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      Mist clung to the shore; the sun hadn’t risen when I arrived. I set my knapsack on a rock, stripped to skin, and dove into the bay. The sixty-five-degree water closed in over my head—cold for July, typical for this island. When I surfaced, the sharp scent of cedar and algae hit me. Bracing and familiar, yet somehow off. I’ve swum naked here a hundred times, but today I felt exposed. At the granite rock, I pulled myself up and stood shivering and dripping. I looked back toward shore. The light was just enough to pick out the place where Jax, Nikko, and I had posed for that photo, the camera timer clicking as we laughed.

      I thought I heard Jax laugh now.

      I must have imagined it.

      I slipped back into the water and swam to the beach. On shore, I drew the towel from my knapsack with a little more care than usual and dried off quickly. The sun was edging up, casting everything in a diluted yellow—the rocks, the stunted cedars, the rough terrain. Georgian Bay would show its Caribbean blues by mid-morning; for now, it was flat, grey, dissolving into black. I pulled on my clothes and glanced at the lighthouse keeper’s house—no lights. Amelia and the kids still sleeping.

      Good.

      I needed to do this alone.

      Pulling the knapsack over my shoulder, I climbed past the house to the maple, then up the eight-foot earthen cliff slick with a thin layer of dew. Just beyond it lay a smooth rock angled sixty degrees, coated in algae. “See, I told you I couldn’t do it,” Jax had said five times before he actually made it to the top, laughing each time he slid back down.

      At the large oak, I stopped. My chest tightened; I had to force the air in and out. I pushed a branch aside, and there—through the mist—was the cliff. Nine months already. So much had changed. The breeze rattled the leaves like tiny maracas. A blue heron glided toward the shoreline. I walked to the edge, sat with my legs dangling over the endless black of the bay. I set my knapsack beside me; my hands were shaking.
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      I can’t wake your brother up!”

      It was the way Mom said it—confused, almost angry—that made me brush it off.

      “What? What do you mean?”

      I was only half listening, calculating how I’d ever get Dad to his nine o’clock appointment in Barrie. Forty-five minutes away and already eight. No time for a shower. Damn. I grabbed my shirt, cradled the phone against my ear, and shoved one arm through. The phone clattered to the floor.

      “Are you there? Did you hear me?”

      I bent and snatched it up. “Sorry, Mom, I’m fine. Dropped the phone. I slept in, and I have to get Dad to this energy appointment, and we’re going to be late—what’s this about Jax? Another exaggerated symptom? Wait, let me put you on speaker.” I set the phone on the dresser and reached for my pants.

      “Rex went into Jax’s room this morning and started barking at the side of his bed,” Mom said. “When Bart went to check, he couldn’t wake him up. We…we still can’t.”

      Her voice tightened, like she was swallowing tears. In the background, Bart was shouting at Jax to wake up, then a ruckus—shaking him, maybe. Mom had met Bart on the dating site I’d set up for her. Not my choice, but that was a discussion for another time.

      “Is he…breathing?”

      “Yes.”

      Relief flooded through me.

      “But he’s not moving. And he won’t wake up.”

      My chest constricted.

      “I heard him get up at six and go to the bathroom. He was stumbling, banging into the walls. I got up to help him. He took his blood pressure meds, then went back to bed. Now he’s not responding…to anything. I don’t know what to do!”

      “What the hell is going on?”

      My pants were on backwards. I dragged them off and turned them around. My shirt was wrinkled, and I’d grabbed two different coloured socks.

      I was angry—at the call, at being late, at Jax for taking up so much attention from everyone lately.

      “Mom, let me call Katie. I’ll call you right back.”

      I threw my hair into a clip and dialed my stepsister. Katie was an Emerg nurse in Oshawa and would know what to do. She answered on the first ring. The call was quick and to the point. I called Mom back.

      “Don’t go in the ambulance with him. He’s relying on us way too much lately. He needs to wake up without anyone there. Katie said this would be good for him, okay? He needs tough love right now.”

