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A PREFACE

To be able to say goodbye is a rare thing. Sometimes the last time that you see someone is,
well, the last time that you’ll ever see them.

Hello, reader.

Over the course of a lifetime, young and old, you’ve met so many exciting, inspiring, and
caring people. Some have been family, some friends. Some, coworkers. Some, fleeting-yet-
unforgettable relationships. Faces on the daily bus. Irritating characters. Enemies. In my own
experience (limited and admittedly one-sided), | can recall babysitters, childhood best buds,
and would-be friends that never came to pass. | appreciate them all, for better or for worse.
And | never did say everything that | wanted to them, in proper farewell.

This is goodbye.

These pages are a collection of closure. All of the people within are real, and no names have
been changed. If you see yourself among these paragraphs, don’t interpret a gutless “see-you-
never”, but an emotional admission that our connection feels changed. And that | miss what
once was. | love you for what you gave me, and | carry you with me throughout everything that
| do.

| write these letters for me, and in loving memory of those whose kindness or creativity or
laughter | keep in my heart.
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| got to say goodbye to you, as you lay in that hospital bed. You were so tired, and we all
didn’t really know how to act; so we acted and talked as though things were perfectly normal.

You looked so different to me. All my life, you were a beautiful woman, even if you went a
little thick with the makeup and the perfume. You were my grandmother — my Grandmaman —
and your curly hair was blonde. But, on that day in the hospital, your hair was a crisp white,
peppered with the odd wiry light-grey strand. You hadn’t worn makeup in weeks, probably. You
had a smell that wasn’t roses, but yourself. That smell. Not heavy and floral like it used to be,
and | swear, I've never smelled you without that perfume. But somehow, you smelled like my
mom (your daughter), and the carpeting of your home, and laundry that was washed a month
ago. It was a smell that reached into my memories and gripped something within me. Even
now, | can perfectly recall the scent of your perfume, but | can’t revisit the other scent. But I...
feel... it?

Thank you for baking my brother and | squares, for buying us kid’s cereal whenever we
visited, and for always having a pack of plastic dinosaurs handy.

I’m not sure why I’'m writing this letter to you now; | felt satisfied closure with the way we
last saw each other. But it’s funny—I don’t talk about you all that much, and | don’t actively
think of you all that often either, necessarily. | didn’t even see you all that often growing up; just
a single week once a year for either Christmas or summer vacation maybe. But you still live
very, very deep down in my mind. At its roots. | guess that’s what it’s like when someone loves
you the way you loved me. You made a home for yourself out of hugs and warmth, and you’re
in my heart always.

To this day, | can’t say the word “broccoli” without hearing your voice say it first (“bruh-
CALL-ee”). So there’s that.

When we all left the hospital that last day, something stirred within me as | walked down the
short hallway and out the sliding front doors. | spun around and ran back to you for one last
hug. | don’t know if you knew it’d be our last, but | think | did. I’'m really glad | did that.
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April 5th is your birthday. When we were kids, you once took a drawing pad of mine and
wrote “April 5 Mike’s Bday” on every other page. And in the 80s pads of drawing paper weren’t
easy to come by! But there’s a day in every April when | think of you, man.

When we were kids, you wore a Toronto Blue Jays ball cap as thought it were glued to your
skull. We went fishing and pretended we knew what we were doing (at least, that’s what | was
doing). We even danced naked in the woods once.

Then funny thing is, | find it hard to think of my childhood without thinking of you. We rode
bikes, knocked a baseball around, and played Leisure Suit Larry on your Dad’s computer. |
remember listening to Bill Cosby records and playing Nintendo games and eating lunch at your
house.

Were we best friends? | think there was a distinct period of my life when | considered you
mine, and | always sort of wondered if that was a one-sided thing. | know we drifted apart at
one point. Although, looking back, it felt like more of an abrupt rift than a gradual drift. |
remember one time, clear as day, that you & Matt were coming to pick me up so we’d all go to
Wendy’s for lunch. It was raining. You guys never showed, and | waited by the door (watching
tv) for a few hours. This was before smartphones, so | couldn’t text you, but | eventually called
you to see if the plan had changed, and you guys had decided to go without me. Or maybe the
parent who was driving the van felt like my house was too out of the way. Or maybe you guys
just plain didn’t want me around? | don’t know. I’ll probably never tell you about this, because
it’s a weird conversation to have 30 years later, but that stuck with me, eh. The term “formative
memory” is a bit much — | don’t think that event exactly shaped the way | am today - but I've
never forgotten it. You probably have. | don’t like waiting for people, now.

Nowadays, we work in the same industry. We cross paths every now and then. We’re
friendly, but we’ll never be friends again. Our conversations will always be shop talk, chit chat,
and “whatcha been up to?”. And that’s the way things go sometimes. | guess there’s nothing
wrong with that.

