce her to us. We greet her with open arms.


  Next Jack introduces Linda, who has arrived wearing a very formal green dress, much too formal for the occasion. She is a little overweight, and her dress seems to accentuate that. She’s got auburn hair tightly tied in a bun, and I am quite certain it’s not her natural colour. She seems okay but is a little distant. When people at the table make jokes or tell stories, she doesn’t really even look as if she’s listening. Uncle Jack is doing everything to make her feel included and comfortable. He doesn’t appear to be the same person; he is not as lively or laughing as much. Normally he’d be the one making all of the jokes, but now he is quiet and reserved. They look over the menu together, as though it needs to be a unanimous decision. Dad gets a bottle of wine for the table, but Sandy and I just order Pepsi. It’s funny, I probably drink more than my parents do, but I have to pretend that I don’t.


  My sister starts one of her silly little topics of conversation, which are actually pretty funny. It’s usually “what would you do if…” or “would you rather this or that,” but tonight it’s “what would be your worst nightmare job”—based on your fears or pet peeves. She begins by giving an example: she has a fear of heights so being a window cleaner of a high-rise would be her nightmare job.


  Next my brother goes. “I hate insects and extreme heat, so being a landscaper would be pretty awful for me.”


  Next, Sarah answers, after being prodded by my brother. “That’s really tough. I suppose I would hate to work in a restaurant, or a steak house. I’m a vegetarian and I also dislike cooking, so having to work around food—especially meat—would be very unsettling for me.” She smiles and looks around to see if that’s an acceptable answer. Obviously Sandy deems it okay because then she moves on to the next at the table, Uncle Jack.


  “Your turn, Uncle Jack, what’s your nightmare job?” she asks.


  “Oh, I suppose I wouldn’t really like to work in a restaurant either. I am not much of a cook.” He smiles and winks at Linda. Uncle Jack is simply not himself tonight, and I surmise his dinner guest is the reason.


  Sandy is unimpressed. “No two people can have the same answer.”


  “Sandy, leave Jack alone. He gave an honest answer,” Dad supports his friend.


  “Fine,” my sister continues. “Linda, what about you?”


  “Being an elementary school teacher. I am really not good with kids. I have never had any nor wanted any, so I wouldn’t know the first thing about relating to them.” That shuts my sister up. It is just at this time that the waiter comes to take our orders, so we blame the end of the game on that.
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  The dinner is fantastic; the food is good and the conversation is a lot of fun. Jack and Linda, being on the end of the table, speak mainly to each other, while the rest of us talk about high school, university, types of teachers, summer jobs, and our summer vacations. We finish up around nine and decide to meet back at our house for coffee and hot chocolate.


  My parents have to get gas, so they tell Jeremy and Sarah to go first and open the house. We stay a little bit behind as my dad is taking care of the bill. Uncle Jack tells my parents that he and Linda are not coming back for coffee as Linda has a bit of a headache, which I don’t think he—or anyone else—believes.


  On the highway home, I comment that Uncle Jack is different around Linda. My dad says it is because he really likes her and wants things to work out.


  “But why does he have to change? It doesn’t seem like a very good relationship if you can’t be yourself,” I say. “Besides, wasn’t that the same problem with Penny? He never stood up to her. I think he should just tell Linda what he is feeling and why. It doesn’t make sense to me.”


  “When you’re older, you’ll understand better. It’s not that Jack is not being himself; it’s just that he is taking his time showing himself to her. He was really hurt by Penny, and it’s been a while since he’s dated anyone. He really wants it to work out, so he is taking it slow. I know that probably doesn’t make sense to you, but it does to me.” Dad has a way of making things clear.


  As we drive, we can see the police cars ahead, with their lights on.


  “Bob,” my mom says, “I hope it’s not a ride program. How many glasses of wine did you have?”


  “Only two. It’ll be fine.”


  My father is the first to notice Jeremy’s blue Honda in the ditch facing the opposite way. He parks on the side of the highway and gets out. The policeman tries to keep him back, but he runs toward the car anyway. Sandy, Mom, and I follow him. All I can hear my mom saying is ‘my baby, my baby, my baby.’ The ambulance has already come and gone and my father asks for some answers. We overhear one of the policemen say to another, “They were young, twenties maybe. I don’t want to make that call home, one week before Christmas.”


  I don’t really remember what happens next. Somehow we get home. Somehow we find out that Jeremy and Sarah were hit by a drunk driver. Somehow we make funeral arrangements.


  Somehow we keep living, while they don’t.
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  Winter 1990


  The days and weeks following the accident were a blur. Everyone was trying to cope in his or her own way. It felt like we were all trying to go through the motions but without a key person in our lives. It was like trying to walk again after a major accident and not being able to use our legs. Mom got very quiet. She kept up her routine, making sure everything was done as it always was; our house had never been so clean. My sister hung around me a lot, almost like she thought she’d lose me too. Dad was the only one who seemed normal. He tried to remain chipper and jovial, even though we all knew it was an act. We were devastated. Even Uncle Jack wasn’t the same. I think he somewhat blamed himself because he was the one who bought the gift certificate to the restaurant in the first place. My parents were worried about Sandy and me and they proposed that we talk to someone. Sandy went to our family doctor a few times, but I refused absolutely. I didn’t want to share how I felt about the drunk driver who had escaped the accident without a scratch. I didn’t want to open up and cry all over someone’s office. I wanted to be left alone to deal with my grief in my own way.


