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Chapter One: Welp
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I guess the person I have to thank for what happened is whoever owned the construction company that was pile-driving the ground outside my lab building that day. They’d been doing work for about a week, but I’d been able to tune it out, thanks to my noise-canceling headphones. That day, though? Was worse than just noise. The whole building was vibrating. Books were falling off shelves, cupboard doors were popping open, and every filling in my mouth was buzzing. I tried to tough it out, but it was almost impossible to focus. By the afternoon, my coworker Trish was done.

“It’s like Godzilla tap dancing out there!” she yelled.

“Godzilla’s got no musicality then,” I said.

She didn’t laugh. Nobody got my dance jokes. Which was why I didn’t make too many of them at work.

“I’ve had it!” she said, and she jumped out of her chair. “I’m not working here another second!”

And she marched off to the admin’s office, apparently. Ten minutes later, she was back with one of the office laptops she’d signed out for the day.

“We’re going to work at my place.”

When Trish made up her mind, you didn’t argue. Not that I wanted to argue with her. She was pretty cute, and hanging out at her place sounded like a nice way to spend the afternoon. I wasn’t planning to make a move or anything. She had a boyfriend. Which I knew, because she talked about him constantly. But I’d been single for nine months, and it was kind of getting to me, and I could use the ego boost of being flirted with by someone who seemed to like me.

Trish lived in the Annex, which was walking distance from the lab. She had a decent-sized place, too. We set up our stacks of data sheets and the laptop on the coffee table in her living room. I read out the numbers, and she checked that they’d been entered correctly. When we got bored, we’d switch jobs. Sometimes, Trish would get bored, and we’d talk.

I hadn’t paid much attention to what Trish had told me about her boyfriend because I was never gonna meet the guy, and I was interested in her, not him. I knew he’d acted in some indie films, but that was about all that had registered. I didn’t even remember his name.

And then, well, I met him.

He came in as we were finishing up. I didn’t look up, because I was busy putting the worksheets in order, so my first impression of him was from the corner of my eye. He wasn’t as big as I thought he’d be. He was about the same size as me.

I put on my best I-totally-haven’t-been-flirting-with-your-girlfriend-all-afternoon face and shook his hand. “I hear you’re an actor.”

“Sometimes,” he said.

“No shit. I’m sometimes a musician.”

“Yeah? What instrument?”

“Keyboards. Do you play?”

“My ex-boyfriend used to,” he said.

He said it casually, like coming out to a stranger was no big deal. That was when I really noticed him, even though I’d been looking at him the whole time. He was sprawled crookedly in his chair, relaxed and cool, wearing a shirt that might have been black fifty washes ago. And ripped jeans. Not fashionably ripped—just worn. And everything inside me clicked, the way my brain lit up when I heard a song in 4|4 time—instant recognition. Even though we’d never met before.

“What’s your band called?” he said.

“Undeclared Mustard.”

“Of course it is,” he said.

He deadpanned so perfectly I laughed, and then he laughed, and we were like old friends sharing an in-joke. And I thought, Who is this guy?

Trish invited me to stay for dinner. She ordered pizza. I spent most of the evening talking to him. I didn’t remember what we talked about. We laughed a lot, and we really seemed to click.

Then suddenly, it was late, and I had to go home, and I realized I’d never see him again, so I asked them to come to this club called Deep Ice the next evening. I wasn’t a club guy, but what was I supposed to do? I had to see him again.

Walking to the subway station later, I was bouncing because he’d said yes. Okay, they both did. But, whatever.

I barely slept. I spent most of the night tossing and turning, feeling like I was trying to solve an impossible equation. One that only he had the answer to.

Next morning, I had to go to work. The construction guys had left, so there was no excuse to go to Trish’s place. I was so tired and also excited for our night out I could hardly focus. I tried to remember everything Trish had ever told me about him, which wasn’t much because back when she’d told me, I hadn’t cared about her boyfriend. Boy, did I care now. I spent the day trying to get Trish to talk about him without being too obvious that was what I was doing.

Then I went home and stood in front of my bedroom mirror trying to figure out what to wear. Like I was going on a date. I knew I wasn’t, but it felt that way.

He’d been wearing a black T-shirt when I met him. Figuring he liked black, I put on my black pants and long-sleeve shirt. Then I shaved again and spent fifteen minutes getting my hair to sit right. After that, no way was I wearing a hat. Or a coat. After all, it was Toronto February, not Timmins February. And maybe I was hoping to impress him.

I surveyed myself in the mirror. My nose tipped up at the end. My sister called it a “girlie nose.” My last girlfriend, who was into jocks, told me it looked like the nose of some pro tennis player I’d never heard of. I didn’t know if she meant it as a compliment, and I didn’t ask. She dumped me for a guy on the varsity basketball team. He had a straight nose, so, whatever.

My phone rang. Thinking it was him, even though I hadn’t given him my number, I pounced on it.

It wasn’t him. It was my best friend, Bexley.

“Wanna come over?” he said.

“Can’t. I’m going to a club tonight with someone from work.”

“Who?”

“Trish.”

“Doesn’t she have a boyfriend?” Bex remembered everything I told him, which was usually handy but sometimes, like now, really awkward.