But it’s funny to think that someone who | can’t separate from the purest version of myself
doesn’t mean much to me anymore. And it’s even funnier to think that that person might never
have thought all that much of me at all, at the time. Maybe not ever.

Happy birthday, buddy.
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You were a dynamo. My grand-papa, a business staple in Cornwall. | hope I'll always

remember your stories.

| think of the man who walked into your diner and ordered ten hamburgers, and ate them all
one by one.

| think of the story of your traveling throughout rural Ontario in the winter, clearing snow from
the tracks by hand, and having to leap from a moving train when it passed through your town.

Of the summer you were hired to do census work, and learned how to hold a pencil so it
never needed sharpening, even after a whole day of checkmarks.

And | think of the story of the guy who pronounced “Toronto” as “Chaa”.

Your slow laugh rings in my heart, and your slurping soup makes me roll my eyes in the best
possible way.

Somewhere, you’re playing golf and reading the newspaper, and sitting on a cloud that
massages your back the way that expensive recliner-with-the-rollers-and-heater-in-it used to.

I’m not sure if you know this, but when we left your funeral on that cold, grey day, it started
to snow. The first snowfall of the season is my absolute favourite weather event of the year,
and it felt more like magic than coincidence that it came on the day you left. So thanks for that
too, Grand-pop.
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It’s kind of weird to write anything to you, since we never had anything between us to begin
with. We never held hands, we never kissed, and we never went on any particular adventures
together. But you came into my life at a really special time, and | might not have survived my
separation without having you around. At least, things wouldn’t have happened the same way
without having you near me, and that’s made all the difference in my overall destiny, man.

I’m pretty sure | loved you, eh. Isn’t that weird?

Maybe, since we never talked about those things (why would we?), there’s still a small grain
of that emotion in there somewhere, making me who | am today. And I’'m so grateful for that.

You’ve got the best laugh | think I’'ve ever heard, you’re more down-to-earth than anyone
else I've ever known, and you’re kinda sorta beautiful beyond measure. | know you don’t see
things that way, but you really should let it sink in. It’s all true.

If I ever see you again, I’'m sure we’ll go on not talking about anything. We’ll catch up, talk
about what our lives are now and where they’re headed, and hug as we part ways. In my mind,
you might as well know that I'll be imagining one of the alternate universes in which we
danced, hiked, and held each other all night. | might even be thinking about how we’re actually
not right for each other at all, and how we’d probably spend a lot of time arguing and not fully
understanding each other.

And that’s the strange thing about what you are to me. You were a future that | could see,
and almost touch. And | needed that at that turbulent time in my life. So thank you for being a
ray of sunshine that warmed my every day.

I’ll probably never see you again.
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Man, we were friends at a weird time, weren’t we? Here’s how | remember things. We were
never really friends as kids, but we must’ve hung out a few times... | do recall playing with our
Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle action figures, and that must’ve been as kids. In grade 6, you and |
went for a walk around Fairview at lunchtime (it was a super hot and sunny day) and you told
me your family was moving to Moncton. That hit me weird, since | guess | considered you a
friend and that life wouldn’t be the same without you around —but | can’t remember why |
thought that. We were pen pals for a couple years, and all of a sudden (grade 10?) You were
back. And | became a different person as soon as you walked back in.

But it was high school, we were all changing a lot around then.

You came back to town and you were a backwoods punk. We hung out a /ot; you absolutely
were my best friend then. We didn’t have all that much in common, but we got along, and you
didn’t really have any other friends in Halifax anymore. For some reason, | sort of swore off all
my other friends (who had each sworn me off prior), and you and | hated the world together.
We played Final Fantasy 7 together, we watched a lot of anime, and we even lived together for
a while in ’98. Hell, we camped out for tickets to The Phantom Menace in May 99— still can
point out the very square of sidewalk that we slept on (although we didn’t sleep a wink, it was
so cold).

| do remember that there were times when | felt like | must’ve been boring to you. | never
had priorities, or preferences, or even a good answer to “what do you want to do?”. But | only
barely remember when you moved away to military school (or whatever the program was
called). When you moved back, years later, we were very different people than our angsty
angry high school selves. We met up once or twice, and | don’t know if you could tell, but the
relationship’s magic was totally changed. Grown up. Gone. We weren’t pissed off at the world
—I had a career, and you had a dog. We had literally nothing to talk about anymore.

| don’t even think | have anything more to say to you, man. Every time | bought a new
Dragonball comic, | bought you a copy too. Did you know that? | guess | wonder if you think of
me ever, and if you remember things the same. I've got a billion stories with you, man. Eric
erasing your game’s save state. Learning new BMX tricks. You mooned me on a sleepover one
time.

| hope you’re doing well, Marc. You were kind of the wrong friend for me at exactly the right
time.
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I’m grinning at the absurdity of writing you, as | sit here in my Victorian home’s dining room.
I’'m 42 now, and you’re about the same. But | was your boyfriend for about a month when we
were 13. And, right from the start, that was barely a relationship at all. Sorry about that.

