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	Wildflowers

	By Mel Bossa

	


Chapter 1

	"Hey, I'm asking you what that charge is!"

	I'd been doodling a coneflower on my notepad but the gruff voice on the line called me back to reality. I tried rubbing off the smudged ink on the side of my hand and adjusted my headset. "As I've been trying to explain--"

	"I mean, can't you even do that?" The guy was getting riled up. "What kind of a customer service do you provide if you can't confirm a charge on my account. I need to speak to your manager..."

	I slipped the headset back and away from my ears. Unfortunately, I could still hear him ranting. There was nothing I could do for him. Company policy. The account was in his wife's name.

	I stared at my computer screen. Bad boys do it better together was the title of the masterpiece his wife had apparently purchased last Saturday around two A.M. I hadn't seen that one, but I was pretty certain my best friend Blair had. I'd have to ask him tonight.

	"Hello?" he yelled. "Hey, are you there?"

	I pulled the headset over my ears. Checked the clock. "Yeah, I'm here," I said, sounding even more apathetic than I'd meant. "I wish I could help you but for security reasons--"

	"What's your name?"

	I took a deep breath. "Hal."

	"Nah, your full name."

	I didn't know what was coming over me, but I had to stifle a laugh. "Well, my long form birth certificate lists my name as Henry Joseph Cress."

	"Wow, you're quite the loser aren't you, Henry? How old are you? Working in a call centre. I pity you."

	I sat up, ready to lose the job. This illustrious second career I had going. "You know what, I don't appreciate being talked to like I'm some kind of--"

	But he'd hung up. I tossed my headset on the desk.

	What a pleasant personality.

	By some strange and unexpected mercy, no other calls came through to me before the end of my shift. Free to shut everything off, I was soon walking away from my human enclosure. As I passed a few young faces on my way out, I made sure to avoid their glances. I'd been at the call center for two months and had yet to make any real connections. I was forty years old but around these twenty-something kids, I felt like a dinosaur. There was a divide between us. Some kind of scrambled signal.

	In the elevator, going down, I leaned back against the mirrored wall. Had to remind myself that this was all temporary. A setback. A challenge. A detour in the road to success. A hump. A lump. A lesson in humility. A battle lost in the war. An occasion to rise.

	Maybe I needed to take a break from listening to motivational podcasts.

	The elevator doors opened and I stepped out into the busy lobby. I'd go straight home. Change, hit the gym with Blair and listen to him tell me all about his latest real estate deal or sexual conquest. He'd know how to make me laugh.

	"Hal?"

	I stopped in my tracks and looked over at the man who'd accosted me. I knew him. He was an important player in the commercial real estate industry. As a matter of fact, I'd taken him out to lunch on several occasions. Both of our names had been on a three-million-dollar contract between his business and my former employer.

	"Hal! What are you doing here?"

	Gurvinder. Yes, that was his name.

	"Hey, listen," he said, squeezing my shoulder. "I heard about the cuts at Crystal Telecom, and wow, I couldn't believe they'd let you go like that. I mean, what the fuck happened over there?"

	Seven months ago, I'd come to work on a Friday morning and lost my career by mid- afternoon. Fifteen years of it. Pretty much everyone I'd climbed the corporate ladder with had been canned that day. All of us sliding down the snake, back to square one.

	"You've been doing all right I hope?" Gurvinder asked, already taking a step back so I wouldn't contaminate him.

	"Yeah. Absolutely." I gave him my best smile. "Never better."

	He hesitated a moment, something in his eyes making me feel like warm shit. "If ever you need anything--"

	"Of course." I cut him off before he could finish that well-meaning sentence full of hot air. How many times had I heard those words since I'd been let go?

	"Well, you look great, Hal. You really do." He was clearly relieved that I hadn't fallen on my knees to clutch the hem of his tailored pants and beg for his help, his contacts. "Take care now and remember if ever--"

	"Yeah, I got your number." I waved at him.

	He turned around and briskly walked off.

	I stood in the middle of the lobby, watching the back of his head as he walked to the set of doors leading to the street. "Thank you, Gurvinder," I whispered under my breath. "Thank you and thank you and thank you some more." I couldn't help snickering and raising my voice. "Oh, and thank you. I mean, thank you, thank you, thank you!"

	"He can't hear you," a man said, walking past me.

	Medium built. Light brown hair. Jean jacket. Skinny black jeans. Lovely face. Sexy blue eyes. Wow.

	"I know!" I called out to him.

	The man turned around and flashed a bright smile. "Then...isn't it a waste of time?"

	Something in his vivid pale eyes affected me. His beautiful face gave me a jolt. He definitely had my attention. He was very cute. Maybe out of my league, cute. "You're right," I said, tipping my head.

	He looked at me a moment longer. "Not that it's my business."

	"Hey, have I seen you before?" I asked, throwing him the oldest line in the book.

