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Prologue


Bernard sat on his bed after a long day at the hotel at his job
as a bellhop. He raked his fingers through his gray hair and yawned
wide. He reached down and opened up his nightstand drawer and
pulled out his journal. He flipped to an open page and plucked off
the pen that was attached to the outside and clicked the point
down.

 

I can’t hold this in much longer. Jeremy makes me want to
explode every time I get near that incredible body of his! He’s
such a good customer, tips well, and never has much luggage. I love
bringing up room service to him…wish it were me that was staying
behind in the room with him. I have to tell him something, he must
suspect! I’ve got to do this before I fall apart and die a
46-yr-old virgin! Wishing myself luck!










Chapter 1
Fateful Night


August 8th. 10 p.m.The blinding red and blue strobing
from the ambulance lights lit up the dark street. It’d been a
silent evening until its arrival. Two paramedics rushed up the
concrete steps to the midnight blue steel entry door on the far
side of the long, rectangular apartment building. The lights from
the ambulance painted a brilliant hue onto the otherwise dull, gray
brick building. Even the trim was gray and all of it was falling
apart.

Another medic followed after, steering a gurney down the steps.
Their patient was out cold and stripped from the waist up. He had
all kinds of medical apparatus on him, IVs, a breathing mask, and a
defibrillator on standby. Finally, the two medics maneuvered their
patient down and into the waiting ambulance.

“Ok, what’ve we got?” barked the voice over the radio.

“Heart attack and attempted suicide.” The medic replied in a
professional, matter-of-fact tone.

“Any defib?”

“Shocked him twice. 46-year-old male, obese, two bad wrist
lacerations, and ingestion of pills.”

“10-4, we’ll be ready.”

 

The ambulance pulled into the emergency department at Adams
County hospital. It wasn’t a fully-equipped center, but it would
have to do. The patient was near death. The doors on the ambulance
flew open and the stat team ran out to greet them. In charge was a
tall, handsome, young doctor named Jack Larson. They ran with the
gurney inside and to a treatment room. There were four people
working on him at once, but Jack kept order to the chaos.

“Nurse, type and cross-match his blood and start him on
narcan.”

“Yes, Dr. Larson.”

“What’re his vitals?” he barked.

“BP is 90 over 50, pulse 135.” The lead nurse replied.

“Damn, too high. What’s our patient’s name?”

“Bernard Covington.” The other nurse read from the report.

“Mr. Covington? Can you hear me?”

“He’s out cold, doc. Cops said they found him like this, pills
were right next to him.” One of the medics chimed in.

“How many and what kind?” Dr. Larson asked.

“It was Effexor, 50 mg. Had 30 pills filled, only 20 were found,
and it was just filled.” The nurse drew the necessary blood and
labeled it for the lab.

The doctor groaned. He hated seeing suicide cases. “All right,
let’s pump his stomach, suture these wrists too. They’re pretty
deep.”

“Yes, sir.” The nurse prepared the needle, cleansed the wounds,
and very skillfully sewed up the wounds. He wrapped them in a
thick, cushy layer of gauze and laid them at the patient’s side.
“Damn, Dr. Jack; that’s the worst I’ve seen. Cops found a butcher
knife with blood on it.”

Jack looked at the nurse in surprise. “A butcher knife? Damn,
Bernard, you’d cut your hand off!”

“He’s stabilizing, Dr. Larson.” The nurse reported.

“Alright, go prep him and pump his stomach. Keep him on constant
watch.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

 

The nurses and two assistants wheeled him away. An hour later,
she returned.

“Doctor?”

“Yes?”

“We pumped Mr. Covington. He’s stable now.”

The Doctor shook his head. “Good thing after doing all that to
himself. Guess he was trying to make sure.”

“Looks that way. Start him on soft food?”

“No, he’ll be able to eat in a while. Is he still
unconscious?”

“Yes, but he should wake up soon enough.”

“Let me know when he does. I’ll be in my office.”

“Yes, sir.”

 

Bernard finally came to three hours later.

“What the—where am I?” He looked down at his wrists and saw the
thick gauze wrapped around them and remembered. He gritted his
teeth and swore under his breath. “Shit! Can I even get my own
death right? I’m such a fuckin’ loser!” He pushed the button for
the nurse to come. She arrived four minutes later.

“Well, hi there, sleepyhead. Wondered when you’d wake up.” She
said cheerfully.

“Where am I?” he asked groggily.

“You are at Adams County Hospital, Mr. Covington. I’m Nancy,
your nurse.” She shut off the alarm light and checked his vital
signs on the monitor. “Looks like your numbers are back down to
normal, since we got those pills out of you. You were in really bad
shape.”

Bernard lowered his head in shame. “Oh. Damn.” He lamented. “I
was kinda hoping they’d stay in and just finish me off this
time.”

The nurse crossed her arms and shot him a look with her dark
brown eyes. “Now why on earth would you want to kill yourself?
You’re damn lucky to be alive. If you’d cut yourself any deeper
you’d have severed the nerves. Your hands would lose function. How
many of those pills did you take?”

“Ten. I wanted to make sure this time.”

She set down her clipboard, walked over and sat down next to
him. “Sweet Jesus. Mr. Covington, how many times have you tried
this?”

He scratched his silver gray hair. “Oh, this is the fourth time
in the past 10 years. I keep getting a little braver every
time.”

Nancy cocked her head. Her long brown ponytail that had rested
on her shoulder fell to mid-back. She leaned her thin frame forward
in the chair, adjusting her bright blue scrubs. “Is there someone I
can call or refer you to? We have some excellent
psychiatrists—”

“No, please. Don’t.” Bernard pleaded. “I’ve been to some of the
best in this county, hell even in the city! No one can help
me.”

She shot him a displeased look. “Every life is worth saving,
sir. You’re lucky we could this time. Looks as if God doesn’t want
you to visit yet.”

Bernard snorted. “I doubt he’d want anything to do with a loser
like me. Um, Nancy, I’m starving, is the kitchen open?”

“Of course. I’ll get you something right away. You just thank
your lucky stars.” She stood up, winked at him and left.

Bernard shook his head. “Nothing can save me.”

 

Nancy passed Dr. Larson’s office on the way to dietary. “Dr.
Larson? He’s awake now. He’ll be a tough patient for sure. He
wanted to die.”

Jack stood up and shook his head. “Damn. These are always the
hard ones, aren’t they? Most of our patients want to live, not the
opposite. You’re being extra nice, right?”

“Absolutely! There’s just something about someone who’s tried to
kill themselves four times. I’d love to talk with him more and find
out why he’s doing this.” She glanced up at the clock. “Better get
moving. I’m on my way to get him something to eat.” She left the
room.

Jack stood up and turned off his desk lamp and smoothed his tie
down. What could possess a person to keep trying this?
Jack sighed and glanced at his watch. “Time for rounds.”

 

It was three a.m., the graveyard shift. Small town hospitals at
that hour were creepy places. It was so quiet you could almost hear
every heart monitor on the floor. Jack arrived for his first visit
with Bernard.

“Mr. Covington, nice to meet you. I’m Dr. Jack Larson.” He held
out his hand for the man to shake. The tan hand gave a firm shake
to the patient’s pale hand. Bernard’s ice blue eyes traveled up the
white lab coat to the man’s flawless face, black hair, and steel
gray eyes. Despite the doctor being very attractive; lust was the
last sensation Bernard wanted to feel.

“Doc. Nice to meet you.” Bernard replied quickly as he shook the
hand lightly.

Jack scanned his vitals on the monitor quickly and looked back
at the man. “You’re recovering from this awful attempt, that’s
something. You almost got what you wanted this time.”

“Wish I had.”

Jack pulled up a chair and sat down next to the large man.
“Bernard, everyone has a reason to survive.”

The patient shut his eyes and groaned. “If you don’t mind Doc,
I’m really tired. I’d like to just eat and go back to sleep for a
while.”

Jack nodded and tucked his pen away. “Your body’s been through a
big strain, you’ll be tired.”

“Especially a body this big.” He held out his hands over his
large stomach as if he were pregnant. “I’m so sick of being obese,
but I don’t think it’s in me to stop, as much as I’d like to.”

Jack caught the man’s eyes. “We all have the power Ber—”

Bernard held up his hand to stop him. “Doc, please. Don’t. My
mom and family have tried all kinds of things. I only got fatter.
I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be surly, but things just haven’t gone
my way for about the last 30 years.”

Nancy returned with a tray of food for him which he ate quickly
in front of the doctor and nurse.

“Damn, I was starving. I guess if I’m gonna have to live, gonna
have to eat too. Can’t keep my boyish figure without it.” He held
up the clear plastic fork. “Ah, plastic utensils. The sure sign I’m
under suicide watch.”

Dr. Jack and Nancy exchanged looks. Bernard saw and looked back
at the food.

“I’ve tried this before, remember? Hasn’t worked yet. I keep
getting saved by my neighbors or whomever. Besides, you guys are
gonna watch me like a hawk, aren’t you?”

“You’re right, we are. Not only is it local law, it’s our policy
here too.” Jack said. He stood up and patted the man’s arm. “You
take care and get some rest. Maybe things will look clearer in the
morning.”

Bernard snorted. “I doubt it, but thank you. Good night, Doc. Oh
hey! Shoot, did anyone call my mom? I know she’ll be worried
sick.”

Nancy checked the chart. “We didn’t find anything on you for
her. What’s her number?”

Bernard stroked his large chin. “It’s 555-7260. She’ll be home.
Trust me.”

The nurse grinned. “I’ll call her right away. Does she know
you’re suicidal?”

“Yeah, she does.”

“Just curious, why do you keep trying to end your life?” Nancy
asked.

Bernard sighed loudly. “I just have a whole lot of nothing going
for me. I’ve had the same job, same apartment, and same look. If
I’d try to change, it’d always fail. I can’t take the rejection
anymore.”

“Well you’ve got to hang in there, Bernard. What’re your goals
and dreams?” Nancy asked cheerfully.

What the hell, tell her. He sighed aloud and looked
over at her. “I wanted to be a lawyer when I was a kid. Set up my
own courtroom and everything. Got good grades in school, did
everything right. Then my college dreams were vanquished.”

“What happened?” Jack inquired.

Bernard shook his head and he fought tears. “I can’t talk about
it…please; can I just eat and get some sleep?”

Jack and Nancy shared a look. “Of course. We’ll let you rest.
There are tissues next to you. Remember, one of us is always here,
and you’re under supervision, so no tricks up your sleeves,
alright?” Jack finished with a serious look. “Good night,
Bernard.”

“Good night to you both.”










Chapter 2
The Morning After


Nancy called Bernard’s mother. She tried to break the news
gently and professionally at the same time. She had to hold the
phone away from her ear when the woman reacted. The woman on the
other end hung up and ran over to the hospital as quickly as she
could.

 

Her name was Molly. She was 66-years-old and a career waitress.
Her hair was dyed bright pink to match her lips and nails. Her face
housed ice blue eyes that matched her son’s. They were accented by
powder blue eyeshadow and mascara, but were so covered with
wrinkles both from years of worry and smoking; it detracted from
the beauty of them. Her body was rail thin and light as a feather.
She sat down next to her son and took his hand.

“Dammit, Bernard Joseph! How much more of this do you think I
can take? That phone call scared me to death!” She said loudly in
her raspy tone.

“Sorry, Mom.” He whined.

She shook a pointy finger at him. “Sorry isn’t gonna help you,
son. You need help!”

Bernard grumbled under his breath. “I’ve had help, Mom. It
didn’t work! Don’t you understand? I’m not worth saving!”

Molly sat close to him and put her spiny fingers on his fat
face. “Now you listen here, boy. You better start prayin’ to the
man upstairs to thank Him for savin’ your hide! I can hardly take
this anymore! This is four times, baby! Four!” She burst into tears
and turned away.

Bernard reached for her hand. “Mom, Mom?” He clutched her hand
tighter. “I’m sorry.”

She looked back at him and wiped her face. “I know you’re not
happy, baby. I’ve always known that. I did what I could, you know
that!” she whispered.

“I know. I’m not blaming you.”

She leaned over to hug him. He wrapped his hefty arms around her
and held her tight. She sat back for a moment and reached for her
pink luggage-sized purse.

“I brought you this.” She unearthed a journaling book, roughly
the size of a notebook. Bernard cursed under his breath.

“Why did you even bring it? It doesn’t help me. All it does is
give me a place to write down everything that’s gone wrong so I can
read it over and over again.”

“You need to write it down, baby. For the doctors and for
yourself. Please, Bernard. Just do it for me?”

He picked up the accursed notebook and flipped through the
pages. He stroked his whisker-laded chin. “Fine. I’ll write in it
again. I might even start some fiction, you know, good stuff. That
way my life won’t seem as awful as it is in reality.”

Molly shot him a glare just as Nancy walked in.

“Ma’am? I got to change his bandages now. You can wait in the
hallway or lounge if you’d like.”

Bernard interrupted. “Nancy, this is my mom, Molly.”

“Nice to meet you, Ma’am.” The nurse replied.

“Thank you, likewise. I’ll wait in the lounge, honey. How
long?”

“Give us about 10 minutes. I’ll come get you.”

“Thank you. You be good for her, Bernard!”

Bernard rolled his eyes. “Yes, Mom!” He laughed as she left. He
looked up at Nancy. “Mothers sure are a trip, aren’t they?”

“They sure are.” She saw the journal left on his bed. “What’s
this?”

“Nothing important. Could you just put it on my nightstand?”

“Sure thing. Let’s get those bandages changed.”

 

A moment later, Dr. Jack walked in. “Well, how’s the patient
today?”

“Good as can be expected I guess. How are you?”

“Can’t complain.” Jack looked over and saw the book. “What’s
this?”

“It’s my diary. Mom calls it my journal, though my life is
hardly interesting enough to warrant the word.”

“Do you still write in it?”

“Sometimes. The last entry was three days before all this
happened.”

Jack ran his fingers over the worn pages. “Are you going to
write in it again?”

Bernard shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe.”

Jack cocked his head and looked at his patient. “You’ve said
you’ve had counseling, correct?”

“All kinds. It doesn’t change other people though. How they
react to me and treat me.”

“No, but it can help how you react to them—”

“Doc, I’ve tried all that ‘powerful self’ garbage. The point is
I’m still a pathetic loser who’s old, fat, gray and has a dead-end
job. I’ve got no future, no partner, and no hopes or dreams
anymore. Hell, maybe I deserve the criticisms.”

Nancy gasped. “No you don’t! You seem like a good person to me;
you’ve just been dealt a rough hand.”

Bernard forced a smile. “Thank you.” He looked at up the doctor.
“Hey, how’s the ticker?”

Jack checked his notes. “Getting better. The pills caused the
fibrillation. Do you remember anything about that night?”

Bernard shrugged. “Just flashbacks really. I think I remember
the butcher knife and downing the pills, that’s about it.”

“Nothing leading up to it?”

Bernard looked away. “No. Not yet.”

Jack pursed his lips and tried to capture the man’s gaze.
“Bern—”

The man turned away. “Leave me be, Doc. Tired.”

Jack sighed. “Very well. Get some rest.” He left the room.

Nancy finished up her treatment. “Do you want me to get your mom
again?”

“No, please tell her I’m really tired. I think I’ve had enough
for today.”

“Okay, but at least say goodbye.”

“I will.”

 

Molly came back into the room and kissed her son goodbye. “You
take care of yourself, baby. Don’t drive this girl nuts, you
hear?”

“I hear, Mom. See you later.”

“I love you so much, baby.” She hugged him tight and kissed him
again.

“Bye, Mom. Love you, too.”










Chapter 3
The First Three Days


The next day, Bernard’s mom came to visit again. She sat down
and took his hand again.

“How’s my boy today?”

Bernard let out a breath. “I’m okay Mom, just tired.”

She turned his wrists and saw the scars on them. “I brought you
some magazines that you like. Those stitches healing up?”

“Yeah, they look much better than they did before. Thanks for
the magazines. You know I love ‘em.”

“Anytime. Well, thank heavens you’re doin better. You eating
okay? Lose any weight yet?”

Bernard frowned at her. “I dunno if I have or not yet. With the
tonnage I have to lose, I wouldn’t really know. It’s pretty good
food here. Way better than what I make.”

Molly sat back and let out an exasperated groan. “You know what
you need is a good little wife to cook for you.”

Bernard let out an exasperated breath and ran his hands through
his short, gray hair. “Mom, don’t start with this again, please?
“

She shot him a look. “Bernard Joseph, you need to get your life
together and settle down and get married.”

He looked up at the ceiling, figuring it was easier to it than
trying to get through to his stubborn mother. “No one wants to
marry me Mom! I don’t even date! Who’d want a bellhop anyway?”

She reached for his face. “Bernard—”

He let her stroke his cheek softly before he took her hand and
removed it, but held on. They sat quietly for a moment and
desperate for conversation other than his condition; Bernard
changed the subject. “Mom, can we please just talk about something
else? How’s your work at the diner?”

“Oh fine. We had a big ol’ mess of customers the other day.
Musta been a convention in town. Never seen the diner so busy! Made
$200 in tips that day!”

Bernard raised a brow. “Wow! I made that once, same convention
maybe. They all stayed at my hotel. I remember because my back hurt
for a week after!”

“Maybe so. Hey, that Doc of yours been able to help you out
much?”

Bernard shrugged. “We don’t talk about it much. Well, more I’m
not ready to yet. He asks me a lot about the night this
happened.”

Her over-painted eyes grew wide. “Well?”

“I just said I’m not ready to yet. If I did, I’d only spell it
out in that diary. I wrote out what happened right before this and
I don’t remember much since then.”

Molly kissed his bandaged wrists. “Maybe he can help you.”

Bernard whipped his arms away from her and crossed them tight
against his chest; fighting tears. “Dammit, Mom. Who can help me?
Another shrink? More meditation? More drugs? I only have some much
insurance and so much time! I’ll run out of life before they can
help me through it.”

Molly shook her spiny finger at him. “Don’t you take that tone
with me! Son, all I want is for you to get better and be
happy.”

A booming voice interrupted. “That’s what we’re trying to
achieve.” Jack walked into the room and extended his hand. “Hello
ma’am, I’m Dr. Jack Larson.”

Molly stood up and was instantly enamored with the handsome,
young doctor. She straightened out her dress and held out her hand
for him to kiss. “Charmed I’m sure! I’m Molly Covington, I’m
Bernard’s momma.”

He smiled at her and dryly kissed her hand. “Nice to meet you,
ma’am.”

“Likewise I’m sure.” She glanced back at her son and then back
at the physician. She put her hand on his shoulder and looked at
him intensely. “Oh, Doctor I’m worried sick about this one! How’s
my boy?”

Bernard balled his hand into a fist. “Mom! I just told you how I
am!”

She glanced back at him. “Yeah, but you tend to leave stuff out
you don’t think I can handle. How is he really, Doc?”

“Well, his heart’s better, wrists are healed, I think we can cut
you loose in a couple days. You have to be our guest for at least
three days regardless. You should be better by then,
physically.”

“Oh that’s wonderful! Ya hear that baby?”

He shook his head and looked up at Jack with a frustrated look.
“Hello! I’m right here mom! What’s my prognosis?”

Jack flipped through his chart. “Well, we’ll talk about that the
day you’re released. You need help Bernard, a lot of it and a
different kind than I can give you.”

Molly chimed in again. “Doc, do you think a good shrink is the
answer?”

“Counseling will help quite a bit. I know a great psychiatrist
on staff here.  I’ll have him look in on you as well.” He
glanced at the clock. “I’ve got to leave, but I’ll check in on you
later. Mrs. Covington, very nice to meet you.”

She let out a small laugh and waved her hand at him. “Oh, please
call me Molly, and it’s Miss. I ain’t never been married. I met
their daddy in a bar and got knocked up with twins a week later.
Ain’t seen him since.”

Jack raised a brow. “So you’ve raised two children all on your
own?”

Molly nodded. “Well, my mama helped me a lot but yeah, no man
around, I was alone!”

Bernard groaned and frowned at her. “Mom, he didn’t ask for your
life story!” He looked up at the physician and let out a sigh.
“Sorry, Jack.”

He waved his hand to calm the man. “No need to apologize. I was
raised by my mother solo too. My father was killed in Vietnam in
1972.”

Molly’s jaw dropped in surprise, as did Bernard’s. He instantly
felt sorry for the man, and felt a great deal of compassion. “Oh
I’m so sorry! Did you ever meet him?”

Jack shook his head. “No, only saw photos. My mom and
grandparents raised me. It was tough, but we got through it. I help
them out whenever I can.”

