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“I loved it with 
my whole heart.” 
—KIM FU, author of
Lesser Known Monsters 
of the 21st Century
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X X

I headed to the bathhouse nearest to my home, hoping to find 
some good company. In case I couldn’t, I brought a book, 

though once I took my place in the empty sauna, it sat unopened 
in my lap. I leaned back and felt sweat develop on my forehead. 
It was late in the autumn, which in Montreal meant that the air 
outside was always cold, even on days of bright sun. The heat of 
the sauna was novel and welcome.

Another man came in a few minutes after I did. He carried a 
paper cup and took a seat on the lower row, beside my feet. 
From behind, I looked at his shoulders and the back of his neck, 
and the little drops of sweat instantly blooming from his skin. 
Though I couldn’t see his face, I knew he was very young, maybe 
twenty; his body had that easy beauty, unearned and unwitting. 
After a few seconds, he held the cup up and poured water over 
his head. In a frisky voice, he went, “Aah.” The water darkened 
and flattened his shaggy blond hair. “Feels great in a hot room,” 
he said without turning around.

I wanted to put my hand in his hair, and my mouth over the 
little divot between his collarbone and neck, before the water 
collecting there lost all of its cold. “I’ll try that sometime,” I said.
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He leapt from his seat and out the door, returning moments 
later with a big grin and his cup once again full of water. “Close 
your eyes,” he said, dumping the water on my head. He asked if 
I liked the feeling. I said I did, and I offered my name. “I’m 
John,” he replied.

John remained standing as we talked about Scandinavia, 
where the people often ran out of their saunas, over and over, to 
roll in the snow. Neither of us had ever travelled as far as that, 
and he, in fact, had never left the country, not even to visit the 
States. He was on a work trip from Ottawa. His job, like mine, 
was too boring to bother explaining.

So much of him was on display — ​like me, he wore only a 
towel — ​but I still wanted more information, about the most 
remote details of his body. What his face and breathing were like 
when he was coming, what his cum exactly smelled like, what 
white thing from nature its colour most closely resembled. How 
close he was to falling asleep when he closed his eyes while lying 
still, on a soft surface, in a dark place. He knocked on the book 
that sat in my lap. Knock, knock. Then he read the title out loud.

“The Death of the Heart. The pages will warp in here, you know.”
“That’s all right. I’m not really enjoying it.”
He kept his hand in a fist and rested it against the book, put-

ting his weight into it. The paper cup was in that fist, all 
crumpled up. “What’s the story?” he asked.

“An old friend wrote me about it. It was hard to find. He told 
me the title was Broken Hearts. He’d read it in French, but it’s an 
English book, and I guess when they translated it, that’s what they 
called it. Broken Hearts. Anyway, eventually I found it.”

“The story,” he said, laughing. “What happens in the book? 
That’s what I meant.”
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“Oh. Hard to explain.”
Before I could say more, the lights turned off, then turned back 

on, over and over for a few seconds. John made a confused face.
“That’s on purpose,” I said. “They’re telling us that cops have 

come to a different bathhouse. Not this one. But it’s still a good 
idea to leave now.”

I could hear in my own voice a fleck of panic. This warning 
had happened weeks earlier, at this same bathhouse, and at that 
time I had felt a strong rush of gratitude that I was not at the 
wrong one, followed by an equally strong rush of terror, because 
I could have been. John did not look scared — ​only annoyed about 
having to leave. In the humid air between our faces, I could feel 
the breaking apart of our sexual charge.

“I live nearby,” I said hopefully. “Come over for a beer. I have 
a dog. She loves guests.”

I could hear, on the other side of the door, men scurrying 
out of the other rooms.

“Dachshund,” I added. “Short-haired. Very sweet. Name is 
Dorothy.”

“Let’s go dancing somewhere first,” said John.
In the locker room, I took much longer to dress than John, 

who slid into a burgundy jumpsuit without donning any under-
wear, cinched a thick yellow belt around his waist, and was 
done. “See you outside,” he said. He glided through the crowd of 
men who were quickly getting their clothes on. He was an odd 
duck in that room. No one else spoke, or made eye contact, or 
moved without urgency. I had worn to the bathhouse my usual 
daily outfit — ​a suit, this one light blue and windowpane-plaid, 
with a thin tie, also blue. Now I kept the tie off, and the top shirt 
button undone.
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When I met him by the entrance, John said Truxx — ​his 
favourite dancing spot in Montreal — ​would be our destination. 
“With two x’s,” he said. “Not like the vehicle.”