      Mom agreed. We said goodbye, and I hung up.

      I was going to be so late. Dad would be on my back. And how would I tell him about Jax? Dad had been saying for ages that there was more going on with my brother than we believed. Was he right?

      Just last night, we’d taken Jax to the Royal Victoria Hospital Emergency in Barrie. Visual problems, pressure at the base of his neck, and high blood pressure. The doctor had been one hundred percent sure Jax was fine—just suffering from anxiety.

      So what was this today?

      And that “fit” Mom had mentioned on the way home from the hospital. His complexion had turned white, his voice gone low and droning. His entire body spasmed. “I’m having a stroke!” He’d been shaky. I had to help him into Mom’s house. Should I have taken him straight back to Emerg then?

      My anger and frustration faded, replaced by confusion. Fear. I took a deep breath, no longer worried about being late. Questions battled in my mind. I thought of how, as I was leaving Mom’s last night, I’d had the strongest urge to run over to the couch where Jax lay and hug him. I thought it would scare him, that he’d wonder why. Do you think I’m going to die would have been his first question, so I held back. But I should have hugged him. He didn’t want me to leave, begged me to stay. Now that I thought about it, he’d seemed desperate, like he knew something. I remembered the ache in my gut as I left.

      It was coming back.

      They’ll get him to the hospital, and he’ll be fine. He has to be okay.

      I called Fredrik, Jax’s partner. He’d need time to absorb this and arrange for a ride. He lived in Toronto, a couple of hours away, and didn’t drive. While I was on the phone with him, Stu came into the room and stood listening. We’d been married for twelve years. I recognized the veiled look on his face as worry. Fredrik said he’d get there as soon as he could.

      I filled Stu in before leaving to get Dad. I hated rushing away—such a bomb to lay on him. He’d have the burden of telling Lily, our daughter, after she came home from school. She and her Uncle Jax were close; she was his only niece and often spoiled by him. I wasn’t sure how she’d react. Fifteen was a confusing age: figuring out boys, friends, hormones, trying to become her own person. I hated leaving before I could tell her myself. But I didn’t know much yet. Maybe everything would be okay.

      When I set off for Dad’s condo—only a few minutes away—the October air was cold and damp, a dull grey sky hanging low as if bracing for winter. The bright red, yellow, and orange leaves had fallen, leaving only shriveled brown ones clinging to branches until the wind finally claimed them. The air carried the sharp scent of colder weather on its way. I’m not a fan of the colder weather.

      A thick cloud hovered over the mountain, swallowing up its peak. Blue Mountain was my home, part of the Niagara Escarpment running 725 kilometers north from Niagara Falls to Tobermory in Ontario. Jax and I had learned to ski there as kids. We’d gone for long family hikes on the trails through the forests. So many cherished memories—not just for me, but six generations of Vanbeermens who’d emigrated from Holland as farming settlers.

      Pulling into Dad’s condo, I wondered if we should have cancelled his appointment.

      No… Jax would probably be awake and on the mend by the time we got back.

      I took a deep breath as I watched Dad walk toward the car, his cane in hand, more for confidence than balance, a big smile forming across his face.

      “Hi, Sweetie, how are you?” he said, opening the door. “Do you think this appointment is worth going to? Do you really think they’re going to be able to help me?” He got in.

      Gee, I wonder where Jax gets his worrying from.

      Dad had his own health problems and a long list of prescriptions—heart, cholesterol, urine-flow, and stomach pills. His hands and feet ached, he felt dizzy, and his blood pressure hovered low. He’d lost a lot of weight. Were these side effects? Probably; I’d bet on that.

      Keeping my expression neutral, I said, “Hi, Dad, I’m not sure what they’ll even do, but why not try anything?”

      I didn’t want to look at him; he would instantly know something was wrong. Intimate conversation could be uncomfortable with him.