Molly glanced up and saw the clock. “Well shoot, I gotta get to
work. You be a good boy, okay? I love you.” She hugged him quickly
and kissed his cheek.

“I love you too Mom. Have a good shift.”

“Oh I will.” She turned to Jack and held out her hand for him to
take. “Very nice to meet you, Doctor.”

“Likewise, Miss Covington.”

“Thank you for lookin’ after my boy.”

Jack looked back at the patient. “My pleasure.” He looked over
back at Bernard. “I’ll be back later.”

 

After rounds were finished, Jack came back to check on Bernard.
 He knocked on the door softly to announce his entrance.

“Come in. Hey, Doc.”

Jack smiled. “Hi again. I’m just about to head home, but I
thought I’d check on you one last time. It was nice meeting your
mother today. She has a lot of spunk.”

Bernard sighed aloud and put his hands behind his head. “That’s
one word for it. I love her to death but she drives me crazy
sometimes. Her idea of healing me is seeing me get married and
having a big family.”

Jack eyed the monitor and wrote down his vital signs. “Not your
style?”

“Not hardly. I didn’t know what I wanted for the longest time,
wonder if I still do. I just know it’s not in line with what she
wants for me.”

“Is that why you’ve stayed in one place for so long?”

He pulled his hands out from behind him and rubbed his arms.
“Yeah, I think so. I’m too afraid to change, so I just stay
put.”

Jack noticed him rubbing his arms. “Feeling chills? You don’t
have a fever—?”

“No, no. Thanks. Just things are crazy in my life, you have no
idea.”

Jack smiled at him. Bernard loved seeing the glowing teeth and
the rosy lips that housed them. He sat down and checked the
bandages. “Change can be overwhelming, but it can also be
exhilarating. One day changed my entire life.”

“One day? What happened?”

“Well, I was at a family reunion and my Uncle Howard was having
a heart attack! We had no idea it was happening but somehow I
remembered CPR and I saved his life! That day changed my entire
life. I went to school and became a cardiologist. “

“Wow! So that made all the difference?”

Jack smiled at him. “Completely. It made me want to be who I am
today and lucky enough to have been here to save your life.”

Bernard tried not to stare too long into the gray eyes that
enchanted him. He strained for something to keep him there longer.
“Doc?”

“Yes?”

“How do my stitches look?”

The doctor carefully placed the gauzed wrists into his hands one
by one and looked them over. “Any pain or discomfort?” Jack
asked.

Bernard smiled nervously. “No, no. Just wanted to know.”

“Well, let’s take a good look here.” He pressed on them lightly
to feel the sutures. “Good. They’re flat so it appears they’re
healing nicely.” He pulled back the tape and gauze and ran his
fingers over the stitching he’d done. It was flat, with no sign of
infection. Bernard tried to feel the tan fingers without being too
obvious. Jack smoothed his first two fingers over the chubby palms
of his patient and tested his reflexes. Bernard’s hand closed in
around the Doctor’s hand and held it for a moment. “Can you squeeze
my hand?”

Bernard tried to and succeeded. “Not as easy as I used to.
That’ll make work fun with toting all that luggage around.”

Jack carefully re-wrapped the gauze. “You’d have to wear braces
or splints until it fully heals.”

Nancy appeared in the doorway with his tray. “Knock knock!
Dinnertime!”

Jack let go of his hand, much to Bernard’s disappointment. “I’ll
let you eat your meal. Time for me to go home and sleep for a
while.”

“Doc?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks.”

He tucked his pen away and picked up his clipboard. “Anytime. Be
sure to finish your dinner. You’re being released the day after
tomorrow.”

“I will. Good night, Doc.”

Bernard’s eyes watched jack leave the room. Such a thin man in
his eyes. Tall, thin, jet black hair and steel gray eyes. Not a
single whisker on his face. So incredibly handsome! Was he even
attainable? Surely not. Bernard thought to himself.
Why in hell would a god like that want a loser like
me?

 

After downing his dinner, Bernard climbed out of bed and walked
to the bathroom. He looked in the mirror, turning side to side and
lifted his hospital gown. He was so much bigger than Jack, at least
physically. For his height of only 5’10” he was 270 lbs, which made
him clinically obese. His neck had taken on a double chin, and his
sides sported stretch marks; a harkening back to when he was much
thinner. His skin was pale and covered in wiry, gray hair. His face
looked worn out from anxiety and years of depression. Fine lines
accompanied his eyes and mouth. Only his eyes were still attractive
and maybe his lips. They were still round and rosy. He ached to
have them kissed again and suckled up against a handsome man that
truly loved him back.

 

Jack returned early the next morning. He saw Bernard on his
side, grabbing large amounts of tissues. He ran into the room and
sat down at his side.

“Bernard? What’s wrong?”

“Just thinking of what a shitty life I have! I’m single, I’m
lonely, hell I don’t even have a cat! My job is an absolute dead
end. I was just trying to tally up the bills I’m racking up and the
tears started flowing! My lousy insurance probably won’t even pay
for a third of this stuff. I did it to myself! It’s all my
fault!”

“Hey, calm down, shhh.” Jack leaned forward and put his hand on
his shoulder. Poor guy! Such a handsome fellow just needs some
work. I think he needs a strong dose of love and attention. There’s
something about this guy; can’t quite pinpoint it.

Bernard covered his face with his hands and sobbed deeply.

Jack tried not to let his emotions run away from him. It was
always toughest to deal with the suicide watch patients. He bit his
lip and attempted to paint on his professional demeanor. “Shhh,
hey. Can I call the nurse or get you anything?”

Bernard’s red face finally surfaced. “No. They can’t do anything
for me.”

Jack started to stand up. “Want me to leave?”

Bernard panicked and pulled him back down. “No! Please don’t go.
You’re a big help to me. I just… I dunno. I’m so sad and miserable
and thinking about everything that’s happened. I’ll miss you and
Nancy when I leave. You two saved my life!”

Jack smiled at him and wiped off his face with a couple of
tissues. “That’s better, clear those blue eyes. Bernard, it’s what
we do. Every life is worth saving.”

Bernard cleared his throat and touched Jack’s hand. “I-I was
wondering, if I could write you sometimes? Let you know how I
am?”

“I’ll do one better than that. Why don’t we exchange phone
numbers and when our schedules are good, we can meet up sometime?”
He offered cheerfully.

Bernard’s eyes lit up. “Y-You’d do that?”

“Of course! You’re a very special patient, Bernard. I’d like to
keep in touch with you and know how you are doing. Four times is an
awful lot for one person; you need someone to keep regular tabs on
your progress.” He and Bernard shared a glance together. Jack
looked into the ice blue eyes which were sparked with tears and
were bloodshot red. He shut his own eyes for a moment and cleared
his throat. “That reminds me, Dr. Rasmus is coming by today to talk
with you. This is really in his realm now; I’m just the physician
who happened to be on duty that night.”

Bernard wiped off his face and managed a smile. “Okay, sounds
good. I could use the help. Doc, be honest, am I the only patient
who’s ever made this request?”

Jack cast a studious look. “Hmm, to be honest, no. But usually
they stop first. They forget all about us here at the
hospital.”

Bernard sat forward and looked thoughtfully into Jack’s eyes. “I
promise you, I won’t stop. I owe you my life!”

Jack picked up the large hand and held it for a moment. “You
don’t owe me anything. You just get better, okay? You’re going home
tomorrow.”

Bernard wet his lips. “To be honest, I’d look forward to it if I
had more of a life to go home to.”

 

A new voice entered the room. It was deep and masculine, laced
with a medium accent. “Bernard Covington?”

“Yes.”

The short man extended his dark hand to shake his. “Hello. I’m
Dr. Rasmus. Pleasure to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too.”

Jack glanced at the clock. “I’ve got to get going. I’ll see you
later, Bernard.”

“Later, Doc.”

 

Dr. Rasmus pulled up a chair and sat down beside the patient.
Bernard looked him over. He was short, slim, bald, wore glasses,
had huge brown eyes, and very tan skin. He tried to guess his
heritage, but couldn’t quite place him.

“So, Mr. Covington, or do you prefer Bernard?”

“Bernard is fine. I’ve been called that most of my life.”

“Okay, Bernard. They tell me this is the fourth time you’ve
tried to kill yourself.”

“Yes.”

“From what Dr. Larson tells me you nearly succeeded this time.
Why the multiple attempts?”

“Just…things haven’t been right in my life for the longest time.
I guess we’ll start from the beginning, or should we start from
when things took a wrong turn?”

The doctor sat back in his chair and smiled at him. “Whichever
you are most comfortable with, Bernard.”

Bernard sighed and shut his eyes for a moment. “Well, here goes.
By the way, you’re about the umpteenth shrink I’ve seen. None of
them could help me, I doubt you can too.”

The doctor raised a brow. “We’re all different in our
approaches. I’m a bit unorthodox from my colleagues. Let’s just see
where it goes, alright? Give me a chance to try and help you?”

Bernard sighed. “I suppose so.”

“So, how long have you been unhappy?”

“Wow, uh almost forever.” Bernard quipped. “I was maybe happy
for a while as a child. I’ll give you a brief history of my life. I
was born to a single mother and raised by her and my grandma. I
have a twin sister named Brenda. We never met our father, and our
mom probably wouldn’t know him if she saw him.”

“That’s a rough start in itself. Continue.”

“I did really good in school as a kid. I wanted to be a lawyer
when I grew up. Go off to college and everything.” Bernard bowed
his head.

Dr. Rasmus cocked his head and noticed the shift. “I take it
that didn’t happen.”

“No. Right before I was to start applying for schools, my mom
got bitten by a nasty gambling addiction. She spent every last damn
dime of my college fund!” He growled.

“Couldn’t you have gone on loans or grants?”

Bernard shook his head. “That wouldn’t have covered it all.
Besides, I felt obligated to stay home with her and make sure she
was safe. My sister was falling in with the wrong crowd too. Drugs,
alcohol. I was the only sane, sober one!”

The doctor scribbled down some more notes. “When did you start
your current job?”

“Oh wow, uh, right out of high school. I figured since I
wouldn’t be heading off to college, maybe I could try to work my
way into it eventually. Well, it’s 27 years later and nothing’s
changed. I never quite made it to school.” He bowed his head and
bit his lower lip. In a sad tone he recanted. “My dream died as my
family seemed to hold me back.”

Dr. Rasmus looked up from his notepad. “Is that when you became
suicidal?” He asked gently.

Bernard shook his head. “No, that happened about a decade ago.
See, Doc, I’ve fought my sexuality all my life. Girls would flirt
with the younger, thinner me and I wondered what was wrong that I
didn’t find them cute back. I knew later when I saw some of the
male guests. I’ve known ever since that I’m gay and want nothing
more than to be with a man.”

Dr. Rasmus nodded. “I see. Does your family know that you’re
gay?”

Bernard stifled a stout laugh. “Oh goodness no! I’ve hidden it
from them forever. My mom thinks all I need is a wife and a family
and I’ll be happy. She couldn’t be more wrong.”

“So what do you need?”

“Like I said, I want a man in my life who can respect me and
love me for who I am. I want to be accepted for being a messed-up
mental case who’s tried to end his life four times.” Fresh tears
tried to spill from his eyes, but his fat fingers pushed them away.
“Sorry.”

“It’s alright. This is a deeply personal subject. Tell me, when
was your first attempt? What was going on in your life at the
time?”

“That was 10 years ago. I’d tried for years to get the attention
of one of my hot neighbors. I’d tried to meet him at the mailboxes
or at the clubhouse, but he ignored me completely. Finally though,
I got him to talk to me after I jumped his car battery one cold
morning. I finally got up the nerve to tell him how I felt and he
looked like he was gonna puke right there in the snow! He was
insulting, degrading, and told me I’d be better off dead than to
live the life I was. I believed every word of it.” Bernard fought
back tears, but reached for the tissues anyway. “I downed a lot of
pills, but ended up puking them up.”

The doctor put down his notepad for a moment and put his hand on
Bernard’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry about that. I hope he moved away
or you did.”

“He moved away not two weeks later. Undoubtedly to get away from
the disgusting, fat, gay psycho next door.”

The doctor frowned. “You’re hardly a psycho, Bernard. Shall we
continue?”

“Yeah, sure. Why not?” He joked.

“Very well. How about the second time?”

Bernard cupped his jaw and felt his wiry whiskers in thought.
“Hmm, second time was about a year later. I got passed over for a
promotion at work, even though I was the hardest worker there! It
wasn’t fair! So, instead of fighting, I retreated and blamed myself
for it. Hence, number two. That was pills and a razor blade. See
this scar?” He held up his forearm and showed the therapist a long,
thin line running vertically from just above his wrist to
mid-forearm.

“That’s a very long scar! Why did you cut it that way?”

Bernard shrugged. “Just so I could get it over with quicker. I
figured maybe splaying my arm open might make it bleed faster.
Unfortunately, my new neighbor, a woman, checked in on me and found
me.”

Dr. Rasmus raised a brow. “You got lucky there with her. I’ve
noticed you seem to defeat yourself the most. How about the third
attempt?”

“Number three was because my grandma died. I didn’t see a reason
to keep going after she was gone. I bought a pistol and had it in
my mouth and everything, but ended up dropping it and shot myself
in the arm instead, just grazed it.”

“How long ago was that?”

Bernard rubbed his chin. “Ah, I’d say five years ago. I was just
starting to feel like I was getting my life together when she
died.”

“Do you still own that gun?”

“No, my mother took it away from me.”

“Smart woman. Alright, now how about this last one? This was a
very violent attempt using a butcher knife and pills.”

Bernard’s eyes watered up for a moment as the pain was still
quite fresh. He remembered that night of how he wanted to tell his
crush the way he truly felt. It was the last sane thought he’d
had.

The doctor noticed his hesitation. “It’s okay, you don’t need to
tell me the details.”

Bernard shook his head. “No, I have to. If I don’t get it off my
chest there’ll be a number five, and that’s gonna be falling off a
cliff!”

“You’ve already thought ahead to your next attempt?”

“Yes. I have a miserable life, doc. I want out of it!”

“Please, tell me what happened this last time.”

Bernard calmed himself and dabbed his eyes with tissue. “Okay,
here goes. There was a man involved again. I’d been attracted to
him for quite some time. It was someone at work this time, a
frequent customer in fact. His name is Jeremy and Doc, he was
gorgeous! Perfect body, tan, great hair, everything a man could
want. He was always nice to me and tipped well and seemed like the
nicest guy on earth.”

“I take it he wasn’t…”

Bernard scoffed. “Hardly. It turned out to be a lot like my
first attempt. I finally got up the courage to tell him I had
feelings for him. Well, that was an enormous mistake! He not only
laughed in my face and told me he’d rather ‘screw an elephant than
me’ but he even said the elephant would’ve been thinner!”

Bernard’s brave facade finally broke. He burst into tears and
sobbed into the tissues. The doctor stood up and put his hands on
his shoulders, trying to calm him.

“Shall I call the nurse?”

“No, no. I think I’ll be alright. I think just remembering
something so painful and fresh in my mind got to me.”

“I understand that. I do. That’s enough for today, we’ll talk
more tomorrow. Alright?”

“Okay. So am I crazy, Doc? One told me I was once and tried to
put me in a mental house.”

Dr. Rasmus grinned. “No, Bernard. You’re not crazy. You’re a
very sensitive man with deep feelings. You’ve had a tough life and
no luck with relationships. I’d say you just need time to get your
thoughts together and if the right man comes along embrace him.
Don’t automatically judge that he’ll be as bad as the others.”

“I’ll try not to. It’s damn hard though. It just seems everyone
just wants to make an ass of me.”

The doctor closed up his notebook and gathered his belongings.
He stood up and put his hand on Bernard’s wide shoulder. “Only if
you let them. You need to be strong with yourself and love yourself
first. Then, no one can harm you.”

“I’m workin’ on that. I guess that’s our mission, huh?”

“That’s right. You get some rest. Think about an ideal place and
focus on that.”

“Thanks, Doc. I’ll conjure up something. See you tomorrow.”

“Good night.” The doctor left the room.

 

 

Bernard sat back and thought over the words they’d just spoken.
He let out a deep sigh and squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. The
voices of the past began to speak to him. He could plainly hear
Brad, the neighbor that he’d been so drawn to and would’ve done
anything for. He could feel the chill in the air of that cloudy
winter morning when he offered his help. He’d have been better off
leaving the battery dead. What the hell was I thinking helping
that guy? Who’d want a mangy looking slob like me? Dammit! He
clutched the sides of his head, in an attempt to drown out the
voices. He flinched a bit and opened his eyes. He could clearly see
the face of Jeremy staring at him as if he were there in the room.
How’s elephant man? Gained another 50 pounds yet fatso? You’re
disgusting! Bernard shook his head to try to exorcize the
demons that taunted him. A brief flashback came to him of downing
the pills and heading to the kitchen. The butcher knife! So close,
so sharp, so handy. He reached out for it. It’s for the best.
I’m not worth keeping alive! Grandma, I’m coming home!

 

 A knock came at the door, startling Bernard to the degree
he jumped a few inches in his bed. It was Jack.

“Holy shit! You scared the hell outta me!”

Jack’s eyes grew wide with genuine concern. “I’m sorry! Didn’t
mean to frighten you; are you all right?” He could plainly hear the
heart monitor’s tone hasten.

Bernard fanned his face. “I guess so…got lost in my head there
for a bit. I was remembering stuff that happened to me. All the
people that’ve hurt me and made me want to end my life.”

Jack nodded and let out a sigh of relief when he watched the
monitor return to normal as Bernard drew in slow, measured breaths.
“I won’t scare you again; I promise. Hey, I just wanted to stop in
for a moment. I saw Dr. Rasmus on his way out. He looked like he
was in a good mood.”

Bernard grinned. “He’s a help, actually. It went well; far
better than I anticipated. I told him about all my attempts and we
got to a root cause. Now we have to work on that.”

Jack checked his vitals and jotted them down. “How are you
feeling after that? Still lost in your head?”

Bernard shrugged. “Alright I guess. I couldn’t hold back the
damn waterworks, but I guess that’s part of the whole healing
process. I’ve always cried real easy, ever since I was a kid.”

Jack cocked his head and looked into the man’s eyes. “There’s
nothing to be ashamed of there. I’ve always held it back too much.
A good cry never hurt anyone.”

Bernard looked up at the clock; anxious for a change of subject.
“Doc, what time might I be released tomorrow?”

“Well, Nancy and I have to check you over one more time, but I’d
say by the afternoon.”

Bernard’s face fell a bit. “Crap, I think my mom’s working. She
works six days a week.”

Jack twisted his lip in thought. “Well then, how about your
sister?”

“Ha! Brenda? Good one. If she rolls out of whoever’s bed by that
hour.” Bernard answered with a huge dose of sarcasm.

Jack took his hands again. “Well, I can drive you home, if you’d
like.”

Bernard’s face lit up. “Really? You’d drive me? You won’t get in
trouble?”

Jack laughed and smoothed the hands. “Of course not! I’ll take a
long lunch or something. You’ll be discharged from my care. No more
doctor-patient awkwardness. We can talk like two human beings. When
you’re ready, I’ll be here.”

Bernard smiled at the man. “Thanks, Jack.”

Jack smiled back. “Anytime. Feel better?”

“Much. Thanks. I think I’ll sleep now.”

Jack stood up and patted his hands. “Rest up for tomorrow. Good
night.”

“Night.”

Bernard waited for the man to be out of earshot. He rolled over
and unearthed the journal from the nightstand and wrote his first
entry since his attempt.

 

August
11th, 2009

Three days ago I was the most miserable man in the world.
Now, though, I think I’ve got some hope. I owe it to the world’s
best doctor, Jack. He’s a good man and a good doctor. What’s the
catch with him? I hope we get to be friends! He’s so damn hot! I
like the shrink too. Good man. I could finally tell someone about
what happened with that bastard from the hotel.










Chapter 4
Going Home


It’d been a long night. Bernard slept only a couple hours at a
time before Nancy or the other nurse for his wing, Paula, came in
to check on his progress.

The next morning, after breakfast, Nancy came in for her shift
that day and checked him over. She had a checklist of almost a
dozen items that he had to meet before he could be released.

Bernard set down his juice glass after finishing it. Nancy
smiled at him.

“Good job! That’s items one and two right there. How do you
feel?”

Bernard yawned a bit. “Tired! You guys kept coming in to wake me
up last night.”