| didn’t even ask you out. Nadine did. Did you know that? | don’t remember where she got
the idea that | was into you (was I? | think | was? Thanks for being so kind to so clueless a
boy), but she asked you to be my girlfriend for me. After class, in grade 8, by the lockers. |
don’t know if you know this side of the story but | remember it so clearly. Nadine came up to
me as our classmates bustled loudly in their lockers and bookbags, hugged me tightly and
excitedly told me: “She said yes!”

| was thrilled to get a hug from any girl, so | hugged her back and said: “Cool! To what?”
Her face dropped, her giant green eyes boring into mine, and asked “Are you kidding?”

You appeared, wearing one of those oversized knitted sweaters that were so hot in the ‘90s,
arms out and a huge smile on your face. From that moment on, we were dating.

Here’s what | recall: we went to see Romeo + Juliet. Your long hair was always freshly
brushed. You gave me one of your class photos in a polar bear frame for Christmas (gee, did |
give you anything?). Once we were in your room during a party, talking with a dozen friends,
holding hands, and you raised my hand and pressed it into your chest, between your breasts.
Innocently, but the rest of the room went silent to me. And a few weeks later you said “This
isn’t working out” over the phone.

You deserved so much more. | know we-were | was only 13, but | didn’t know how to show
interest at the time. You must’ve been so confused and maybe even hurt that | never phoned
you, or made plans with you, or kissed you. | just didn’t know what | was doing, or what | was
supposed to do. | think about that often, and it’s definitely made me a braver person because
of it. | often just sort of went along with things, and | missed out on a lot by being so passive. |
see that now, and | always knew that your 13-year-old one-month-fling should’ve been at least
a little more exciting than what little | put into it.

But you eventually married someone that | was friends with in my childhood, and you’re a
mom now, and you guys seem to be pretty well off. | hope you’re happy. | sure am, and I’'m
sure happy for what you’ve become.

| just wasn’t a very good boyfriend when | was 13. I’'m working on it.
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Outside my adult life, you were the best friend | ever had. Damn, we got along well. | don’t

remember our earliest interactions, but | remember a lot of little kid stuff. So I’m going to just
gush a bunch of random fun times we had, and then I’m going to question the whole thing.
Here we go.

We nailed a Lego man to a piece of 2x4, and we’d chase him down the stream in Hemlock
Ravine, over and over again. Our moms signed us up for War Canoe & Kayaks at Maskwa Boat
Club. We played Legos in your front yard on a great big blanket. We watched Star Trek TNG
together every Sunday night. You had dozens of Choose-Your-Own-Adventure books. Even
though your mom said you had digestive issues, you ate every scrap of junk food in my house.
We rode bikes in circles. We raked yards, shovelled driveways. We had summer vacation in
Whale Cove together once. My first girlfriend was eternally obsessed with you. We sang the
Beauty & The Beast soundtrack on audiocassette at sleepovers. You had a salt shaker with the
word “Zout” on it. The closest thing your family had to pop was Clearly Canadian sparkling
water (I like the raspberry one). Your neighbourhood had a wandering dog named Angus. We
had our First Communion at the same church. We played POG. We cerated secret combos on
our junior high volleyball team. | had a massive crush on your cousin. We snowshoveled
together. We spent allowances on Doritos at The Cove. When we were in grade 10, the seniors
taped you to a telephone pole and pelted you with eggs—at lunchtime. Your house had no junk
food in it, ever. You had a thermos of rabbit soup for lunch in elementary school. You played
the violin. The piano too.

Now that I’m grown up, | know that deep relationships are based on common values and
trusting connections. Did we have those things, as kids? | mean, some young friendships only
exist because two people just like being around each other. Doing stuff together. Staying out of
trouble together. | think back, hard, and | can’t remember a single conversation we had
(although | know we had plenty); | just remember sunny days and good energy.

It was when high-school-me decided to give up on people | didn’t want to be friends with
anymore that you & | drifted apart. | didn’t miss Mike or Matt or Josh or Marc or Phil; but |
definitely missed you. And | think you missed me too. | might be kidding myself, but | think |
even remember you giving a look across the cafeteria once that said “aw, Pierre. | miss you
man, but | understand why you’re growing in a weird new direction. Shame though.” You
looked across the room from your exclusive and far-flung friend group the way someone would
try to scream a sentence to someone on the other side of a roaring river. | probably imagined it,
but | think about that look often.
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| want you to know that, were | ever to write my life’s story, | couldn’t write it without your
name all over the first part. You and | had the most wholesome fun | can even imagine, growing
up. We never argued or had drama, and | don’t even think we once disagreed. Even though |
never talk about you these days, | can’t think of summertime without thinking of you, too. And |
feel like you’re the exact same, aren’t you? You had a couple more good friends than | did, |
think, but | know you remember all our fun times too. | feel a certainty in that. | know it. We’ve
got each other, don’t we, even all these decades later.