      But today he leaned over and kissed my cheek. Grabbing my hand, he said, “My darling daughter, at least I get to spend the rest of the day with my Sweetie.”

      He buckled his seatbelt. We began the forty-five-minute drive to Barrie, my mind in turmoil with thoughts of Jax. I kept seeing him in that trauma room a year ago, blood pressure at 266/144. I’d never seen my brother scared like that—strapped to a gurney in the trauma bay, eyes glued to the monitor, asking every five minutes if he was dying. The room reeked of latex and rubbing alcohol. Someone was vomiting behind a curtain. A woman moaned. Ambulance gurneys rolled past with old and young lying on them. I’d gripped his hand—as much for me as for him.

      “You’re not going to die, Jax.”

      “Then why am I in a trauma room? They must think I’m going to die.” He pushed himself up in the bed, craned his neck to look at the monitor.

      “They put you here because your pressure’s really high and they need to bring it down. If you’d just calm down, maybe it would too.” I was sure he made his blood pressure worse. “And maybe they had no other beds—did you ever think of that?”

      Nothing calmed him.

      Six hours and two Ativan tablets later, they’d released him at 144/100. Still high, but they advised him to see his family doctor and continue with Ativan, blood pressure pills, and some heart meds. My brother wouldn’t admit he didn’t have a family doctor. He suffered a serious case of white-coat syndrome.

      That next year had been hell—for him, for all of us. My fun-loving, crazy brother became withdrawn and scared, not wanting to stray far from home or family. He stopped working and texted hourly, asking if he was dying, why his blood pressure wouldn’t go down. But when we suggested he get checked, he’d only become more upset.

      He’d finally found a family physician, but he couldn’t seem to get his pressure below 140/100 or find the reason for the spike. All tests showed no blockages. The doctor labeled him anxious and chalked it up to that.

      Two weeks ago, at Katie’s wedding—during my speech welcoming Mark into our family—Jax had collapsed to the floor. A later CT scan showed nothing, and his bloodwork was all normal. Again, the conclusion: It’s just anxiety.

      And then last night’s race to Emerg. What did it all mean?

      The trip to Barrie felt longer than usual.

      I knew I had to find the courage to tell Dad about Mom’s call. We were about halfway there when I found it.

      At first, he didn’t say anything. I glanced over. The vein in his neck was pulsing. His expression shifted between confusion and anger. He’d been telling Jax to get more tests, that something else was wrong.

      After a few minutes, he pressed his fingers against the vein and coughed. “What the hell are we doing? You should have told me this right away! Jax is in the hospital, and we’re going to some stupid appointment that won’t do anything anyway.” His voice climbed. “Pull over and turn around, Amelia. We have to get to the hospital.”

      Heat flooded my face. I pulled onto the shoulder and swung the car back toward Collingwood. I’d been trying to convince myself it couldn’t be serious. That the paramedics would wake him up and he’d be fine. Now nausea rolled through me. I swallowed it back and focused on the road.

      Dad and I hadn’t always had the relationship we did now. And it was in times like these that I was reminded of the awkwardness still lurking between us.

      The ride back felt even longer. Dad was quiet, just stared out the window, cleared his throat, and fiddled with his hands, picking at his cuticles.

      I tried to make small talk, but he seemed uninterested.

      I called Mom for an update. Nothing had changed. Jax was still in Collingwood, still unresponsive, still not waking up. I could hear Bart in the background repeating, ‘It’s not good, Amelia. It’s not good.’ Mom said the doctor thought Jax might have had a stroke. They might have to rush him to Sunnybrook in Toronto. But not yet. Why not yet? Aren’t these things urgent?

      My brother wasn’t crying wolf this time. My fingers ached from gripping the wheel as I contemplated making calls with Dad sitting right beside me. I dialed our cousin Tom—two years younger than me, six younger than Jax—who’d grown up like a brother to us. He tried to hide his shock but promised he and Uncle Arthur would meet us at the hospital. I reached out to a couple of close friends, but only got their voicemail.