Nancy cocked her head. “You were awake already some of the time
last night. Dreaming of going home? Or something else keeping you
awake?” She glanced up at him and winked. “Maybe thoughts of a
certain hot doctor?”

Bernard gasped dramatically. “How did you—?”

She laughed to herself. “I’ve watched you making eyes at him.
He’s a real nice guy. I’ve known him over two years now. I had the
biggest crush on him until I met my boyfriend.”

“Do you think he’s…? Never mind, I’m not worthy of him even if
the dream scenario came true and he were.”

Nancy took his hand. “What makes you say that? You’re a good
man! Sure, you’ve got major troubles, but who doesn’t nowadays?
I’ve got an ex-husband and two kids! Jack’s got issues, too. We all
do.”

Bernard blinked back tears. “Mine are just a little more serious
to me than anything else I guess. I have a tough time dealing with
things. That’s why I’m here after all.”

“Well, if you keep going down this checklist, mister, you’ll be
outta here in a few hours. I’ll be back in a bit. Ring me if you
need anything at all.”

He kissed her hand. “Thank you, Nancy. You’re a very sweet
woman.”

“Thank you. You just get better so you can get home.” She put
his hand down gently, checked the monitors once more, and left the
room.

Bernard let out a sigh. “Ah yes, home. The scene of the
crime.”

 

Not three hours later, Bernard had completed every item on his
checklist. Nancy paged Jack and they walked in together. He carried
a small gift bag with him which he placed on the counter.

“Well, looks like someone is ready to leave our happy hospital.”
Jack said with a smile.

“That’s a loaded statement, doc.” Bernard said with a tinge of
sadness. “I’ll miss you guys, and this place.”

“You’ll miss this?  Wow, most people can’t wait to leave.”
Nancy interjected.

“Yes, but they don’t have my life to return to.” Bernard
replied.

Jack put his hand on Bernard’s shoulder. “We’re not done here. I
mean here we are, but you have a lot of work ahead of you. Dr.
Rasmus thinks you two will work well together. Think you’re up to
it?”

Bernard shrugged. “I guess so. It’s that or die.” He saw the two
share a look. “Sorry to make things morbid. Course, I already did
that by being obese. Uh, am I gonna be released or what?”

Jack grinned. “You are, but first, we have something for you.
It’s a going away gift of sorts.” He crossed over to the gift bag
and pulled out a new shirt. It was a regular tee, but in a bright
shade of blue. It matched Bernard’s eyes. Jack handed it to him and
watched his eyes light up and smiled. “Like it?”

“Y-Yeah! But you didn’t…”

Nancy chimed in. “Actually, we had to get you something. You
came in here without a shirt on. We figured this was nicer than
just a scrub top.”

Bernard held up the garment and felt the soft fabric. “Thank you
both! It’s a great color too.”

“Matches your eyes.” Jack noted.

Bernard glanced up at him and the two smiled at each other.
“Yeah, I guess it does.”

Jack folded up the bag and handed it to him. “Well, I’m sure you
want to get out of your gown. I’ll sign you out and when you’re
ready, just page me.”

Nancy snapped to. “I’ll go get a wheelchair.” She shot a look at
Bernard. “Before you argue, its hospital policy. No one walks out
of here. I’ll be right back. Get dressed, you’re going home!” She
finished with a smile.

“We’ll be back in a few minutes.” Jack added. The two walked out
and shut the door.

Bernard ran his hands through his short, gray hair and felt how
greasy it was. “Well, at least there I can take a shower.” He
walked over and got out his pants, socks, underwear and shoes from
the bag. He turned them right side out and saw a few spatters of
blood on the pants. He tried to blink back tears, but a few
escaped. His eyes fell to the scars on his wrists. In a huff, he
pushed the memories away and threw his clothes on, including the
new blue shirt. He looked back at the nightstand and retrieved his
journal. He picked it up and tucked it away in his plastic
going-home bag.

 

Jack was an excellent driver. All the way over he never once
looked over or took a call on his cell phone. Bernard tried not to
stare at the man while giving directions; but at times his
attention wavered a bit. It was nice to see him without a lab coat
on for once. It was just the two of them; regular guys having a
conversation.

Bernard looked over at his new friend. “So Doc, are you a sports
fan?”

Jack glanced over and grinned his winning smile. “Not a huge
fan, but I can sit back with a beer from time to time and watch a
football or baseball game. How about you?”

Bernard cleared his throat. “Uh, yeah. I like that kind of stuff
took sometimes. I like more the snacks that accompany it.” He
looked down at his bloated stomach. “Make that I enjoy them way too
much. I need to lose some weight.”

“Well, I can start you on a diet; even have a nutritionist visit
if you’d like to get you started. After that, I can visit or call
and make sure you’re sticking to it.” Jack glanced up for a moment.
“Which way on this street?”

“Oh, uh take a right. We’re only two streets away.”

“Right. So as I was saying, I can help you out, or Nancy or the
nutritionist, any of us are willing to help.”

Bernard felt a lump in his throat at the kind words being
uttered. He wasn’t used to such consideration. He looked up at just
the last moment and saw his complex. “Over here on the right. You
can park in the visitor spots.”

“Will do.”

 

It was daylight out, a stark contrast to the night the ambulance
had pulled him out of the building, unconscious and on a gurney.
Bernard’s eyes sat transfixed on the stairs where he’d been carried
down just three nights prior. Jack noticed right away.

“Bernard? You alright?”

“Sure. I guess I will be, huh? Come on, let’s get inside. I
wouldn’t mind my own bed again.”

Jack opened up the car door and outstretched his hand for the
man to take. Bernard happily accepted and after gathering his
belongings, they walked up the thick, concrete steps together. It
wasn’t far, only 17 in all, but it seemed like a mountain to
Bernard. With each step on the treads, he stood closer to the place
where it all happened. Finally, he stood in front of his door. He
fingered the digits screwed to the steel entry door, number 647
Eden St. He unearthed his keys from his pocket and unlocked the
deadbolt.

 

Inside was a dark, stale environment. There was an odd stench
from the kitchen area, which sat on the wall opposite the entry.
Bernard was thankful for the daylight to guide his way. He tossed
his keys into a jade bowl in the foyer and flipped on the lights in
the kitchen. His face fell ashen as he saw his tool of choice from
that horrid night; the butcher knife.

 

Upon sight of the weapon, Bernard burst into tears. Jack held
him, but he shook off his grasp. “No, I must face it. I did this to
myself.” He picked up the large knife and saw his own dried crimson
blood as a sobering reminder of his mental state that night. He
glanced down at his bandaged wrists and thought of the quick,
slicing motions he’d made, hoping to sever not only his skin, but
his lifespan as well.

“Bern—”Jack started, but was halted by the man’s hand on
his.

“No. That’s my blood. By my own hand.” He laid the knife down
and continued his view of the kitchen. The pill bottle that had
housed the antidepressant pills was gone. “I remember the fresh
prescription for Effexor that I took 10 of. Guess I’ll have a hell
of a time getting more of them now, huh?”

Jack stood at a distance, but was never far. He watched the man
finger the counter where he’d laid his arms to cut them. Dried
blood had formed small, sticky pools of dark red fluid. Bernard
propped his arms up on the surface and laid his head in his
hands.

 

Jack heard sobs coming from his former patient. He rushed over
and offered his shoulder.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” He whispered. He turned the man at
his waist and they faced each other. Bernard buried his face into
Jack’s gray shirt. “Shhh, I’m here for you. Don’t ever worry about
that again.” He stroked the man’s scalp and neck while softly
rocking him in his arms.

After a few moments, Bernard’s face surfaced. It was beet red,
with streams of tears on all sides. “I’m surprised you could fit
your arms around a fat ass like me.”

Jack frowned. “Please stop doing that to yourself. You’re not
enormous.”

“Morbidly obese Doc. I am 100 pounds overweight. It’s amazing I
can even do my job.” He reached for some paper towels and dried his
face and blew his nose.

“Let me help you.” Jack offered placidly.

Bernard coughed a few times. “I’m not worth the help. You’ve
done enough. I’m back home now in my little, bloody apartment, and
back to my worthless job next Monday. What an exciting life,
huh?”

Jack reached for him again. “You are worth it, and I’ll prove it
to you. Right now, this place needs a bit of cleaning. I want you
to rest while I take care of that.”

“But—”

“No buts, Mr. Covington. I’m here to help you and that’s exactly
what I’m going to do. I’m not your doctor anymore, but I am your
friend. Let me help.”

Bernard bowed his head for a moment and smoothed his arms. He
felt the scars on his wrists and it garnered a fresh batch of
saline from his tear ducts. “Dammit. Can I even get a damn
grip?”

Jack ran his fingers along the hairy arms, coated with long
strands of gray hair. “With Rasmus’ help, you will again.”

Bernard tried to smile a bit at the handsome physician. He
remembered what Nancy had said earlier about him. He reached for
his hands. “Jack? Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“Nancy told me that she had a crush on you, until you told her
something. What was that?”

Jack grinned and stroked the man’s large face. “You didn’t
figure it out by now? I’m gay, Bernard. Why?”

Bernard’s face lit up with a genuine smile.“I-I am too. I think
about men all the time. I buy some of those magazines just to see
other men. I used to date, before I gained all this weight. There
were so many hot hotel guests! The magazines like Playgirl…I wish
sometimes they’d leap through the pages and come to life. But then
they’d see a fat loser like me and gag and leap back through.” His
lower lip quivered and he covered his eyes. “Sorry. This is so damn
embarrassing!”

Jack threw his arms around him and held him tight. “Don’t ever
be ashamed of who you are. Remember that, alright? You’re a good
soul, Bernard Covington. You’d be a blessing to any man as a friend
or a lover. Or both.”

Bernard smiled and faced his friend. “Thank you. I hope someday
I’ll believe it too. Maybe after I drop 100 pounds or so.”

“I told you, I can help you with that.” Jack said in a
reassuring tone. “I’ll help you with anything you want. Right now,
that’s taking care of you and your kitchen.” He walked over and
picked up the knife. He examined the blood on it and shook his
head. “Damn. You could’ve really cut your hand off with that!” he
scolded.

“I wanted to end it. Permanently. How it happened didn’t
matter.” Bernard took a seat on his sofa and sat back. “Damn,
forgot how comfy this couch was.”

Jack found the paper towels and pulled off four sheets. He
wrapped the knife in the towels and threw it in the garbage.
Bernard saw and sat up.

Bernard sat up to protest. “Why’d you—“

“Do you truly want to be reminded of that night every time?
Besides, it had blood on it. I don’t think it’s useable after
that.”

“I guess not. Well, that was my biggest knife. Guess I can’t use
anything else.”

“I’d hope you wouldn’t try again.” Jack shot back.

Bernard stood up and faced the man. “What’re you gonna do, Doc?
Keep a 24 hour watch on me? Make sure I don’t do myself in?”

Jack nodded. “If need be.”

Bernard stood up and faced the man. “Why? Why is one obese
mentally-corrupt middle-aged loser garnering all this
attention?”

Jack smiled. “I told you, I’m your friend and I like you. You’re
a good person and I want you to be able to see that for
yourself.”

“I hope maybe someday that’ll be true. In the meantime, you’ve
got to get back to your work.”

“Actually, I don’t. I took the afternoon off. You need company
and Dr. Rasmus will see you this evening.”

Bernard smiled. “Really? You’ll stay until then?”

“Wouldn’t want to be anywhere else. Show me around your place.
Hell, show me the whole complex.”

Bernard shook his head and felt more tears run down his fat
cheeks. He touched Jack’s face softly. “Why are you doing this?
I—”

He touched his finger to Bernard’s lips. “Shh, stop right there.
I already know where you’re going with this statement.”

Bernard kissed the finger and moved it away from his mouth.
“Jack…what’re you even doing here? Why are you helping a complete
loser like me?”

“I’m far from perfect, my friend. I’m a recovering alcoholic.
Been sober for just over six months now.”

“You drank? Holy cow! That’s great that you stopped! Why did you
become one anyway? Job stress?”

“No. My lover died. Two years ago.”

Bernard spontaneously hugged him close. “I’m so sorry! Were you
two together long?”

“Five years altogether. We had our rough spots and fights, but
in the end, we were very in love. I think of him all the time.”

“What was his name?”

“Randy.” Jack fell silent for a moment.

“I’m so sorry about his death. Was it sudden or…?”

“He was 30 years old and dropped dead of a heart attack. No
warning, no signs, nothing.”

“My God!” Bernard exclaimed.

“I was a complete disaster myself. Hit the bottle really hard,
hence the AA now. I try to go to meetings daily, but my schedule is
nuts. I call my sponsor though.”

“How are you doing?”

“Better. Every day is a gift, Bernard. We have to treat it as
such.”

“Maybe one day I’ll see it that way.” He looked around the
apartment and noticed what a disaster it was. Clothes were
everywhere. There were two uniforms tossed over the chair in the
corner by the patio door. Dirty dishes were piled up in the sink,
and the bedding was torn from the mattress. Bernard looked up at
Jack. “Right now, we need to clean this place up. That can be a
start.”

“Lead the way.”

After the long afternoon together, he and Jack parted ways with
a long hug. He hated to see the man go, but realized he needed to
get going.

 

That evening, Dr. Rasmus dropped by.

“Bernard? How are you?”

“Fine, thanks doc. Jack made it easier to come home to this
nightmare again.”

“He’s a good man. Let’s have a seat and talk for a while.”

“Sure thing. Oh, I meant to ask, what’s your first name?”

“Hector.”

“Hector.” Bernard repeated. “That’ll make things easier for me.
I’m better with casual names than titles.”

“I’m the same way. So, tell me about your day. Leaving the
hospital, coming home, seeing what you left behind.”

“It went pretty well. Jack drove me home and it was really tough
at first. I didn’t want to come inside at all. I finally forced
myself up the stairs and walked inside. It was ugly, that’s for
sure.”

“How so?”

“The uh…the butcher knife was still there, with my blood on it.
There was blood on the countertop…and the whole thing was just very
difficult to look at.”

“I’d imagine so! How did you deal with it?”

“I lost it, basically. Jack took over from there. He sat me
down, cleaned things up. Basically took care of me.”

“Sounds like you two have become good friends.”

Bernard smiled. “I sure hope so.”

 

They talked for a while longer then Dr. Rasmus departed for the
night. Bernard made a quick supper of canned clam chowder and got
ready for bed. He walked into his bedroom and saw his journal
peeking out from his going-home bag. Bernard pulled it out of the
sack and felt along its cover. He flipped back to an empty page and
made another entry into it.

 

August
18th, 2009

 

Jack is gay too! My prayers came true! I don’t know why he
fawns over me, okay, maybe it’s just the whole suicide thing. I
hope that’s not everything though. I really do feel something
genuine for him. My mom has gotta be told soon…this’ll break her
heart I know it, but I gotta tell her. I know Brenda hates me
because of it. I don’t think I could stand losing my momma too!
Night, Jack you handsome devil!










Chapter 5
Paging Dr. Jack


The return to work had gone smoother than expected for Bernard.
After a chat with his boss, Mr. Reed, he resumed his duties as best
he could. The front desk clerks missed him and hugged him hello, as
did the head chef and business manager. They all asked if he was
okay and about what happened. Bernard didn’t elaborate; he merely
said it was “a nasty virus.” The only outward sign were the two
splints he wore around his wrists, which he covered with the story
of having carpal tunnel syndrome.

Over the next six weeks, Jack came over at least twice a week on
the nights where neither was working. The duo would sit and talk
about all kinds of things: weather, politics, family history. It
was therapeutic to get some of his suppressed feelings out in the
open at last. Dr. Rasmus made his regular visits three times a
week, which Bernard actually began to look forward to.

 

Molly would also drop by and the two would dine together,
usually some concoction she would make for them. His sister was
nowhere to be found. Jack questioned Bernard about it one day.

“Bernard?”

He stopped stirring the pot of beef stew and looked up at Jack.
“Yeah?”

“You know what I just was thinking about?”

“What?”

“Why doesn’t your sister ever come over? It’s not like she’s not
invited.”

Bernard wagged his head and sighed. “Yeah. I feel obliged to
invite her though she never accepts. Never declines either. Brenda
just flat out ignores me completely.” He set to stirring the meal
again.

Jack set down the glass he was filling with iced tea and walked
over to his friend. He put his tanned hand on the man’s broad
shoulder. “Why is that?”

Bernard hesitated. “It’s about me and my lifestyle. She won’t
tell me why she hates it, she just does. Course, we weren’t always
a perfect brother-sister twins team. Not ever. It was better though
when we were kids and Grandma was around.”

Jack removed his hand and reached for his beverage and took a
large swig. “What was it like?”

Bernard sighed. “Oh, it was alright. At 60, my grandma could
keep up with the two of us really well. I’m sure a lot of modern
woman couldn’t do that now. She had stamina! God rest her soul. She
was a good woman.”

“Were her and your sister close?”

Bernard looked up from the dinner and shut one eye deep in
thought. “Eh, not especially. Brenda was in trouble constantly. I
never got a spanking or anything. I was a good boy.”

Jack winked at him. “I bet you were. The good little gay boy
that the girls loved and the guys couldn’t figure out?”

“Pretty much. Is that how it was for you?”

“A little bit.” Jack admitted. “Not having a father around was
tough. I wondered all the time what he would’ve done if he’d known
I was gay. Would he have acted differently? Treated me rougher or
softer?”

Bernard smoothed his friend’s arm. “Try growing up without
having a clue of who your father even was. Mom remembers the guy,
but barely. They were together only a few days.”

“That had to be rough, I’m sure.”

“It was. I had very few male influences in my life; at least
ones who were positive. My mom would bring home a lot of guys from
the diner she works at.”

Jack raised a brow. “How long has she been there?”

“All my life. She’s gotta have the best balance and strongest
arms for someone her age I’ve ever met!”

The two chuckled.

Jack leaned over Bernard’s shoulder and tilted the stirring
spoon his way for a taste. “Mmm, I’d say that’s ready to get
devoured. What do you think?”

Bernard tasted it himself. “I’d say you’re right. I’m
starved.”

Jack smoothed his hands over the once very large protruding
stomach. “How much weight have you lost so far?”

“Almost 15 pounds. It’s only been six weeks, not bad, huh?”

“Not bad at all. You’re on the road to losing that excess.
You’re on your way to getting out of the obese category.”

Bernard grinned as he ladled the stew into the nearby stoneware
bowls. “I am? Really?”

Jack kissed his cheek. “Really.”

Bernard nearly dropped one of the bowls, but Jack caught it in
time. “Careful! Don’t drop this wonderful dinner you’ve made
us.”

“I-I won’t. Just got a bit distracted there for a moment.” He
shyly looked up at his friend for a moment and took the bowl back
from him and set it on the counter. “Jack…I wish…”

“Hush, my friend.” Jack whispered while putting two fingers over
his friend’s rosy lips. “In time. Come, let’s just eat now.”

The two sat down and dined together. After, the two sat on the
sofa together and watched television for a little while, some
sitcoms. Bernard muted the show and looked up at Jack.

“I want to give you something. I’ll be right back.” He stood up
and exited the room for a moment. He returned with a book in his
hand. Jack stood up to greet him.

“What is it?”

Bernard flipped the book over. It was his journal. “I’ve been
thinking about this a lot. We’ve gotten a lot closer lately and I
think it’s time. If you want to know me, I mean really
know me, read this. I’ve had this depression a long time. I’d love
for someone to finally try to understand me and not just the
illness.”

Jack smiled at his friend and ran his fingers over the fabric on
the cover. He remembered the first time he saw it in the hospital.
He looked down into Bernard’s brilliant blue eyes and cupped his
chin.

“I promise you, I will read this and not judge anything. I want
to get to know the real you.”

Bernard smiled lightly. “Thanks, Jack. I hope you’ll still want
to once you see what’s in those tattered pages.”

Jack leaned forward and kissed the man’s cheek again and pulled
him in for a long embrace. “Don’t worry, I will.”

Bernard held on tight to his friend and tried to breathe in as
much of his scent as possible. Finally, they let go.

“Thank you for dinner. You’re a great cook!”

“Thanks! I guess my Mom did teach me some stuff after all.
They’re all diner recipes.”

Jack smiled and brushed Bernard’s hand. “I’ll see you later.
Give me a couple of days to read this, alright?”

“Absolutely. I didn’t write very much, but take your time.”

“Will do. Good night, Bernard.”

“Night, Jack.”

 

Jack left the apartment and walked down the steps. Bernard
locked the door behind him and leaned against the door. His heart
jumped a few beats every time he thought of Jack even being near
him! He felt sweat on his brow and wiped it away with his sleeve.
“Hope he knows what he’s getting. Well, better go clean up.”