	He stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets and laughed, shrugging. "Maybe."

	People walked by us, but my gaze remained sharply focused on his face. He was younger than me. Early thirties. "I'm sure I remember you," I said. "Yeah, maybe it was the other day, in the other lobby where I was talking to myself."

	He laughed again. It was honest and refreshing.

	But before I could crack another stupid joke, the alluring stranger was already walking away to the doors. Without thinking about it too much, I headed out into the crowded downtown street and looked right and left for him. I saw him, walking east, a block away. East was my direction home. I had to go that way, anyway. I walked at my usual pace, which because of my height, was a step faster than everyone. I kept my eyes on him, but when he entered a building, I crossed the street and walked away, chancing a glance back at the building he'd disappeared into. It was a store. The window display was full of junk otherwise known as vintage these days. Furniture. Decorations. There was a neon sign above the door. "Auction For Everyone."

	The lights were off in the store and I couldn't see him anywhere.

	As I descended the stairs into the city subway, I thought of his words. Time was indeed a terrible thing to waste. But somehow, in this moment, I'd have rather risked wasting my time getting to know him, than spend it wisely on anything else.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	I shut off my laptop and leaned back in my chair. I'd been studying all afternoon and my eyeballs were drying out from staring at the screen. Of course, I knew completing a certificate in business management wasn't exactly going to bust open any new doors for me, but it was better than not doing anything to improve myself.

	Outside my living room window the wind picked up, snatching leaves off the tall oak trees across the street and sending them into flight. I watched their one last pathetic twirl as they dropped into the rain puddles gathered near the sewers. My mood was a little like the weather.

	I stood and stretched, my stare roaming over the furniture of my living room. Four years ago, Blair had convinced me to hire a decorator to help me pick out the colors, style, the art. I'd wanted it to say "elegant and masculine," but nowadays, my fancy Italian leather couches were littered with mismatched pillows, a discarded sweater, my favorite fleece blanket and five or six books I had every intention to read once I got out of this rut.

	I walked to the window and looked out. Even after five years of living here, I still enjoyed seeing the downtown city lights glimmer. I had a view of the McGill university's soccer field, campus, and its stone buildings dating back to the 18th century. The majestic Mount Royal was my backyard. I remembered exactly how I'd felt when Blair had handed me the keys to this place. I'd believed I'd made it to the top and nothing could ever bring me down.

	Hubris. All of it.

	I glanced down at the vase on the window sill and skimmed my fingertip against the wilted petal of a dogtooth violet. How long had that bouquet been sitting there looking so forgotten? There had been a time when I'd had a fresh bouquet sitting on my window sill every week. It was one of my little idiosyncrasies. Something my mother had passed on to me. No matter how much shit life had thrown her way, she'd had flowers in the house.

	I hadn't had the heart or finances to continue the tradition in the last months and this sad looking bouquet was the result. I grabbed the vase and made my way to the kitchen. There, I poured the remaining yellowed water in the sink and tossed the dead flowers in the trash.

	As I did so, my phone rang inside the back pocket of my jeans and I knew it was my mother calling. It was creepy the way she did that.

	"Hey, Mom." As I dumped some leftover soup into a pot, I caught sight of my reflection in the patio window leading to my second-floor balcony. Those hours of boredom and loneliness I'd spent with Blair at the gym were sure paying off. I was in better shape now than I'd been at age twenty. I was blessed to have inherited by father's unruly dark brown hair. I still had a few good decades in me before it all went downhill.

	But time was ticking. Those dreams of growing old with someone seemed more and more improbable. Not impossible. But definitely improbable.

	"Hey, my wonderful, wonderful son." There was that usual smile in Mom's soft, almost girlish voice. "How are you? How was your week?"

	"Great. My week was great. Yours?" One thing I'd learned about being a good son, was that white lies were the currency needed to invest in a peaceful relationship with my mother. She'd gone through hell. Pure hell. She deserved puppies and rainbows and perfect denial.

	Of course she never believed my well-meaning embellishments.

	"I know you hate it. I know your pride is hurting. I know you probably sit there sometimes wondering what you did wrong to end up in that awful place full of high school dropouts and--"

	"Ah, Mom, you always know how to make me feel better."

	"Any luck with interviews?"

	I turned off the burner and pulled a beer out of the fridge. "You'll be the first to know." I gulped down a good swallow and leaned back against the counter. "I don't know...I think I should downsize my resume a little. I think it intimidates people. Or something."

	"What? Don't you change a line on that resume. You earned every word on that thing."

	"How's Aunt Jeannie doing?"

	"Oh, she's all right. She's fine." Mom paused. "She came by the other day and we had another stupid fight." She sighed out loudly. "She comes over here with boxes and bags and that stupid little hat with the visor and she's just all worked up, telling me how we need to get Dickie's things sorted out and that she's gonna help me--"

	"It's not a bad idea..."