I couldn’t remember if I had been there before. Years had 
passed since I had last kept track of which bars had what vibra-
tions, which were for dancing and which were for chatting, which 
had a true mix of patrons and which had informal policies to 
keep out women and straights.

“I have to warn you, I’m not much for dancing,” I said. 
“I have a cash stipend all weekend,” he said, smiling cheekily. 

“I’ll buy our beers and loosen you up. Tax dollars at work.”
“So long as you don’t pour any over my head.”
Once we were moving, the cause of his odd-duck behaviour 

occurred to me easily. All I had to do was watch him walk beside 
me, in his stylish tight clothes, with his long, gorgeous hair, in his 
confident strut. He wasn’t dumb, he wasn’t newly out, he wasn’t 
pretentious or especially arrogant. He was simply young — ​truly 
young — ​and aware that the world was his. His to possess, his to 
squander. His to make a strong impression on. He was going to 
share it with me that night — ​he was going to share all his posses-
sions, the dark streets and the cool air, the promise of dancing 
and booze, as well as the promise of his own bright and slender 
body. Knowing that a single layer of fabric concealed it, I was 
preoccupied by this last promise — ​I who had moments before 
enjoyed a complete, prolonged view.

“Do raids happen a lot?” he asked.
“They started last year with the bathhouses. Sometimes the 

bars. It began just before the Olympics, but it didn’t stop when 
the games ended. One more thing to hate about the games. It 
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was all such a shambles. They were just trying to recapture the 
glory, if you ask me.”

“The glory of Expo 67, you mean.”
I nodded.
“My family came for a weekend,” he said. “I don’t remember 

a whole lot, but I remember that I felt sad when we left, because 
we had so much left to see.”

“You would have felt that way no matter how long you 
stayed.”

I felt something on my hand — ​it was his hand, grabbing 
mine and giving it a big squeeze. The part of his world that was 
most generous of him to share, and the part I enjoyed most 
acutely, was the lack of concern about our safety. Cars and ped-
estrians passed us, apartment windows faced us. But in his 
opinion, we could still hold hands. We’d head from one queer 
establishment to another, a bar called Truxx, spelled with two 
x’s, and possibly to more spots after that. Under his direction, 
we were unassailable. Instead of being safe in some places and 
genuine in others, we’d be both these things at once, everywhere 
we went, all night long. I squeezed his hand back, and then we 
both laughed, because holding hands at length was something 
couples did. We weren’t one of those. We were just two men, 
spending a moment together, and probably a few more after this 
one. I didn’t let go.

“The Spider,” said John, grinning. “I remember the Spider.” 
He was still talking about Expo; the Spider was an amusement 
ride for children. I pictured a child version of him, holding his 
mother’s or father’s hand in the lineup. I had gone to Expo many 
times, and he and I might have visited at the same time. But 
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back then, I was a young man, about the age that John was now. 
And he was a little child.

We stood at an intersection, waiting for our light. Our hands 
remained entwined. “Spider,” I said, without much thought. I 
considered kissing John, but maybe that would be too brave, 
even for his liking. Brave in terms of our surroundings, brave in 
terms of our connection. It occurred to me that he might not 
have been certain whether to sleep with me, and that he might 
only decide once he had seen me dance.SAM
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I first arrived in Montreal when I was nineteen years old. Still a 
child in many ways, though I didn’t feel that way then. Some 

classmates back home in New Brunswick had already become 
engaged or even married. If they hadn’t, two options were left: 
for the clever, school, and for the others, including myself, the 
tobacco fields, in which a living could be made no matter a per-
son’s brains or physical strength. All he needed was tolerance 
regarding the stench of the plants, the heat of the sun, the slow 
but discernible yellowing of his own hands. I had these qual-
ities. By the end of summer, my arms were gold, all the way up 
to the elbows.

I had a friend named Lucy. When we were still in school, we 
usually walked home together, and I often ate supper at her par-
ents’ house. We would listen to records together too. Dionne 
Warwick, Dusty Springfield, Barbra Streisand. For a time, we 
were made fun of. It was said that this was how total squares lost 
their virginity: they found other squares to do it with. But before 
long, Lucy and I disappeared into the classroom and the school-
yard, unnoticed. When high school was finished, we kept up the 
walks. She apprenticed at the drugstore, to eventually become a 
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pharmacist. She took correspondence courses and bought 
devices and tool sets that looked fun until their purposes, unfail-
ingly bland, were explained.