 

Jack returned two days later to Bernard’s apartment. He held
something behind his back which the older man attempted to catch a
glimpse of.

“What do you have there?” He asked while smiling.

Jack shook his head. “Nope, no peeking. Close your eyes
first.”

Bernard laughed and shut his eyes. “Okay.”

Jack held up a white rose to his friend’s nose.

“Inhale.”

Bernard sniffed the air and could smell the rose. “Oh wow that
smells good! What is that?” He opened his eyes and saw the flower
and sniffed it again. “It’s beautiful!”

Jack smiled at him and spoke softly. “Bernard after reading your
journal and learning about the real you, I could draw only one
conclusion.”

“What’s that?” Bernard asked breathlessly.

“That I’d like to start my own healing process and I’d like to
know if you’d be willing to go out with me?”

Bernard’s mouth gaped open and he looked at Jack in great
surprise. “Are you sure?”

Jack rolled his eyes and let out a grunt. “Yes, I’m very sure.
Here’s your journal back. I want us to learn about each other even
more. It doesn’t even have to be sexual at first. We can just be
dating for a while. What do you say?”

Bernard held the book and flower close to his heart. “Jack, I’d
love to go out with you! When did you have in mind?”

“Right now. It’s a gorgeous day, you’re off work and so am I. I
don’t know of better circumstances.”

Bernard smiled and hugged the man. “Let’s go on a date!”

 

They went out and had an awesome time. Some people did look over
at the two men walking together close to each other. A few made
faces or covered their mouths to either laugh or say something
possibly derogatory.  Bernard of course perverted it into
thinking what was this huge guy doing with a gorgeous man like
Jack? His heart pounded and he stopped in the middle of the
path.

“What is it?”

“Everyone’s staring at us.” He whispered. “They wonder what a
guy like me could possibly be doing with a man like you.”

Jack looked up and noticed some of the others watching them.
“Let them mind their own business. I’m on a date with someone I
care about. Come on, let’s go over there. It’s a lot more
secluded.”

He steered them in the direction of the nearby lake. The water
was so placid it resembled an enormous pane of glass. They peered
inside; they could see the fish swimming around near the shoreline.
Bernard let out a relieved sigh.

“Thank you. They were really getting to me. This is much
better.”

“My pleasure.”

Jack reached for Bernard’s chubby hand and the very surprised
man smiled and held on tight, but hesitantly.

Jack noticed the hesitation. “I’ve taken your hands before.
What’s different?”

Bernard struggled for words. “Well, uh, not like on a date you
haven’t. You are the first to even want to do that.”

Jack held Bernard’s hand tighter and brought it to his lips and
lightly kissed it.

“Jack—”

“Hmmm?”

“What do you want with a guy like me? Seriously? You’ve kissed
my cheek a lot and now my hand. Is it all just pity or is it
something else?”

“Bernard—”

“I have absolutely nothing to offer you. No money, no brains, no
looks—”

Jack groaned. “Yes you do! A heart of gold, a great sense of
humor and a sweet disposition. I’m sorry if I made you
uncomfortable before with kissing your cheek, but it seemed very
natural to do. I like kissing you.”

Bernard glanced up at the young doctor. “Damn boy, makin’ me
blush. Aren’t I too old for you?”

“One decade, big deal.”

“Jack—”

Jack put his hands on Bernard’s shoulders. “Stop, hey! Why are
you trying to talk me out of this? I think I know by now what I
want. Do you mind if it’s you?”

Bernard’s eyes widened. “You can’t be serious. Of all the hot
men out there you choose me? Jeremy and Brad laughed in my
face! You’re hotter than they are, yet you can stomach looking at
me and talking to me? Have you even dated much besides Randy?”

Jack took a breath and rubbed his arm. “Yes I have actually. My
college years were quite active. I had several lovers and then I
met him.”

“I’m so sorry he died.”

Jack shrugged. “Thank you, but life goes on. I can’t mourn him
forever. I’m open to having a boyfriend again.”

Bernard fell silent and smiled to himself. “You want another
heart patient? I’m not a healthy man, Jack. Not in anyway,
physically, emotionally, and especially not mentally. ”

The tall brunette groaned and put his hands on Bernard’s arms.
“Listen to me, please? I’m not Jeremy; I’m very sorry he hurt you,
but I’m not him. Besides, I want another man to love and be with
me. If you were healthy or even terminal I’d feel the same
way.”

Bernard fought back tears of joy, but his lack of self-esteem
kept him from enjoying the moment. “I just pray you’re not making a
huge mistake.”

Jack smoothed his hands over the large, round face in front of
him. “I’m not. I see how you are with me and how things could
be.”

“Then I need to tell you something, but in private.”

Jack smiled. “Alright, how about over there?” He pointed a thick
grove of fir trees.

Bernard nodded. “That’ll work. I’ve got to tell you before I
lose my nerve.”

 

They walked over hand-in-hand behind the trees. Bernard held
Jack’s hand tight and kissed it a few times. They faced each other
again. “I have feelings for you, very strong ones. I dunno if it’s
just that you saved my life or what, but they’re there. I get a
lump in my throat just thinking about you and I dream about you all
the time. I just wanna make sure I’m not alone in this. That this
isn’t some fantasy my warped little mind is making up.”

Jack smiled and kissed Bernard’s hands and then his cheeks. “I
swear to you, I feel very strong emotions for you too, and it isn’t
pity or just a bizarre Florence Nightingale thing. What I feel is
real. I get that same lump.”

Bernard gasped and smiled widely. “Y-You do? Really?”

“Yes, really.” He brushed his lips against Bernard’s, enticing
him to open them a bit.

“Jack—” Bernard whispered.

“Shhh. It’s alright.” Their lips met at last and they shared a
sweet, moist kiss. Jack smiled at him as he cleared off the excess
saliva. “So, how was that?”

Bernard’s eyes beamed at the doctor, his pulse quickened, and
his mouth opened wider to smile. “I loved it.”

Jack grinned at him and held him close. “How are things with Dr.
Rasmus? And work?”

“Things are good for once. I think Hector and I get along great.
It feels so good to finally have someone treat me and not just the
disease. Work is alright. It is what it is. The splints help a
lot.” He glanced down at his wrists. “I guess the scars will always
be there, won’t they?”

Jack covered the wrists up with his hands. “I’m afraid so,
unless you see a plastic surgeon. I know an excellent one…”

Bernard laughed. “Do you know just about everyone in this
town?”

“Medically, yes. I think I do. It’s such a small hospital that
everyone knows everyone else.”

Bernard sighed for a moment and took a sated moment of silence
to hold himself in his boyfriend’s arms. “I haven’t faced my
biggest fear yet.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

“Telling my mom who and what I really am. She wants grandkids so
bad from me.”

Jack frowned. “From you, but not from Brenda?”

“I guess not. She and my sister don’t exactly see eye-to-eye on
things. She moved out at 17 and has rarely been seen since.”

“Wow, now that’s young. I hope she knows what she’s doing.”

Bernard shrugged. “Last time I talked to her was a year ago, and
she was shacked up with some guy across town in a trailer. I think
she’s had a few std scares, but they’ve all come back
negative.”

“I’m sorry to hear that! Goodness, your family has had the
issues, haven’t they?”

“All too many, Jack. I hope things are starting to turn around
for us, especially me.”

Jack kissed him again. “I definitely like the direction we’re
heading in.”

“Me too.” He hugged Jack tight again and the two gazed off into
the sky.










Chapter 6
Firsts


It’d been just over three months since Bernard’s suicide
attempt. Soon it would be Thanksgiving. He and Jack had been dating
for over a month and a half. Things had gone well for the duo,
except in the affection department. Bernard was terrified of having
relations at all. Jack set out to help change his mind.

 

On the night of their date, Jack sent a bouquet of gerbera
daisies and dressed up in black pants, a crisp white shirt, and a
navy blazer. Bernard saw him and smiled wide.

“You look terrific!”

Jack kissed him in thanks. “So do you, all in gray. Love that
tie.”

Bernard straightened his jet black tie and smoothed his
silver-gray suit. “Well, you said this was a nice place. Thought
I’d dress the part. I had to buy some new pants after losing over
30 pounds so far.”

Jack grinned at him. “That’s wonderful! I’m so proud of you.
See, that diet is working and you’re exercising too.”

“Every chance I get.”

Jack kissed him softly. “Maybe we could add something to that
routine.”

Bernard’s smile disappeared and he flattened his lips to a thin
line. “I wish I could do what you want to. I’m so afraid of
that—”

Jack tilted his head and started a sentence when his stomach
rumbled loudly. “Come on, we’ll talk about this later. I’m
starved.”

“You can’t change my mind on this one.”

“All in good time, my dear.” Jack said confidently.

 

 They dined at a nicer restaurant than usual. Bernard eyed
the less expensive appetizer section.

“Don’t want to order something too expensive.” He explained.

“Why not?” Jack inquired.

“Uh, well ya know. Just in case…” Bernard started.

Jack cocked his head thoughtfully and took his hand. “In case of
what? Getting sick off something new?”

Bernard shot a quick glance up at his boyfriend. “Uh, just in
case this is our last date.”

Jack let out a long sigh. “Bern—how can you even think that? I
have no intention of ever letting you go. I know how you feel about
that, but I promise you, I can help you with it—”

The older man pulled his hands away, gripped his hair and sighed
loudly. “Dammit, I thought I told you I can’t do that.”

Jack reached for his hand again, but he pulled it away.
“Bern—”

“No, please don’t make a scene, Jack. I told you I’m not
comfortable with being seen like that or doing that. Look, I don’t
want to make you uncomfortable or turn you off or do anything to
jeopardize us and this wonderful relationship we have right now. I
don’t want to hurt you, but I don’t think I can do what you want to
do. Sex just is something that I don’t think I’ll ever be
comfortable with. Not ever…” Unshed tears glinted behind the blue
eyes and Jack leaned towards him.

“Bern—”

The waiter walked up to interrupt and take their orders. Jack
handled it. “We need a few more minutes, please.”

“Very good, sir.” The waiter left.

Jack reached for his companion’s hands again, but was denied.
The man wouldn’t even look at him. Jack cocked his head and tried
to look into his boyfriend’s face. “Bernard? Please just look at
me?”

Bernard looked up with a sudden glare. “You know I can’t do
that!” He snapped. “You take me out for an expensive dinner and
expect me to just loosen up? Forget this! I told you, I’m not
capable of that! Not even with the man I want more than anything—
His lower lip quivered and he jettisoned himself from his chair
with a jolt as he ran out to the parking lot.

“Bernard! Wait a minute! Wait up!” Jack looked over his shoulder
at the waiter and caught his attention. “We’ll be right back.”

“Yes sir.”

Jack ran out to the parking lot and found Bernard sitting on the
bumper of his boyfriend’s car, bawling. He approached the man
cautiously.

“Shhh, hon. It’s alright. I promise you.”

Bernard lifted his head and Jack saw the familiar pained
expression in the man’s face he’d seen all these months. “Jack, do
you know what it’s like to go to bed every night, pining for you,
dreaming of you, pretending I’m naked with you and making love with
you?”

Jack smiled lightly and stroked his companion’s hand. “Then you
do want me?”

Bernard grasped Jack’s face and kissed him. “Of course I want
you! Do you think it’s easy for me to go to bed every night with my
dick pushing into that mattress?”

“Then end the suffering for both of us! Make love with me,
Bernard. Tonight.”

“But I can’t! Sex was always the ultimate for me and when those
guys told me what they did and they’d rather fuck an elephant…I’m
too fat, and a loser and not worthy of you!”

Jack cocked his head and wiped away the man’s tears. “I’m so
sorry for what those assholes said to you. You’ve lost weight and
look very good to me. You are hardly a loser! You’re a very special
man with a big heart and a lot of pain buried inside of him. I want
to share myself with you; honest! No one’s pushing me to do this.
I’ve fallen for you all on my own. Please, Bernard. I want you. I
can prove you’re worthy of me.”

Bernard’s eyes finally met Jack’s again. “Y-You really want me?
You want to be in bed with this?” He poked his large stomach and
was repulsed by the fat that rippled under the shirt.

Jack looked at him intensely. “I’ll say this one final time.
Yes, dammit. I want to be in bed with you, holding you, suckling
you, hell even being inside of you if you want me to. Just let me
be your lover.”

The older man’s tears finally stopped as he realized Jack was
serious. “You really mean that, don’t you? You want me?”

“I think that’s the point I’ve been trying to drive across. I’d
rather show it to you in person.” He whispered seductively into
Bernard’s ear. He kissed the lobe softly and moved to Bernard’s
soft, round cheek. He lapped up the tears and smoothed his thumb
over it. “Come home with me, after this wonderful dinner. I promise
I won’t pressure you into anything. As long as I just get to be
with you whether it be clothes on, lights on, whatever. I don’t
care. As long I get to be in your arms. I love you, Bernard.”

Bernard smiled at him and kissed him lightly. “I love you too,
so much. Just tell me one thing. How can someone who looks like you
possibly want me?”

Jack sighed. “Beauty is only skin deep. I know it’s cliché, but
it’s true. I started falling for you in the hospital.”

Bernard cleared his throat and held back tears. “Was it out of
sympathy and pity?”

“At first I guess, but I got to know you. The real you over all
of our dinners and hanging out with your mom; I really enjoyed
that.”

“Now you’ll probably see the real me, flesh and all. Just don’t
gag.”

Jack kissed him softly. “Never. Come on, let’s go eat dinner.
 Deal?” He held out his hand for Bernard to take, which he
did.

“Deal.”

 

They returned home to Jack’s house just over an hour later. They
walked inside and turned on a few lights. Bernard made himself at
home and poured himself a glass of water.

“Can I get you anything while I’m in here?” Bernard asked.

Jack shed his sport coat and began unbuttoning his cuffs. “No
thanks, baby. I’m good.”

Bernard sipped his water and watched every motion Jack made.
Everything was suddenly sexy; especially when he bent over to put
away his magazines. Bernard nearly dropped his glass in the sink.
It caught Jack’s attention though and he walked over.

“You alright? Drop something?”

Bernard regained his composure and found his speaking ability
again. “Oh, uh. It’s fine.” He glanced down at the glass. “Nothing
chipped or broken. Just, a bit distracted.”

Jack took the glass from him, finished off the water, and set
the glass down on the counter. “I’m that way myself. You’re not the
only one who’s nervous.”

“Y-You are too? But you’ve had a lover…”

“But this is my first time with you, and your very first time to
boot. The pressure’s on me to make this extra special. I’ll even
start things off for us.” He unbuttoned the first half of his shirt
and flipped the fabric back so Bernard could see.

Bernard brushed his fingers over the tan chest that beckoned to
him with its dark, raven hairs and smiled warmly. “You feel
wonderful.”

Jack gathered him into his arms. “Just wait until you feel all
of me. Please, get the rest?” They kissed a few times, allowing the
intensity to flourish and be fueled by their deep love. Bernard
finished undoing Jack’s shirt and cleared it from his body. He
nervously ran his hands over the body in front of him. Jack took
his hands and guided him to smooth his skin. They kissed again.

“You feel incredible.” Bernard whispered.

“My turn now.” Jack stated. He unbuttoned the top two fasteners
on Bernard’s shirt and kissed him squarely on his neck.

“J…mmm.” Bernard moaned. He loved feeling the rosy lips kissing
his neck and chest. Jack slowly unbuttoned the rest of his lover’s
shirt and smoothed it from his shoulders. He kissed the exposed
flesh more and smoothed his fingers through the gray hair that
carpeted the chest.

Jack smiled at his companion and kissed his free arm. “You are
very handsome, Bernard Covington. I love you with all my heart. I
truly do.”

The blue eyes stared back at him. “I love you so much, Jack. I
didn’t think anyone could ever make me feel this way in my life!”
He brushed his fingers along Jack’s tanned face and down his
exposed chest. “You are so incredibly handsome…your skin is
so…smooth.” He leaned in and kissed the skin, then lifted his head
as if to ask for permission to continue.

Jack kissed his hair and smoothed it with his hand. “Please
continue. You’re a wonderful kisser.”

Bernard laughed and bent his head down to continue his pawing of
Jack’s chest and hair. Such soft follicles they were. Dark yet had
hints of light in them. They seemed to almost disappear when he ran
his hands over them to lay them down. “Mmm…my Jack. My wonderful,
handsome man. Can we go back to your bedroom? It’s a little bright
in here.”

Jack took his hands. “Absolutely. I’ve prepared everything, just
in case you said ‘yes’ tonight.”

 

They walked back to the bedroom and Bernard covered his mouth to
hide his gasp. On the black coverlet of the bed were white and red
rose petals sprinkled over it. On the nightstand were two champagne
flutes and a bottle of sparkling grape juice chilling in a bucket
next to it. A bouquet of roses laid on what would be Bernard’s
side.

“Jack…I…I’m speechless! This has got to be the most romantic
thing I’ve ever heard of a man doing!”

“You like it?” He teased.

Bernard kissed him quickly. “I more than like it. This is
incredible! I hope I live up to the expectations.”

Jack put his arms around his boyfriend. “No expectations, no
demands, just our love and the two of us lying together in whatever
way you want. I promise.”

Bernard felt his lower lip quiver as he turned in Jack’s arms
and looked into his eyes. “I think I’m ready, but let’s hurry so I
don’t lose my nerve again.”

“Excellent.” Jack said with a smile.

Jack shut the door behind them and made sure the only light in
the room was from the adjoining bathroom. They both stripped off
their pants and socks and stood back for a moment. Bernard had on
cotton boxer shorts in a hue of dark green while Jack sported tiny
bikini briefs in a shade of royal blue.

Bernard tried to hide himself, even in his boxers. “I’m feeling
a bit exposed, but you’re making me feel better.”

Jack kissed him sweetly. “You look wonderful. You’re a teddy
bear of a guy and I want to be in those arms of yours. You like my
outfit?” He inserted a finger around his waistband and drew the
elastic away just enough so it tantalized Bernard with a preview of
what lay underneath.

Bernard smiled widely. “You look amazing.” His eyes could barely
drink in the sight of the well-built man in front of him. They fell
to the crotch, where short black hairs peeked out from behind the
blue bikini. His hand reached for it right away, to Jack’s
delight.

Jack laughed and reached for his lover’s package as well. “Mmm,
someone’s certainly not shy. You teaser. My wonderful Bernard.”
They walked over to the bed and laid down atop the rose petals with
Bernard on the bottom. Jack leaned over and kissed the man
passionately. He straddled the larger man and their bodies
flattened out as they pressed together tightly. “I want you so
bad…”

Bernard ran his hands down Jack’s back and felt the cotton
underwear he still sported, but could feel the tight, shapely
buttocks beneath them. “I want you too.”

Jack sat up slightly, arched his body and removed the royal blue
bikini-style briefs, allowing his swollen erection to be felt by
Bernard’s body, even beneath the boxers. Jack felt a surge of
passion and cupped his lover’s face and kissed him again. “Touch
me, baby. Take my cock into your capable hands.”

Bernard took hold of the throbbing organ again. Jack moaned a
bit, he was clearly turned on. The sensation made Bernard happier
as well as he moaned as well. He sat up and shed the boxers at last
and pulled the young man to him. “I love you so much Jack.”

They kissed again and held each other tight. Bernard ran his
fingers through Jack’s short tresses and held him close. Jack
suckled his lover’s neck and danced his fingers down the large
chest to his large cock, which was finally awake.

Jack wasted no time and quickly enveloped the man’s dick into
his mouth, past his rosy lips and began to suckle him.

Bernard cried out with elation! He reached for a headboard, but
found only pillow. He felt tears stream down his face again, but
they mixed with the sweat of their passion.  “Baby!”

Jack glanced up and winked at him, and after two full minutes
finally pulled away, just before Bernard’s spray of white fluid
whapped him in the abdomen. Jack moaned and rubbed the fluid over
his body as he would sunscreen.

Bernard watched, entranced by not only the man’s body, but his
demeanor. His eyes barely left the sight of the naked, sweaty body
in front of him. He pinched himself slightly to make sure it wasn’t
a dream.

“Good job, hottie!” Jack said with a lusty smile on his
lips.

Bernard sat up at bit. “Did I make you come too?”

Jack took hold of himself and only the slightest touch set off
the fountain of fluid from him. “You did now. See? I knew you could
do it.”

Bernard sat up and ran his hands up Jack’s exposed legs and
looked at him lovingly. He cupped the moist dick in his hand and
massaged it briefly before moving on to rubbing his hands over
Jack’s ass.