	"I am not giving away your brother's things! Those are his things and they belong in my house, his house, and no one is going to be wearing Dickie's clothes!"

	I shut my eyes tight, rubbing my brow. "You want to come over and have some soup with me?" I said, softly. "Maybe a glass of wine?"

	"No. I have things to do."

	"Do you want to talk about it?" My brother's kind, benevolent face flashed through my mind and when my throat tightened with emotion, I shook the image off. "Mom? Are you all right?"

	She was holding back the tears. "I'm okay," she finally said. "I just don't want--I'm not ready. Okay? I'm not ready. I decide when."

	Dickie had been gone for six years. When was nowhere on the horizon, it seemed. "Okay. I'm not arguing with you here."

	She exhaled sharply. "So...how's it going with Jeremy?"

	"Jerome."

	"Jerome. Right. How's it progressing? Did you ever go on that second date?"

	"Yes, we did."

	"And?"

	I set my beer down and took out a bowl for my single man soup. "And? Well, somewhere between the entree and first course, I found out that he was a superficial, somewhat boring, fragile man with an ego in need of constant stroking. Then after dessert, I was pretty sure he wasn't for me and after the bad sex we had in his pretentious bedroom, I was sure."

	"Then why'd you have sex with him?"

	"I was being thorough."

	"Well, I'm sorry it didn't work out. But you do have some very high expectations."

	"Mom, we talked about this. I'm looking for my soul mate here. The man I'm going to spend my life with and--"

	"Have you heard from Fabrizio?"

	"Only through the grapevine." I cleared my throat. Stared at my socks. "He's doing okay." Fabrizio had wanted to play the field while I'd dreamed of forever. He'd dumped me two weeks after I'd been fired.

	"What about our dear Blair? How is he?"

	I wouldn't have gotten through the last months without Blair and his wry sense of humor. "Still selling overpriced homes to overconfident buyers." I'd been one of them.

	"You deserve everything good, Hal," Mom said, after a while. "You really do."

	"Yeah, well, it's not about deserving. You and me both know that." I looked over at my reflection again and my heart pinched.

	For some reason, I thought of that young stranger with the bright smile. I'd seen him again yesterday, on my way to the subway. He'd been in that Auction for Everyone place, standing behind the counter, having a conversation with a very attractive black man. They seemed close. Almost intimate. Of course, I'd kept walking.

	"You're a good man, Hal. Don't you forget that." She sighed. "I love you."

	"I love you, too," I said, ending our weekly call.

	I frowned, looking at my reflection once more. Yesterday, he hadn't noticed me. I was nothing to him. But maybe I could change that. At least, I could try.

	What was the worst thing that could happen, besides him turning me down?

	* * * *

	Late in the day, I was called into the supervisor's office.

	"Sit down, please." Yetla pointed to the chair across her desk. She had an office. An actual office with a door. I hadn't been inside one of those in a while. "This won't take long. I know it's Friday and you're probably in a hurry to get that weekend going, huh?"

	Yetla was my supervisor. Twenty-seven. Fresh out of college. Full of idealism and good ideas.

	"Any plans?" she asked, settling in her big chair behind her desk.

	Every morning, I checked my personality at the door downstairs. In the call centre, I was agent number thirty-six, a customer service representative. Basically, artificial intelligence.

	"Uh, you know. The usual." I looked over her chair, at the window. I hadn't noticed this side of the floor had a view of the Jacques-Cartier bridge. "Nice view."

	She raised a brow and gave me a quizzical look. "Excuse me?"

	Oh, Jesus. Did she think I'd meant her? "The bridge." I sat up. "You know. All lit up. It's nice."

	"Oh..." She eyed me for a moment. "Yes, it is nice."

	Had someone cranked up the heat in here?

	"Well, Henry, I got your call service retro-actions--"

	"Hal. Just Hal."

	"Oh, but it says on your--"

	"No, I know. I know. Henry...that's my official name, but I prefer Hal."

	"Okay...and what are your pronouns?"

	"My pronouns. Uh, he and him? Yeah, does that work?"

	Yetla frowned and nodded briskly. She turned to stare at her computer screen. "That works fine," she mumbled.

	Maybe she thought I was a straight white male. The enemy. Well, I was two out of three, nowhere close to getting on her good side.

	"Let's see," she said, looking at her computer screen. "They scored five calls. Four of which you received a score of eighty-five percent. Says here that you are professional, well informed of the practices, policies, offers, and payment plans." She looked at me. "Good. That's good."

	I was six years old again, watching my mother read out my school report.

	"Hmm." Yetla scowled.

	I immediately leaned in. "What?"

	"I'm so sorry, but it looks like the fifth call is a fail." She squinted, reading the report. This was the diagnostic of the excellence team whose job it was to scrutinize our calls and report all anomalies to management. We never saw these people. They lived in their "bunker" down the hall. "Do you remember this call? You refused to go into the client's file because his name wasn't on the account."