“He’s coming too.”

“Huh,” said Bexley, and he let that sit for a beat. “Just. Be careful, man.”

Which was good advice, even though he didn’t know why.

Before I left, I looked in the mirror again, the way I used to when I’d psyche myself up before a dance competition.

Don’t fuck this up, Porter.
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Chapter Two: Bag Open, Cat Out
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Boy, did I ever fuck up.

Okay, I had a few drinks. But I wasn’t drunk. Why did I say that to him?

I considered calling in sick to work. I felt like shit, and Trish was going to kill me. But I hadn’t taken a day off work since I’d started. I was trying to impress my boss, Simon, so he’d let me apply to do a master’s in his lab next year.

So I went in to work. By that point, I was resigned to what was coming to me, and I just wanted to get it over with.

Twice on the subway, I almost puked, and not from my hangover.

I arrived at work on time. The lab was empty, so I figured I’d watch some observation videos in the conference room since no one had booked it. I figured it was a good place to hide.

I was leaving the lab when Trish walked in. We almost crashed into each other. I froze like a jacklit deer.

“Hi, Craig!” she said. She walked around me into the lab because I was still standing there.

“Hey.” I laughed nervously.

“That was fun last night, but my ears are still ringing,” she said.

“Yeah.”

I waited for her to deck me. But she was acting normally. Which meant he hadn’t told her.

I went to the conference room in a daze, turned on the computer, and played a video on the big screen. I started filling in an observation form while I watched—pretended to watch—the video. I thought about last night.

I’d arrived at Deep Ice way too early and had to wait outside for an hour, during which, I regretted not wearing a coat.

When they arrived, I noticed him first. He walked with a hitch in his step. Like a limp, but energetic. When I saw him, I experienced this weird burst of joy, like I’d been feeling a low-grade pain all day, then suddenly it stopped.

He wasn’t wearing a coat either, but his jeans weren’t ripped, and his T-shirt looked new.

Do I shake his hand or...?

He smiled at me and waved, then Trish waved, then I waved casually, like I hadn’t been about to shake his hand. Like I took my hand out of my pocket just to wave at him and for no other reason.

It was Thursday night, and there wasn’t much of a line, so they let us in pretty fast. The club was all purple and white and blue neon light, with silver lines like cracked ice under the transparent floor. We grabbed an empty table.

“I got the drinks,” I said, really chill.

I bought three beers. Except, it turned out he didn’t drink alcohol, and Trish didn’t like beer. So I ended up with three beers when I was planning on having one. I’m a lightweight when it comes to alcohol. My ex-girlfriend Gem used to drink me under the table on the regular and tease me over it.

I went back and got him a Coke. I knew he drank Coke because he’d had one at dinner the night before. I got Trish a chocolate martini because I knew she liked chocolate.

They were playing retro Canadian songs. The people were mostly mid–late twenties. The club was a bad idea. The loud music made it hard to have a conversation, and I didn’t know what to say. Trish and I ended up talking about work, and I felt guilty and tried to include him in the conversation, but I had to shout over the music. Every time I felt awkward, I took a sip of beer. I drank three beers in twenty minutes, but I still felt awkward, so I bought a couple more and drank those too, and the next thing I knew, I was feeling really buzzed.

Then “When I’m Up” by Great Big Sea started playing, and I said, “Let’s dance!” And we all piled onto the dance floor, and the lights were flashing blue and purple. Then “Home for a Rest” played and everybody who wasn’t already on the dance floor was suddenly on the dance floor screaming and shouting and jumping around, and a woman crashed into me and nearly knocked me down, and I caught hold of him to stop myself falling. And he was so solid, and he held me up. And I let him go and said, “Sorry.” Because I shouldn’t have touched him without his permission. He nodded at our table, so the three of us started back, but Trish went off to the washroom on the way, so when we sat down, it was just him and me. The music and the shouting were deafening.

It must have been the adrenaline from what had happened on the dance floor, and the beer, and seeing him sitting there looking so inviting, and—

And I leaned across the table and shouted, “I like you!” Just like that.

I’ve been told I get bold when I drink.

He smiled and gave me a thumbs-up. Like, no big deal.

He didn’t get what I meant.

I just wanted to explain. I figured if I used the right words, he’d understand. So, I leaned right across the table—I might have been partially on the table—and... And I said (okay, screamed), “I want you!”

I meant I wanted him as a friend. But as soon as I said it, I realized how it sounded. He blinked at me. Then Trish came back, and he put his arm around her. Then he kissed her or said something in her ear. Whichever it was, I got the message.

They got up, and I realized they were leaving. I stood up too, even though we weren’t a group of three anymore. It was them and me.

Outside was cold, and my head felt muffled, and I was feeling disoriented, and he asked me to share a cab with them. I didn’t want to. I’d embarrassed myself enough for one night. But he insisted, and we all sat in the back with Trish between him and me, and I didn’t say a word till the cab dropped me at my place, and I said goodbye to her and him and got the hell out of there fast, even though I couldn’t walk straight.

So, yeah, I fucked up. But he hadn’t told Trish.

Why didn’t he tell her?

Calm down, Porter.