      Katie said she’d leave Oshawa when she could after making arrangements for her three young children. Although she was two and a half hours away, somehow having her there would settle my stomach. I hoped she could make the arrangements soon. She was a stepsister from my mom’s second marriage to a man who’d passed away from cancer years earlier. They weren’t together that long, maybe five years, but Katie had immediately become family and remained close to us. Maybe she could make some sense out of all this.

      During the calls, Dad kept clearing his throat and shaking his head, making me feel more uncomfortable and self-conscious. I didn’t know what to say to help him or even if I could. My own guilt was bad enough. He didn’t need to make me feel worse.

      I still hadn’t heard from Ben, and I wondered if he’d received the message I’d left earlier. I sent him another text to make sure. I texted Stu that there was no change, but that I was worried and we were on our way back to Collingwood.

      Thirty minutes later, we pulled into the hospital parking lot. I dropped Dad off at the Emergency entrance. He was using his cane to make his way to the bench in front of the door. He never used his cane. Worried he was going to fall or pass out, I put the car in park, got out, and slipped my arm under his, guiding him to the seat. “Wait here—I’ll be right back.”

      I parked the car. As I got out, the cool dampness in the air went straight to my bones.

      I scanned the lot for Ben’s truck. Not here yet. Maybe Jax had been right, and Ben just didn’t give a shit anymore. Why else wouldn’t he be here? I’d have thought he’d be the first to arrive.

      The last I’d heard from Fredrik, he was still waiting on a ride up from Toronto. We agreed to text each other for updates.

      It remained a dull October day. Dad looked much older sitting there on the bench. The worry on his face created a lump in the pit of my stomach. I had the urge to run back to the car and drive away. I was afraid of what we were about to see, to find out.

      I glanced at the helicopter pad. No helicopter. They hadn’t air-lifted Jax to Toronto, Mom would have let me know if they had. Was that good news or bad?

      I joined Dad at the bench, hooked my arm through his, and helped him up. Together we walked into a hell that no one expected that day.
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      I pulled into the hospital parking lot on squealing tires and snapped off my seatbelt before I’d even stopped. The northeastern wind slammed into me the moment I opened the door. Ice pellets hit my face like needles. The air stank of dead worms and wet wood. The parking lot was slippery, but I ran anyway, head down, hands shoved into my pockets.

      At the main doors, I stopped, suddenly unable to breathe. I stood there for a moment, suspended inside my own fear. Then I forced myself forward and stepped into the small vestibule.

      Amelia’s message spun in my head, the words hardly comprehensible.

      Jax has been rushed to Emerg at Collingwood General. Mom couldn’t wake him up.

      Inside, a small waiting area opened before me—plastic chairs, a cashier window, a scattering of people. A volunteer stood behind an elderly woman in a wheelchair. Two pregnant women shuffled slowly down the hall, their faces tight with pain.

      Couldn’t wake him up. Emerg.

      I was about to ask about Jax when I realized I wasn’t even in Emergency.

      What was I thinking?

      Dazed, I turned and pushed back outside into the freezing rain, following the path toward the proper entrance.

      Ambulances lined the bay. When I stepped inside, the waiting room was large, filled with rows of chairs and the low murmur of voices. It was full of people I didn’t recognize. Collingwood is a small town. It’s strange to be anywhere and not see at least one familiar face.

      But I was relieved. I didn’t feel like talking.

      The message had come in around ten. It was now two.

      I’d been in my workshop—an old barn I’d converted—building a custom railing when it arrived, but I hadn’t seen it until I went inside for lunch around noon.

      They’re rushing Jax to Emerg. He’s still breathing but won’t wake up. They tried several times to wake him, but nothing. If you get this message, please meet us at the hospital.

      I’d sat on the sofa, dumbfounded. What could be wrong? Was this why he hadn’t responded to my text the night before?

      I tried to get up several times but couldn’t find the strength. Part of me didn’t think it was my place to be there.