That’s how | know we were truly best friends. Deep down, somewhere inside, that kid
version of me still rides bikes with that kid version of you every day, all summer long.
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is is going to be strange to write, and it may be the shortest letter here. Because you and
| were never friends, nor did we even really have that option. Our relationship was almost
parental, except that you were never my parent. | wasn’t the human that you raised. And lord,
did that piss you off.

And you pissed me off too. | resent you for that. | mean, | forgive you it, but you’ll never
know how destructive your overbearing nature was. You chained your only daughter in a pair of
handcuffs called “the close bond that only a mother and daughter can have” and you weighted
her down with your love. You dragged her below the surface, often, leaving her crying in my
arms. And | decided not to put up with you anymore.

| don’t blame you for everything. Hardly. But things would have been far more healthy if you
knew how your affection hurts others. But you’re not my problem anymore.

And | want to keep this one short.
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were my best chance at a new best friend. | mean, maybe you weren’t (who could ever
know, right?) but | think of you that way. All the time. There was that turbulent four years that |

worked at Pets Unlimited, and you were there for a good portion of it. And that’s how we
stopped being friends.

| don’t really remember how things fizzled out (current friends of mine who knew you just
sum it up as “yeah, well, Brett was an idiot” —sorry that they remember you that way). For me, |
don’t know, was | railing against your new authority? Was | just a young rebel or something,
lashing out against anyone who told me what to do? | remember, at the beginning of the end,
feeling incensed that you didn’t even think to hear some of my advice when you took the job
that | left (it’s possible that the store manager told you to ignore anything | told you, really). That
hurt. | was really proud of how | performed that job. | guess you had no way of really knowing
that. And it’s so like me to hold someone else’s silence against them, never speaking up
myself.

But whatever, the way we ended is not what | want to recall. | remember the earlier days.

Do you remember Saturday morning opening-shifts, that stared at 8:30am? You and I'd take
the same bus, meeting at a transfer point (always in Fairview, and always sunny). We’d walk to
a Tim Hortons and each buy a sensible breakfast treat (mine was usually an eclair or something
equally packed with whipped cream... your was too). And we’d work together to flick on all the
lights and repair all the fallen filters and scoop that day’s freshly-dead fish. We got along well,
and it was totally due to the fact that we were both weird dudes—we had no common taste in
music, or movies, or books. We just got along well. Do you know how rare that is, as an adult?
To spend all day with someone, and enjoy most of it? There were a lot of co-workers in PU that
were fun people to spend time with (Dale, JC, Dave, and Allison come to mind), but none of
them felt like actual friend material.

Anyway, | don’t know if you remember those early morning blood sugar boosters, but I'd
love to know if you do remember anything else about me. | would have been about 20 then,
and 20-year-old me was a pivotal guy. Maybe | was on the nerdy and quiet side, although | was
enjoying finding out who | was, then. Maybe | was completely absurd as | tried to figure out
who adult-Pierre was becoming.

But | often think about what we could’ve been. | don’t often think that way about others.
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There’s no ambiguity here: you’re my brother. | grew up with you, and I’d say that | know you
just about as well | could know almost anyone else. | probably know Christa and Ashley easily
just as well; but adult insightfulness is like that. Once you get someone as an adult, you have
the wisdom to see all their quirks for what they really are. But you didn’t know them as kids.
You and me? We were the exact opposite. We know one another as kids but not as adults.

The depths to which our history goes; well, it’s literally the building blocks of what makes me
me. | couldn’t drum up many childhood memories that didn’t have you in them, and that’s what
formative years are all about, man.

And, oh, you sure were the younger to my older. As a younger brother, you learned a lot
from my mistakes. I’ve never broken a bone or gotten stitches but, boy, you have.

This letter has me wondering how many pieces of digital paper I’'ve got. | could list
thousands of memories and interactions that we shared, man. How long can | type, here?

Here in the real world, | just took a little walk. And I've decided that I’'ve got a particular point
to make. So Il list a healthy paragraph of random recollections, and then I’ll get to it.

| once hit you in the face with an aluminum snowshovel. | once scared you into spasmic
shrieks by jumping out from behind a corner in the house we grew up in. | once watched you
poop your pants when we were walking home from school and you couldn’t hold it anymore.
You never wanted to share a snowball fight. You always had a healthy-kid tan. We once gelled
our hair into faux-hawks and danced to Orchestra On The Halfshell, and | later found a drawing
that you made of it—that meant you appreciated the fun, and that meant a lot to me. | once got
so mad that | punched your leg as hard as | could, and moments later | saw you in your room
clutching it and silently mouthing “ow. ow. ow.” in tears—that meant a lot to me too, and I've
never hit anyone else since. You had a crawl-in fort in a gigantic forsythia bush. You couldn’t
visit a beach without collecting hermit crabs. You had a rat-tail. | knew you so well.