I stopped the video because I hadn’t taken anything in, and before I could reconsider, I got up and left the building.

I had to explain myself, right? I walked into the Annex. Halfway there, I got cold feet, but I would have looked like an idiot to everyone on the street if I’d turned around for no obvious reason. So I kept walking to their place like I knew exactly what I was doing, and I knocked on the door like I meant business, and geez what the hell? I wasn’t dressed up. I probably looked like shit. I was not ready for this.

Then the door opened, and there he was.

“Can I come in?” I’d already broken the social contract last night. Now I was sober, I wanted to say what I had to say in private.

He let me in, but I froze in the hallway because I had no idea what to say. I only knew I had to say something. It smelled like he was making grilled cheese for lunch.

“About last night,” I said.

“It’s fine.”

I couldn’t get over how chill he seemed.

“I was drunk,” I said.

“You’re forgiven.”

That was it? I came all the way here just to see him, and we were done? I stood there because I didn’t want to leave.

“What’s up?” he said.

“Look...” I didn’t know what to say, so I... “I’m straight, okay? I’m twenty-two and I’ve never...with a guy. I’ve never wanted to. I’ve had girlfriends. I’ve had lots of sex with women. I’ve enjoyed it. They’ve enjoyed it. I’ve never been attracted to a guy in my life. Not even a little. I’ve never even thought about it before.”

“Okay?” he said.

“Then I met you.”

You know how you’re talking, and you suddenly say something you didn’t know you were going to say, but when you say it, you realize it’s true? Yeah.

“You came here to say something you’ll need to apologize for again?” he said.

“I don’t know what I’m trying to say.”

“You want to try sex with a guy?” he said.

“Not just any guy. You. I mean—not sex. I don’t wanna have sex, but—”

“I’ve got a girlfriend,” he said, like that was the end of the conversation.

But I didn’t want to leave, because we’d just gotten to the point. We’d identified what had been bugging me since I met him.

So I blurted it out, sober this time. “I know you have a girlfriend, and I wouldn’t do that to Trish, and you’re probably not the person I should be telling this to, but I don’t know who else to talk to. I honestly never felt like this before, not for any of my girlfriends. Not this much. I can’t stop thinking about you. I just want to be with you.” I squeezed my eyes shut because I did not want to see his reaction to that. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“You want something to drink?” He sounded totally relaxed after what I’d said. And he hadn’t told me to fuck off.

“Sure,” I said. “Got any milk?”

He led me into the kitchen where his lunch was sitting (it was a grilled cheese sandwich), and he poured some milk into an old Disney glass with a faded black-and-orange patch that looked like it used to be Goofy. He set the glass in front of me. His hand was steady. Mine weren’t.

He sat with me. His eyes were green with rings of golden brown, like lions’ manes, around his pupils.

I sipped my milk. I had problems swallowing, for some reason.

“When did you know you were bi?” I said.

“Six months ago, when I started seeing Trish. Before that, I had a boyfriend for eight years.”

“Were you attracted to other women besides Trish?”

“No.”

“It’s killing me to look at you, actually.” I wanted to move closer to him. I also wanted to run away. Just sitting still was hard.

“If it makes you feel better, you don’t have a choice here,” he said. “I’m in a relationship. Nothing’s gonna happen between us.”

“I don’t feel better. I just feel sad.” Relieved too, if I was honest. And, because what he’d said made it feel safe to go on, I said, “Can we maybe go out again—the three of us?”

“That’s not a good idea, Craig.”

“I won’t try anything on you. I just want to spend time with you, get to know you, be your friend.”

“You don’t really see me as a potential friend, do you, Craig? That’s not what you’re looking for here, is it?”

I did want to spend time with him—a lot more time. I did want to get to know him better. And if he couldn’t give me anything else, I’d accept his friendship and be grateful for it. But he wasn’t even offering me that.

“If you didn’t have a girlfriend, what would you say to me?”

“I do have a girlfriend.”

“What am I gonna do? How am I supposed to go around feeling like this and not being able to do anything?”

“I don’t know what to tell you, Craig.”

“Haven’t you ever wanted someone you couldn’t be with?”

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “I have.”

I felt so jealous of whoever that person was.

“What did you do?” I said.

“Felt pretty fucking frustrated.”

“Did you get over it?”

“No.” He sighed, like he was tired. “You should probably go.”

And that was that. Like when your time runs out on an arcade game, and the screen goes dark, even though you were...not winning but getting somewhere.

He stood, and I followed him to the door.

“You won’t tell Trish?” I asked.

“No. It’s just between us.”

“Thanks.” I looked at him one last time, drinking him in. “I don’t know how I’m gonna figure this out without you. You’re amazing. I hope Trish appreciates how lucky she is.”

“Goodbye, Craig.”

“Bye.”

What else could I do? I left and went back to work.
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Chapter Three: In Limbo
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I told myself: he doesn’t want to date you, and he doesn’t want to be your friend. It’s over.

I’d only met him three times. It should have been easy to get over him. But it wasn’t. I’d been dumped by girlfriends lots of times. That was nothing like this. What made it worse was that superficially my life hadn’t changed: same job, same friends, same apartment, same Undeclared Mustard. But nothing felt solid or worthwhile anymore.

