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When their father died, he had two requests: take out the garbage on Friday, and get even with the woman across the way.

In his declining days, Dad's neighbour on the other side of the street had become the bane of his existence, the Dennis to his Menace.  Reese started calling him Mr. Wilson, but he didn't find that funny.  

Every time they spoke on the phone, it was neighbour-lady this, neighbour-lady that.  Neighbour-lady's name was Sheila, and he knew her name was Sheila, but Dad wouldn't give her the satisfaction of referring to her in a way that acknowledged her personhood.

Was he obsessed with the neighbour-lady?  Was he in love with her?  Reese couldn't say for certain.  They'd never actually met.  Reese only knew Sheila existed because Dad talked about her all the time.

Why?

Well, apparently the lady across the street was a bit of a night owl.  Not an early riser.  Dad was up every morning at 5:15 on the dot, while Sheila slumbered until almost eight. He knew this because every Friday was Garbage Day, the happiest day of the week.  Gave him something to look forward to.

Dad was sure to place his bins neatly at the curb well before seven, while Sheila never managed to get hers out until after the garbage truck had come around. 

This hadn't troubled Reese's dad at first.  The neighbour-lady's garbage was her own damn business.  

And then the neighbour-lady cottoned on to the fact that garbage wasn't picked up on Dad's side of the street until much later in the morning.  If Sheila woke up after the truck had passed her house, she could mosey her trash on over to Dad's side of the road and set her bins alongside his.

The first time this happened, Dad wasn't home to witness the encroachment on his property.  Back then, he was still well enough to hop on his bike every morning and ride over to the Golden Arches, where he met his buddies for discount coffee and conversation.  By the time he got home, his trash had been picked up, and he had a few extra bins outside his house.  

His instinct was to blame the garbage collectors.  He knew which bins were his, because he'd labelled them in Sharpie.  The extra bins bore no labels, so he left them outside and thought no more of it.

But this kept happening, week after week.  He'd come home to find extra bins outside his house.  After a month, he phoned the township to complain about the garbagemen's slapdash work.

It wasn't long after that the diagnosis came down.  Reese would have come to see him sooner, except he didn't tell anyone how bad it was.  He was afraid they'd put him in hospice, and he wanted to stay in his own home as long as possible.

As it turned out, the hospital was unavoidable.  It happened so fast.  Dad kept his illness to himself until the very end.  But, even on his death bed, all he wanted to talk about was neighbour-lady this, neighbour-lady that.  He told Reese how obnoxious he found the woman.  The way she would strut across the street with a bin in each hand, then casually toss both on his boulevard as if they belonged there.

The boulevard was owned by the township, not the homeowner.  If Reese knew that, Dad knew it too, but neither mentioned this tiny technicality.  The moral of the story was that Sheila kept putting her garbage out with his garbage.  The gall! The nerve! The sheer, unfaltering chutzpah!  

Dad was incensed. 

What if the garbage collectors took Sheila's trash and not his?  There was a limit to how many bins a resident could put out, and Dad had been exceeding that limit every week.  One day, the garbagemen would draw a line.  And, since Sheila always placed her bins to the left of his, they'd surely take hers and not his.  If it came to that.  Which it hadn't yet, but who could say what the future might hold?

Reese found this odd little feud entertaining before Dad died.  He had a hobby.  Or was it a crush?  He'd have balked at the idea.  

Now that Dad was gone and he'd left this strange set of final requests, Reese wasn't sure what to do.  Dad had been surprisingly supportive when they'd come out as queer, and then later as non-binary.  He'd surpassed Reese's expectations in those regards, and he deserved every ounce of respect they could offer.  

In his honour, Reese would take out the garbage at the end of the week.

As for taking vengeance on a woman they'd never met... Reese would have to ponder that one.

Even though Mother and Dad were barely on speaking terms when he died, Mother joined Reese at the house. With “all this gender foofaraw” being too difficult to navigate, she got in every jab she could manage while they sorted Dad's belongings.  Mother had an eye for anything that might bring in a buck or two, while Reese sought out sentimental items.  Everything else would end up in the landfill, or grace the racks of the charity shop in town.

By Thursday afternoon, Mother had picked up sticks, leaving Reese to take out the garbage and sort out a pickup time for donations.  Turned out the one charity shop in town was overloaded and accepting no new items at this time. 

