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Bryan dug through his pockets in search of his keys. Do I even have a key for Mom and Dad’s anymore? Bryan had lived in Montreal for almost a year and a half, and with all the apartment hopping in between undergrad and grad school, it seemed like he could have easily misplaced his Kingston house key in the shuffle. Mom’s gonna kill me if I don’t at least have some part of my home on me, though. He bit his lip when he found nothing that looked even remotely like it fit into this lock.

He set down his backpack filled to the brim with clothing, books, and presents on the small porch and rubbed his hands together for warmth as he thought of another plan. But a seven-hour train ride, a bus, and a taxi ride had completely zapped all his energy. All of this transportation in order to get home a day earlier than he had planned for a surprise, and he still hadn’t factored his keys into this equation. What kind of a son was he?

“Jeez,” he muttered under his breath. “You try to do something nice and—”

The door opened, and his mother stood on the other side. She wore an apron stained with chocolate sauce and her work clothing on underneath. Her blonde hair was tied back into a loose ponytail, and she still wore her make-up from earlier in the day. She examined Bryan with the same keen eye she gave most kids in the elementary school where she acted as the principal, before she seemed to register what was going on.

“Bryan? You’re home?”

“Yeah, Mom.” Bryan shoved his hands into his jeans. “What else would I be doing now?”

His mother wrapped him into a tight hug instead of response. Bryan went willingly, only to feel the tell-tale dampness of the chocolate sauce from her apron as it seeped into his hoodie. He rolled his eyes and hugged her back harder. Already dirty now, he figured, may as well get it even dirtier. It’s not like I have to pay for laundry here.

“Okay, okay, Mom,” Bryan said when the hug had gone on a bit too long. “I’m home. It’s Christmas—almost—and we’ve done our requisite emotional hug. Can I come inside now?”

“Of course!” His mother stepped aside, allowing Bryan a wide berth in the doorway. She let out a small tsk-tsk when she realized she had stained his hoodie—and that all Bryan was wearing for a winter jacket was said old band hoodie from a Muse show he had attended when he was still a science major in first year.

“What is this?” his mother asked, grabbing the sleeves with a curt expression.

“A band. I like them. Met the drummer, you know...”

“I know that. You still have the posters in your old room. But why are you wearing it like a winter coat?”

“It’s warm.”

His mother gave him The Look. That look could cut damn glass. Bryan looked away as he responded. “What? I didn’t want to wear a bulky winter jacket on the train, and then on the bus, and then in a taxi.”

“This is why we said we’d pick you up.”

“I know. But who wants to drive six hours and then turn around and come back?”

“Your father.” His mother laughed. She waved a hand and ushered him into the kitchen. “He makes it into a road trip, and to tell the truth, I think he was looking forward to it. He would have a break from the gruesome twosome.”

“So Amber’s bringing the twins tomorrow? How old are they now?”

“Old enough to talk, but not old enough to be let free inside the house. Speaking of which—take your hoodie off. I need to wash it. And apparently find you a winter jacket.”

Bryan did as he was told, shucking off the hoodie while being careful to keep the chocolate from staining any other areas. On the kitchen counter, Bryan noticed a stack of gingerbread cookies on wax paper along with what seemed to be a special set of chocolate cupcakes that were on the other side of the kitchen. Right, Bryan remembered. The gruesome twosome couldn’t eat eggs. So that meant all cooking and baking had to be hyper-specialized and not cross contaminated in order for them to eat.

“Why are you baking the girls’ cupcakes? I know they can’t have eggs, but cupcakes hardly seem festive.”

“You ever tried making cookies without eggs?” His mother gave him another version of The Look. “Without a binding agent, it’s damn near impossible.”

“Oh.” Bryan laughed, still shocked to hear his mother swear in front of him. He was in no way a kid anymore; he had been living on his own in Montreal for the past four years, and just started his PhD in Musicology after studying for his MA in Quebec, and he was nearly twenty-five years old. But there was still something about Christmas, and coming home for the holidays, that made Bryan regress. Suddenly, he was a twelve-year-old boy again, stealing treats in the kitchen while also being chastised by his mother for not wearing proper winter clothing on his journey.

When Bryan picked up a cookie, his mother gave him The Look again.

“Please?” Bryan asked, giving her big puppy dog eyes. “Just one cookie. I’ve travelled so far.”

“Fine. It’s just hard doing all this baking. We actually don’t have dinner planned tonight. Your dad just went out to get pizzas.”

“I don’t mind. I love pizza. Makes me feel like I’m back at home.”

His mother’s face fell. Bryan hurried to finish a bite of cookie and then asked, “What? You got all sad for a moment there. And not like the typical holidays sads you normally get.”

“Hey, I don’t get the holiday sads.”