I’d turn up for work, do my job, eat lunch with Trish, and hang on every word she said about him. I asked her every day how he was doing. If he was okay, I was okay. Actually, I wasn’t, but it made things bearable.

He kept his word and didn’t tell her. Trish treated me like she always did: friendly, chatty, not suspicious when I asked about him.

Then Valentine’s Day came. I was feeling sorry for myself because I was still single—not that I wanted a girlfriend anymore. At work, someone had cut out red paper hearts and pasted them all over the workstations, and I was dreading lunch because I figured Trish would tell me all about her Valentine’s Day plans with him.

Except, Trish didn’t come in. Which was weird because Trish never missed work.

Around noon, the phone rang, and Roger answered.

“Uh—” he said. “Y—uh-huh. Okay.” He winced and hung up.

“What happened?” I said.

“Trish quit.” He started walking away.

“Wait—what happened?”

“I told you. Trish quit.” Roger left, presumably to break the news to Simon.

I knew Trish wasn’t happy working in the lab, but she didn’t hate it, and she’d been acting normally the day before. I expected her to come back and tell everyone she was joking. But she didn’t. Four days later, Simon posted an ad for her job.

My situation had been bad before, but now it was worse. Because the one person I could talk to about him was gone.

I didn’t have her phone number, but I found her email address in the university directory, and, after chickening out for a day, I sent her a message:

Hey. It’s Craig. You want to meet up some time?

She didn’t reply.

I needed to know what had happened. I needed to know he was okay. Because it was keeping me awake at night worrying. I got this sense he was in trouble, that something awful had happened to him, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it. So, a couple of weeks after Trish quit, when I found a letter addressed to her in our lab’s mailbox, I took it and walked over to her place in the Annex.

I knew it was an excuse. I knew he didn’t want to see me, that I’d have to apologize again. But I figured if I saw him one more time, saw that he was okay, I’d be able to move on.

I knocked on the door, trying to think of what to say, and, almost immediately, someone opened it.

It wasn’t him. Or Trish. It was some lanky guy in a U of T sweatshirt.

“Yeah?” he said.

“Is Trish around?”

“Who?”

“Trish Brockherst. She lives here.”

“No, man. I moved in yesterday. There’s mail for her, though.” He ducked back inside and came out with a long, white envelope addressed to Trish. “If you know where she moved to, you can give it to her.”

“Sure. Um...is Eddie here?” I felt a horrible, tightness in my chest at the thought that this might be Eddie’s new boyfriend.

But the guy just squinted. “Who?”

“Never mind. Was there any mail for him?”

“Nope.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

The guy shut the door in my face. I looked at the envelopes in my hand. I had a plan.

I searched for her online. I wasn’t being creepy. I was trying to find her to let her know I had her mail and to ask her where I could forward it. And how Eddie was doing.

Except, the only social media she was on was LinkedIn, and it listed her as still working at the lab. I messaged her but didn’t get a reply.

So I looked for him. I wasn’t planning to contact him if I found him. I just needed to know he was okay. But all I knew was his first name and that he’d acted in some indie movies I didn’t know the names of, because he hadn’t told me and I hadn’t asked, and there were tons of Eddies on IMDb with no photos on their profiles, and any one of them could have been him.

I started to feel like a creep. I barely knew him. What right did I have to go searching for his personal information?

Feeling guilty, I gave up looking.

I tried to ride it out. But I was so messed up that one night, when Bexley and I were sitting in the van after rehearsal waiting for Ben to join us, he said, “What’s going on, Craig?”

I hated lying to Bex, but what could I tell him? That I’d met this guy, known him for three days, hadn’t seen him for almost two months, and I couldn’t stop thinking about him?

So I said, “Trish left the lab.”

“You still hung up on her? She’s still with her boyfriend?”

“I don’t know.”

“Time to move on,” said Bex.

He was right. And I did try to move on. But I couldn’t.

And then one day, I didn’t have to.

Because I found him again.
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Chapter Four: Fate
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The irony was, I wasn’t even looking for him when it happened. I was on my way out of the Sheppard–Yonge station. It was full of people, but I was so far inside my head I didn’t notice anything until something got through to me. Like a commercial jingle you hear a couple times and then it’s stuck in your head. Only it wasn’t a jingle. It was footsteps: a specific, uneven rhythm of footsteps. And I woke up in the middle of the station and whipped my head around. And there he was, walking away from me toward the buses. His hair was shorter, and he had his back to me, but I knew.

I shouted as loud as I could, “Eddie!”

He stopped walking, turned, and looked at me. And I ran across the concourse to him. He waited for me.

I didn’t know what to say. I was out of breath, though I hadn’t run far. I felt relieved. He was okay. Then I felt all kinds of emotional—overwhelming affection, fear he’d disappear again—I didn’t know what to do with myself.

His hair was darker than I remembered, almost brown. He wore ripped jeans and a spring jacket, not a winter coat, and he looked tired.

“I, um,” I said. “How’s it going?”

Real articulate, Porter.

“Okay,” he said. “You?”

“Yeah.” Just standing here trying to sound cool.