But here’s where | get into why I’'m writing you a letter. Because you’re still in my life. You’re
three years younger than | am, and I’'m in my forties. Let me tell you a little dream that | had,
about a year ago.

You died. And | was so sad. | was at your funeral, and saying goodbye to you, and | realized
something, in my dream. The you that | loved? That | knew so well? That | have such fondness
for? That guy died decades ago. You’re a great guy, now, but you’re not who | mourned. | woke
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feeling a distinct understanding of my adult feelings of you, and | haven’t shaken the revelation
since. | can’t say that | like that, but we just don’t relate now like we used to. We don’t argue
over a Nintendo. You’re a dad. | miss the kid that you used to be, but it’s unreasonable for me
to imagine you’d stay the same, your whole life.

But it’s that version of you that I’'m reaching out to. You were such a great brother to grow
up with, even if we’d rather spend time alone more often than not. | can’t think of you as
anything but a childhood accomplice and antagonist, and | loved that. That’s a younger brother
for ya.

Goodbye, kid-Eric.
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Our parting of ways was so unique, and so poignant. | mean, there’ve been a lot of friends

coming & going from my life over the years, but | can remember the circumstances under
which you & | split apart pretty clearly. It was a single event that started it, and it happened in a
junior high locker.

Okay, we’d been through some awesome childhood adventures together. You were so into
sports, and | was good enough at pretending that | was too. We drew NHL logos over and over,
and sometimes | wonder if that attention to detail ushered me directly into becoming a
professional graphic designer (so why didn’t you?). You loved baseball, and though | only
thought it was alright, | was happy to play catch; and you didn’t seem to care that | never had a
glove of my own (that meant a lot to me). Every time | pass by your family’s old house in
Fairview | point it out (any yard in which you camped out as a kid deserves to be mentioned
every time you see it).

If I had one Scott story to reminisce about, I’d have two. | remember when you and | each
stole a can of Coke on a hot summer day. Then we did it again. Then we did it again—and
that’s when we got caught by IGA security. Remember leaving the store, only to have a voice
behind us say “you boys want to show me your receipts for those pops?”

“Uhhh, they didn’t give us one.”
“Okay, let’s walk down the line of cashiers and you tell me which one you bought ‘em from.”

We got to the end of the registers without stopping at one, and the security guard said “uh
huh, that’s what | thought—keep walkin’, boys, and turn left at the grey metal door.” We went
down the cinder-block-stairwell to his bland office, marvelled at the Polaroids of people with
hand-scrawled “Meat Thief” on them, and were terrified as he wrote up a couple shoplifting
reports. | actually got away with it (I blurted a fake name out quickly enough), but you weren’t
so lucky —you were wearing a baseball jacket with “SCOTT T” embroidered on the shoulder, so
he kind of cornered you with your own first name. | didn’t tell my parents until decades later,
but you had to face the music right then & there. Bad luck, man.

The second Scott story is simply that we once stole a Cheri magazine from the Bayers Road
Shopping Mall, and stashed it under the highway overpass near your house. It was a pretty
populated area, and it wasn’t easy to climb up to where we’d stuffed it in secret, but over the
years we went back to it a few times. That was fun, to have a secret hidden in plain sight, in a
place where we could both get to it easily enough, and where our parents would never, ever
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find it. Eventually, that magazine wasn’t there anymore. Come to think of it, when | discovered
that it was gone, you weren’t there anymore either.

But that’s got nothing to do with how we parted ways, man. No, it was grade 8, (which is
year two out of three, for those unfamiliar with Nova Scotian junior high). You and | shared a
locker in grade 7. | remember it was near the principal’s office, and across from the music
room. | bet, if we tried together, we could pinpoint exactly which one it was. Anyways, we were
good lockermates, in different homerooms (bummer) but trying to make sense of a new school
together. Then came the second semester. You had been having a hard time keeping your
grades up in French Immersion, so your parents put you in the English classes. That meant that
the two of us wouldn’t share any courses together anymore —we’d only be sharing a locker.
Despite that, we made the joint decision to share a locker again anyway. It was like life with a
roommate that works the night shift while you work the day. All of a sudden, even after our
short rational discussion that “it just makes sense to stay in the same locker since we already
were”, we rarely saw each other at all. It was weird, and | kind of knew it was my first little taste
of adulthood, bittersweet and awkward. For the first month, we saw each other at the locker.
Soon after that, I’d open the door on a rainy day and cursing the fact that your dripping coat
was already hung up and taking too much space.

At some point, grade 8 ended, and we each had a 100% different friend group. So, that’s
that. See you never, | guess.

| do miss you though. | bet you’re a great guy now, too.
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Everything I’'m about to tell you, you already know. It wore you down, I’'m sure, but you

could laugh at it too. You passed away a couple of years ago, so you’re free from such things
now.

