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TON WAS AT A LOOSE end. He stood in his living room one Saturday, looking around and wondering what he should do next. He’d set the new place up just the way he wanted, but something still felt off. Something was missing.

It was his family. His partner of twenty years had left him. Their son was at university now, a young man. Ton was now single and an empty-nester. It turned out his husband, Helm, had been cheating on him, and when he’d finally gotten around to telling Ton about it, Helm had announced that he wanted a divorce at the same time. Ton had thought they were happy. He’d thought he’d have another twenty or thirty years with Helm, but no. Helm had other ideas.

Their son, Ejje, was studying in another city, and the absence of both Ton’s partner and kid at once was a double whammy. That, and they’d decided to sell the family home. Ton had contemplated buying Helm out, but he’d have had to re-mortgage to do that. And there were just too many memories. He’d decided to find a smaller place with a spare room for when Ejje came to visit, and have a clean slate at the same time.

Ton had his work, but so much of his life had revolved around Ejje and Helm that now they weren’t around, he didn’t know what to do with himself. As he stood there, he went over his options. He could go to the gym, but he didn’t feel like it. The gym was fine, but it had been more Helm’s thing than his. Helm was now into ‘ripped bods’, and before leaving he’d had a go at Ton for having a ‘dad bod’. What a jerk. Why Ton had stayed married to the guy for so long, he wasn’t so sure anymore. The cracks had started appearing (at least to Ton) about six months before Helm had finally admitted to cheating. In hindsight, the clues were pretty obvious: Helm had spent more time away from home on evenings and weekends, and more time on his phone at home. He’d wander off somewhere to talk or message privately, which hadn’t seemed that unusual, except he’d been doing it more and more. Sometimes, Ton would go into a room, not knowing that Helm was already in there, and Helm would suddenly get up and leave. Ton hadn’t really thought much of it at the time, but now it seemed crystal clear.

Helm had spent more time at the gym, and had become more distant from Ton. He’d started having subtle digs at Ton, couched as jokes. It probably hadn’t helped that Ejje had gone off to university, and it had just been the two of them in the house together. Ton wondered if Helm had been having a midlife crisis, and decided that Ton was the problem. Or maybe Helm had just changed. He didn’t seem like the same affable, generous man Ton had first met. He seemed more self-focussed, more ready to blame others when he didn’t get what he wanted. Maybe he’d just gotten sick of his life, and wanted something different. Ton didn’t know the guy Helm had been having an affair with, and didn’t want to. From what little he did know if him, the guy was younger than Helm, and kind of shallow. Whatever. They were welcome to each other. That chapter of his life was over. Now Ton just needed to figure out how he wanted the next one to go.

He decided to go for a walk—that was more his thing. He’d used to go for long walks by himself, wandering the hills for hours. He and Helm had done that for a while before Ejje had come along. Maybe Ton needed a dog, one that needed lots of exercise and liked long walks and blobbing around on the couch the rest of the time. But Ton still spent quite a bit of time in his office in town, so that wouldn’t necessarily be fair on the dog, unless it was happy to do its own thing some of the time. He’d think about it. There was no rush. But he knew one thing he did want was companionship. He had a circle of good friends, and fortunately quite a few of them weren’t mutual friends with Helm. They’d liked Helm well enough, but Ton had been their friend first. So at least there was that. He’d considered getting a flatmate, but then figured that just involved too much random chance. The place he’d bought was just the right size for him, and it was quiet and had a garden he could mooch around in.

He grabbed his keys and phone, and was out the door. He decided to go up to the nearby ridgeline and check out some of the tracks there. He hadn’t been in the new house for long, and there were still a lot of places to explore locally. He followed the suburban streets until they took him to the trailhead, and he headed up the zigzag track to the ridge. He decided to go west and follow it to see where it took him. He listened to music as he went, keeping an eye out for mountain bikers. It was pretty quiet for a Saturday, and he was weirdly grateful for the solitude, considering he’d just been pining for companionship. It gave him space to think. He let his mind drift where it would, redirecting his thoughts when they got too tangled and angsty. He’d had enough angst. He wasn’t going to let Helm’s decision ruin things for him. He’d been fortunate enough to find a house he liked, and now he just needed to find his own way.

Ejje texted him every day, and called at least once a week. Ejje knew that he was welcome at Ton’s whenever he wanted to crash there, but Ton had made sure not to put any pressure on him. Ejje had been very diplomatic and told both his dads that he’d be splitting his home time between them. At least Ton and Helm still lived in the same city, which would make it easier. Ejje had not been impressed with the fact that his pok (Helm) had cheated on his dad (Ton), and had made his feelings known. But Helm was still his pok, and although Ejje still didn’t approve of his actions, he’d decided to put judgement aside and avoid talking about it once the divorce had gone through. Sometimes, Ejje would have a vent with Ton, who just listened. Ton obviously had his own feelings about the whole thing, but he didn’t want to influence Ejje with those much.

“How can you be so calm about it, Dad?” Ejje had asked him one day.

“I’m not. This is just a façade,” he’d replied dryly.

Ejje had made a frustrated noise, and then just hugged him. “This sucks.”

“I know, Ejjie. It totally sucks. But ... it’s just one of those things that happens, you know?”

“I know. I still hate it, though.”

Ton loved his kid more than anything in the whole world. Ejjie’d grown up to be a decent human being, and Ton couldn’t ask for anything more than that. And he’d been particularly pleased to find out that Ejje planned to spend the first half of winter break (with its attendant festivities) with him rather than his pok. He tried not to be too schadenfreudey about it, but he secretly allowed himself to be, at least just a little.

Ton was thinking about all this when the ridgeline sloped down a little, transitioning from open scrub to woodland, and he found himself surrounded by trees. It was pine forest, and the ground beside the track was covered in a layer of dried needles. There was some undergrowth at first, but as he went, that thinned out to stubby grass, and he could see through the trees for some distance. He was glad he’d come this way, it was different and gave him something to focus on. The ground eventually flattened out into a plateau, and presumably resumed its descent to the valley floor somewhere up ahead. Ton wandered along the track, surprised that he hadn’t seen anyone else for ages. Why was it so quiet in here? It was kind of eerie. He kept moving. Eventually, the track narrowed and kind of ... disappeared.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
s

fier I

AR






OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





