Inside Out & Backwards


Sometimes when you look really, really hard for something, you never find it. Or it just takes a while longer than you’d like – sometimes a lot longer.

Ronan Avrilly was looking for something, though he was conflicted over what it was. When your insides were as messed up as his, not knowing what you really wanted was a struggle no longer unknown. 
For a long time he pretended he wanted girls; any girl he could get his callused hands on. For an even longer time he pushed away what he really wanted, what truly made his heart pound.

Not girls. Never girls.

Guys. Men.

Something he could never have in his bigoted little suburbia, where girls like boys and boys like girls. There was nothing else to it.

How long had Ronan known he was different?

Queer?

Faerie?

Fag homo freak of nature abnormal tilted wrong?
As long as you know the colour of your skin, the smell of popsicles melting in the hot summer sun; the harsh tone of your mother’s voice. Ronan had known as long as someone knows his or her own name, or that dirt is not supposed to go into your mouth but sometimes it just happens.

As long as girls started wearing bikinis and your friends drool and admire their straight little hearts out – while you sneak glances at the ripple of their abdomen as they laugh, lies pouring from your lips. Like poison dripping from the apple, painting a mask that will never fit.

Middle school had been bearable – barely. High school had been hell. It took a lot of energy to pretend to be something you were not, especially when the thought of even kissing a girl makes you want to choke. Or hide. Usually both.
But the lying had been what really ate Ronan up. Lying about liking how the girls rolled the skirts of their uniforms up, when what really got your blood pumping was the way boys’ arms flexed beneath their white collared shirt. How the sweat trickled down their necks and into their gym shirts –

And now he lied more than ever.

The lying had really begun in his early twenties, shy and fresh out of university. He was dating a young woman. She was shy, too.

Ronan did not know exactly how he had found his way to the seedy hotel room, into the arms of that man. He had a date later with the shy woman. 
How had he managed to keep living after that first night of paid love? Each sloppy kiss had been paid for in cash, and the look in their eyes was dead. Many nights of dead looks would follow over the years.
Ronan shook his head slightly; letting the memories slip back into the place he kept them, in a dark corner of his mind. He rarely went there, only when he was tired. He slowly tuned into the station bustle surrounding him. It was something Ronan had to control, or he would start floating away anywhere –somewhere more dangerous than Union Station.

Blinking, Ronan waited for his eyes to adjust to the bright lights of the station; the noise trickled back slowly, suddenly louder than his pounding heart. He didn’t know why – he was in a safe place, where no one knew what he thought of late at night, in the darkness of his room – but whenever he retreated to that corner…plucked a memory delicately between his finger and thumb…. it all came back. The darkness, how their eyes shone in the shadows – the way the kid’s chin had trembled. He was young.
“Let’s set this queer straight, eh boys?” Artie Copeland asked, sneering at the trembling ninth grader, his eyes wide like the moon that had not shown up to guide their way.

“C’mon…” the boy begged, backing up against a tree “Please don’t, I swear…I swear I’m not…please…”

The first hit was swung. Ronan wanted to be sick.
Then another. And another.

Again. Again. Again.

“Come on Ronan!” Dale Bishop said, his eyes questioning ​- questioning Ronan’s loyalty, his manhood.
Ronan had never thought he possessed much of the latter, but Artie and Dale – along with the rest of the hockey team – did not need to know that.

They could never know that.

Along with the rest of their quiet, homophobic and racist little suburb that liked to believe their whole motto was all about equality and acceptance.

Ronan honestly wanted to make them all hurt, along with every other person who made his head pound, heart hurt and mere existence so hard. 

He wanted to eradicate them all so bad; hurt them until they understood. Show them the battle that raged inside his head everyday. Ronan hated it – detested how inside out and backwards he was.
And there was no one to take his rage out on.

No one but a scared ninth grade boy who Ronan knew was straight. It was unfortunate, but the fire of rage had been burning for nearly eighteen years. 
So he hit him. Hit him until he bled so badly Ronan had to be pulled off the poor kid by the other guys. 

The others had left the boy, heading back to their cars. Ronan fell behind, vomiting into the bushes. He had retched until there was nothing left and it felt as if his insides were on fire. 
Thinking of the boy’s bloodied nose, the way his right eye had lazed off to the side – Ronan couldn’t leave without knowing how he was getting home.

Tracing his steps back through the woods, Ronan found the kid sitting up against a tree, breathing deeply. He was crying, snot running down his face and mixing with the blood from his nose.
“What do you want?” he spat, blood speckling his jeans. 

“I…” Ronan did not know. “How are you getting home?”
The kid’s head jerked up; startled. “What?”

“C’mon.” he helped the kid up, supporting most of his weight. They walked out of the woods and across the schools sport field, towards the parking lot. Ronan practically dumped the kid into the passenger seat of his Mom’s car, hoping no blood would get on the seats. Then he would really be in trouble. 
He asked where the kid lived, he answered. It wasn’t far by car, and they both looked straight ahead.  

“I’m Ronan.” He supplied, not knowing why he said it. 

“I know.” The kid muttered. Then: “I’m Oliver.”

“I’m sorry, Oliver.”

Oliver glanced over at his attacker, obviously not convinced. “You don’t hate me the way the other guys do.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I know you’re not – um –”

“Gay.” Oliver supplied. He watched Ronan carefully. “But you are, right?”
Ronan slammed onto the brakes, suddenly wary of the skinny kid sitting in his Mom’s minivan. “I’m not –”
“I won’t tell anyone.” The words fell out of Oliver’s mouth in a rush, as if he were afraid of Ronan. “I swear. No need for both of us to get beat up, right?”
Ronan looked over at Oliver, a wave of tiredness washing over him. He was so tired of pretending. “You’d do that? Even after I beat you up?”
Oliver shrugged. “I guess.”