      When the shock finally loosened its grip, I bolted out the door. By then, there were four more messages from Amelia, each sounding more urgent than the last.

      A nurse hurried toward me. I must have looked like I needed help.

      “I’m here to see Jax—Jaxon Vanbeermen. He was brought in a few hours ago.”

      “Are you related to Mr. Vanbeermen?” she asked gently.

      I knew if I didn’t lie, I wouldn’t get in to see him.

      I cleared my throat. “He’s my partner.”

      “Oh.” Her expression softened. “Let me take you to him right away. We usually only allow one person in, but under the circumstances, we’ll make an exception.”

      Under the circumstances.

      What did she mean?

      Fredrik might be in there with him. If so, I’d be caught in my lie. What I wanted—what I needed—was to be alone with Jax.

      Fredrik had met him in Toronto a couple of years after I’d kicked him out. I was the one who let him go. I’d let someone else have him for twelve years. Twelve years we could have been building a life instead of pretending we didn’t belong to each other.

      I had always tried to be respectful of their relationship. I knew Jax loved Fredrik. I also knew he loved me. They had built a life together—a condo, then a house on the Danforth. Jax worked at a dealership in Collingwood and split his time between here and Toronto.

      We still saw each other. Dinner once a week, sometimes more. That first year apart had been unbearable, too awkward, too raw. But it was worse not seeing him at all. He would bring dinner, and we’d sit across from each other pretending friendship was enough, both of us knowing it wasn’t, but neither ever saying anything.

      Fredrik was easygoing and funny. Jax needed that. I had always been quieter, more contained. Fredrik was different from me in every way—dark-haired, shorter, built more like Jax. Something between them had worked. They had lasted ten years.

      We had lasted only four and a half.

      Not nearly enough time.

      “His mom, dad, and sister are with him now,” the nurse said, breaking into my thoughts. “Follow me.”

      I followed her through the large wooden doors that opened with a key tag.

      I automatically placed my hand beneath a sanitizer dispenser and rubbed the gel into my skin on the way in.

      She led me past a maze of blue curtained spaces. Nurses and doctors moved quickly between them.

      The aqua-painted concrete walls hadn’t changed since I was a kid tracing the grout lines while waiting with my parents after Dad cut himself on the farm.

      We passed some open curtains—someone coughing, someone moaning, someone cradling an injured hand.

      I didn’t care. I just needed to get to Jax.

      My legs felt weak beneath me.

      At the nurses’ station, voices overlapped.

      “What did you do this weekend?”

      “Did you get your shift covered?”

      “When are you going to talk to the family?” someone else asked.

      “When all of the family gets here,” a doctor replied.

      I paused on that one. Please don’t let them be talking about Jax.

      “Here he is,” the nurse said quietly. “I’ll leave you with him.”

      She gestured toward trauma room two, then disappeared.

      For a moment, I couldn’t move.

      My lips quivered.

      My heart sped up.

      He’ll be fine, I told myself. It’s Jax.

      I pushed the curtain aside.

      My eyes went straight to the bed.

      To him.

      Jax lay motionless, tubes running from his mouth. Amelia sat beside him, holding his hand, her face pale from crying. Their mother stood on the other side, brushing his hair back gently, speaking to him as if he might answer. Uncle Arthur rested a hand on Amelia’s shoulder. No surprise. He’d been like their dad.

      A clear tube partially hid Dan’s face—the machine breathing for him.

      Not breathing on his own.

      In the background, music played softly. Don Henley. The sound stirred something deep inside me.

      And then I remembered.

      Sixteen years ago.

      The spring of 1996.

      The first time I saw him.

      
        * * *

      

      Sixteen years earlier.

      The truck window was down. I drew in a deep breath—spring air filled my lungs with the smells of hot pavement, cedar, and something faintly floral I didn’t recognize. Don Henley played softly on the radio. Warm wind lifted my hair, though one stubborn strand clung to the corner of my eye.