A lady with a rolling suitcase was heading straight toward us, and I touched his arm so he’d move to let her pass. I looked into his eyes. I was an inch taller than he was, and we were standing pretty close, and I realized I was still touching him, so I let him go.

“Uh, yeah,” I said. “Are you on your way to somewhere?”

“Just home.”

“Right. Do you...want to grab a coffee?” Which, I didn’t even drink coffee, and did I just ask him out?

“Sure,” he said. “Where do you want to go?”

He said yes!

“There’s a Timmies down the block.” If I’d had time to think, I would have picked somewhere special for our first...whatever this was.

I led the way. The station was too crowded for us to walk beside each other, and outside, there were too many people on the sidewalk. I kept looking back to check I hadn’t lost him again.

There was no line inside the Tim Hortons. I ordered a blueberry bagel with cream cheese and a milk. Then he ordered a hot chocolate and a BLT, and before he could get his wallet out, I told the lady behind the counter, “I’m paying for his too.” Because it was a date, right? I’d asked him out.

“You don’t need to,” he said.

“I want to. Okay?”

He didn’t seem offended, so I knew he was going to let me.

When the food was ready, I picked an empty table away from the front doors and the windows and the other customers because I wanted to say what I had to say in private—or as private as we could be here. I took my toque off, and of course, my hair was sticking up everywhere, which I didn’t normally care about because I didn’t usually take my toque off till I got home. So I tried to fix my hair without being obvious. He’d started eating and didn’t seem to notice.

“So, how’ve you been?” I said. “Sorry—I asked you already. I...yeah. Trish left the lab. I don’t know where she is.”

“Neither do I,” he said casually and sipped his hot chocolate.

“What did you say?” Because I couldn’t believe what I’d heard.

“We broke up,” he said.

“Was it because of what I said to you?”

“It had nothing to do with that,” he said.

I watched him eat his sandwich, wipe his fingers clean on his napkin, and take a sip of his hot chocolate. My mouth might have been hanging open.

“What?” he said.

“Eddie, I’ve been looking for you ever since Trish left the lab. I was okay not seeing you if I could ask her how you were, but then she left, and I had no idea. I went to your place, but you’d moved out. The person there didn’t know where you were. You’re not on social media. I don’t know what your movies were called.” I was blathering. “I couldn’t find you.”

“Well,” he said, balling his napkin up in his hand, “here I am.”

“Where are you living now?”

“Shelter.” He said it like being homeless was no big deal.

“Shit.”

He shrugged. “It’s just till I find somewhere else.”

“I’ve got a couch you can crash on—till you find a place. It’s not the Park Hyatt, but it’s better than a shelter.” I didn’t hesitate. No way was I letting him go back to a shelter.

“What are you saying exactly?” he said.

“I’m saying I couldn’t sleep at night thinking about you staying there.”

“What are you really offering me, Craig?” He sounded genuinely curious.

“The last time we talked, I asked you a question, and you said you couldn’t answer because you had a girlfriend. You remember?”

“I remember,” he said. He said it seriously, like it mattered to him too.

“Do you have a girlfriend now? A boyfriend?”

“No and no. Are you single?”

“Well, yeah. I haven’t looked at anyone that way since the day I met you. I don’t think I ever will again.”

I’d never even admitted that to myself. But I’d said it out loud, to him.

He blinked. “Nothing like dropping something heavy like that onto the table.” He didn’t sound put off or angry. Just surprised.

“Would you put me out of my misery, Eddie? Please? If you’re not interested, say it, and I’ll leave you alone.”

“What are you asking me for? A one-night stand?”

“No. I want to spend time with you and not just for one night. I want to talk to you. I want to know where you went to high school, what your favorite color is, and what song you play when you’re sad to cheer yourself up. I want to be with you. And I want to know you’re safe and nothing bad’s going to happen to you. Okay?”

I’d never been so honest with anyone in my life.

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay what?”

“Let’s go to your place.”

Understand what happened to me right then. What he’d said knocked the wind out of me.

“Like, now?” I said, and I started to panic.

“Finish your bagel first.”

I hadn’t touched my bagel. I’d been too distracted.

“You’re not gonna change your mind in the next five minutes are you?”

“No. Maybe in the next ten.” He smiled with half of his mouth.

Was he kidding? Was he flirting with me?

I picked up the bagel and crammed the whole thing into my mouth. There was a lot of it. It was the biggest bagel I’d ever eaten, and the cream cheese made it sticky, and it clogged my mouth, and I started gagging, so I drank my milk, but there was so much bagel it wouldn’t go down. Then I was out of milk, and he handed me the rest of his hot chocolate, and I drank it, and I was chewing for what felt like ten minutes, which was how long he said he was willing to wait. I finally swallowed the last of it and slammed the cup on the table like I’d won a drinking game.

“Wow. I can’t believe this is happening.”

“Let’s go,” he said.
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Chapter Five: Reality Check
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So, in less than an hour, I’d gone from thinking I’d never see him again to bringing him home. And we were gonna...

Back when I believed there was no chance this would happen, I used to wonder what it might be like to do...stuff with him. Not sex, exactly, but physical stuff that would feel nice. But now it was actually going to happen, I felt... Freaked out was an understatement. I realized that the faster I walked, the sooner I’d get to my apartment, and I was really not ready for that. Also, I was way ahead of him because I was speed walking while he was walking normally, totally chill. Because he’d been with a guy before.