Ronan dropped him off, not leaving until Oliver had gone inside. He hadn’t gone home right away, instead sitting in the darkness of his car, crying until he couldn’t anymore and the trembling stopped.
To this day, nearly fifteen years later, they had not spoken – and the kid had not told a soul.

Oliver was never far from his mind; when he was attending soccer games, school events, work meetings. He thought back to just a couple hours ago, how he had missed his first train. Another hotel room downtown, another man with expressionless eyes and a striking face. They always asked the same question, even years after the first man, the first hotel room. 

“Any family?” the guy had asked. He was young, younger than Ronan. Beautiful.

Ronan hadn’t answered. “I have to go.” He was late for supper again. The shy young woman would be waiting. He was always late for supper.

Ronan blinked, and the world shifted back into place. He was not at the park behind the school or in the arms of a stranger; he was in Toronto at Union Station. It was six thirty in the evening; he was thirty-three, not eighteen – and still no one but a ninth grader and the hotel room men knew what he really was.

Gay.

A word Ronan hated, but only when it was being applied to him.

Which it never was.

Because no one knew Ronan Avrilly was gay.

Except the ninth grader, all the hotel room men and Ronan’s own guilty subconscious, which should not be guilty at all.

Love was love, right? Gender equality, gay rights, LGBT groups, all of that was the world’s new task to tackle. A cause to support and spread.

A new generation of peace and love, where anyone can love everyone and no one and it didn’t matter.

Running a hand through his dark hair, Ronan sighed as he took in his surroundings for the hundredth time; high arched gold ceiling, marble pillars and floor, the smell of cinnamon buns wafting through the crowds. The huge clock struck quarter to six – he was going to be late for dinner. Again.

Ronan was going to miss his train, but he didn’t care; his eye had caught sight of something. A flash of red. 
Or someone.
Standing not even ten feet from him, beneath the large clock in the center of the room, stood a man. A man with features that had haunted his dreams for a decade and a half; he had grown a lot, no longer gangly and scared. His hair was the colour of morning light; sticking up a bit in the back just like it had all those years ago. Dark brown eyes scanned the crowd while strong hands fiddled with the end of a crimson scarf; Ronan was memorizing his face, every freckle against his slightly tanned skin. How he even had the slightest tan this late in January Ronan could only guess – but it suited him, adding to his subtle air. 
Dozen’s of scenarios flashed through Ronan’s mind. Their eyes would meet, he would smile – the boy…or man now, would cross the room – he would sit down – kiss him – punch him – shake his head and walk away – do nothing at all.
Ronan could hear his heart pounding in his ears as he continued to stare. He could not tear his eyes away from the man’s face, a face that was now so grown up and confident there was nothing Ronan wanted to do but gaze at it all day long.

His imagination ran wild, panicking at the same time; the one person who knew his secret and his identity was only a short distance away. The world seemed to tilt, and just as Ronan began to rise in his seat, the man turned sharply – as if someone had called his name – and smiled. Through the crowd a young woman appeared, a tiny child cradled in her arms.

“How was your trip?” he asked as Ronan walked towards them, straining to hear their conversation.

“Wonderful, but Annie missed her Daddy.” The child, who couldn’t have been more than a year old, grinned and reached for him. “And you didn’t forget to feed the cat, did you Oliver?”

Oliver – that was his name. Oliver knew something about Ronan that no one else did. 

“Yes dear,” Oliver laughed, taking his daughter in his arms and kissing the top of her head, then his partner’s cheek.

Ronan opened his mouth, but nothing came out. As the little family began to walk away, Oliver looked back briefly and their eyes met; everything melted away and Ronan nodded to him.
Oliver stopped his partner, said something to her and handed over his daughter; he then walked towards Ronan, eyes still locked on his. Stopping two feet in front of each other, Oliver spoke first:

“Ronan Avrilly, long time no see.”

“Is that your family?” Ronan asked.

Oliver nodded “Yes.” 
“Your daughter – she looks like you.”

A smile flickered across Oliver’s still boyish features. “I know. Do you have any family? I heard you got married.”

Ronan did not want to think about that; the ring on his finger still felt uncomfortable. “I did, yeah.”

Neither said anything for a moment, and then Oliver handed him a card. “I would really like to get together, Ronan. Give me a call.” 
He began to leave and Ronan’s heart jumped into his throat. “Oliver –”

“Yeah?” Oliver looked back; he had such a gentle air, Ronan felt safe under his gaze. 
“Thank you.” His throat was tight, as if a toddler were gripping his windpipe like a dandelion bouquet. “For not telling.”

Olive shrugged. It was obvious he pitied Ronan, but somehow it did not upset him. “I swore I wouldn’t, didn’t I?” He then turned around, not looking back this time, and took the young woman’s hand and walked away, out of the train station and into the street.

Ronan watched him go, then read the card: Oliver Dail was a teacher. 

Turning to the exit that would take him to his train heading for the suburbs, Ronan knew he wouldn’t call Oliver. He knew that he would never be able to leave the house waiting for him, or the shy young woman and two sons bearing his name.

Ronan knew he would never have the person he ached for late at night. He had never been religious, but he prayed daily his sons would never have to go through the execution he went through each and every day – or end up just as inside out and backwards as their father.
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