Jack saw the look in his lover’s eyes and leaned over to kiss
his lover’s chest. He nuzzled his face amidst the thick gray hair
that covered most of the pale skin.

Bernard used his rosy lips to suckle at Jack’s pink nipples, and
massaged them with his hands. Jack moaned aloud.

Suddenly, Bernard tensed up. “Hon…I think I’m gonna again…” A
second spray of fluid exited him again, this time it came
faster.

“Damn, baby, two in a row? That’s incredible for a first-timer!
I must really turn you on.” Jack lay down on his side beside his
new lover and propped his head up on his lover’s ample chest. “So,
what do you think of sex now?”

Bernard grinned widely and kissed the man. “You made it easy for
me. I’m so sorry about the ridiculous scene at the restaurant. You
are the most awesome looking guy, are you kidding? I love it and I
love you! I’d come almost every night just thinking about you.”

“You know how I feel; in all respects. Want some sparkling grape
juice? Let’s celebrate this wonderful night.”

Bernard grinned. “Absolutely. Let me clear off some of these
rose petals first.” He plucked off a few of them from his sweaty
body and took the flute into his hand. Jack intertwined their arms
and they drank at the same time.

“To our love.”

“To our love.” Bernard echoed.

They drank it down and savored the bubbly sensation on their
lips. They kissed to share it.

Jack stood up and pulled back the bedding. “Come, before we get
chilled.”

Bernard stood up and pulled back his side’s bedding and joined
the naked Jack under the covers. They cuddled together and fell
asleep for a short time.

 

Bernard awoke and felt around for his underwear. He slid them
back on, and walked out to the kitchen. He had two glasses of water
to cure his thirst. He lingered for a moment and sat down at the
foot of the bed with a legal pad he swiped from Jack’s office.

 

November
14th, 2009

It happened! I finally had sex! OMG! It was with someone who
loves me, respects me, and is hotter than hell to boot! OK…what’s
wrong with him? Heaven help me if my momma reads this diary someday
and finds out I’m gay like this! I’ve gotta tell her, especially
now!










Chapter 7
Attn: B Covington


November 21st, one week after the two had become
lovers; Jack came over to visit on his day off. Bernard greeted him
warmly at the door.

“Hey, baby!” They hugged and Bernard invited him inside.

Jack put his arm around his boyfriend’s broad shoulders. “So,
how’s my man today?”

Bernard groaned loudly. “Ugh, don’t ask. Things are not exactly
great. Can I get you a drink or anything?”

Jack shook his head. “No thank you. So, what’s going on,
hon?”

Bernard walked over to the breakfast bar and picked up a large
stack of paper and slapped them down on the coffee table in front
of Jack, startling him.“This is what’s got me all fired up. Damn
insurance covered lab work and part of the hospital stay, but not
everything. Only about 80%. I owe $5,000!”

Jack reached for his hand and tried to calm him. “Don’t you have
an out-of-pocket maximum?”

“Yes, $5,000. This’ll take it all. Good thing next year isn’t
that far off. Better stay healthy!”

Jack rubbed his clean-shaven chin and frowned. His gray eyes
looked up at the angry man. “Can you pay it?”

Bernard rubbed his eyes to stave off the coming migraine. “No I
can’t pay it! I barely scrape by as it is. What the hell am I gonna
do?”

“Move in with me.” Jack quickly countered in a dead serious
tone.

Bernard walked closer and cupped his ears. His mouth gaped open.
“My hearing must be going now. Did you just say what I think you
said?”

Jack laughed gently and stood up. “Oh, Bern. You are such a
trip. You heard me. Move in with me. That way you won’t have rent
or separate utility payments. You can make arrangements with the
hospital finance office. I can help you out too.” He tried to take
Bernard’s hands, but was denied. “What’s wrong?”

The older man shook his head and looked away. “Jack, I-I can’t
ask you to do that. I owe you so much already.”

The brunette walked over and captured Bernard’s large hands into
his own and kissed them. “Dammit, baby. Don’t you understand what
you mean to me yet? You’ve been the only one who could reach down
through my own pain and loss of Randy. I want you with me all the
time.”

Bernard fought happy tears. “Are you absolutely sure about this?
I’m not the easiest person to live with. I’ve been alone most of my
life. I’ve gotten pretty set in my ways. Old men do that.”

Jack kissed his hands again. “You’re not old, first of all.
Secondly, I love you. I want you to be able to survive and be with
me at the same time. My place isn’t far from your hotel
either.”

Bernard cocked his head and twisted his lip. “Well, that much is
true.” He looked into Jack’s eyes and embraced the man warmly.
“I’ve never lived with someone before except my family. I hope you
know what you’re doing.”

“Of course I do. I’m a doctor after all.” Jack quipped.

Bernard smiled and kissed the man soundly. “I’d love to live
with you. My lease is up in a couple of months. Guess I’d better
give them notice.”

“Fantastic!” Jack said with a big smile. “I’m lonely in that
house all by myself. How long have you lived here?”

Bernard sighed, sat down on the sofa, and rubbed his chin.
“Crap, I think over 15 years! I’m almost a permanent resident.”

“15 years? Wow that’s a long time in one place.”

Bernard shrugged. “I told you, I don’t change things very much.
Loyalty is my specialty. I’m the most loyal lap dog you’ll ever
have.”

Jack laughed and sat himself down on Bernard’s lap. “How about I
be your loyal lap dog too then? I would never stray.”

Bernard ran his hands up the handsome man’s body and cupped his
face. “Never? Not even on a mutt like me?”

Jack stroked his lover’s cheek and kissed him. “You listen close
now. I love you, and nothing could stop that. Not ever.”

“Jack…”

“Shhh, no more words. Move in with me and be my lover?”

Bernard finally caught his breath and responded. “Yes! I’ll move
in with you. I need to go tell the office. They’ll be shocked. I’ll
tell ‘em I found a better offer. The best ever!”

Jack smiled at him and hopped off his lap. “Want me to go with
you?”

Bernard sported a thoughtful look and winked at his lover. “Yes.
I want them to see why I’m so happy and the person who brought it
on.”

“Then let’s go.”

 

They went to the office together and Bernard gleefully told the
manager he was moving out. She was surprised, but happy for
him.

The manager was shocked to hear Bernard was moving out after
such a long stay! She waived the let-out fee and any notice that
they needed as long as he promised to deeply clean the unit within
a reasonable amount of time. Bernard happily accepted the deal and
began packing that night!

Jack took his hand as they left the office.

“I’m so thrilled you’re moving in with me! I hate being
alone.”

Bernard smiled at him. “I’m only too happy to do it. You’ve made
such a huge difference in my life!”










Chapter 8
Close Quarters


November 23rd. The late fall chill greeted the two
men with a bitter blast as they moved all of Bernard’s belongings
into Jack’s house.

It took the two men three trips back and forth with a small
trailer, but they finally moved everything over.

Jack looked at the pile of totes and boxes and back at his
lover. “It always amazes me how one person can accumulate so many
things. I’d need a huge moving van with all my garbage.”

Bernard chuckled. “Well, not having to move much furniture
helped. I didn’t need to bring my bed or sofa. Only the dressers
and my desk. It’s great that I still have time to go through all
that I left behind and throw a lot of stuff away.”

“Speaking of stuff, I’ve found the perfect way to set things up
for us.” Jack said with a glint in his eye. “We can put them
together in that big room and have a shared office if you’d
like.”

Bernard nodded. “That works for me. I don’t spend a lot of time
online, but I do like my games.”

“It’s settled then. We’ll move it in—” He looked around at all
the boxes and felt his back cramp up. “Tomorrow. I’m beat.”

“Me too. I haven’t moved for so long, almost forgot how.”

The two chuckled together and hugged.

“Thank you, for asking me to live with you.” Bernard said in a
sweet, serious tone.

“I couldn’t ask for a better roommate. Come on, let’s go find
some dinner.”

 

The duo settled into living together. They found space for all
of Bernard’s possessions, including inside the shared bathroom.

Their first night together they opened a bottle of sparkling
grape juice and shared it between kisses and fell asleep on the
sofa.

 

The only looming challenge facing the new couple was to tell
Bernard’s mother the truth about her son. To soften the blow and
make it more comfortable they invited her over for Thanksgiving
dinner. They both buzzed around the house making sure everything
was perfect. They shoved all of the unpacked boxes from two days
prior into the empty bedroom.

“Everything is changing so fast. First finding you and now
living with you. Now, I’m telling my Mom! I can’t believe I’m
finally telling her tonight!” Bernard said with a strong measure of
tension in his voice. “I should’ve told her the truth years ago.
This is going to be one hell of an evening.”

Jack walked over and brushed his lover’s hair out of his eyes.
His forehead was beaded with sweat from rushing around making
dinner and preparing the house. Jack kissed away the salty droplets
and hugged the man. “Everything will be just fine, hon. Don’t worry
about a thing.”

Bernard let out a quick breath. “I hope you’re right, Jack. All
this time has gone by. I wonder if she’s even suspected anything. I
never really dated much at all. I was always looking after them or
working. Course, never really had too many interested parties
either.” He bowed his head a bit and sighed.

Jack kissed his cheek. “You do now. I’m one very interested
party who feels very fortunate to have you in his life.”

Bernard looked up at the kind, loving eyes that gazed upon him.
They kissed sweetly. “I love you, Jack.”

The tall brunette wrapped his long, slender arms around his
boyfriend. “I love you too. Just be honest with her and let her
absorb the information at the rate she can handle it. Don’t
push.”

“I won’t.”

 

The doorbell chimed and a familiar knock came from the solid
door. Bernard cleared his throat and walked towards it.

“Here we go.”

He opened up the door and saw his mother and opened his arms up
wide to hug her. “Hi Mom!”

Molly smiled and walked into her son’s waiting embrace. “Hey,
baby boy! How’s my son?” She hugged him snuggly and kissed his
cheek. “You’ve lost more weight, baby! I can feel your ribs again.
That diet must be agreein’ with ya.”

The two separated and Bernard ran his hand over his chest.

“Yeah, so far so good. I’ve lost over 40 pounds ever since that
last visit to the hospital. I’m being a good boy, Mom.”

Molly pinched his cheek. “You’ve always been a good little boy.
It’s that damn sister of yours that’s drivin’ me to an early grave.
Only thing with you was your eatin’ and this tryin’ to kill
yourself nonsense.”

She stepped past him and saw Jack standing in the living
room.

“Hi there, Jack! How’s my favorite doctor?”

Jack hugged her back.

“Just fine, Molly. Come on in. Can I get you anything?”

“You got coffee made?”

Bernard grinned. “Sure do. Let me get you a cup just the way you
like it with three creams.”

Molly smiled and patted her son’s face. “That’s my boy. Always
knows how to treat his mama.”

Jack and Bernard shared a look as Bernard went to retrieve the
coffee.

Molly sat down on the big sofa and let out a deep breath. “Whew,
the diner has been crazy lately. I dunno what’s goin’ on with it.
It’s like a full moon all the time.”

Bernard walked back in with her beverage and a glass of water
for himself. “Here you go, Mom. Careful, it’s hot.”

“Well I can feel that, baby. I’ll just let it set a minute and
let it cool off. So, what’s new? Anything?”

Jack shot his boyfriend a look. “Not too much. Things at the
hospital are about the same. Have had some nasty cases lately, but
it’s not really dinner conversation. Bernard?”

The older man sat down next to his mom and leaned forward in his
seat. “Uh, not really anything new at work. Same old thing day
after day.”

Molly picked up her coffee and took a large sip. “I know what
that’s like. I tell ya I feel like I live at that diner sometimes.
I know every dish by heart, every table.” She looked up at the
artwork on the walls and the furniture. “This place sure is fancier
than what you had before, hon. How’d you afford all this? I thought
you was always on the verge of bein’ broke.”

Bernard struggled for words. Jack broke the tension. “Things are
going better now, aren’t they?”

“Yes…much better.”

Molly saw the two share a glance and put her drink down on the
table. “Bernard, you wouldn’t lie to me, would ya?”

“No ma’am…”

“Tell me the truth. What’s going on here?”

Bernard’s throat ran dry and he reached for his glass of water.
“Mom, there’s a couple things I need to tell you.”

Molly sat forward in her seat. “What kind of things, baby?”

“Mom…this place isn’t just mine. In fact it isn’t mine, it’s
Jack’s house.”

Molly’s eyebrows rose so high, they nearly hit her hairline.
“It’s his place? You live here with him?”

Bernard nodded like a nervous chicken. “Yes…we live here
together, just the two of us.”

“Well…didn’t you say you was havin’ trouble with the bills?”

“Yes.” Bernard muttered.

“Then he’s helpin’ you save money. That’s great! You’re a good
friend, Jack.”

Jack smiled at her but kept a guarded eye on Bernard. “Thank
you, Molly. But that isn’t the only reason why.”

“Oh? Why else would you two be livin’ here together—”

Molly fell silent as she put her spindly fingers to her bright
red lips. Her over-accented eyes looked her son up and down and
then over at Jack. “Bernard Joseph Covington…what’re you tellin’
me?”

Bernard took her hands and kissed them. “Mom, I wish I could’ve
told you this years ago, but you kept bringing up kids and
marriage, and I kept feeling I was always a letdown for you. But
then I figured out who I really am and what I want out of my
life.”

“What’re you sayin’, baby?” Molly asked slowly. Her large eyes
studied her son’s face closely and her small hands held onto his
tightly.

Bernard took a deep breath and looked into his mother’s face.
“Mom, I’m gay. Jack and I are living together and are together as a
couple.”

Molly’s painted mouth gaped open as she gasped aloud. She
quickly covered it and looked back and forth between the two
men.

“Baby…you mean, you and Jack? You two…”

Bernard nodded. “Yes, Mom. We’ve been together.”

Molly stood up quickly and paced the room for a moment. She
looked around at the paintings and décor. She should’ve known.

“I-I think I always knew, baby. You were never like any of the
other boys. You were always different.”

Bernard looked over at Jack who gave him a confident look. He
walked over to his mother and stood back a bit fearful of what the
next reaction might be.

“Mama? Can you accept me for who I am?”

She turned to face him and looked into his eyes. Her mouth
contorted from a concerned flatline to a smile.

“Bernard Joseph, as long as you’re happy, then I’m happy!”

Bernard let out a sigh of relief and approached his mother who
opened up her arms to encompass her large son. They hung on for a
long moment.

Jack sat up on the sofa and looked on with a smile of both
relief and contentment.

Molly kissed Bernard’s cheek and she cupped his large face.

“You’re my baby boy and I’ll always love you no matter what. I
wish you’d told me years ago.”

“I was afraid to. I didn’t know what your reaction would be.
Besides, there wasn’t really a reason to. I’d never found anyone I
wanted to really be with until now. Jack?”

Jack stood up and walked over to the duo. He took Bernard’s hand
and hugged his shoulders.

“I’m the lucky one here, Miss Covington, er, Molly. Your son has
enriched my life and I’m grateful for having met him.”

Molly’s eyes glinted at the handsome doctor and she saw how
close the two stood and how comfortable they were.

“Jack, you can call me mama if you want. You love my boy?”

Bernard looked into Jack’s face and they smiled.

“With all my heart.” Jack said and winked at his lover.

They shared a brief kiss while Molly watched. She didn’t grimace
or anything, but simply observed how perfect the two seemed to be
together.

“I’m happy for ya, baby!” She hugged them again and there was a
collective sigh of relief in the room.

Jack looked down at his lover. “Well, now that that’s out of the
way, let’s get this dinner on.”

“I’m all for that, I could barely eat.” Bernard commented.

 

The trio devoured the glorious dinner that the couple had
lovingly prepared. Bernard and Jack held hands along with Molly and
prayed aloud in thanks for both the goodness in their lives and for
the food. It was the best holiday that Bernard could ever
remember.

 

Christmas was wonderful. Bernard and Jack bought a live tree and
displayed it in the large window bay in the living room. They
chatted while hanging the ornaments.

“This is the most awesome looking tree I’ve ever seen!” Bernard
said with an heir of wonder.

Jack smiled and kissed his lover. “I’ve had a tree like this
before, well, with Randy. We put all red and white ornaments on it
and red garland. It looked incredible.”

Bernard’s smile fell a bit as he realized all of the decorations
were all red and white. “Um, hey, baby?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you mind if I add some of my favorite ornaments from when I
was a kid or maybe another color?”

Jack hesitated as he pictured himself and Randy placing the silk
globes on the green branches. “What? Uh, no…that’s fine. Uh, change
is good, right? Can’t wallow in the past forever. I guess red and
white isn’t everyone’s style. Add whatever you want. It’s fine.”
Jack put down the string of lights he’d been working on untangling
and walked back to the bedroom.

Bernard let him go for a moment, figuring he’d regressed to the
past again. After a few minutes, he crept over to the doorway and
saw Jack looking at a photo of himself and Randy in a
tighter-than-air embrace. They looked completely in love and happy
and it made Bernard jealous.

“Jack? You alright?”

The dark-haired man quickly brushed his face with his hands and
glanced back at his current beau. “Yeah, I’m good. Sorry. This time
of year makes me nostalgic. Randy and I used to love Christmastime.
His family was huge! We’d all get together and play out in the snow
and have a huge snowball fight or build snowmen. It was a lot of
fun.”

Bernard walked over and put his hand on Jack’s shoulder. “We can
do that stuff too. My family is small, but I bet my mom can chuck a
mean snowball!”

Jack laughed, but his amusement quickly died. “No, that’s
alright. Thanks for trying, hon. Things just aren’t the same as
they once were. Time for new memories and traditions now.” He stood
up, put the photo back on the bed, and walked back out to the
living room.

Bernard picked up the photo and looked it over. The two looked
nauseatingly happy together and he wondered if he and Jack would
ever be that happy. He whispered to the image. “He still loves you
so much, how can I compete? I’m gonna have to be damn near
perfect.”

“Bern? Wanna help me with these lights or go pick up those old
ornaments of yours?” Jack bellowed from the other room.

Bernard put the picture back into the nightstand drawer. “Uh,
let’s go buy some new ones, hon. If you don’t mind? I’d like some
blue or purple ones.”

Jack appeared in the doorway. “Purple? Really?”

“Yeah, I loved that color when I was a kid. So did my sister.
Maybe she’ll come for dinner this time.”

“Sure hope so. Come on, let’s go shopping.” Jack held out his
hand for Bernard to take, which he happily accepted. They bundled
up in their coats and headed for the shops.

 

Christmas day arrived and Bernard saw his mother, but still no
sister. The explanation this time was she was out of town with her
current beau and his family. Molly seemed sad, but being with Jack
and Bernard mellowed her mood. They all shared sparkling grape
juice and swapped presents of gift cards to their favorite stores.
Jack gave Bernard a leather wallet with his initials engraved into
it, and a print of a painting they’d seen in the mall.

“Jack! It’s gorgeous! It’s of that mountain and the stream…”

“I knew you loved it so I had to get it for you. We’ll hang it
right above the bed or in the office.”

Molly caught a glimpse of it. “Oooh, that’s nice, Jack! Right
fancy that frame is!” It was a thick, wooden frame and painted gold
with flecks of bronze in it.

“Thank you, hon.” Bernard hugged Jack warmly and kissed him.
“This has been one of my better Christmases for sure! Everything
has been better since I met you.”

Jack smiled and kissed him again. “Same here, hon.”










Chapter 9
Reality Check


The couple settled into their love nest over the cold, rough
winter. For once, Bernard enjoyed some semblance of stability. He
and Jack appeared to be the ideal couple.

January was the favorite month, as it was Jack’s 37th birthday
on the fourth. Bernard made a cake all by himself and presented it
to his lover.

“You made this for me?”

Bernard blushed. “Yes.”

The cake was yellow, with chocolate icing. He’d even decorated
it with a large red heart and the digits 3 and 7 on either side of
it. Inside the heart were the words “To my Jack, my love.”

“It’s beautiful!” Jack crooned. “Thank you, hon! I love it and I
love you.”

“I wish I coulda bought you something. You deserve a huge
gift.”

Jack gathered his lover into his arms and held him tight. “I
have all I want right here.”

Bernard’s lower lip quivered as his emotions reached fever
pitch. “Jack…”

“Shhh, I love you. No words needed.”

They kissed several times and held on in a long embrace.
Finally, they let go.

“We need to light this thing and cut it.” Bernard said. “I’m no
good at singin’ though.”