I made myself slow down till I was walking beside him. Not too close, because I was afraid to touch him.

“Bloor Collegiate, orange, and ‘Welcome Home’ by Liberty O’Connolly,” he said.

“What?”

“What you asked me about. Now you know. How about you?”

I had to think because I was caught off guard. Did he really want to know, or was he just trying to break the tension?

“Timmins High, gold, and ‘Jumping Jive’ by Cab Calloway.” I hoped he didn’t think I was weird for listening to music his grandfather probably listened to. He had this expression on his face that was maybe a millimeter away from a smile, like he wanted to laugh with me, but I wasn’t there to join him.

We got to my apartment building. I didn’t check my mailbox, because I didn’t want to bump into any of my neighbors. Because I didn’t know how I’d introduce him. The elevator was empty. I forgot how small it was. I stood right against the side. He wasn’t a big guy, and he was giving me space, but I felt his presence filling up the elevator like heat.

“You don’t need to be nervous,” he said. “I’m not gonna do anything unless you want me to.”

I felt like English was my tenth language because the most articulate thing I could think to say was, “Oh.” And I felt embarrassed because it must have been obvious how uncomfortable I was.

“I’ll make sure your first time is a good time,” he said.

I knew he was trying to be nice, but what he said scared the hell out of me because I was not ready for that. Then I felt guilty for feeling scared, because he’d done nothing wrong. I avoided eye contact with him for the rest of the ride.

As soon as the elevator doors popped open, I got out of there fast and practically ran up the hallway to my apartment. By the time I’d unlocked the door and gone inside, I felt better because I’d figured out what to do.

He came in and shrugged off his jacket. I took it from him without touching him and hung it on the hook by the door.

“Can I get you anything to drink? Beer?”

“I don’t drink,” he said.

I’d assumed he wasn’t drinking just for that night at Deep Ice, not that he never drank, period. “You want a Coke or something?”

“Water’s fine.”

He stood in the kitchen doorway and watched me pour water from the Brita into my best glass and put two ice cubes in. Then, I sliced a lemon to put on the glass and looked for my red-striped straws, at which point I realized I was what my mom would have called “being dramatic,” so I just handed him the glass.

Then, I got a bottle of beer from the fridge. I figured if it worked for me at Deep Ice, it would work here too.

“Want to watch a movie?” I said.

“Sure.”

I put in Aliens. Mainly because it wasn’t romantic. Plus, it wasn’t the kind of movie you listened to in the background while you had a heavy conversation. By the time I got back to the couch, he was sitting at one end, so I sat at the other. And we watched the movie. I’d seen it dozens of times, so my mind kept wandering, and I watched him in my peripheral vision, his physical presence like pressure in the air against me. Every time I felt uncomfortable, I drank more beer.

I had four beers.

I wasn’t used to drinking, so when the beers hit me, they hit hard. Like, I was fine, normal, normal, normal, then boom, super relaxed, and my filter had packed its bags for Australia.

The movie ended, and I got up, put the DVD in the box, went back to the couch, and sat right beside him this time. Not touching him, but on the cushion beside him. Then I stared at him. He was wearing a sky blue T-shirt with a torn seam, slouching back on the couch, looking more relaxed than I felt, staring back at me.

“I wanna tell you something,” I said.

“What?”

I leaned over and, even though we were alone, whispered in his ear. Because if I heard myself say it, I’d freak out.

What I whispered was, “I want to suck your dick.” Like I said, no filter.

I sat back and blinked at him.

“No,” he said.

“What?”

“Look,” he said. “Do you see what’s happening here?”

“No?”

“The second I agreed to have sex with you, you got scared, but you were too embarrassed to tell me. So instead of talking, you wanted to watch a movie. Because if we talked, we might get physical, which would mean you having to reassess your identity, and you clearly aren’t ready. Then you had some beer so you wouldn’t be scared anymore, but now you’re drunk.”

He’d said the everything part out loud. I felt like an idiot.

But. “I’m not drunk. I’ve only had four beers.”

“I’m not doing anything with you unless you’re completely sober.”

“What’s the worst that could happen?”

He sighed. That was my first clue he was done humoring me. “If the only way you can have sex with me is by drinking, you’re not ready. If you try to do this when you’re not ready, you’ll wake up tomorrow, and you won’t be able to deal with what you did. So you’ll ask me to leave. You’ll use the beer as an excuse for what happened, and you’ll never end up figuring out if you’re bi. And maybe we’ll never see each other again.”

That hit me. Because I knew what not seeing him would do to me—had done to me. The weird thing was, by taking sex off the table, he’d made me want him even more.

“So what’s going to happen?” I said.

“We’ll watch another movie. We’ll get tired. You’ll go to bed, and I’ll sleep on your couch. You’ll wake up tomorrow with a hangover and probably a hard-on, but you won’t feel embarrassed, because we didn’t do anything. You’ll let me stay here, and eventually, you’ll get used to the idea of having sex with me. And then we’ll do it. Sober.”