But you were such a pain in the ass. In the most respectful way possible, of course.
Because you were my boss — twice — and | owe you a lot for that. Everyone in your company
worked to exclude you from projects, because you’d get involved and make them difficult, or
worse: into a poor product. Clients found you the opposite of inspiring, and a lot of them stuck
around in spite of you (rather than because of you). And you were an odd dude, alright, which
made you an easy target for jokes.

| didn’t like any of that. And | tried to fight it for you. I'm pretty sure | did. But it wasn’t
always easy.

I’ve got one quintessential Chester story, and then I'll sign off. But it’s a good one, and it’s all
anyone ever needs to know about an overweight grump of a copywriter who loved words but
hated small talk. It’s the perfect Chester anecdote. You’d remember it, if we could reminisce.

You and | (and one other person | can’t recall, but it doesn’t matter) were leaving the office
for a client presentation. It was a sunny day, and we walk northward on Argyle street to your
parked car. It was afternoon, because the sun was beating down on us—it always did, on that
street. Me and the nameless person walked slowly, behind you. You always led the way, even
though you did so in a slow, swaying kind of shuffle, and your team always followed. And we
drew near the corner where a homeless man was seated on the sidewalk in the blazing heat.
He asked for spare change in a clearly enunciated but clearly automatic way. When you didn’t
care enough to give an answer you gave a grunted grumble. | hated that derision, and |
particularly hated it then; being pointed at a beggar, for God’s sake. Pleasantly enough, the
homeless man replied with:

“Okay. Thank God it’s Friday!”

And you laughed out loud like I’d never seen you do. It must have been the absurdity of it, of
a man without a job being thankful for the end of the week. | mean, this guy sat in the sun all
day as a career, and here he’s wishing it were a specific day on an abstract calendar. You
chuckled about that one for the rest of the day. I’ll never forget it.

That’s how | remember you. The curmudgeonly facade cracking, and the man who loves
words peering out.

16/23



Parting Gifts , Ed. 1 March 2025
Pierre Tabbiner

13

Can et ')

This is where it gé¢ts complex for me, Gramma. You're still alive, but you’re not the woman
that you once were, I’'ve heard. That makes things so much more difficult.

I mean, here | have the chance to see you once more, to hear your now-flaky old-woman
voice and to look into your now-opalescent old-woman eyes. To look at your face and not see
the pained, tired person that you are, but the joyful, caring woman that you once were. But to
see past that veil I'd need to face it and pull it back myself—and | know that won’t be easy. My
alternative? Well, in short: do nothing. Carry on acting as though you’re already a memory.

| remember your peanut butter squares (I think | mentioned how | liked them once, which
was only sort of true, and ever since then you made them for me every time | visited). |
remember you almost always wore skirts (women aren’t really beholden to that anymore, but it
somehow meant something that you owned it). | remember you calling Grandad an old goat
when he hesitated to let his visiting grandson have a can of Pepsi. And | remember you using
your spare time for betterment (always knitting items for the needy, or sewing figurines for
markets, or seeking new layers to our genealogy —I know that | inherited my “busy-body” ways
from you, specifically YOU. I’'m grateful beyond expression to see that you live on, in that bit of
me.

So. Do | go on remembering the best of you, even though | could visit the real you any time |
choose? As of writing you this letter, | don’t have an answer for that yet.

| think of it often, but not nearly as often as | probably should.
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I hea§our name all the time, and you’ll always be thought of as a really important friend for
me at a really important time in my life. | didn’t have a sister, growing up. It’s not like I’d call you
one or anything, but you were as close to it as | can imagine a person being. It’s neat, having
an adult friend that | can carry on with in silly moods or introspective ones just the same.

I met you soon after | started dating Ashley, and I’d say we got along pretty great. | brought
you a flower. That was just about five years ago.

In that time, you were almost exclusively single the whole time. The only thing keeping you
from being free to hang out was your work, and you managed that pretty well. We got to spend
a lot of time together, and we had a lot of strange laughs.

| remember one time, an early December weekend at The Cabin, you came out and we hung
a white sheet and projected A Muppet Family Christmas on it; until the power went out and we
all ate candy until we were too tired to do anything else but sleep.

| remember another time, having a tough conversation with you while Ash was going
through some challenging physical & mental trials. We had a cup of coffee and a cookie and
talked about how hard the COVID lockdowns have been.

And | remember a time when you and | stepped out onto the front deck to smoke some
weed and you exploded into wild shrieks at the sheer possibility of a junebug in your hair.

You’re awesome, Jenn! None of us are perfect, but you’re such a fun person to be around.