Jack kissed him again. “That’s alright, I’m lousy at it too.”
The two men shared a laugh. “All right, all lit up. We’ll hum it
together.”

“Deal.”

They hummed the birthday song together and Jack blew out the two
candles.

Bernard retrieved a large knife from the kitchen, and handed it
to Jack.

“I’ve had enough fun with knives. I’ll let you cut it.”

The two shared a pained look as they both recalled his wrists
after his attempt. Bernard wiped away tears and looked up into his
boyfriend’s face.

“Bern…”

“Hey, I did it to myself. Let’s eat this cake so we can get to
bed.”

They smiled at each other and kissed once more.

“I love you.” Jack said softly.

“I love you more.” Bernard replied.

Jack cut two slices of the cake and they sat at the dining table
to devour it. An hour later, the two shut off the main lights in
the apartment and headed for the bedroom.

“Now I can give you a present.” Bernard joked.

“Can’t wait to unwrap it.” Jack said lustfully.

They kissed deeply and shut the door. The rest of the night was
spent in their winter’s love nest. Valentine’s Day was special for
Bernard, as it was the first time he actually wanted to celebrate
it. Jack bought him a dozen roses, and Bernard bought Jack a bottle
of his favorite cologne. It was a romantic evening for the two.

 

Alas, the cold winter’s hibernation could not last forever. The
springtime thaw had come right on schedule. On the early spring
evening of April 5th, Jack stepped through the door
after a very long shift. It’d been one of his worst days as a
doctor. His patient died on the table. It reminded him of Randy
very much. A young, vital man struck down by a genetic disorder. He
rubbed his tired gray eyes and looked forward to a quiet evening
alone with Bernard. Just then, a terrible din broke through his
silent daydreaming.

“Dammit!”

Jack ran inside and around to the kitchen. He saw Bernard in
front of the stove black smoke pluming from a burnt dish of
something. Bernard looked up and saw his lover.

“Hey, hon.”

Jack tried not to scowl. “Hey. What the hell happened?”

Bernard waved away the smoke from the detector and up into the
hood. “Oh, I tried to make something new and it backfired.”

“I can see that. Are you alright?”

“I’m fine. Just, a lousy cook I guess. Sorry.”

Jack walked up and looked at the range; it was covered in black
grease and baking soda. “It started a fire?”

Bernard nodded. “Yeah. I tried to make fish, but as you can
tell, it’s not really my specialty. I can clean this up, don’t
worry.”

Jack pursed his lips. “No, it’s alright. We’ll both take care of
it later. Uh, so what’s for dinner?”

Bernard looked into his companion’s eyes and saw disappointment,
but tried to shut it out. “Uh… let’s see.” He scrambled over to the
pantry and looked desperately for something to salvage the evening.
He grabbed a can of soup from the back. “How about this? It’s
microwaveable with no chance of me ruining that too.”

Jack bit his lip and took a deep breath. “That’s just fine, hon.
Soup it is. I’m gonna go change.” He began to walk away, but
Bernard caught his arm.

“Hey. Welcome home.” Bernard kissed Jack lightly, but he pulled
away a bit.

“Let me go change. It’s been a long day.”

Bernard let go of the man. “Okay. I’m sorry about the
kitchen…”

Jack shut his eyes and took a measured breath. “It’s alright.
You stopped it in time. I’ll be out in a few minutes for that
soup.”

“I’ll get right on it.” Bernard touted.

Jack disappeared into the bedroom.

 

A few minutes later he reappeared and saw the dining table was
set up for the two of them. The soup was already in the dishes and
everything was set. Bernard stood up when he entered the room.

“I’m starved, as you are I’m sure. I promise dessert will more
than make up for what I did.”

Jack sat down and gulped down a large swig of water then looked
over at Bernard.

“I’m sure it will.” He picked up his spoon and began to eat.
Bernard looked on.

“Y-You’re not mad, are you?” He asked nervously.

Jack frowned. “Hon, please, can I just eat in peace? This has
been an awful day and I really don’t feel like talking.”

Bernard’s face fell a bit as did his shoulders. “Yeah. Sure.” He
picked up his spoon and slurped up the soup in silence. He finished
his first and brought the dish to the kitchen.

He looked over his shoulder at the range top and bowed his head
a bit. Dammit, way to go, butthead! You almost ruin the guys
range because you can’t cook! I have to make it up to him
somehow.

He glanced over at Jack, who was still sitting in silence with
his fingers pinched around the bridge of his nose. Bernard
approached cautiously.

“I can bring you some aspirin if you have a headache.” He
offered quietly.

Jack didn’t even look up. “No, thank you. I think I’ll just go
down to the basement for a while.”

Bernard nodded. “Okay. I’ll let you know when dessert’s
ready.”

Jack stood up and glanced over at the man briefly. “I’ll see how
my stomach feels by then. I might skip it tonight.”

“But it’s your favorite! Pound cake with whipped cream icing
and—”

“I said I’ll see!” Jack snapped.

That was the first time Jack had ever raised his voice to him!
Bernard backed away out of Jack’s path. “Okay. I’m sorry…”

“I’ll see you later.” He brushed past Bernard and hurried down
to the basement.

Way to go, fatso, you really screwed up this time! The man
won’t even talk to you! “Guess I’ll clean this up and hope I’m
not evicted by tonight.” Bernard whispered to himself. He set to
scrubbing the range until it was sparkling clean.

 

Two hours later, Jack came back upstairs. He found the cleaned
range, the dishes done and put away, and no sign of Bernard. There
was one last item, a note on top of the granite counters. He walked
over to it and picked it up. His eyes skimmed it and read it once
more to be sure.

 

Dear Jack,

I’m so sorry about tonight. I won’t ever try to do that
again. I guess I’m not smart enough to figure out how to make that
dish. I hope you’re not furious with me forever. I still love you,
always! I’m sorry!!!

Bernard

 

Jack crumpled it up into his fist and held it to his lips. He
glanced down the hallway at the master bedroom door and saw it was
nearly closed. Only an inch separated it from the jamb.

Jack walked back to the bedroom and saw Bernard on his side
asleep. There was a large pile of spent tissues beside him stuffed
into a wicker trash can. Jack held back his emotions as he entered
the room and lay down on the bed as gently as possible.

“I’m so sorry, hon.” He whispered to the sleeping form.

Bernard stirred a bit and could smell Jack’s cologne. He turned
a bit and saw the raven-haired man next to him; his face wet with
tears.

“Jack?”

“It’s me. Bernard, I’m so sorry! I overreacted and was a
complete ass to you. Can you ever forgive me?”

Bernard turned onto his side and scooted over to take the
distraught man into his arms. They held each other close for
several moments.

“Shhh, I’m the one who screwed up by trying to cook in the first
place. I started that damn grease fire!”

Jack cupped Bernard’s face. “You didn’t know…you’ve never tried
it before. It was an accident, pure and simple.”

“I was so afraid of how you’d be that I wrote that note and went
to bed. I kept praying your anger would dissipate.”

Jack kissed Bernard softly. “I’d had the day from hell and I
took it out on you. I acted like a complete jerk and need to make
things up to you. Your note really hit home with me. I know you’re
sorry and it was a mistake…but we all make them honey, all of
us.”

Bernard smoothed his lover’s hair. “Are we okay again? You’re
not mad anymore?”

“We are just fine. You did a fantastic job on that range, it
looks better than when I bought it!”

“Thanks! I needed everything to be perfect again.”

Jack kissed him again and held on. “I love you, Bern.”

“I love you too, Jack.”

They sat back and kissed a couple more times before sitting
up.

“That dessert offer still on the table?” Jack asked.

“Yeah. It’s still good. I had a large piece of it. It was
wonderful.”

“Sounds terrific. Want to sit with me while I have some?”

Bernard’s face brightened. “Yeah! I’ll go serve you up a
piece.”

Before Jack could utter another word, his lover hopped off the
bed and scurried into the kitchen. He carved off a large piece of
the scrumptious cake for his mate. Jack joined him in the dining
area and sat down.

“Need anything else? Water? Coffee?”

Jack laughed and took Bernard’s hand. “I’m fine. Just need my
best guy with me. Have a seat, hon.”

Bernard grinned and pulled out a chair next to his lover. He
pilfered a small scoop of whipped cream from the top of the cake.
The two shared a laugh and held hands on the side while Jack
ate.

“Ya know…this whipped cream is awfully good. Very sweet.” Jack
noted.

“It was my favorite part. It doesn’t help my diet any, but I
need something once in a while.”

Jack nodded. “I agree. Anymore of it left?”

Bernard nodded. “Yeah, I bought two cans. Wasn’t sure how much
I’d need.”

“Hmm. I think we need to open up that second can.”

“Why? What else needs it?”

Jack looked over at his lover and winked at him. “I think it’s
time we have some real dessert. Don’t you?”

Bernard’s eyes lit up and he grinned widely. “What’re you…oh my!
You wanna…really? You wanna…?”

Jack nodded. “Whenever you’re ready. I need to make things up to
you as much as you wanted to with me. Covering you with whipped
cream and licking it off of you might be a start to that.”

Bernard chased away a happy tear and kissed Jack. Softly at
first, but their mouths opened a bit and they shared a French
kiss.

“I love you so much, Jack.”

“I love you more, Bernard. Time for bed.”










Chapter 10
Serenity


Things remained sated for a while and peaceful between the
couple. The two were enjoying a relaxing weekend at home.

Bernard reached for his drink and took a large sip. “Ahh, that
hits the spot. It’s hot out today.”

Jack nodded in agreement. “Sure is. Course, try standing over
this damn grill! Now this is hot!”

“Need any help?”

Jack had a fleeting flashback of the grease fire incident and
shuddered.

“No, thanks. I’ve got it. The chicken is almost ready.”

Bernard nodded. “I guess you don’t trust me around fire much
anymore, huh?”

Jack frowned and looked back at the man.

“What makes you say that? We’ve gotten past all that. I know it
was an accident. Your cooking has improved quite a lot since that.
What was that, two months ago?”

“I know. I just still feel really bad that it happened. I
wonder, you told me once that Randy liked to cook a lot. Did he
ever do what I did?”

Jack cocked his head in thought and shut the lid on the
grill.

“Can’t say as he ever did. He was a great chef; loved to cook
and experiment with new dishes all the time. I think he burned
things, but nothing like what happened here. He was more of a
gourmet chef; could make everything almost perfectly.”

Bernard scooted down in his chair and took another sip of
lemonade. “Wow, no competition there. That makes me feel all warm
and fuzzy inside.”

Jack turned, sat down and reached for his lover’s chubby hand.
“Bernard, don’t compare yourself with the dead or to anyone else.
You are you. Be happy with that.”

“Even if I’m a royal clutz and screwup?”

Jack rolled his eyes and raked his fingers through his short
hair. “Hon, if you try to compete with others, you’ll always lose.
Always. You’re not being who you truly are and that’s just one huge
lie.”

Bernard bowed his head a bit. “I know. I just wish I were more
perfect. What was Randy like? Really?”

Jack sat back and let out a breath. “To be honest, he was
incredible. He was in great shape and fit and young. He was
outgoing and adventurous. We’d always be outdoors. He was a
terrific young man.”

Bernard nodded slowly. “But what was his personality? What was
he like in other ways? From everything you’ve said about him it
sounds like he was 100 times better at everything than I am.” He
whimpered.

“Now you listen here,” Jack commanded. “Randy was a terrific guy
- kind, loving, attentive, hot, sexy, and damn good at his job.
But, he also had a few other traits such as a quick temper and
being a procrastinator.”

“So he wasn’t absolutely perfect?”

“No! Not in the slightest! None of us are perfect. We just go
with the personality and traits that God gave us.”

Bernard shrugged. “I guess. I just wish I were more like
him.”

Jack kissed him gently. “I fell in love with you, not some
idealized or mimicked version of anyone else. I love the genuine
Bernard Covington.”

The older man smiled a toothy grin. “I love you too, Jack.”

 

The two continued cooking and enjoyed the June afternoon. Jack
walked over and handed Bernard his order of a grilled chicken
sandwich. Bernard bit into it and smiled.

“Mmm, very good. I think I like this healthy junk a lot better
than the half-pound burgers I used to wolf down all the time.”

Jack grinned. “They’re a lot better for you, for sure. You’ve
lost so much weight. I hardly recognize you from when we first
met.”

Bernard nodded. “Yeah. That was some night.” He paused and
glanced down at his long-since healed wrists. The scarring was
still visible from the stitches all those months ago. He tried to
push it from his mind and took another bite of his sandwich.

“Bernard? You alright?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah. I’m fine, just thinkin’ about that night. It
still gets me from time to time. I think about what caused it and
how I actually drove myself to doing what I did. Dr. Rasmus was a
tremendous aid to me in getting me to admit my issues and get them
out in the open. I feel so much better than I did just nine months
ago.”

Jack whistled. “Damn, has it been that long already?”

Bernard shot him a look. “It feels like a long time to you? Did
time go that slowly with Randy?”

Jack saw a glint of hurt in his lover’s eyes and set his
sandwich down to take his hand. “Hey…please don’t do that. Bernard,
I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. Nine months is a long time,
especially if you ask a pregnant woman. I think of every moment
with you as flying by. We’ve come so far in such a brief span of
our lives. Especially you.”

Bernard kissed Jack’s hand and held on tight. “I was hoping
you’d say something like that. You always know just what to
say.”










Chapter 11
Indie Day


Bernard pressed his hands over his ears tightly as the
persistent percussion from the fireworks tortured his eardrums.

“Dammit, why do they always have to be so loud?”

Jack laughed. “They’re explosions, my dear. They have to make
that sounds due to the chemical reaction.”

Bernard wrinkled his nose. “Well they can react just a lil
quieter for my liking!”

Jack shook his head. He was amused, yet annoyed at Bernard’s
reaction to the Fourth of July celebration. It’d been his idea to
gather up some blankets and a picnic basket and to gather at the
nearby park to watch the display.

Not at all like it was before.  He lamented to
himself. Jack vividly recalled taking Randy to the same park and
the same display only a few years back. It’d be their final time
together though neither knew it. They’d sat back on the blankets,
away from everyone and made out to the pounding noise of the
spectacular explosions above them. Jack fondly remembered making
explosions of their own. He shut his eyes and tried to push the
memory away.

“Jack? You alright?” Bernard yelled.

The dark-haired man looked over at his companion. For a moment,
the face blurred to Randy. Such an incredible sight! The long,
blond hair that fell to his chin, the piercing green eyes, and the
amazing body that was partially on display thanks to a cut-off tee
and short shorts.

“Randy?” He whispered.

“What?” Bernard yelled.

Jack shut his eyes and looked up again at his new companion. He
was older, and gray, and overweight. His body was squeezed into a
new pair of jeans and a tee shirt with a sports logo on the
back.

“What is it, hon?” He asked in a half-demanding tone.

“Just wanted to know if you’re alright. You look all lost in
space or something.”

Jack wet his lips. “No, no I’m fine. Really. Let’s enjoy the
show.”

“You sure?”

“Of course! Come on, let’s just watch the show.”

Bernard nodded. “Okay.”

 

The two returned home that evening. Bernard was still partially
deafened by the booming sounds of the evening.

Jack let them inside and tossed his keys into the small jade
bowl that Bernard had had in his place in the front foyer.

“Did you enjoy yourself?”

Bernard strained to hear him. “What?”

Jack balled his fists for a moment. “I asked if you enjoyed
yourself.” He asked again in a louder tone.

“Oh, yeah, nice park! Just wish that I’d had earmuffs or
something. We used to see fireworks on TV. Not in person.”

“Well, now you know just how loud they are.”

Bernard shook his head. “Oh yeah. Too much! I’m not going there
again. I’ll go on a nice summer night with you, but not on the
Fourth.”

Jack tried to hide his disappointment. “I’m sorry you had a bad
time.”

“What?”

“I said I’m sorry you had a bad time!” Jack yelled.

Bernard’s eyes grew wide and he backed off a bit. “Jack…”

“Let your ears heal so we don’t have to keep yelling at each
other. Alright? I’m gonna go to bed.”

Bernard watched Jack walk into the bedroom and slam the door
shut. He waited for a moment then walked inside. It was a quiet
night for the remainder of the evening. Bernard scribbled a quick
entry into his journal.

 

July 4, 2009

Saw fireworks tonight with Jack, but it wasn’t at all like
we wanted. They hurt the hell outta my ears and I bet the whole
time he’s dreaming about Randy! I know he said his name when he
looked at me! I’m getting really sick of being compared to someone
perfect and dead! I love him so much, but I can’t take the
comparisons anymore. I need to be loved for me, like Dr. Rasmus
says!

 

The following morning, after Jack had gone off to work, Bernard
dialed up his mother.

“Mom?”

“Yea, baby? What’s wrong? You sound kinda iffy.”

Bernard rubbed his hand over his face in a feeble attempt to
ease his tension. “Mom, I think I’m goin’ crazy again! Jack and I
are havin’ some issues. Can I come over for a bit?”

“Well sure, honey. Your sister’s here. I think you two need to
talk as well.”

“What? Brenda’s there at this hour? What’s happened?”

“Well that’s somethin’ she’s gonna have to tell ya herself. Come
on over and I’ll make ya some breakfast.”

“I’m on my way.

 

Bernard showed up at his mother’s house roughly 20 minutes
later. Molly answered the door and kissed her son hello.

“My baby boy. Come on in and sit while I get ya some breakfast.
You still like pancakes?”

Bernard saw his sister in the corner, curled up in the chair.
She didn’t even acknowledge him. He looked back over at Molly.

“Sure, Mom. Just a couple though. I’d like to keep this weight
off.”

“I meant to tell you how good you lookin’! I barely recognize
you anymore. You’re a slim son-of-a-gun aren’t ya? You must be
feelin’ a lot better.”

Bernard cocked his head. “Well, I was. Until lately.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Brenda uttered, breaking her
silence.

Bernard looked over at his sister and their matching eyes met.
“Bren, I need to tell you something.”

Molly burst into the room and flailed her hands a bit to stop
him. “Hold on, baby! Your sister’s got bigger fish to fry than you
do right now.”

Bernard pulled up a chair and sat next to his sibling. “What is
it, Bren? What’s going on?”

His sister looked up through her thick, matted hair and he could
see how red her eyes were. He reached for her hand and was shocked
when she accepted it.

“Tell me, Bren. I’m here for ya.”

The woman looked up at her mother and finally back at her
brother. She tried to smile, but couldn’t manage one. She took a
deep breath and held onto her sibling’s hand.

“Bern, I just told momma today. I didn’t think it was even
possible no more…”

“What is it, hon?” he asked gently.

“I’m pregnant.” She whispered in a pained tone.

Molly walked over and rubbed her daughter’s shoulders.

“Damn that doctor for telling you otherwise. You could have a
happy, healthy baby.”

“Mama…” Brenda groaned. “I doubt it’d be real healthy. I drink
and smoke and…”

“Well ya just gonna have to stop all that, ain’t ya?” Molly
snapped back.

Bernard took his mother’s hand. “Mom…back off alright? Just a
little bit? This is huge news!” He looked over at his sister again.
“Bren, I know we’ve always had our differences, but I’m happy for
you.”

She glanced up at her twin brother and actually smiled. “Thanks,
Bern! Not like you was gonna give her any grandkids or could.”

“Very true. Not unless we’d adopt.”

Brenda leaned forward in her chair, anxious to change the
subject from herself to him. “Mama tells me you got a right
handsome boyfriend.”

Bernard shot his mother a look. “Yes I do, and I thought I was
going to be the one to tell you all about him.”

Molly let out a sigh. “Well…you always take so damn long and you
ain’t got a good history with dating as it is. I didn’t know how
long this’d last. Besides, you and your sister never saw eye-to-eye
on this whole homosexual thing anyway.”

Bernard looked back at his sister. “Are you better with it now?
Is that why you always avoided me? Fear? Or were you grossed out by
my lifestyle?”

Brenda looked at her brother and brushed his face. “Oh Bern, it
ain’t you. I didn’t wanna come around and watch you be bossed
around by whatever guy you’re livin’ with. I love ya and I want ya
happy.”

“I am happy!” Bernard insisted. “I’m with a great guy for the
first time in my life! He doesn’t boss me around or anything. We
get along great!”

“Well that’s wonderful!” Brenda replied. “How did you two
meet?”

Molly interjected. “Oh, I thought I told ya, Brenda. Your
brother was trying to end his life again.”

Brenda’s blue eyes grew to moons. “Are you serious? When are you
going to stop all that? That was what, the fourth time? Mama, why
didn’t you come get me?”