Hearing him talk about us having sex, so matter-of-factly, was...hot.

“I wish I hadn’t drunk those beers.”

“Well, you did. Might as well watch another movie.”

Since I was in a different mood now, I put in Four Weddings and a Funeral. This time, I sat on the couch closer to him than before. All I could think about, apart from his proximity, was that he’d had a boyfriend for eight years. He was experienced. I’d bet that meant he was really good at it.

Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore, and I asked him if I could put my arm around him.

“Better not,” he said. “You don’t want to do anything you wouldn’t do if you were sober. Pretend you’re watching a movie with a good buddy.”

I couldn’t sit still, and I couldn’t pay attention to the movie. So I concentrated on my leg, made it stop jiggling and relax, and then it went sideways till my knee rested against his thigh. I froze.

“Okay?” I said quietly.

“Sure.”

“Feels nice.”

“Yeah,” he said.

It felt better than nice. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt anything this much better than nice. I didn’t want to move, in case I stopped touching him. I felt like I was connected to him, that I could feel his heartbeat, feel him breathing, feel his fingertips on the arm of the couch. I was so focused on him I didn’t notice the movie had ended. I hadn’t realized how late it was.

“I’m going to bed,” I said. “Is it okay if I give you a hug?”

“Would you hug your buddy if you were going to see him the next day?”

If I tried that with Bexley or Ben, they’d ask me what was wrong. “No.”

“Then it’s probably not a good idea.”

“You’re killing me here, Eddie.”

“You’ll thank me for it later.”

“Fuck you.” I wasn’t angry, just frustrated.

“You will, eventually.”

Now he’s a fucking comedian. I’d had enough, so I went to the bathroom and splashed cold water on my face. Then I realized if he was going to sleep on my couch, he’d need bedding. I got blankets and a pillow out of the linen cupboard. Then I almost had a panic attack wondering if he slept naked.

But when I came back to the living room, he was sitting on the couch, fully dressed.

“I thought you could use these,” I said, putting the pillow at the end of the couch.

He stood up. I stared at him like a dumbass, holding the blankets.

“You want to tuck me in, too?” he said with his half smile.

“I want to do more than that.”

“I know.”

“Aw, fuck.” I dropped the blankets on the couch and went to my room. His tone of voice, like, I know I’m right, and you’ll see, got to me. So I went back to the living room. He was unfolding the blankets on the couch.

“If tomorrow morning when I’m sober, I still want to have sex, can we do it?” I said.

“If you want, sure. But realistically, when you wake up tomorrow, you’ll lose your nerve.”

“The hell I will.”

“Look,” he said. “Your dick won’t be calling the shots tomorrow. Your brain will, and your brain thinks you should never have sex with a man. But your dick will be weighing in on this debate, and it’ll have just enough of a vote to keep me around. You’ll tell yourself it’s to give me a place to stay because you’re a nice guy, and you don’t want to turn me out onto the street. So you’ll keep me around till you get used to the idea, and, no offense, I think it’s gonna take you a while to get used to the idea. You’ll have to work up to it. You’re not gonna go from nothing to fucking me. We’ll probably need to fool around a lot till we get there. Like, a whole lot.”

I felt less frustrated and a lot more interested. And excited. Because he was willing to wait for me.

“Sounds like fun.”

“It will be,” he said, “if you don’t push past where you’re comfortable, and I won’t let you do that.”

“Shit.”

I went to bed and tried to sleep. Which was not happening. Not after what he’d said. But, more than that, I was so used to being alone at my place, and now I wasn’t, it felt comforting. I usually slept with my bedroom door shut, but I left it open now so I could hear him. After all the time I’d spent missing him and worrying about him, he was safe and here with me.
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Chapter Six: The New Normal
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I got maybe four hours sleep. And what he’d said about me waking up with a hangover and a—that was really uncalled-for, but also, okay, yeah. But that’s normally how it is when I wake up. And what I’d said to him last night about wanting to...did not mean I was bi. I didn’t want to suck a bunch of guys’ dicks. Just his. When I was drunk. I didn’t now. There should have been another word for what I was. Something straighter than “bi.”

When I went to the living room, he was still there. You know how it’s special when you get to see someone when they’ve just woken up? That was how I felt seeing him lying on his back on my couch, a little scruff on his face and his hair messed up. I handed him a towel, a spare toothbrush, and a razor and told him the bathroom was free.

He didn’t mention what I’d said last night, and neither did I. But I gave him a spare key to the building and my apartment. Because I wanted to keep being in his space, and I wanted him to be in mine.

“The keys are for if you want to come back.” I didn’t want to presume anything.

“I’ll be done work around eight,” he said.

“I’ll be back at six. And if you want to stay with me until you find somewhere better than the shelter, you’re welcome to my couch.”

“Thanks,” he said, and he sounded sincere.

I took the rest of the beer out of my fridge and put it in my backpack along with the bottle of peach schnapps my last girlfriend had left behind and the bottle of wine I’d been saving for a fancy dinner. I got popular at work giving it all away.

“Did you quit drinking?” Roger asked me.

I shrugged because I didn’t want to explain. Eddie didn’t drink, and he didn’t want to do anything with me unless I was sober, so from now on, I was always going to be sober around him. Assuming he stuck around.