What was Reese supposed to do with trash bags full of old men's clothes?

Reese didn't usually drink, but Dad had some good scotch he'd been saving for a special occasion.  They should have buried it with him, but too late for that now.  So Reese drank to his memory, sitting alone in the front room. 

It was nearly one in the morning when a hefty vehicle pulled into the driveway across the road.

Sheila.  It was Sheila!

Reese leapt from their father's chair, swooning dizzily toward the front window.  What did this Sheila broad look like, anyway?  Reese didn't get a chance to find out.  Sheila drove straight into the garage and closed the door behind her.

Even though Reese had nothing against the stranger across the street, Sheila had been their father's nemesis.  He hadn't asked much of Reese in his lifetime, but his dying wish was to get even with this woman.  

Reese's heart ached.  The idea of never seeing Dad again seemed absurd.

After all the lights went out in the house across the way, Reese grabbed a bulky bag of dad-clothes and tossed it out the door.  Then another, then another.  Seven bags in total.  

With one sack of trash in each hand, Reese zigzagged across the road.  After setting those two on the boulevard in front of Sheila's house, they went back for two more.  Dad's spirit was definitely looking down on this moment, giving Reese a thumbs-up and a “way to go, kid” wink.  “Vengeance is ours!  Just wait 'til that old bag gets a gander at these old bags!”

The image warmed Reese's heart.  

In fact, Reese was so lost in the heady joys of their father's approval they didn't notice the woman strutting across the front lawn. 

“You must be kin of the old man across the way,” Sheila said.  

Reese shrieked and jumped three feet in the air, clearing the barricade of garbage bags and landing with both feet on the road.

“Sorry,” Sheila went on.  “Didn't mean to put a fright in you.”  Indicating a “they/them” button clipped to Reese's jacket, she added, “I like your pin, there.”

The onslaught of tears hit Reese like a hurricane.  They cried so hard their lungs felt torn apart.  Gasping sobs, aching ribs, throat in ribbons, eyes in shreds.  Wrapped in Sheila's arms all the while.

Reese returned to the real world gradually, feeling as though they'd been lost in a fog.  Strong emotions were like that: a transcendent experience.  

The scent of Sheila's clothing was strangely familiar, but in a way Reese couldn't quite pinpoint.  Woody, maybe, and musty and old—but not bad.  The aroma of something that's been in storage for a while, newly taken out of an aging chest of drawers. 

“I'm sorry about this,” Reese whimpered.  “My dad is dead.”

So much for vengeance.

Sheila clicked her teeth, then kissed Reese's hair.  “I thought as much, pet.  He was a kind sort: always gave me a wave from across the street, let me put my bins in front of his place every time I missed the truck.  I'll miss him, your da.”

Reese missed him already.  His passing left an emptiness like nothing they'd experienced.

Sheila's leather jacket was a balm to Reese's blazing cheek, but the woman pulled away to peek inside the garbage bags.

“Ah, you brought me your father's clothes?” Sheila asked.  Before Reese could respond, she went on to say, “Your da must have told you I work with older men: street-involved, substance use, mental health, fresh from prison.  A halfway house of sorts.  We're always in need of donations.”

Reese's heart flopped like a fish.  This wasn't at all what Dad had wished for.

And still, Reese said, “There's plenty more I haven't sorted.  There's kitchen stuff and... I don't know.  I thought I'd be done by now, but it looks like I'll have to take next week off work.  Then there's the house to worry about.  How do you sell a house?  I've never owned one before.  I've been renting since I was eighteen.”

When panic set in, Sheila knew what to do: take Reese in a firm hug and hold them tight, then utter the words, “I can help you with that.  I've cleared out a house or two in my day.”

Reese cried some more in Sheila's arms.  Cried and cried under the weight of loss and pressure, the bundled-up nerves that only coiled tighter as the week went by.  

Just when Reese felt the tears might never end, the tears did end, just like that. 

“Now,” Sheila said.  “Will you help me put these bags by the garage so they don't get mistaken for rubbish?” 

Her gentle eyes sparkled in the light of a moon waxing gibbous.  Though her greying hair framed her face in sleepy curls, she was nothing like the unkempt hag Reese's father had described.  

Whether he knew it or not, he must have loved her from afar.

As they carried the bags toward
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