We were happy together. She kept me from feeling the 
bottomlessness of my own insides, a feeling that was strongest 
on alone nights of television watching or radio listening. But we 
never kissed or even touched, except when she grabbed my hips 
while teaching me cartwheels one afternoon, or when together 
we lifted an empty nest back into the branch from which it had 
fallen in a gust, before our eyes.

When Lucy finished her courses in the fall, her parents 
encouraged her to travel somewhere. Exams would take place 
next, and her adult life might then come together quickly. There 
would be no time for trips. Her parents offered to cover her travel 
costs. I had just enough money to accompany her, and her par-
ents were okay with this. Lucy and I determined that Montreal 
was an exciting destination, though it made her parents a little 
nervous, because whenever the news mentioned Montreal, it was 
about terrorist attacks by the FLQ, who planted homemade bombs 
throughout the city in support of some cause that to me seemed 
convoluted and somewhat boring. I didn’t know what the letters 
FLQ stood for. Lucy’s parents asked her to call every day, but there 
was no doubt that she was going to do that anyway.

I had a feeling that they expected something of me, and I 
eventually figured out what it was. They expected that Lucy and 
I would return as an engaged couple. And I thought: Maybe 
they’re right. I had a feeling that change was coming. Some-
thing consequential, something healthy and painful, some task 
that I was putting off so thoroughly, I was even putting off 
identifying it exactly. I just knew it was inevitable, this thing I 
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was going to have to do, now that school was long over and a 
different kind of ordinary was taking shape. Perhaps the thing 
was proposing. Perhaps these were the feelings that always pre-
ceded that life step, in the chests of all young men. Without 
thinking too hard about it, I pocketed the ring that my dead 
mother had received from my father when they became 
engaged. It was an emerald, and my stepmother had made clear 
before my father’s proposal that she disliked it. As a young boy, 
I sometimes unearthed it from the kitchen cupboard in which 
it was kept, to slip onto my thumb, confident that placing it on 
any other finger would be an affront to my mother’s dignity, 
and to my own masculinity, but that thumbs were different. 
Thumbs were fine. My half-sisters, when they came along, 
agreed with their mother, dubious of the emerald’s value and 
ignorant of its beauty. Nobody would notice its absence from 
the drawer. Shoving the ring in my pocket, I felt that my own 
absence too would go unnoticed.

At the train station, the specialness of travel occurred to me 
in earnest. The only people I knew who had travelled at all were 
rich people, or men who had gone to war before I was born. 
Lucy and I were two young people travelling for pleasure, and 
this made us laugh giddily, though Lucy’s levity degraded into 
tears when she said goodbye to her parents. As we took our 
seats, she called herself ridiculous and cleaned the tears off her 
face with her fingers. During the ride, she read a book, and I did 
nothing in particular, except feel the ring pulse in my pocket. 
After lights out, I slept poorly in my seat, while Lucy got a good 
night’s rest.

“It reminds me of childhood,” she said in the morning, as 
our train pulled into Montreal’s gigantic Central Station. “You fall 
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asleep on the couch, or in the car, and when you wake up, you’ve 
been taken somewhere else.”

This idea didn’t resonate with me. Where I fell asleep and 
where I awoke had always been the same.

I felt confident that I would know to reveal the 
ring upon the arrival of a sudden shimmering need, sent from 
the same part of the brain that told my hand to cover my mouth 
at the sight of something shocking. Proposing would suddenly 
become my only option; I wouldn’t even realize it had happened 
until it already had. But throughout the vacation, Lucy com-
plained about a garbage-like smell I didn’t notice, and about the 
steep incline of the streets, and about the impossibility of true 
silence, even with the windows of our hotel room closed. Cars 
honked, buses braked, voices shouted and obnoxiously laughed. 
She said a few times that we should have travelled in the other 
direction and stayed somewhere blue-skied in the Maritimes. 
The urge to propose never passed through me.

One evening, we found a bar with a martini sign outside and 
music coming through the door. Two men came out as we tried to 
enter, one young and lean, one old and gruff, each with a cigarette 
behind his ear. The four of us almost collided, and the young man 
rested his hand on my waist as he passed us, as though that was 
necessary to do to keep himself upright, and to keep me upright 
too. I found it odd that such different-looking men, from two 
different generations, were friends.

“Pas de filles,” the older man said abruptly, before Lucy and I 
entered.

“Sorry,” I said. “What does that mean?”
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