	"Uh, yeah."

	"We can listen to it together."

	She meant let me humiliate you a little longer.

	"I remember it fine."

	"It appears that his name was on the account, only recently added, and in order to see that in the system, you need to go under the account tab in the--"

	"Oh, yeah. Shit--I mean yes, I forgot about that."

	Suddenly, I had the urge to stand and leave. Quietly. No fuss. No drama. Just a nice, peaceful walk across the call centre to the elevator doors.

	But I couldn't stay home all day and alone or I'd lose my mind.

	"It's very important that we verify all tabs before refusing a client access to his information." She gave me her full attention. "What is it that I can do to better support you with this?"

	Give me a raise. Afford me some dignity. Stop treating me like I'm an idiot.

	"It won't happen again. I'll make sure of that."

	"You're still on probation, so I do need to put this in your performance management agreement. I hope you understand."

	I understood, all right.

	In the hallway, moments later, I bumped into a plant and apologized to it. My self-worth was taking a nosedive and I could feel the ground coming up fast. It would be hard. Rock bottom hard.

	Hot-faced, I grabbed my coat and hurried out of the call centre, not bothering with my usual colorless goodbyes.

	Outside, the November air slapped me back into shape and I decided I wouldn't spend another second thinking about the old mistakes I'd made. Not tonight. I couldn't take one more night of thinking, planning, regretting. No. No more.

	I walked with a purpose, cutting through the Friday evening crowd, hoping that store would be open and he'd be there.

	* * * *

	He was.

	Right there behind the counter again. His light brown hair was different tonight, freshly cut, and he wore a black suit jacket over a grey R.E.M. T-shirt. Stunning, he was.

	There were many people in the store, much more than I'd seen all week, and there seemed to be something special happening. There were silver and red balloons tied up in the entrance and a sign that read "Open Night."

	I tucked my shirt into my black jeans, ran a hand through my hair, and stepped deeper into the store. I saw that the smaller area opened up to a large, warehouse-looking space, and that people were walking around back there, looking at the assorted collection of furniture, trinkets, and decorations.

	"Hello," a man said behind me, in a baritone voice.

	The attractive black man I'd seen the other day was staring straight at me with piercing eyes. He was dressed in a white jacket and flashy black pants. He had a diamond stud in his ear. The man was very tall. Taller than I was.

	"Hi." I couldn't help glancing over his shoulder at the counter.

	The man noticed and looked over at the counter as well, before setting his fierce gaze on my face again. "Ah, I see." He had an African accent. Maybe Nigerian. He raised his chin. "Well, welcome to Auction for Everyone's first open doors event. Now, you'll be allowed into the back in a moment. Meanwhile, feel free to peruse the catalogue at the counter." He held out his hand. "I'm Amobi, the owner."

	"Oh, okay, wow. Nice to meet you. I'm Hal--"

	"Please, don't touch that." Amobi looked over my shoulder. "That is very fragile." He walked off and I turned to see a mother and her child standing by a statue of a male nude. Greek, probably. Amobi was fussing with it. "We have been struggling to keep his little penis on him and we ask that you not fondle this statue or you will emasculate him forever."

	I chuckled, looking around, trying to keep my eyes off the beautiful guy I was curious to know.

	Amobi soon returned to me and nodded his chin at the front counter. "Cory here can help you with any questions you may have."

	Cory. I'd never known a Cory. It sounded new and exciting.

	"Cory, this is Hal. Hal, this is Cory." Amobi left the counter, walking away to the front.

	I dared a look into Cory's pale eyes. They were sky-blue and for a second, I was lost in them. My heart skipped a beat when I noticed that his cheeks had darkened a little. He was blushing and I was losing my nerve.

	"Al, is it?" he asked.

	"Hal. With an H." I looked around and then back at him. "What is this place?"

	"Oh, you don't...know?"

	"Should I? I mean, is it a thing I should know about?"

	He laughed and pushed a catalogue my way. He wasn't looking at me, but down at the glossy pages. "You walk past it every day."

	Busted.

	"It's on my way home." I tried to meet his eyes but he wouldn't look directly at me. "I work a few blocks west from here. Well, you saw me in that lobby, so yeah."

	"Did I?" But before I could answer, he laughed and I knew he was teasing me.

	"I work in a prestigious call centre that generously offers its employees wall-to-wall carpeting and luxurious fake plants. The phone I use is of the latest technology and the mice I sometimes spot scurrying around under the fabulous cubicles are of the finest breed."

	He smirked. "It's all in one's perspective, wouldn't you say?"

	I liked his sense of humor. His quick wit. "So you've worked here for a while?"

	"Volunteering." He was blushing harder and I was beginning to sweat. "Helping friends out."

	"I see." I realized I'd been playing with the corner of a catalogue page and I was ruining it. I tried to flatten it out. "And what is it that you do then?"