  School was the least of my concerns. I am not really sure what I did in those weeks following the accident, but it definitely wasn’t schoolwork. Kaitlyn and Amanda were really helpful, finishing some of my assignments and giving me the answers to the homework. My teachers didn’t say anything, although I was certain they were aware that I wasn’t completing the work on my own. I don’t think anyone knew what to say to me, so they just let me be. Shane tried to be supportive, but I think he found it difficult trying to comfort me. I ended up breaking it off with him, telling him that I just wanted to be alone. I told him not to worry about me. I think that probably came as a relief.
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  Now it’s March break, and my friends are trying to keep me occupied while I have all this time on my hands. There is a get-together at Greg’s place and Kaitlyn and Amanda are strongly encouraging me to go. They tell me that Alex is going to pick me up. I am not sure I want to do anything, but I don’t really have the energy to argue.


  I do attend and simply go through the motions. I laugh when they laugh, I drink when they drink, and I try to keep my mind on other things besides my brother. I drink a little too much, because I’m actually able to forget about Jer for a little while. I have a conversation with Greg about one of our teachers, who has somehow managed to ignore the existence of deodorant. His classroom is foul every morning when we walk in. How no one has told him is unfathomable. Greg and I have the same schedule this semester so he makes me laugh about all of our teachers. If this were a year or two ago, I would have been in heaven being alone with Greg at a party and laughing about whatever. It is amazing how one’s life can change within years, months or even days.


  After being dropped off at home, I crash in my bed, feeling the room spin around me. It doesn’t take long before I am in a deep, alcohol-induced sleep. I start dreaming of Trout Lake. I assume it is last summer because Jeremy is there, although this never actually happened. We are all sitting around the campfire and my brother begins jumping up and down, trying to touch the trees. One of the trees is half alive and half dead, giving me an eerie feeling. Jeremy keeps getting higher and higher with each jump and he’s actually able to touch the branches. My mom tells him to be careful and then, at one jump he’s gone. I wake up full of sweat and realize that I am in my room and Jeremy is no longer alive. I start crying hysterically; I can’t seem to control my emotions. I feel sick at the same time. The combination of whatever I drank is now making its reappearance and I am forced into the bathroom. I try to be as quiet as I can, but unfortunately I have awakened my sister.


  “Ton, you okay?”


  “Yeah. Go back to bed, Sandy.” That is all I am able to say before more of the evening’s drinks come up.


  “Why are you sick? Should I get Mom?” she says, worried.


  “I drank too much. Definitely don’t get Mom. I’ll be fine…just go back to bed.”


  “Can I sleep in your room with you? You know, to make sure you’re okay?”


  “Sure. I’ll be there in a second.” This is typical lately—she wants to remain near me. We all have our own ways of dealing with Jer’s absence.


  I clean myself up and brush my teeth and head back to bed. Sandy is still awake when I get there and she asks again if I’m all right. I lie and say that I am, and we eventually fall back to sleep.
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  Winter 2010


  Going to Jeremy’s grave is a lot more difficult than I thought it’d be. With my mom, I am able to distance myself by thinking of other things, but with Jeremy it seems as though I’m unable. I can’t help but focus on the night he died. I see the police cars and feel that same apprehension in my body as when I saw his car. I can’t seem to rid my mind of the memories. I think back to how close we were, and how entertaining and optimistic Jer was. Even though the details of his face and voice are unclear now, I can still see his smile in my mind; he had one of those smiles that lit up a room. I don’t think I ever told him I loved him—not once. At least I can’t remember ever telling him, and it makes me sad.


  Dad, too, is having a hard time. “Tonya, are you okay?” he says to me. I realize that my tears are a downpour. I thought he would be the affected one, but I realize now that I’m the wreck.


  “I miss him so much.” These are the only words I can get out. Dad hugs me tightly and I feel like a six-year-old girl again, crying on his shoulder. How can this be so painful so many years after it happened?


  “We all miss him, Ton. It wasn’t fair, and it’ll never be easy. We just have to cope with it the best we know how.”


  I can’t speak; I’m too upset. I stay there in his arms, crying. I am crying about more than just my brother. All of the sorrow that has been locked inside of me comes pouring out now. He holds me tightly and I recognize that it’s been years since I’ve shown emotion in front of my dad.


  When enough time has passed, we make our way to the car and sit there for a while before heading home. He asks what happened to me—why I wasn’t able to move on like Sandy?


  “I just couldn’t. I tried but I couldn’t.”


  “There must be more to it than that, Ton. Many people survive after the death of a loved one. What was different with you?” he prods.


  “Dad, I went through a lot, but it’s all in the past now. I’d rather not relive it.”