      Peter sat beside me, turned toward his window.

      That wasn’t unusual.

      Peter didn’t talk much. Neither did I. The silence between us felt heavier than it should have.

      His elbow rested on the window frame, fingers curled loosely over the edge.

      My mother’s voice, from earlier that morning, still echoed in my head.

      What are you doing with this man? Why can’t you work things out with Michelle? She was such a nice Christian girl. I had hopes for you, Ben.

      And the worst of it⁠—

      What are the children going to think?

      I turned up the radio to drown her out.

      “I saw a Deadhead sticker on a Cadillac,” I sang quietly, tapping the steering wheel as I glanced down at the gas gauge.

      Nearly empty.

      Around noon, I pulled into the Esso station at the corner of Mosley and the town line in Wasaga Beach. Wasaga had always felt like its own world. Endless shoreline, tourists drifting in and out with the seasons. The longest freshwater beach in the world. To us locals, it was simply the Beach.

      This drive always pulled me backward in time. I could still feel warm sand between my toes, see my family gathered around a cooler, towels wrapped awkwardly around our waists as we changed in the open air without shame. The sun would sink behind the escarpment, casting ribbons of orange, purple, and gold across the water. The waves would creep forward, dissolving my sandcastles piece by piece.

      It’s been said that Al Capone once owned a hotel right at the main end—beach area 1, where shops and bars line a cruising road adjacent to the sandy shore. You feel like you could be somewhere in Miami. Most locals stay clear; it’s too congested. We always end up somewhere around beach area five.

      I pulled up beside the pump and leaned toward the glove compartment for my credit card.

      When I turned back, he was there.

      Standing at my window.

      For a moment, I forgot how to breathe.

      He was the most beautiful man I’d ever seen.

      I stared at him, speechless. Completely unprepared for him. For the way he seemed to exist outside everything I knew. He could have been a model. Or a film star.

      I wondered if Peter had noticed my reaction.

      Peter was handsome—brown, medium-length hair, blue eyes—but beside this man, he faded into the background. I felt guilty for thinking it, though part of me suspected Peter saw it too. There was something about the attendant.

      A quiet confidence.

      Something steady.

      Certain.

      Something Peter didn’t have. In the two weeks we’d been hanging out, conversation had felt forced. Peter was reserved, rarely met my eyes, often staring at the ground as if afraid of being seen.

      “Uh… could you fill it with diesel, please?”

      My voice betrayed me.

      Heat rose to my face.

      Mother would have quoted a scripture or told me to drive to another gas station. I was grateful for the warmth of the day, hoping neither of them would notice my flush.

      I watched him in the side mirror as he walked back to remove the gas cap. 

      Man, stay cool, Ben. 

      He pulled open the small door that hid the cap, unscrewed it, and inserted the nozzle. As he stood there filling the tank, I couldn’t stop looking. He moved with an ease that fascinated me.

      He looked to be around my age, mid-thirties. Maybe my height. His face was a perfect oval shape, his skin smooth and caramel-colored. His hair was golden brown with lightened ends. The sun’s reflection turned it almost luminous. His eyes—hazel, I thought—were soft but deep enough to appear brown.

      He glanced up suddenly and caught me staring.

      He smiled.

      The world shifted.

      I had never seen such a gorgeous smile. Then he looked down, almost shyly. Something inside me loosened. I had been wondering if he was interested in me, and that downward glance, for some reason, reassured me.

      I looked away quickly, pretending to search for something in the armrest. My hand brushed against a Bible. 

      Oh, for god’s sake, Mom, even in my truck? 

      Since Michelle and I broke up, they had been appearing everywhere.

      Silent reminders of the life I was supposed to live.

      I glanced again at the guy in the mirror.

      I think Peter might have said something to me, though I have no recollection of what. When I glanced back at this intriguing stranger, he was staring over at the other cars in the lot across the way.

      The pump clicked.

      Too soon.