Bryan didn’t want to argue that her annual sob fest during It’s a Wonderful Life was pretty pathetic, so he waited until his mother sighed and eventually explained.

“It’s just—you called Montreal your home. Not Kingston.”

“Oh. Well. My stuff’s there. Trust me, it’s mostly about the stuff. Not the emotional capacity. And I can have both, right?” Bryan asked with a playfully. “Come on, you know I like both. That’s why I had to come out.”

His mother rolled her eyes at Bryan’s attempt at humour, then gave him another hug. “I suppose that’s true. You can have both Kingston and Montreal be your home, just like your love life. Which reminds me—you seeing anyone?”

“No, no.” Bryan shook his head, then changed his mind. “Well, there was that girl—the one who kind of wanted to be like Grimes and create this whole synthpop revolution, but she wanted to focus more on her ‘music’.” Bryan said the last parts with air quotes, then shrugged. He stole another cookie, and this time, his mother didn’t say a thing.

“And guys?” she added after a minute. “Or is no one in Montreal worth your time?”

“Well, there are a couple LGBTQ groups there, and I went to a few dances or whatever. Talked to a nice guy. But...Uh...” Bryan trailed off, unsure how to explain to his mother that most of his contact with guys in that group had been mostly physical. Just one-night stands, nothing more. He liked it—and wow, did Grindr ever light up like a Christmas tree in some Montreal hot spots—but Bryan knew he eventually wanted something more than just fuck buddies. Until then, he couldn’t bring up any guy’s name without the possibility of longevity. “It’s just hard. You know how no one really wants to commit in school.”

“I suppose. But that’s where I met your father. And grad school is very different than undergrad. Or so I’ve heard.”

“I know, I know,” Bryan said, waving his hand. “I’ll find someone. Just give me time.”

“I know you will. Soon enough, you’ll be bringing home your own gruesome twosome.”

Bryan’s eyes went wide. He loved his sister, Amber, and he loved her kids. It was awesome being an uncle to two twin girls he was still having a hard time telling apart, but his own children? He wasn’t so sure about that, especially if he couldn’t find a nice girl—or guy—who could commit.

So he changed the subject. “When is Amber getting in?”

“I wanted to talk to you about that, actually. And about May, too.”

“May? Really?” Bryan let out a low breath. His oldest sister—in her late thirties—had a career and a job on the other side of the country in British Columbia. “Is she demanding more screen time via Skype or is there something I didn’t catch in the family emails?”

“She’s flying in tomorrow. While your dad was going to get you, I was going to get her from the airport. Hence all the cooking tonight.” His mother glanced down at her cupcakes, half-finished. As she picked up her pace, the over dinged, and then the doorbell fell in sync right after.

“Oh no,” she groaned. “I’m already so behind!”

Stealing another cookie from the table, Bryan rose from his seat. “I’ll get Dad at the door, no worries.”

“Good. If I know the men in this family, he’s probably lost his keys, too.”

“Hah-hah. Very funny.”

Bryan found his father holding three stacks of pizzas, nudging the doorbell with his elbow. Bryan spotted the familiar belt loop keychain his father kept around him at all times, though, so at least his mother wasn’t entirely correct about everything this evening.

“Oh. Hello, Bryan.” His dad tilted his head. “Wasn’t I supposed to get you?”

“I know. Surprise, right?” Bryan leaned forward, taking some of the pizzas, and then he clapped his dad on the back as a greeting. “Merry early Christmas. I am your present, since I have no money for real gifts.”

“Well, in any case, it’s good to see you. Should I send you the mix tape of what we should have been listening to tomorrow on the way there and back?”

“Yes. Put it in my stocking—and I’ll give you the one I prepared.”

“Deal.” His father extended a hand for a handshake over the warm pizza boxes, sealing their unofficial agreement before he took off his winter jacket. His father was a tall man, losing his hair more and more by the years. Under the dim hall light, Bryan also noticed a small paunch his father had accumulated. His dad had moved from active duty as a postman to a shorter route when Bryan had gotten into grad school, and now his father mostly held a desk job at Canada Post.

When they both stepped into the kitchen, his mother was no longer wearing her apron. She set out plastic plates for the pizza and a pile of napkins on their small rectangular table by the back door.

“I have some Coke in the garage—fridge is too full—if you want it, Bry?”

“Nah, I’m good for now. I figure there will be time.”

His mom gave another tired smile before she sat down at the table. After some small pleasantries had been exchanged, Bryan updated his parents on how his musicology exams were going, the competition pieces he was working on, and the classes he was teaching. His mom and dad added their own job updates, and soon enough, his mom was shuffling from the table to the kitchen to finish up her cupcakes and not let anything burn.

“So, has your mom told you about May
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