	"So, uh, this is...an online action," he explained. "People bid online and pick up their wins here. Tonight, Amobi and Ada are opening the warehouse doors so people can check out this week's inventory."

	"Interesting..." I flipped a page of the catalogue. I knew nothing about antiques. Wasn't much of an historian and never had paid any attention to period pieces. I knew Louis XIV had come before Louis XV. "Some nice things in here."

	"That's an Empire." Cory stared at the photo of a green and red upholstered chair. "A reproduction." He looked up at someone behind me. "Oh, hello...Can I help you?"

	I turned to see the woman with the quiet child was waiting to speak to him.

	He was busy and I was getting in his way. I stood back and pretended to be interested in the displayed pieces in the front. There was a church bench and some pretty amazing chandeliers. Yet my eyes kept returning to him over and over. There was something in his smile I hadn't seen the other day. There was tension in his shoulders. A general unrest about him. Then I noticed that his left hand trembled. He had a bad tremor that he hid well either by sticking his hand in his pocket or keeping it out of view behind the counter.

	"You can come in now," Amobi called out to me and the woman, from the back. "A few people have left."

	I didn't want to waste Amobi's time. Didn't want to put on a show. "I didn't come here for the inventory," I said, with a quick smile.

	Amobi looked at Cory, who was busy at the counter, and then back at me. "So what is it that interests you here?" he asked in a low voice. He gave me a kind look. "Cory?"

	"I'm too old for him? Too ugly?" I looked down at myself. "I shouldn't have worn grey socks?"

	Amobi looked me up and down and scoffed. "All right, funny guy, why don't you go talk to him," he finally said, walking away.

	I waited until the woman had left the counter and went back to it. Boldly, without any hesitation, I leaned on the counter. "I was thinking maybe we could go for a coffee or a drink or even just a walk after you finish here? Or we could do those three things in whatever order you want."

	I saw the corner of his lips rise and decided to press on.

	"Maybe we could even grab a coffee and a bottle of wine and walk around drinking out of both."

	He laughed but still didn't give me an answer.

	"Okay," I said, "we could skip the wine, coffee, and stroll and just stand outside this wall and talk."

	"Sorry."

	"No, it's cool. I understand."

	Cory gave me an apologetic look. "It's just--"

	"Hey," I said, softly. "No problem. Look, I took a chance. I've been trying to muster the courage to come in here all week and I thought about what you said about time, you know, about wasting it." I took a step back and stared at his face, hoping I could forget it quickly, but knowing I wouldn't. "It was really nice meeting you...Cory. You have a fantastic laugh, by the way." I waved at Amobi, who was standing in the back. "I wish you lots of success tonight," I called out to him.

	I saw Amobi give Cory a quizzical look, but Cory discreetly shook his head at him and didn't glance my way.

	I hurried out, saving myself further embarrassment. It really did sting, though.

	"Hal!" Cory shouted after me in the street. "Wait!"

	I stopped, but didn't turn around right away. First, I had to get the victorious grin off my face.

	"Did I forget something?" I asked, finally turning to look at him.

	"No..."

	I gave him time. A little space.

	"We close in an hour," he said, at last, meeting my gaze. "If it's not too late for you."

	"Too late for what?" I winked at him. "To make a good impression on you?"

	"For you to wait...or come back."

	"I thought you were turning me down."

	He laughed and his blue eyes sparkled. "Coffee, okay?"

	"Sure," I conceded easily.

	This guy was special. This guy had my heart racing and we hadn't even shook hands. I couldn't remember the last time I'd been this excited over a few words and a smile.

	* * * *

	But an hour later, when I showed up at the store, Cory had already left.

	"Sorry," Amobi said, clearly meaning it. "He left early."

	"Is he all right?"

	Amobi appraised me with a long look. "We put him in a cab and he texted me as soon as he got home." He sighed. "He had a massive headache, but he's all right now, yes."

	"Okay. Okay. Good." I felt a little lost. "We were supposed to--"

	"He mentioned it." Amobi looked over my shoulder at someone.

	A striking young black woman with long, curly black hair was walking over in a decisive manner. I had a feeling this was Ada.

	"Ada, this Hal." Amobi bowed to the young woman dressed in a blue silk blouse and fashionable black pants. "Hal, this is my younger sister Ada. The other owner."

	"Hi." She looked me over and turned her attention to Amobi. "We're closing up, please." She too had a Nigerian accent. She was equally commanding, but her manner was cooler than Amobi's. "My brother will see you out."

	Seconds later, Amobi was holding the door open for me. "Good night."

	I stepped out but didn't leave. "Is Cory really okay?"

	Amobi hesitated and sharpened his stare on my face. "He said yes to the coffee, right?"

	"Yeah..." I ran a hand over my face. "When you see him again, please tell him that I have no idea what an Empire chair is, much less a reproduction of one."

	Amobi gave me a pointed look and sighed. "Give me your phone number. I'll pass it on to him."