So, why this letter now? | mean, you’re still around and we see you sometimes and again, |
hear your name all the time. Well, | guess it’s a letter to the Jenn that’s gone now. See, about a
year ago, you found someone real special, and fell head over heels for them. Good for you! You
so deserve that and I’'m so happy that you’re finally feeling loved in a way that you truly should.

But (and I’'m 90% sure | don’t ever want you to read this), the sort-of-a-sister-Jenn that |
once hung out with is gone. I’'m not saying your relationship status is set in stone forever or
anything — single Jenn might be back one day — but she’ll effectively be a different person. And
that’s okay. I've accepted that. Things change, and this is one of those things. Goodbye, Jenn-
that-l1-once-knew. Loves ya.
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weren’yfriends, really. You knew that. | did, too. But you were kind, and you gave me the
opportunity to be kind, too.

When Ashley and | shared our first apartment, early forties and stuck in a COVID lockdown,
you were our nextdoor neighbour. My office was in our guest room, and you were on the other
side of that wall. As | would work self-employed afternoons at an IKEA desk, I’d hear you
snhoring whenever | paused my music.

During the 6-feet-away mask-mandatory Atlantic-bubble days, you were in your late
eighties. And damn, you still drove your own car. Did your own grocery shopping. Got yourself
to church. Pretty amazing, Tony. It was then that you had a birthday, turning 90. And to be
locked in an apartment alone for it didn’t seem very fair to you. So | bought a stack of birthday
cards, made a mailbox out of an Amazon package, and created a sign that told of your
situation and upcoming anniversary. | invited every apartment dweller in The Gardens Il to sign
a birthday card for you, and we got about 40 of them. When your special day came, Ashley and
| hung balloons and a banner outside your door, and left the cards for you to find. | know that
meant a lot to you, and it made me feel so good to be there for you.

When Christmas came, you invited us over to visit over a bottle of wine. When we moved a
half hour away, you gifted us a housewarming knick knack. And you included us on your
mailing list for poems that you’d write (1 still have “Ramblings Of An Old Guy”, and | intend to
frame it).

But that was a few years ago. And you were 90, then. We’d always meant to invite you to
our place in Windsor, and regale you with stories of that new home (you’d have loved it). We
even intended to stop by your apartment sometimes, just to say hi.

But there’s no way you’re, what?, 95 now. Right? Tony, are you still here? I’m sure you’ve
passed on by now. With you, it was never truly goodbye; but it maybe should’ve been. I’'m sure
that chance is gone, now. Living with that uncertainty is a distinctly odd sensation.

We weren’t besties. We were neighbours for a very short while. But you liked us, and we
liked you. | hope you know that: we liked you. Knew that.

See you somewhere down the road, Tony.
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| think about you all the time, Camille. (Anyone who didn’t grow up with a lot of different
French influence might not pronounce your name right, as Kah-Mee). You, little lady, are what |

picture when | think of the image of innocence. | don’t even think you were two years old when
you died.

Around when | was 10 or 11 years old, in Grade 6 of a 6-grade school, and therefore feeling
like a bit of a master of my domain, we had a daysitter. Like, a babysitter whose house we’d go
to before school and after school. Denise. She was a middle-age woman, just a block and a
half up the hill from Burton Ettinger Elementary, and she had two girls of her own (Amy-Lynn,
who was just called Amy, was in my year). Denise’s place was great; we’d hang out in her
basement rec room area. She had an aquarium with two gourami fish. There were two couches
and a TV. | remember a padded built-in bar, too, and a laundry room next to it. And a litany of
kids that passed through her halls. | remember Amy-Lynn & Lori, Andrew & Lisa, Mark & Grant,
and even Scott from time to time. And Eric & me.

Down at the school, | was more or less familiar with all of the teachers. | hadn’t been in
every one’s class, of course, but after 5 or 6 years you know their faces and their general
attitudes. Manon (Mah-noh) was a first-grade French Immersion teacher, and she had short,
permed, curly brown hair. She wasn’t my first-grade teacher, but she was sweet and kind and
liked by all, I'd say. Anyways, Manon was single, | think (the younger, more enthusiastic women
teachers often were, for whatever reason), but she was pregnant. And she had you. Manon
disappeared for a year of mat leave, and the next time | saw her she was at Denise’s place, and
she was there with you.

You were a small kid, chubby and with a shock of bright red hair. You had the brightest blue
eyes; bright like they were brimming with interest and happiness. | also remember you had only
two teeth, and they were in the centre of your bottom gums, right in front. You often wore a
huge open-mouthed grin, to match those long-lashed smiling eyes.

You also had a big red growth on the back of your right arm. | was told, then, that it was
“MS”. It was dry, and it didn’t look like it hurt, or anything, but there it was.