I was worried he wouldn’t come back. Worried enough that I didn’t eat much dinner. I sat in front of the TV staring at whatever was on and checking the time every two minutes.

He came in at a quarter after eight. I heard the key in the door, and I felt a rush of happiness and relief.

I tried not to act like a dog that’s been left alone all day when its owner finally comes home.

He had a backpack on, and he shrugged it off at the door.

“There’s leftovers in the fridge,” I said. I’d put some aside for him when I was making dinner, in case he wanted some.

“Thanks.”

I went into the kitchen to join him. As the food was heating in the microwave, I said, “You want any help moving your things?”

“I already did,” he said.

“That’s all your stuff? In one backpack?”

“I don’t have much,” he said. Like it was normal to fit everything you owned into a backpack.

I realized I didn’t know much about him, how long he’d lived with Trish or where he was living before that or how old he was.

“Those films you acted in. Do you have them on DVDs?”

“Sure. You want to watch one?”

“Yeah. I’ve never known anybody who was in a movie.”

He got a DVD out of his backpack and handed it to me. “It’s rated NC-17.”

“Well, I’m older than seventeen, so I think I’m okay to watch it.” How sheltered did he think I was?

The movie was called Wanton Town. The DVD cover featured an overpass covered in graffiti. One of my exes had made me sit through The Incredible Lightness of Being. I was worried Wanton Town would be one of those boring art films.

It wasn’t.

The movie starred a lanky guy in tight, black jeans, with dyed black and red hair and a lip ring. He was dealing and doing a lot of drugs.

For the first while, Eddie wasn’t in the movie. Then, forty minutes in, this kid sauntered onto the screen, slouched, with his hands in his pockets, seeming a lot smaller and younger than the Eddie I knew. But his presence filled the screen. That little glimmer of what I’d seen when I’d first met him was turned up to eleven here.

“That’s you?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re different in this. I mean, from how you are now.”

“It’s called acting.”

“I know, but it’s like I’m watching a completely different person who happens to look like you.”

“Again, acting.”

“Your hair’s longer in this.”

“Director’s orders.”

In the movie, his hair hung in his face, and he was peering through it, and he had that smile, the same one he’d given me at Tim Hortons when he’d told me I had five minutes to finish my bagel.

“Your hair looks...good longer.” Geez. How did that sound when I said it out loud?

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

His character and the drug dealer guy were flirting with each other. Drug dealer guy was a lot slicker than I was. Then all of a sudden the drug dealer kissed him against the crisscross railing of the Queen Street Bridge. I felt super uncomfortable.

“How old were you?” I said.

“Nineteen.”

Which, I guess, made it legal, but it still bothered me.

Then, not too much further into the film, I found out why it was rated NC-17. They were in a warehouse where his character had a sleeping bag spread out, and it was dimly lit, and they weren’t naked, but it was pretty obvious what they were doing.

When you see another aspect of someone you know, an aspect they haven’t let you see but maybe will... It was scary but exciting. I felt like I should look away out of respect, but I couldn’t. I untucked my T-shirt and tugged it down over my lap, trying to seem casual about it.

It was super awkward. I didn’t know what to say.

When the film ended, he took the disk out of the machine and put it back in its case. I still didn’t know what to say, so I suggested we work on the model Avro Vulcan I got for my birthday. He had steady hands, so I figured he might be good at model building. We sat on opposite sides of my dining table. When I started focusing on gluing the pieces in, I calmed down because I had something I could control.

He was good at it. He was so careful that I let him put the pilot into the cockpit.

“I felt bad for you,” I said.

“About what?” He was still holding the tweezers, positioning the tiny pilot.

“You were being exploited.”

“How?”

“What they made you do on camera. Sure, you didn’t take your clothes off. But what you did was private.”

“It was work. I got paid.”

“That makes it worse.”

“How?” He put down the tweezers.

“It’s like being a sex worker, isn’t it?” I was angry with the director but also, kind of, with Eddie. Maybe that awkward feeling earlier was me getting angry.

“The character I played wasn’t a sex worker. He was a kid living on the street.”

“But that drug dealer guy—took advantage of you. The director did too.”

“Do you feel that way about Hugh Grant in Four Weddings and a Funeral?”

I laughed, because that was a stupid concept. Hugh Grant was rich and famous. Why would anyone feel bad for him?

“Grant had to pretend to have sex on camera,” he said. “And he had to take off his shirt.”

“That’s different.”

“Because he was pretending to have sex with a woman?”

“That’s part of it.”

“It’s not a secret that I’m bi.”

“Yeah, but.”

“You liked watching that scene.”

Oh god. He’d noticed. I remembered he was nineteen in that movie, and he’d had a boyfriend for years by then. He was even more experienced now. He looked innocent, but he wasn’t.

“That’s not the point,” I said.

“Does it bother you because other people can enjoy watching that scene too?”

“Yeah, actually.”

“Why? Were all the girls you dated virgins before they met you?”

“Only one was, but I didn’t sleep with her.”

“So they’d all been with other people. Other people had seen them naked before you. Other people had sex with them before you.”

“If I had to watch it on
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