“I couldn’t find you! He was only in there for three days. He’s
lookin’ a lot better now, don’t ya think?”

Brenda looked her twin up and down. “You sure do. This guy must
be agreein’ with ya. What’s he like?”

Bernard smiled at just the thought of Jack. “He’s wonderful.
He’s handsome, and a doctor, cardiology. He was in the ER the night
I was brought in. He and my nurse, Nancy, were just the absolute
best! He drove me home and cleaned up my place, and we started
dating not too long afterwards. I’ve lost weight due to his
encouragement, and lead a far better life. I haven’t thought about
ending it at all since we met!”

Brenda reached forward and embraced her brother. “That’s
wonderful!” She shrieked with glee. “Now, if only my life could get
back on track. This baby thing is gonna be a huge obstacle for
me.”

Bernard shook his head. “Only if you let it. Mama and I are here
for you, you know that. I want to be more involved in your life
anyway. I feel we got way too disconnected of late.”

“Yes we have, and I’m sorry. That’s my fault. I love you,
bro.”

“I love you too, sis.”

They hugged again and kissed each other on the cheek. Molly
looked on and smiled.

“Whew…about damn time you two made up! Wish it didn’t have to
take a couple of catastrophes to get it done though.”

Brenda rolled her eyes and groaned. “Mama, things was like this
before I got knocked up. Damn, I didn’t even think I could get
pregnant at all!” She rubbed her still-flat belly, knowing what was
inside. “I can’t believe I’m gonna be a mama!”

“You stick by us and you’ll be alright.” Molly said with
conviction.

“Jack and I will do what we can for you too.”

Brenda smiled at her brother again. “Thanks, Bern. You’re the
best. Who knows, one of us just might eek out a good life after
all.”

 

Bernard returned home to tell Jack what had happened in his
family. That night, he unearthed his journal and scribbled out an
entry.

 

July 12,
2010

My sister is pregnant! Can’t believe it, at her age? Oh
well, we always were a freaky bunch. Guess that just fits in with
the whole Covington crowd. I can’t wait to be an uncle, actually. I
want to teach the little new one how to actually live a life you
want and not be a slave to anyone else. In fact, all of this has
got me thinkin’ about my own life. I need to stop bein’ so afraid
of moving out of my comfort zone. Hector was right. I need to at
least attempt to apply for at least head bellhop or maybe even
another position. Ever since I did my wrists in again, it’s damn
hard liftin’ that luggage! I’ll talk to my boss tomorrow…I only got
one more month ‘til my 47th birthday and I’m gonna make
it count!”










Chapter 12
Complacency


July 13th. Bernard had gone in to work early so he
could have a meeting with his boss. It had gone rather well, to his
surprise and delight.

Bernard called Jack during his break and filled him in.

“Hey, baby!”

“Hi! How’s your day going?”

“Just great. Had a talk with my boss, Mr. Reed. He said that I
have a lot of potential and if I want to change departments or
whatever to just let him know.”

“That’s great! Maybe take the strain off your wrists for
once?”

Bernard nodded. “Yeah. I really can’t handle wearing these
splints anymore. They’re not very comfortable.”

“I’d imagine not. Hey, not to cut this short, but I’ve got to
get back to work. I’ll see you tonight, alright?”

“Sure thing. Love you.”

“Love you.”

 

That night, both men returned home and chatted over a late
supper.

“Jack?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you ever think I can do much more than ever be a service
worker? I mean, if I went back to school maybe?”

Jack let out a breath. “Well, that’s up to you. I think everyone
has potential inside of them. It just has to be unlocked.”

Bernard nodded. “True. I wonder if I have any of that
potential.”

“I know you do. You’ve just been too afraid to show it.”

“That’s what Dr. Rasmus said. I hate it too. That’s why I
finally worked up the courage and met with my boss today. Uh, to be
honest, I kinda sugar-coated things with you a bit.”

Jack gave him a serious look. “Oh? How much sugar did you
add?”

Bernard swallowed hard. “I uh, I asked him if he thought I could
be a manager someday, right off the bat.”

“What’d he say?”

Bernard looked down. “He laughed out loud at me. He doesn’t
think I have that kind of potential I guess.”

Jack reached for his hand. “Bern, I’m sorry…”

“I guess I’m always gonna be the big dumb guy who gets the
luggage.”

“So, what you told me over the phone, that was a complete
lie?”

Bernard’s eyes spilled over with tears. “Yes. Dammit, I lied to
you…I didn’t want you to think I’m just a stupid guy who can’t do
anything more than be a glorified camel! I wanted you to believe
that I could actually have a real shot at things and my boss would
take me seriously.”

Jack gave his lover a stern look. “Why? Why did you feel the
need to lie to me about this?”

“Because I think you believe the same as he does. That I’m not
anything more than just a service worker. That I could never be
anything at all.”

Jack sat back a bit as if he’d been stung. “Excuse me? Where is
all this coming from? What makes you think I’d say that? Or even
think it?”

Bernard looked up and saw the hurt in the gray eyes he adored.
“Come on, we both know it, don’t add insult to injury!”

Jack stood up and brought their dishes into the kitchen. “I’m
not insulting you. I just want to know what the hell is on your
mind. Let’s talk this out like we always do.”

Bernard stood up and faced him. He tried to reach for his hands,
but was denied. “Jack…”

“What’s going on in your mind? Are you feeling alright lately?
Should I call Dr. Rasmus back again? I thought you were keeping
your appointments with him.”

Bernard balled his fists and felt his anger rise. “I am keeping
my fucking appointments with him and don’t talk down to me like I’m
a two-year-old! I’m almost 47 years old, dammit. I can make my own
decisions!”

Jack crossed his arms and shot him a look. “Really? Is that so?
I’m sorry, but how does someone so mentally disturbed, and by that
I mean suicidal four times over, get to the place where he can
really make his own life decisions? Are you sure you’re there yet?
Really? I’d like to think I was helping, but maybe we should go to
counseling together now.”

Bernard turned his face away and covered it with his hand. “I
know I’m not cured, dammit! I can’t believe that we can’t talk
about this? I thought we could talk about anything! We’ve been
together all these months…I thought you loved me.”

“Bern…I do love you! I love you more than anything!”

“No, no you don’t. You think I’m not capable of being more than
what I am.” Bernard cleared his face and took a deep breath. “I
know exactly what’s going on here.”

Jack scowled. “Would you mind filling me in on it then?”

“This all started when I burned that damn fish and started that
grease fire. You haven’t acted the same towards me since! You think
I’m an imbecile and a complete lunatic!”

“What?” Jack practically shrieked. “How in the hell did you get
that diagnosis, Doctor Bernard?”

“Oh come on! It’s written all over your face! I heard you the
night of July 4th. You didn’t think I did, but I did.
You whispered your ex-lover’s name!”

Jack gasped and covered his mouth. “What? No I didn’t!”

“Don’t you dare lie to me too, Jack Larson!”

The two stood back from each other. The room grew very quiet and
so tense any sound made both men flinch. Over a minute ticked away
on the clock. Bernard and Jack stared at each other and watched
each other’s movements carefully.

Jack shifted from one foot to another, while Bernard kept
clearing off his face.

“Jack?” He started.

“Yeah?”

“Did you really say his name? Please be honest with me.”

        Jack nodded and
looked up at his boyfriend. “Alright, I admit it, I did say his
name. The 4th wasn’t exactly the way I remembered
it.”

Bernard sniffed and looked back up at him. “I thought so. How
were things different with him?”

“Look, Bern, I don’t want to get into an argument again…”

“We’re already arguing! Tell me how it was different!”

“Fine! I will! Randy and I loved the fireworks. We’d hang out
away from the crowd and make out while they were going off. We came
home and had some explosions of our own. There! Happy now? We had a
terrific time and I wanted that with you, but it didn’t happen!”
Jack blasted back.

Bernard let out a huff. “It’s not my fault they hurt my ears and
it was loud and crowded! How was I to know that was one of your
favorite things?”

“I thought I told you!”

“No, you didn’t! You haven’t been telling me a lot of things
lately. I think you’re pulling away from me, if you want the honest
truth! I think you’re still too deeply in love with Randy and you
can’t let go! I also think you think I’m too screwed up mentally to
continue this relationship, don’t you?”

“Bern…”

“No.” He held up his hand to stop the man from talking. “Please,
stop. I need to process all of this.”

Jack felt his anger rise. “Am I being persecuted for still
having feelings about someone I was deeply in love with? Are you
serious?”

Bernard shrugged. “I dunno.”

Jack walked over and took him by the shoulders. “No, now you
look into my eyes and tell me that’s what you’re accusing me of.
Isn’t it? You’re jealous!”

Bernard looked into the angry gray eyes and pulled away. “Fuck
yes I’m jealous! Everything I do Randy did better! He cooked
better, he cleaned better, he probably did sex better! Isn’t that
it? Isn’t it?” he demanded.

Jack raked his fingers through his hair and shouted back.
“Alright, yes! Dammit, Randy was great with money, and a neat
freak, and an incredible lover and a manager and everything I ever
could’ve wanted!”

Bernard sobbed. “Well I’m sorry I’m none of those things! But
you fell for me anyway, didn’t you?”

Jack shrugged. “Yeah, I did. You’ve got your traits too, like a
great sense of humor and watching those goofy movies with me that
Randy never could stomach.”

“That’s it? Fine! Doesn’t it suck for you that your precious
Randy is dead—”

“Alright, you want the God-honest truth? Sometimes I wish I
could raise the dead! At least I could’ve said goodbye one more
time!”

Bernard’s mouth gaped open. “Are you fucking serious?”

“I miss that man like you wouldn’t believe!”

“Oh trust me I know you do. I hear about it every damn day!
Randy this, Randy that…I’m tired of it! Would you feel that way
about me if I just dropped dead tomorrow at work?”

Jack looked down into the man’s eyes and then off to the side.
“I’d miss you terribly!” He replied.

“Yeah, sure you would. I’ve heard that before. No one misses us
invisible people. I’m nothing to you or to this world! Well I’ll
tell you something, Dr. Jack, I’m not the only one who lied! You
jerk! Dammit! I’ve finally gotten my life together after almost 47
years and you are not going to rip it apart for me! I’m a damn fine
person, a great worker and a terrific boyfriend! You’ve said it
yourself! I won’t be trapped in a sick, abusive relationship
because I think I’m weak or ugly or whatever anymore. I’ve got
worth, mister! If you don’t see it anymore, then I know I can find
someone else who can! I am so outta here.” He gathered up his keys
and headed for the door.

Jack stood stunned for a moment as he watched the scene play out
in front of him. “You’ve got to be kidding me, after everything I
put up with when we met with your mental state and cleaning you up
your nasty apartment? Now you walk out on me for having feelings
over an old flame?”

“No that isn’t all of it! I love you so much it scares me, but I
hate where this is going! If you can’t get over the past and if you
don’t think I’m worth anything more than just your lap dog, then
we’ve got serious issues!” He grasped the doorknob.

Jack sneered. “Excuse me? You called youself a lap dog and that
you wanted to be that! Fine, whatever. Just…where you going? To
your mama’s to cry on her shoulder?”

Bernard glared at him coldly. “Why the hell do you even care?
I’m just a freaking bellhop to you. That’s all I am or ever will
be, isn’t it?” He walked out the door and slammed it shut.

 

“Dammit, Bernard! I still love you!” He yelled at the closed
door. He looked around the room and saw the dirty dishes, the
uniform left on the sofa, and Bernard’s favorite item, a stack of
magazines left on the coffee table. He walked towards them and
picked it up in his hands. It was Vogue, the brand new issue that’d
just arrived that day. Jack tore the cover off and started to pull
out the pages when he finally knelt down to the floor and
sobbed.

“Dammit, what the hell is wrong with me? Randy, I need you here!
Why did you have to die? Why?”

After a few minutes, his barrage of tears subsided and he felt a
little better. “I need to get out of here.” He walked outside and
got into his car and found himself at the last spot he’d ever
thought he’d be again-a bar.










Chapter 13
Consequences


On the other side of town, Bernard was at his mother’s house,
sobbing into her shoulder. She smoothed his back and tried to calm
him, but had no success.

“Baby, you listen to mama. You deserve better than someone
yellin’ at you. I don’t give a damn how rich or handsome he is, no
one talks to my boy like that!”

Bernard pulled up his wet face and sniffed. “You’re right, mama.
I just wish I could believe I am worth it. Jack is the best
thing—”

“Now you listen to me, Bernard.” She added sternly. “He acted
all sweet and nice and got you to move in with him. If he can’t get
over his past and move on with you, then I’d say dump him! Move
back in with me or get a new place. Hell, even Brenda wants you to
live with her, help her with the baby.”

“What? Brenda wants me to live with her?”

Molly grinned. “She sure does.” She ran her fingers through her
son’s thick, gray hair and wiped off his face.

“Careful with those claws of yours, Mom.” He mused. “You can
poke an eye out with those things.”

“Oh hush now, silly boy. Come on, sit up. Time to clean you up a
bit.”

Bernard sat back and used up a wad of tissues to clear his face.
“I’m really glad you were home tonight. I don’t know what I
would’ve done.”

“I’m glad I was too, baby. My son needs me, I’m here.”

“I’m glad.” He let out a sigh. “I wonder what he’s doing right
now.”

Molly scurried over with a glass of water. “Don’t you give him a
second thought! He needs to cool off before I’ll let him talk to my
boy again.”

“Mom, I’ve gotta go home sometime.”

“If you go home, I want you to pack up your things and get out
of there.”

“But—”

“No! You’ve had too much pain in your life, baby. It’s time for
the cycle to stop! I want you to be happy!”

Bernard lowered his head. “I was. I was the one who screwed
everything up. It was me, Mama. It wasn’t his fault!”

Molly looked sideways at him. “I’m not buying that for a damn
minute. No one is a saint.”

“No, he isn’t one either. We both lied to each other tonight.
That’s when things got really bad.”

“What did you lie about?”

“Oh, I’d gone to see my boss and talked about maybe moving up in
the world a bit. He pretty much laughed at me. I told Jack that the
meeting had gone well. I didn’t want to make him think I’m totally
worthless in someone else’s eyes.”

Molly cupped the man’s chin. “Now you listen to me, young man.
You’re my boy and you’re a good man! I know you have potential in
ya to do great things! You just gotta believe it yourself!”

Bernard sniffed again and looked up into his mother’s face.

“I wish I could, Mama. Jack used to believe in me.”

“You can, honey. I know it. Hey, didn’t you say he lied too?
What was his problem?”

“Oh. It was about the night of the 4th. He’d
mentioned the name of his dead lover, but denied it.”

“Stuck on ‘im?”

“Big time.”

“You can’t fight a ghost, baby. That’s his issue.”

“I know, but I thought with enough love—”

“You have given him all you got! If it ain’t good enough, then
pack your things and get the hell outta there.”

 

 

Back across town, Jack sat at the bar, eyeing his beer. It
looked very inviting; light amber in color, with a lovely white
froth on the top. The glass itself was frosted and had trails of
condensation running down the sides. He’d stared at it for several
minutes when the bartender walked up.

“Something wrong with your beer, buddy?”

Jack looked up at the man. “Oh, no. It’s fine, thank you. Just
thinking about things in my life.”

“Well, you know what they say about bartenders-we’re unofficial
shrinks. Need an ear, just call me over. Name’s Bryan.” He held out
his hand to shake. Jack looked it over. It was a chubby hand just
like Bernard’s. Even his body and hair were the same, but most
especially the eyes. Jack finally shook the man’s hand.

“Thanks, Bryan. I’ll remember that.” He returned to staring at
his beverage. The condensation trails reminded him of Bernard’s
face covered in tears. Tears that he’d caused to be there.

Jack shut his eyes and ran his thumb over the watery marks so
they’d disappear, which they didn’t. It left behind a larger trail.
He cursed under his breath and picked up a couple of cocktail
napkins. He wiped off the surface of the glass and threw the spent
napkins onto the bar.

There, maybe I can think now without seeing his face
everywhere. But there was a face. It was the handsome spectre
of Randy that appeared next. He could picture him as if he were
right there. The gorgeous face and hair, and the sparkling eyes.
Then the image turned. The handsome man had tubes coming out of
him, and there was the sound of a heart monitor. It had flatlined.
Jack strained to keep his eyes shut. He could hear the overwhelming
sound of the monitor’s incessant monotone. Randy was dead. He never
had a chance.

Jack opened his eyes and looked down at the beer. The face was
gone. All he saw was the white froth on top. He picked it up,
cradled it into his hand like a pro, and drank it down. The taste
was pure paradise! He licked his lips to savor the barley and hopps
mixed in with the drink. Jack raised his arm to get Bryan’s
attention.

“Ah, I see you finally drank it. Can I get you another?”

Jack smiled to himself. “Yes, but a shot this time. I need
something a bit stronger.”

“Sure thing. Jack Daniels or Jim Beam?”

Jack thought it over for a moment. “Ah, Jack Daniels. It’s
fitting since my name is Jack.”

Bryan smiled. “Then it’s your drink.” He poured out a shot and
set it in front of the aggrieved patron.

“Thank you. Keep ‘em coming. I’ve had a bitch of a day.”

“Whatever you say, buddy.”

 

By the time he arrived back home at 1 a.m., Jack found only a
note along with some of his lover’s items missing.

 

Dear Jack,

I’ve gone to stay with my sister for a little while until
things calm down with us. I love you so much, but I can’t stand to
see us fighting like this. I want to be there for you but I don’t
think you want me around anymore! I know I lied and I’m sorry, but
you did too! We have to take a break from each other for a little
while. I’ll be around for as long as you want me to be; I’ll just
be over at Brenda’s. Please call me if you need me!

Love you forever,

Bernard

 

Jack crumpled the note in his hand and wept into it. He pitched
it across the room and sank to the floor.

“Way to go, Larson. You’ve scared off the love of your life
because you can’t get over the ghost of Randy! I’ve gotta call
‘im…” Jack stumbled towards the phone and dialed Bernard’s cell
phone.

“Mpf…hello? Jack?”

“It’s me, baby!”

“Jack, it’s the middle of the night! Where have you been?”

“Just out having a cry in my beer, and then my shots, and when I
got home I got your note! Please don’t do this to me, Bern,
please?”

Bernard sat up in bed and tried to remain composed, but failed.
“You went out drinking? Aren’t you a recovering alcoholic?”

“Baby…”

“No! I won’t put up with an alcoholic! Look, we’ve had our
disagreements of late and I think you’ve got a lot to work out. I’m
doing much better. It’s you that needs the help now.”

Jack scoffed. “That’s rich, you giving me advice on mental
health! You fucking hypocrite! When we met you’d tried to chop your
hands off with a knife and take your life! I think I’m just a
little more stable than you are! You prick! I helped you when you
were down now you can’t help me? Why the hell not?”

Bernard shut his eyes. “I wanna help you more than anything but
you don’t want me! You want Randy! I can’t compete with his memory
anymore! Listen, I’m coming over tomorrow to get some of my stuff.
Not all of it, but just what I need.”

There was a long silence and Bernard held back tears as he heard
Jack sob. “Don’t you want me anymore or am I getting too much for
you to handle?” Jack balked.

“Of course I want you! I’ll always want you! But you need to
exorcise this damn demon of yours named Randy! As long as I’m there
you’ll never truly face it! Dr. Rasmus taught me all of this stuff,
and I agree with him! Besides, are you kidding me? You compare me
to a dead guy! Everything he did was way better than how I do
things and I’m sick to death of the comparisons! You were a huge
help to me, Jack. I’ll always love you!”

“I’ll quit drinking again, honest! Just don’t leave me!”

“I’m not leaving you, not permanently! Trust me, I wanna believe
you, I do…I can’t deal with this right now!”

“I thought Rasmus had you cured. Guess you’re a hopeless
case!”

Bernard bristled. “Don’t drag him into this. He’s far from the
problem! You’ve become the issue!”

There was a long pause. Bernard could hear Jack throwing things
in the background. Finally, he returned to the phone. “Fine. Be it
as you wish.” Click.

Bernard dropped his cell phone and turned on his side and
bawled. After a while, he calmed enough to write in his
journal.

 

July
15th, omg it’s over!

Jack and I have such huge issues right now, I moved out! I
love him so much, but I cannot deal with this sick comparison of me
and Randy anymore! He started drinking again too and I’m so scared
to be around him! I love him so much and I don’t wanna leave him,
but this is too much! I know he was there for me after my suicide,
but he was part of the healing, not the actual cause. I’m his man
now, or I was I guess…I want him back, but only if we can work it
out. I cannot deal with this right now…it’s 2 a.m. Gotta go to work
tomorrow. Brenda didn’t hear my phone I hope…she’s got enough
going. I’m gonna try to sleep now.