  We drive home in silence.
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  Summer 1990


  M y parents are insisting that we go to Trout Lake again this year, even though none of us wants to. It is not the same, nor will it ever be. I suppose they are trying to keep some traditions alive with us because they want things to be normal, even though they are anything but normal. We pack up our things and load into the car for the four-hour car ride. Mom urges us to go out and do everything we used to do—hang out with the neighbours, go to the nightly campfires, and set off on our hiking excursions.


  When we arrive at the cottage, we try to figure out the sleeping arrangements. Sandy can now have her own room and she doesn’t have to bunk with me, while I have our old room. Uncle Jack has the front room that he’s always had. It’s got the pull-out couch and he insists on staying there, even though my parents wanted him to have Jer’s old room. Uncle Jack has been to Dad a little like Sandy has been with me; he hovers around him. I suppose the fact that he and Linda broke up didn’t help matters. I am not aware of the whole situation, but my understanding of it is she didn’t like the fact that he was so saddened after Jeremy’s death. She thought he might have been depressed which could have been an underlying disorder of his. I have to say I’m not surprised that she ended it, and I think that if they’d stayed together, the relationship would have turned out similar to his first marriage. He would have been compliant to her in everything and he would have lost his personality. Maybe there was more to it than that, but that’s what it seemed like to me.


  The night we arrive, Dad suggests that we play a board game. Although we play, it’s clear that things are not the same as they were in the past. We don’t laugh as much, nor is the rivalry as fierce as it used to be. Jeremy was always the one to spark the competitive edge in the rest of us, and with his absence, the change is noticeable.


  The next day, Mom gathers us for a hike, and the following day we have one of the neighbouring families over for dinner. The week goes on like this: games, hikes, campfires, and visitors. Our parents try to keep us occupied so that we don’t dwell on the past.


  The last night of our cottage stay is the big bonfire. There is usually one every Friday night, so those leaving can say their good-byes while those arriving can meet new people. I feel a little tired so I decide not to go. This idea is not popular with my parents.


  “You have to go—it’s the last night,” Mom persists.


  “I am really tired and just feel like going to bed early. I’ll be fine…seriously.”


  “Can I stay too? Michelle and Terry left today, so I don’t really have any friends there.” My sister jumps on the opportunity to stay back with me. I am not surprised that she wants to stay back with me; this is how she’s been of late. I anticipate that both of us not wanting to go will displease Mom.


  “Are you serious?” Mom is disheartened. “You’re both not coming?”


  “Mom, we’ve had a really busy week and we’ve done all of the activities. We’re just a little tired and would prefer not to go out tonight. You go and have fun. We’ll be fine,” I reiterate.


  “All right, darling, you know where we’ll be.” They leave shortly after this. Sandy and I pop a movie in the VCR – Back to the Future Part II. We have seen it before, but it’s good to have our mind on something else. After the movie ends, around ten, we head to bed.


  “Can I sleep in your room tonight?”


  I am not surprised by her question. “Not tonight, okay? The last time you slept with me I had trouble sleeping because of your snoring.”


  “Okay,” she says. I can see she is disappointed. “Good night.”


  “Night.”
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  I am awakened by a noise, like something has fallen off the dresser. I suddenly feel someone on top of me, holding my mouth. I open my eyes to see Uncle Jack. He’s drunk and heavy. I can’t move. I don’t scream. I feel paralyzed.


  He whispers in my ear, and all I can smell is the alcohol on his breath. His breath is hot. He tells me to be quiet. He tells me this will feel good. His pants are down and he pulls off my underwear. He thrusts inside of me. The pain is like nothing I have ever felt before. I don’t scream; I am conscious of my sister in the next room. I think if I just remain quiet, all of this will stop.


  He continues to push inside of me. I am torn.


  His breathing gets heavier and the smell is nauseating. He uses his body weight to keep me in place and still has a hand over my mouth. His other hand wanders over my body. His hand is gentle, but his thrusts are rough. I am crying but not making a sound. The tears stream down the sides of my face onto my pillow.


  I am no longer me.


  Epilogue


  UNSENT LETTER


  Dear Mom, January 2003


  I know you have been wondering why I seemed to change so much after Jer’s death. I changed, as we all did. But the thing that changed me the most was something that happened at the cottage. I am only writing you about this now because I don’t want you to blame yourself for what happened to me. Sandy told me that you thought that maybe you and Dad could have dealt with things better after the accident. I don’t think any of us knew how to be after he died. We all seemed to be walking in a dream-like state.


  Anyway what I have to tell you is very difficult for me, so much so that I find the only way I can say it is by writing it down on paper. Whether I am actually able to send this letter is another story.


  When we went up to Trout Lake the summer after Jer died, none of us really wanted to be there, but we thought going might make things more normal. I didn’t go out to the big campfire party on the last night because I just wasn’t in the mood. I know that you and Dad probably just went to keep your mind off of everything. After I had gone to bed I was awakened—probably around midnight—by Uncle Jack.


  He raped me.


  As I write this, I cringe and have difficulty breathing. I never told you because I wanted to forget. I am telling you now because I think you should know. I won’t be able to talk to you about this—I can’t talk about it to anyone—so please don’t call me.


  I prefer to forget.


  Tonya


  THE END
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