      I just wanted to sit there and watch him all day. I felt like a schoolboy. I wanted to ask him his name, but I didn’t want to be rude to Peter. I decided I could maybe come back another day, without Peter. It was the appropriate thing to do.

      “Hey, man, how much do I owe you?”

      With shaky hands, I handed this fine man my credit card. After paying, I drove off with Peter, trying to focus on our canoe adventure. But the truth is, I felt distracted all day. My mind stayed behind.

      With him.

      In the days that followed, I found reasons to return. Fuel I didn’t need, errands that didn’t exist. But the sexy attendant was never there, and I began to wonder if I’d imagined him.

      How could my luck be so bad?

      Was this just a part-time gig for him? Maybe he worked only one day a week?

      He wouldn’t have quit.

      Oh god, what if he’d quit?

      I couldn’t give up, though.

      

      I was determined to keep going back until I saw him. He just had to still be there.

      I had explained to Peter a few days after our canoe trip that I felt we just didn’t have enough in common. The forced conversation, the zero eye contact. The relationship was going nowhere. “I think it’s fair for you to move on,” I’d said, but really, it was to let me move on. Each time I was with him, I could only think of this guy.

      Finally, a couple of weeks after that first encounter, my luck changed.

      I pulled up, and there he was.

      Another gorgeous June day. My hands shook, and a bead of sweat formed on my brow.

      He stepped toward my window, smiling as if he’d been expecting me.

      “Hey there, nice to see you again.” He smiled. “What’s your name?”

      I was caught off guard. I said nothing, momentarily stunned.

      He remembers me?

      Finally, able to speak, I said, “It’s Ben—and you?”

      “Jax.”

      The name settled into me like it had always belonged there.

      I smiled. “Jax, that’s a cool name. Is it short for something?” Sweat was running down my back. I must have looked like I’d just done a workout, and I hoped he wouldn’t notice.

      “Jaxon. My mom named me after my great-grandfather. Do you live around here? I’ve seen you come in a few times.”

      He’d seen me? 

      Why hadn’t he said anything?

      Maybe he thought Peter was with me. 

      Don’t worry, beautiful stranger, Peter is gone and won’t be returning.

      Especially now.

      I put my hand out the window, “Nice to meet you.”

      When he shook it, I didn’t want to let go. His hand was warm. Strong. Small but certain.

      I reached into the armrest to grab my wallet and saw the Bible I’d forgotten to take out. I pushed it under some papers.

      This time, I got out of the truck and stood beside him while he pumped the fuel. I wanted to be closer to him. He was wearing a soft musk aftershave. It smelled wonderful, and he wasn’t wearing too much. Some guys drown themselves in it, especially gay guys. 

      Maybe he’s not gay?

      “Yeah, I just live about ten minutes from here,” I replied, closing my door. “Hey, I was wondering if you might like to get together sometime, you know, for dinner or something. I’ll bake a pie!”

      A pie?

      Shit, the words had flown out of my mouth before I could stop them. And now the saliva in my mouth had vanished, making it hard to swallow, let alone talk.

      “Hang on, I just have to grab that other car—but I’d really like that.”

      Jax looked back at me as he walked away. Then he flicked his hair out of his eyes and smiled.

      That smile—it flaunted perfect teeth. It was definitely his best feature, although coming in a close second were his hazel eyes. I hoped he liked me, and I hoped that he was gay.

      I had met cute men before, but this one felt different. There was something about him that seemed to speak to me. Like I knew him from another life or something. I know that sounds weird—it sounded weird even to me—but I’d heard of that before. Was it in church, maybe? Not sure. All I knew was that our connection, at least for me, seemed too strong to ignore.

      My thoughts drifted as I watched him. I remembered being in school—I was never teased like other guys I knew. Some were beaten up constantly. A few gays in larger cities like Toronto were murdered for being different. Some killed themselves. I’m not sure if it was from the shame, the guilt, or they just couldn’t live with their demons. I felt a little luckier than them, because I never had to deal with all of that on top of my family’s disgust.