	"All right," I breathed. "Cool. Thanks."

	After I'd given Amobi my phone number and he'd typed it into his contacts, he leaned his shoulder in the doorway and looked at me. "It's complicated, okay? But by the grace of God, I haven't seen Cory laugh the way he laughed tonight. Not in a long time. So...don't give up too fast. Okay, Handsome Hal?"

	Hell, not giving up was my specialty.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 3

	No matter how hard I tried watching the hockey game playing on the TV above the row of treadmills, my mind kept returning to Dickie.

	Dickie at age fifteen. Dickie sitting there in his Hummer, as we called his wheelchair, screaming with laughter over my grocery aisle shenanigans. Spitting and drooling and howling. Stop! he'd yell between bouts of hysterical laughter. Stop!

	But I could never stop making him laugh. Because as long as he was laughing, he wasn't thinking about it. It being the injustice. The pain. The silent rage of having a perfectly functional fifteen-year-old mind trapped in a body that wouldn't cooperate.

	"Hey, hey, take it easy, running man," Blair said, from the treadmill next to mine. He was frowning at me but still jogging. "Your heart rate just hit one-fifty."

	I realized I'd been thinking of Dickie and sprinting. Sprinting on this stupid treadmill. Running and going nowhere. I slowed down the machine and returned to a fast walking pace. I watched the little heart flashing on the dashboard. Every beat meant a little more life.

	My brother would have been thirty-years old this year.

	"What's wrong with you?" Blair asked, a little out of breath. "I mean, aside from your obvious psychological disorders."

	"You know, the fact that you don't sweat is another tell-tale sign of your lack of humanity." I winked at him and turned the treadmill off. I walked away to the tissue dispenser, tore a few sheets and grabbed the disinfecting spray.

	Blair followed me. "Hey, that hurt." He took the spray out of my hand. "No, wait. I thought that was my feelings, but it's just gas."

	I wiped down the treadmill's dashboard and handles. "I was thinking of Dickie," I said, under my breath.

	Blair didn't say anything. He didn't need to. He knew everything. He'd seen me through the worst of it, too. The kind look he gave me was enough.

	"So you lost a brother," he said, with a caustic smile. He was staring at his reflection in the wall-to-wall mirror. "But I might be losing my hair."

	"Shut up." I shoved the spray into his rock-hard stomach.

	Blair Saunders was stunning. At forty-three years old, he still turned heads wherever we went. It was those stunning gray-blue eyes of his and no, he was not losing his dark blond hair, but yes, he was obsessed with the idea.

	"Frank got a butt lift in Mexico. His left cheek almost exploded on the plane, on the way back." Blair was now checking out his ass in the mirror. People thought he was vain, but I knew he was just insecure.

	I threw the paper in the trash bin and picked up my towel and water bottle. All my friends were beginning to worry about aging. To me, aging was a privilege. Something my brother had never gotten the chance to do.

	"Jesus, look at you." Blair looked me over. "You're fucking beautiful. Not a goddamn thing wrong with you and you don't even have to try."

	We were heading for the change room.

	"Thanks, but I think your contacts need replacing." I pushed open the changing room doors. Inside, men were undressing, pretending not to be checking each other out. The gym was in the gay village. Every man here was interested. But interested in what? What was it that we were really seeking in each other?

	I pulled my T-shirt off and noticed Blair's gaze quickly move over my bare chest.

	He shut his locker door. "So...have you made up your mind about the cruise? Tickets are going to go fast as soon as its announced."

	A cruise ship filled with queer men. Gay men. Bisexual men. And everyone in between. The ocean all around us. Booze. Music. And sex. Lots of sex.

	"Come on, Hal. Think about it. Me, you, and the big blue sea all around."

	"I don't know..." I pulled on a fresh T-shirt. I never showered at the gym. I preferred to do so at home. "I don't think I have it in me. I'll probably get sea sick and spend the week hanging overboard, puking on innocent dolphins."

	"Why are you the way you are?" Blair chuckled, walking away. "And there's no such thing as innocent dolphins." He shot me a look over his bare shoulder, before entering the steamy room. "See you Thursday?"

	Thursdays, we'd get together for dinner. It was always at the same steakhouse a few blocks from the gym. I waved at him. "Yeah, of course."

	"Well, all right then...See you, big guy."

	I slipped on my coat and left the locker room, hurrying down the stairs to the exit. It was cold and windy outside. I walked fast, with my head down, passing store fronts and bars. Inside, people, mostly men, were drinking, talking, flirting. I glimpsed a couple of guys kissing and quickly looked away from the lighted window. Yes, I could slip into any of these places and pick up someone for the night. Even in these track suit pants.

	But I didn't want that type of fast connection anymore. It bored me. The last few occasions when I'd given in and taken a guy home, I'd woken up the next morning, depressed. There was something about the whole thing that had felt absurd and since then, I couldn't shake the feeling off. I needed a challenge. Someone to draw me out of my comfort zone.