The only other thing that | remember about you, Camille, is that we were there, the group of
Denise’s-kids-and-I, while you were mastering the new experience of first steps. We’d take
turns, setting you between two kids and calling you to toddle from one to the other, shining
eyes and ecstatic smile leading the way. That’s the only memory that | have of you.
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If you were still alive, you’d be about 35. Probably with kids of your own. | don’t know what
role Multiple Sclerosis would play in your adult life, but it took you long before then. Sweet and
happy and innocent, so bright, and all too brief.

| worry a lot, now that I’'m in my forties, whenever | hear a friend talk about MS. | think of
you. It’s different, of course; you were so young and not as well-equipped to battle the thing, |
suppose. | didn’t know what MS was then, and | don’t know much better now. But, as | age, |
hear terms like that more often from my loved ones. And it’s scary to me, and tragic. You’re
gone, and gone too soon, and | think about what other bright eyes | see that will be gone too
soon, too.

Thanks for being an important part of my childhood, Camille. | didn’t have much death in it,
and you taught me a little about loss. How it’s not just the very old. Nowadays? You’re still
reminding me of the fragility of it all. The nature of it. Loss, and life. When | think of you, | get a
huge smile. You should know that. It just so happens to be your smile that I’'m carrying for you.
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Now, you I’'m sure | haven’t said my last goodbye to. | invite you to my home often, and |
know you’re dying to meet my cats and my Ashley too. So if there’s anything bittersweet here,

it’s that nothing’s carved in stone, and | actually kind of dread the fact that we might not follow
through on it. But we deserve to give each other another day.

My divorce was a weird time in my life. | was eating less and losing weight, because my
nerves were shot. | started driving to watch the sunset every night because I’d had nothing else
to do. And | started finding friends in the most surprising places. That’s where you come in.

Some people are so full of empathy, they become the friend that you need right when you
need it. That’s you. That’s 100% how I think of you.

Thank you for helping me keep my chin up throughout my separation. Times weren’t as
tough for me as they were for others in the same situation, but you helped me make a little
sense out of each day. You encouraged me to move into that Dartmouth apartment, which was
an incredibly good move for me. And you were my love life enthusiast, so thrilled to share in
whatever was making me excited at the time, and so ready with a word of good advice.

And then you moved to Newfoundland. And, while texting was our primary mode of
messaging anyway, the extra miles made things extra tenuous. Somehow, we’ve fallen further
apart.

Or was it because | didn’t need that same friend anymore? | sure hope not, but that would
certainly lend a bit of magic to the whole thing. Like, you came into my life right when | needed
you, and you left when you saw | was gonna be alright. It’ corny to be poetic about it, but hey,
I’d sure love to have that one more day with you.
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See, now, nothillg about you brings me a single twinge of sadness, Nanny. Nanny Gannon,
Edna Gannon, who lived in Fairview all her life. Your deceased husband built your house with
his own two hands, which always seemed incongruous to me, since you lived in a suburban
neighbourhood setting. | never met your husband, but | met your son Roy—he owned the
house by then, and you lived in a single bedroom-and-kitchen in its basement. You babysat me
and my brother, there in that small room with the one TV that played only soap operas all
afternoon, for years.

You were also a bit of a consigliere to my mother. Miche loved chatting with you, and being
taken down a peg by your brash, lippy, good old salt-of-the-earth blue-collar wisdom. You
were the closest thing | had to a day-to-day grandmother, but my blood grandparents were
nothing like you. You’d give me a $20 bill, my mom would tell you that “oh Nanny, you don’t
need to do that”, and you’d playfully tell her to “shut up”. You made deviled eggs, and lobster
rolls. You didn’t have candy or baked goods, just nearly-flat ginger ale in the fridge and those
old “mustard tumbler” glasses. There was no yard, really, and no neighbourhood kids.
Sometimes you sent Eric and me to the convenience store with a dollar, and we’d come back
with a bag of Ringolos (do they still make those?).

I want you to know, though, that | have an extremely fond memory of you. | think of it all the
time. You used to walk us to the Capitol, a small independently-owned grocery store a couple
blocks away, when the world used to have those. It was a little sad in there, and the racks were
beat-up and rusty in places. There was music playing, and no signs above the aisles. At
Christmastime there was cheap tinsel-y garland on the fixtures. | remember the secondhand
grocery carts, and the chipped linoleum tiles. And | remember the smell of brown sugar, still in
its bag. | don’t know, it must have been that the baking goods were on a rack that was my
exact height, or something. But | remember that smell so well, and so distinctly; | can see sun
streaming through the hand-painted “Sale!” on the plate glass windows, and the green-striped
button shirts on the pimpled teenage stockboys and cashier girls. That’s all thanks to you,
Nanny.

Sometimes | like to ask people what their favourite smell is. You get interesting answers, and
folks light up to recall such wonderfully-ingrained memories. My favourite smell is brown sugar,
still in its bag. Every grocery store that I'm in, | stop and press it to my nose and inhale deeply.
It reminds me of sunnier days. Of the Capitol grocery in low-income Fairview. Of you.
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