      I’m not sure I could have handled it.

      I guess in that sense, I could understand why some took their lives; my family was more than enough to deal with. Then came AIDS, and that certainly didn’t help the homophobes; it just gave them more ammunition to be cruel, calling it the gay disease. Shouting things out like, “Well, good, let that take them all out.” Yep. This life can certainly test you. I wouldn’t have chosen it if, in fact, I had a choice.

      I watched him with the other customer. He was friendly and had a great energy about him. He displayed a confidence I’d always desired for myself. His smile seemed to make other people smile, and in their body language, I could see that they felt good around him. His physique wasn’t too shabby either. His jeans snugly hugged his perfect butt.

      I waited for him to finish the other car. Since no one else had pulled in, I thought I’d wait to set a date for the dinner. I didn’t want to miss this opportunity. I couldn’t.

      He walked back toward the truck.

      “So… how is this Thursday? Do you work that night?” My lips got stuck to my teeth.

      “Nope, Thursday is my day off.” He smiled again.

      Man, he’s sexy.

      I never quite fit in with the “flaming guys” nor with the straight guys. I fell somewhere in between. I felt different from everyone else, a sort of stranger to both worlds. And Jax, well, he seemed more like… me. He carried himself like a straight man—no lisp, no floppy hand—yet he had softness, a kindness and confidence that were compelling. Was he really interested in men, or was he just being nice?

      “Oh, that’s great man! Okay, say, around 5? I can take you for a hayride around the farm before dinner, or we could go for a walk. Do you have a piece of paper? I’ll give you directions. It’s really easy—it’s on the 6th.”

      I know what I’d like to do in that hay—Okay, stop that.

      He brought his hand up and scratched his temple, looking right at me. “6th Line? By the airport? There are many 6ths.” His eyes peered right into my soul.

      “Yes, that’s the one. My great-grandfather built the place in the 1800s. It’s old, but it’s home.”

      “It’s a small world.” Jax leaned against the gas pump and crossed one ankle over the other. The warm breeze tousled his hair. “My grandfather built a farm and a farmhouse on the 4th Line, but it was in the early ‘50s. His dad, my great-grandfather Jax, built a small house before that on the same property in the late 1800s, when he and seven of his brothers moved over from Holland, but it came down when the new house went up. I practically grew up there, so I know exactly where the 6th Line is. He farmed pigs and had a couple of horses. We used to take the horses across the train tracks and ride them to the 6th.” His voice rose, and his expression changed when he mentioned the farm; it obviously held fond memories.

      “Then that must be the great-grandfather you’re named after?” I asked, and Jax nodded. “Cool, man. By the train tracks… that’s just about right across from me. I’m just past the bridge on the right when heading south, number 24111. You know the green 911 sign?”

      “Yes. You must not be far from that dirt road not assumed by the town,” he said. “I don’t think I’ve ever known the name of it. We used to ride the horses on there too, and in the wintertime, we’d snowmobile up there. Anyway, we should save some talk for the dinner. I’ll see you at 5 on Thursday. Can I bring anything?”

      He uncrossed his ankles, stood straight again, and rubbed my shoulder down to my biceps. The heat traveled right into my groin, warming my whole body.

      “No, man, not at all, just yourself is more than enough, and yes, I’m up not too far from that road.” I noticed another car pulling in. “I’d better let you go. See you Thursday!”

      Just get to the truck, just get to the truck.

      As I walked, my knees threatened to buckle under me. The inside of my stomach felt fizzy, like I’d guzzled a can of Coke. Did Jax like me? Did he find me as compelling as I found him? If he didn’t, I’m sure he wouldn’t have said yes.

      Right?

      I could hardly believe he said yes. The way he’d caressed my arm felt like he was letting me know.

      I could still feel his hand there.

      I knew, even then, that something had shifted.

      That my life had divided itself into before him⁠—

      and after.
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