	I was ready for something real.

	* * * *

	Friday morning.

	The interview.

	I was grateful I'd had the presence of mind to wear my dark blue shirt, because I could feel sweat pooling in the pit of my arms. This wasn't an interview. It was an interrogation. This guy must have been a C.I.A. agent in his past life.

	In the last minute, he'd been unnervingly quiet, reading my resume. Again.

	I shifted my weight in my chair and looked around at his sensibly decorated office. How had I ended up here? Seven months ago, I'd been a project manager with the biggest telecommunications distributor in the country, overseeing its second most important territory. I'd been a key player in the development of new commercial projects and my monthly spending account had been bigger than my current bi-weekly salary.

	I took a sip from the glass of water the man's administrative assistant had had the generosity to leave for me on the table. Had to appear confident. Now wasn't the time for these thoughts. Had to remember Dickie. His battles. His attitude. He'd never asked Why me?

	He'd been a winner all of his short life and I owed it to him to stay positive and remain grateful.

	"Your experience and resume are very impressive." The man, Lorenz his name was, finally looked at me. "I would say...you're a little overqualified."

	"I'm actually not that good," I joked, nervously. "I mean, you know how it is with resumes...There's some exaggeration there."

	"I don't understand."

	"No, I'm kidding. I'm just--" I took a breath. Kept it together. "What I mean is, I understand my position in the industry. I can't ask to go back to where I was exactly right away, but I love the company's vision, your willingness to break into new, challenging markets and--"

	"You're currently working as a telemarketer."

	"Client support." I could hear the toilet of my life flushing. "We also have a sales quota to fill."

	"Hmm. Yes." Lorenz frowned at me. He was my age. Maybe younger. "How'd that happen? The call centre work?"

	"I thought it would be a good idea the reconnect with the basics." There. Take that.

	He watched me for a moment. "And how's that going for you?"

	"It's fine. I enjoy the fresh air."

	He finally chuckled a little. A first.

	"Look," I said, leaning in and giving it one last shot. "I know it's a low-level entry position, that I'd be mainly entering data and looking for typos in contracts the legal department have already redacted and vetted, but I'm willing and ready to do that if it means getting my foot in the door."

	"I understand that. And I appreciate it." He stood. "You did very well on the online tests and got the highest score on the communication evaluation. I need to run this by our HR department and will be in touch in the next weeks."

	I'd completed two online tests for this company. Scenarios, long and short answer questions. I'd done a virtual interview to test my language skills, and now there was another hoop to jump through? The job-seeking process was a lot more gruelling than it had been twenty years ago.

	"All right, well thanks for your time," I said, standing as well and shaking his hand.

	"Hang in there." He patted my shoulder as I walked by him in the doorway.

	For some reason, that gesture made me feel worse.

	When I stepped out of the building, the first thing I did was slip my tie off and stuff it into my leather briefcase. I was pumped and disappointed all at once. Queasy from the two coffees I'd downed before the morning interview. I'd never felt this fragile. This vulnerable. I looked around at the skyscrapers, then at the people hurrying by, and my head spun. Had to sit down. Eat something.

	My phone buzzed inside my pocket and my pulse shot up. What if Lorenz had made an executive decision? I didn't know this number.

	"Hello?" I answered, my pitch higher than usual. I walked into the Square Victoria and found an empty bench to plop onto.

	"Is this Hal?"

	I sat up and the hair on my neck rose. It was Cory.

	"Hey...hi," I said, a grin already splitting my face. Everything I'd been thinking of minutes before was banished from my mind in a great sweep. "I didn't think you'd call."

	Pigeons cooed in the empty fountain. The dim November sun touched the bare tree branches.

	"I was sick for a little bit."

	I wanted very much to ask him what illness besieged him but that was too personal of a question. "Yeah, I heard," I said, instead. "And I was wondering, I mean, hoping you were better. Are you?"

	There was a moment of hesitation. "Better is always relative," he said, at last. "How are you?"

	"Me? Good. Yeah. Just stepped out of an interview."

	"Oh, how did it go?" There was a smile in his gentle voice. The sound of it actually soothed my nerves.

	"It went..." I laughed and rubbed my brow. "I actually have no fucking clue how it went."

	"What's the job?"

	I sighed. Looked around at the city I loved so much. "Junior advisor for a company that used to be a competitor."

	"Sounds fancy and karmic."

	A quiet feeling fell over me. "What are you doing right now?"

	"Talking on the phone with you."

	"Do you want to get some lunch with me?"

	This morning, I'd called in sick at work for the interview, so I had the afternoon to myself. Did I feel bad about lying to Yetla? Hell, no.

	"Right now?"

	I stood and everything felt new. "Yeah. Right now. Where do you live?"

	"You're not coming to my place."

	"No, I just want to meet you somewhere in the vicinity of your home."

	There was a short pause.

	"The Mile-End," he said, at last.

	I could see him living in that coveted and slightly over-rated neighborhood. The Mile-End was a mix of young artists, upper class liberal families, and home to the biggest orthodox Jewish community. A hub of culture.

	"Name the place and I'll be there," I said, the blood racing in my veins.

	"Hal." His tone was dead serious. "It's just for lunch, okay? Just lunch."

	"Oh, I thought 'you're not coming to my place' was a secret phrase code for 'Let's get naked, eat raw cookie dough in bed together, and listen to Lana Del Rey.'"

	"You're terrible," he said, laughing.

	I kicked at a rock on the ground. Needed to tread carefully with him. I could sense it. "Lunch is fine. Lunch is all I'm expecting."

	"Okay..."

	"So?" I picked up my briefcase. "Where are we going?"

	"I'll text you."

	After we'd hung up, I took a moment to enjoy the energy flowing through me. It was sweet. A little electric. When my phone buzzed, I knew he'd texted me. It was a short text but it had the effect of a defibrillator on my chest.

	Meet me at the corner of Hutchinson and Bernard.

	Text me when you get there.

	By the way...I really hope you get the job, if that's what you want. :-)

	* * * *

	


Chapter 4

	Before meeting Cory, I'd decided to stop by my place and lose the stiff suit. I'd changed into more casual clothes--blue jeans and a black sweater--and after throwing my coat on, had jumped in my car.

	Now parked on Hutchinson, I looked around at the townhouses and tall mature trees lining the quiet street and took a second to calm my heart. It was just lunch. We'd talk. Get to know each other. It was obvious that Cory was going through something tough and was intent on keeping people at a safe distance. I understood that. I could deal with that.

	I only wanted to make him laugh.

	But as soon as I climbed out of my car and saw him standing at the corner of the street, my face got warm. Clearly, I was deluding myself by thinking I only wanted to be friends with him.

	He hadn't seen me, so I had a moment to study him while I walked towards our meeting place. He stood near the wall of a building, with his hands stuffed into the pockets of his gray flannel coat. The cold wind was blowing through his hair and I could see he was squinting against it. There was a small smile on his face as though he was reliving a pleasant memory. When I finally approached him, he turned my way and our gazes met.

	I was stunned for a second and lost the power of speech.

	"Hi," he said, laughing shyly.

	"Hi," I managed to whisper. "It's so good to see you. You look fantastic."

	"I do not, but thank you." The autumn sun was in his blue eyes, streaking his irises with gold. But there were shadows under his eyes. Now I realized he looked exhausted.

	Had to find something to say. Small talk. Anything. "I love this neighborhood. You've lived here long?"

	Cory opened the glass door to whatever restaurant we'd been standing by. I followed him in. Inside, it smelled like roasted coffee beans and fresh bread. The small dining room was filled with light and crowded with young people. The man behind the counter immediately welcomed Cory. "Hey, look who's here," he said, in a booming voice. He had a head full of thick black hair and big, expressive eyebrows. A Greek accent. "Long time no see." The man's face turned more serious, as he looked Cory up and down from behind the counter. "Everything all right, brother?"

	Cory glanced at me and then nodded at the man. "Yeah...all good. You?"

	"My daughter in law is finally pregnant!"

	"Oh my God, Lino, that's fantastic news." Cory went around the corner of the counter and the man, Lino, pulled him into a warm hug. I watched on with a smile, sharing in the good news as though I'd known these two for years.

	Lino ruffled Cory's hair and I envied him a little. "Sit down," he said, gesturing to the only empty table by the window. "Who's your friend?"

	"Um, this is, uh, Hal." Cory was blushing, removing his coat. He brushed his soft brown hair back and smiled at me. "He's--"

	"The lucky man who's buying him lunch." I winked at Lino and pulled out a chair for Cory. "Sir." A few people were shooting curious glances our way but soon everyone went back to their conversations and I drew my chair closer to the table and hung my coat on its back. "So, I gather you've lived here for a while and come here a lot." I picked up the one-page menu. "Good, 'cause I love Greek food."

	Cory looked around. "Yeah," he said, softly, looking at me again. The light danced in his eyes, played in his hair.

	I was captivated by him, unable to look anywhere else but at his kind and honest face. I felt like a teenager again, pumped and dumb.

	"So where do you live?" he asked.

	"Downtown. McTavish street."

	"Wow...The Golden Square Mile."

	"I used to make a lot of money." I cleared my throat. Looked down at the menu again. "So what do you usually have?"

	"We could have a pikilia plate for two."

	"Sold." I put the menu down. "How old are you?"

	He laughed. "Thirty-six."

	"Really?" I leaned back in my chair and eyed him. "You don't look a day older than thirty."

	"Thank you." He tipped his head, watching me with those charming blue eyes that both enticed and reassured me. "How old are you?"
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