Chapter 14
New Leaves


July 23rd. A week had passed since the fight. Bernard
kept most of his stuff over at Jack’s in the hopes of returning
soon. Nothing new had happened on that front except a barrage of
text messages and emails stating how sorry he was.

Fortunately, his work life improved, however. Bernard was
perusing the newspaper on his break and saw a huge ad for a brand
new hotel opening up 80 miles away. It was a 5-star chain, known as
the Regent. It was owned by the same company he currently worked
for; so no loss of his pension earnings. Bernard practically
drooled! It would be the most opulent and luxurious hotel in the
region!

With things being as they were Bernard dared himself to pick up
the phone and call the human resources hotline and left a
message.

I hope this wasn’t a mistake! He wished.

The following day, the department called back. They wanted to
speak with him right away!

Bernard went to an interview the following day and met with the
director of the hotel, Mr. Lane Dyson. They saw his years of
experience as a bellhop and asked him if he wanted to be so much
more than that. Bernard answered, “Yes! Very much. I’ve been
thinking about this a lot lately. I’ll do whatever it takes to move
up.”

The director excused himself for a moment and came back with a
packet of requirements for managerial employees.

“You complete all of these items, and we can get you in on the
ground floor of something huge, Mr. Covington.”

Bernard flipped through the information. It involved lots of
schooling and even some volunteer work, but he was willing.

“I can do this.” He said with confidence.

“Excellent. In the meantime, if you’d like to transfer over to
our hotel, we’d be honored to have you. We can start you out as
lead bellhop. Comes with the full benefits you already enjoy plus
some extra perks. Oh, and it’d be nearly double your current pay,
plus tips.”

Bernard’s mind whirled with possibilities. He pictured finally
being able to get a house of his own, pay off his medical bills,
and live a happy life. He’d have his mother and sister and niece or
nephew over all the time. But what about Jack? How would he fit in
if at all? He couldn’t leave the hospital that he loved or sell his
house in the current market. It’d have to be a simple matter of
choosing between the job and Jack.

“Thank you, Mr. Dyson. You’ve given me a lot to think about. How
soon would you need to know by?”

“The sooner the better, but I know how Reed is. He won’t let you
go without a fight. I’ll make it worth his while, and yours.”










Chapter 15 A
Birthday to Remember


August 5th. Bernard and Brenda’s 47th
birthday! He’d kept in touch with Jack and called him up that
afternoon.

“Hey, Jack. Just wanted to let you know my mom is throwing me
and my sister a party at her place this evening. It starts at 6,
but we’ll have cake at 7. You’re invited of course. I’d sure like
to see you. It feels like a million years since I’ve seen you. I
miss you like crazy! I hope you’ll come! Gotta go, I love you.
Bye.”

 

Bernard arrived at his mother’s house at 6 p.m. for dinner. He
looked fresh-faced and happy for once. Molly hugged him
enthusiastically.

“Wow, look at you, baby! Happy Birthday! You’re looking very
handsome!”

“Thanks, Mom! I had to buy a new outfit. All of my other clothes
were too big. I’m tired of hiding in them.”

“Well, you look very nice.”

“Thanks.”

Another voice broke through the joyous feeling. “Hey, bro!
Lookin’ good!” Brenda said with a smile. “Didn’t I tell you tweed
was your style?”

“Hey! Happy Birthday, sis! Yes, you sure did. Thanks, sis!” he
embraced her warmly.

“Happy Birthday to you too, twin! How are you feeling today? Did
you call him?” she asked in a hushed tone.

“I left a message, but he hasn’t called me back yet. Come on,
let’s eat. We’re not getting any younger and I’m starving!”

“So am I, eating for two, ya know!” Brenda added.

 

Surprisingly, Jack did show up to the party, albeit he wasn’t
alone. In his car was an empty bottle of Jack Daniels.

He walked up the small house and rang the doorbell six times in
a row. Molly hurried to the door.

“I’m comin’, I’m comin’!” She saw Jack and was taken aback by
his slovenly appearance. Gone was the debonair doctor that had
charmed her from the beginning. Now, nearly a year later, the
handsome doctor had morphed into an unkempt, unshaven, unattractive
person.

“Molly? Good to see ya!” He slurred. Molly recognized the speech
right away. She slipped outside the door, grabbed his arm and
walked him over to the corner.

“How dare you come to my kids’ party like this! What
the hell’s the matter with you?”

“Aw come on, Molly! It’s a party! Let’s have some fun!”

His breath permeated the summer air and Molly waved the putrid
smell away from her nose as quickly as possible.

“What the hell you been drinkin’, boy?”

“Just a little fire water to spice things up. Come on, where’s
the birthday boy and girl? I want to say hello!”

Molly ran in front of him. “You aren’t welcome in my house you
fraud! You’re a damn drunk! Get the hell off my property!”

Bernard and Brenda heard their mother yelling outside and went
to see what all the commotion was. Bernard opened up the door and
saw his mother holding back Jack from entering. He stopped in his
tracks.

“Jack? Is that you?”

“Hey, hon! How are you?” Jack tried to run over to him, but was
stopped.

“You stay the hell away from my boy! You hear me?”

Bernard pushed his way past his mother and hugged Jack warmly,
but stood back and took in the appearance of the man he loved more
than anything. “What the hell happened to you? I thought you
stopped drinking!”

“Yep, well Jack and I had other plans.”

“Jack?” Brenda asked. “Oh shit, you mean Jack Daniels, don’t
ya?”

“Bingo!” Jack replied with a cheesy grin.

Bernard shook his head, stepped away from his boyfriend, took
Brenda’s hand and stepped back inside. “Come on sis, Mom is takin’
care of this…intrusion. I’m sorry I even invited him. How dare you
come here to my mama’s house blazing drunk!”

“Hey, at least I came!”

“Well, you can just leave. Go home, Jack. I had no idea you
could get this bad. Sure had me fooled.”

“I’m not leaving without you, Bernard! I love you!” Jack
shouted. “It’s your birthday and I’m gonna celebrate it with you
one way or another!”

Bernard began to walk towards the man again, but his mother
pulled him aside for a second. “Don’t go back to him, baby. Your
granddaddy was the same way! My mama stuck with him and got the
shit beat outta her every night!”

Jack scowled at Molly. “I’d never hurt him in a million years,
he knows that!”

“Yes, I know that you’d never hit me, but what about everything
else? Jack, I wanna believe you!”

“Then come home!” He knelt to the ground and threw himself at
Bernard’s shoes.

Molly shook her head. “He ain’t going nowhere with you!”

Bernard saw Jack sobbing and his heart felt like it would beat
out of his chest. He turned to his mother and sister. “I gotta take
care of him. I love him! Please…hold out some cake for me? I’ll
call you later.” He knelt down to Jack and pulled him up off the
ground. “Get up, baby. Time to get home.” Jack stood up and brushed
himself off a bit. “I’m in no condition to drive…”

“I know, we’ll take my car.” They walked over to Bernard’s
vehicle and drove away.










Chapter 16
Aftermath


August 6th. The day after the birthday party
incident. Bernard was back at Jack’s house, still sleeping off the
emotional night before. At least he was back in the bed and house
that he loved. He hoped the worst was over and they could move
forward from here. At 11 a.m,, he finally awoke and walked out to
the living room.

The normally very clean house had dirty laundry on the back of
the sofa, dirty dishes in the sink, and all of the magazines were
torn to shreds. The trash hadn’t been taken out in a couple of days
and wreaked of old food.

“What the hell happened here?” Bernard wondered aloud. He
rounded the corner from the foyer and saw Jack passed out on the
sofa, he hadn’t budged from the night before when Bernard laid him
down. The normally clean-cut man had a full beard started, and wore
stained sweats that Bernard had slipped onto him. He was barely
covered with a blanket and had no pillow. On the table were four
bottles of alcohol. One has about an inch left in it, but the other
three were empty.

Bernard crept forward to the sleeping man. “Jack?” He whispered.
“You awake?”

The sleeping drinker stirred a bit and opened his bloodshot
eyes. They grew quickly to moons when he saw who it was.

“Bernard! Baby you came home?” He tried to stand up but had such
a hangover he fell right back down to the sofa. “Augh, dammit! What
a bitch of a hangover! What’re you doing here?”

“Don’t you remember? I brought you back home last night from my
birthday party. You were so drunk I couldn’t let you be by
yourself! I have to take care of you!”

Jack rubbed his eyes. “Oh yeah! Now I remember. Your mom tried
to stop you but you came anyway.”

Bernard stroked his lover’s face. “Damn right I did. Call me
crazy, but some part of me actually still cares about you. I don’t
like the way we are and we need to straighten things out, but my
love for you has never gone away.”

Jack nodded. “Baby, things have got to change for us. I owe you
such a huge apology for everything!”

“Hey, I was no easy guy to get along with when we met, remember?
Look, we need to work on this together. We can still make this
work!”

 “Oh really? You respected me huh? Loved me? That’s why you
left with a fucking note?! Are you serious? Dammit, Bernard! That
tore my heart out! I never wanted another man to just drop out of
my life, but you did it anyway! Damn you!”

Jack reached for the last bottle and downed the rest of the
liquid, grasped it by the neck and flung it towards the wall next
to Bernard which sent shards of clear glass everywhere, but most
especially into Bernard’s exposed leg!

“Ow! Dammit, Jack!”

Bernard bent over and examined the damage. It had pierced his
calf. Blood poured out and soon the man felt faint. He’d always
passed out at the sight of his own blood. Jack watched it all
happen as if it were slow motion.

“Bern? You alright? Bern! Answer me! Bernard!”

No answer. The man was unconscious. Jack shot up off of the sofa
and over to his ex. He saw the shard sticking out from the skin.
Using all his concentration, he extracted the piece, being extra
careful. “Okay, got that out. Bernard? You hear me?” He checked
Bernard’s pulse, which was astoundingly rapid. Jack made himself
look for something to stop the bleeding. He fumbled for the blanket
and ripped off a long swatch of it from the end and wrapped it
around the cut.

Bernard came to a bit. “Uhhh…Jack? What happened?”

“You got hurt, hon…I need to get you to a hospital.”

“Hospital?” He asked drowsily as he looked up and saw the cut
and lost consciousness again.

Jack felt his own heart rate increase. “Bern? Bern? Stay with
me, honey.”

Bernard passed out. Jack took a deep breath and wrapped his
heavy arm around his shoulder.

“I’ll take care of you, I promise.” He hoisted the man up and
leaned him against his thinner frame. He managed to get Bernard
into his car and drove them to the hospital.

 

After a quick check-in with the triage nurse, the duo was in the
emergency department. Jack sat with his head in his hands and
attempted to keep calm. He had a moment of clarity when he called
his sponsor and told him everything that had happened. Bernard was
down the hall in the stitching room, being sewn up and cleaned up.
Jack stood up and paced the small room.

What’ve I done? This is my fault! I can’t believe this has
all happened! I hurt the man I love most in this world! What was I
thinking? That’s just it, I wasn’t thinking at all. Dammit! What
kind of moron am I?

 

A few minutes later, Bernard was wheeled back into his room. He
was stitched up and awake. He had a large bandage around his leg,
but looked fine otherwise. Jack rushed to his side.

“Will he be alright?”

“I think so. There was no damage to the nerves, amazingly.
However that glass got in there, it made a clean cut. It cut the
vein, but nothing else. Damn lucky.”

Bernard looked up at the doctor. “Thanks, Doc. Will the nurse be
in soon?”

“Yes, she’ll be by to give you your discharge instructions in a
while, Mr. Covington. We’re running a bit behind today, but you’ll
be out of here soon. Take care.” He extended his hand for the
patient to shake.

“Thank you, I will!” Bernard accepted the hand and shook it
firmly.

The doctor left and it was just the two of them again. “What did
you tell him?” Jack asked without looking.

Bernard sighed. “I told him I got a little wild playing with a
beer bottle. He bought it well enough.”

Jack scooted his chair back and looked up at the man. For once,
Bernard wouldn’t meet his gaze. “I’m so sorry, Bern…”

“Please…don’t do this, Jack. I haven’t the strength.”

 

A knock broke the silence in the room. It was the nurse…Nancy!
“Hey there stranger, remember me?”

Bernard’s eyes lit up as he took in the sight of his old
friend!

“Nancy! Holy cow, how are you? I’m so sorry I didn’t keep in
touch!”

The nurse hugged her former patient warmly. “I missed you! You
were one of my favorites; always were.”

Bernard kissed her cheek and she sat down next to him.

“You feeling better, mental-wise?”

“Yeah, much! Dr. Rasmus and I stopped our sessions months ago. I
went from three times a week to once every couple months. He said
I’d made so much progress on my own. Now it’s more like visiting
with an old friend.”

“That’s wonderful! I’m so happy for you!” Nancy glanced over at
Jack and saw his condition.

“Jack, could you come with me, please?”

“What? What for?”

She walked over and clamped onto his arm and hauled him out of
the chair. “Get your ass out of the chair and come with me now,
mister.” She looked back for a moment.

“Oh, I’m not your nurse, by the way. She should be in very soon.
I saw your name on the roster and had to say hello!”

“Glad you did! See you soon.”

“I’ll be back.” She replied to Bernard. “You come with me.” She
growled to Jack and escorted him down the hallway and out of
sight.

 

 

After a half-hour, the two returned. Both had bloodshot eyes,
but walked arm-in-arm. Jack sat down next to his ex and Nancy shut
the door for them.

“What happened out there? What’s going on?” Bernard asked.

Jack raised his head and finally spoke what was on his mind.

“Bern, I need and want to apologize for everything I did and
said and especially for hurting you so bad! I don’t know what got
into me!”

“Jack…we’ve been over this! I thought you couldn’t get over your
love for Randy. Everything I did could never measure up to him in a
million years.”

Jack wagged his head and laid his head down on Bernard’s
stomach. He sobbed aloud and squeezed the man’s large hand.

“I’m such an s.o.b! How could you fall in love with a jackal
like me? How?”

Bernard fingered the brunette strands in front of him. “Shhh,
because I love you, I always have and I think I always will, but it
takes two, hon. I can’t do this alone.”

“Nor should you. A relationship is 50/50, and you deserve the
best! I need you, Bernard. I need you to keep me on the good side
and help me to move on.”

“What about Randy?” Bernard asked timidly.

“Randy is gone. My love for him won’t go away. We shared a deep
bond that I didn’t think I’d ever have again until I met you.”

Bernard fought tears. “Then why did you compare me and I lost
out on all counts?”

“I dunno. It was stupid of me to do! You’re two different men
that I’ve fallen in love with. Randy was all those things I said,
but you are very many more things. You’re patient, and kind, and
you’re great at your job too. I know you’re capable of so many
things. You need a loving partner to help you bring them out.
Bernard, will you please take me back into your life? Move in with
me again? I need your help to kick this bottle habit again.
Please?”

Bernard was all set to say ‘yes’ when the hotel job popped into
his mind. “Jack…I love you more than anything and I want to come
back! But I just took a job out of the area.”

Jack raised his head. “What? How far out?”

“Eighty miles.”

Jack blinked back fresh tears. “I see. Well, you had every right
to move on and away from me. I certainly wasn’t holding onto you
like I should’ve. When do you leave?”

Bernard had to search for words. He looked at Jack and was
completely at a loss. “I was supposed to begin on Monday. My little
injury kind of puts that on hold though, but just for a day or
two.”

Jack ran his fingers over the gauze and looked into the
sparkling blue eyes he’d fallen for. “I almost lost it when that
glass hit you! I’m so sorry!” he sobbed.

Bernard brushed his ex-lover’s hairy arm. “Shhh, Jack. It’s
alright. I promise you. I’m alright now. I just wonder if you
are.”

The aggrieved man shook his head. “No, I’m not alright at all.
Not since you left my life. I can’t live without you, Bernard!
You’ve shown such strength and resilience and what do I do? Fall
apart like a house of cards! I’m weak and sad, and not a very good
man to be in your life.”

Bernard tilted the whisker-laded chin in his direction. “Now you
listen to me, Jack Larson, I fell in love with you months ago. You
were my first time, my first love, all the huge milestones. You
helped nurse me back to health after that ridiculous suicide
attempt! I’ve faced my demons and won for the first time in my
life! I have you to thank for that.”

Jack recoiled. “No, it wasn’t me. You did it all yourself. You
had the power inside of you. Look at me! I’m a drunk! I fell apart
and ran back to the bottle quicker than ever!”

Bernard shook his head. “But you’re willing to stop now, aren’t
you? Hasn’t all of this made you see the light?”

Jack wiped off his face and nodded. “Yes, it has. But I honestly
don’t know if I have the strength anymore. I’m a failure! I failed
you and us and worst of all I failed myself. I went from the
charming Dr. Jack to a bum, all with one bottle of whiskey.” He
looked up into Bernard’s face and reached for it, but pulled his
fingers back at the last moment. “I don’t deserve you anymore.
You’ve moved on. You’ve got a great new job and your own life.
You’ve got a new nephew or niece on the way. What do you even need
me for?”

Jack turned away and stood up to face the wall. Bernard sighed
and reached for the man’s hand.

“I need you to love me, be by my side, support me, everything. I
know the power is in you too.”

 

A knock at the door broke the scene. It was his emergency room
nurse, Nicole. “Excuse me, Mr. Covington? All set?”

Bernard smiled at Jack and appreciated his assistance in
standing up. “Yes, very much. I am very ready to get home.”

“Here, sign this and you’re on your way.”

Bernard scribbled his long signature and smiled at the nurse.
“Thank you.”

“Take care of that leg, Mr. Covington. Good night!”

“Thanks, Nicole. Night!”

Jack waved goodbye and helped Bernard walk out of the room to
his car, and drove off to Jack’s house.

 

When they reached the inside, they both sat down on the sofa and
surveyed the room. Jack saw the shards of glass still on the floor,
along with all the other alcohol. Bernard hopped up off his seat
and began picking things up.

“W-What’re you doing?” Jack asked.

“Remember what you did for me after I got home? You cleaned up
my whole place. Now it’s my turn.”

“But your leg—”

“Feels much better. I’m not going to do it all today, but I just
want to get rid of a few odds and ends.” He walked towards the
bottles of whiskey.

Jack drew in a sharp breath as he watched Bernard pick them up
and hobble over to the recycling bin and pitch them in. “Bern—”

“No. It’s time for the doctor to become the patient. You need
help and I’m here to give it.”

“But I don’t deserve it; not after what I did…” Jack broke into
tears and buried his face in his hands. Bernard hobbled back over
to him and sat down next to him.

“Jack, look at me.” The gray eyes met his blue ones. “I love
you, and I know you love me too. Yes, the past gets in the way, but
we’ll survive it. We just need to talk about things or just let
them go altogether. Don’t you agree?” He rubbed Jack’s back and
kissed his cheek.

“Dr. Rasmus taught you well. You’ve truly gotten stronger.”

“I owe you and him a great amount of gratitude. Right now, I
think we need to get to bed.”

Jack’s ears perked up and his posture reflected it. “Bed?
Together?”

Bernard nodded. “Not for that, but in time again I hope. Right
now, just for sleep. This whole morning has exhausted me and you
too I’m sure. Let’s just sleep for a while and deal with things in
a fresher way, alright?”

Jack’s nodded. “Are you going to stay?”

“I want to. Right now, let’s just get a nap in. Come on.” They
grasped hands and walked back to their bedroom and fell asleep.

 

That afternoon and evening the two cleaned up the house and
Bernard told his mother and sister what was happening. He still
hadn’t decided. He went back to see Brenda that night to pack up
his possessions, ‘just in case’ and they talked most of the
evening, Bernard returned home to Jack later on.










Chapter 17
Ghosts of the Past


August 7th. The following morning, Bernard was quite
busy. He notified his new boss there’d be a delay, which he
understood given the circumstances. He looked up at the clock and
noted it was nearly noon! He walked back to the bedroom and sat on
the opposite side of the bed next to his ex. “Jack? You awake?”

The brunette slowly opened his eyes and took in the blurred
sight of Bernard next to him. “Hey. Sleep okay?”

“Like a baby. I missed this bed a lot. To be honest, I really
missed being in it and next to you.”

Jack smiled. “Really?”

“Really.”

They hugged for a long moment. Bernard smoothed his fingers down
his companion’s smooth upper back and sniffed the unwashed skin. It
still smelled beautiful to him.

“I’m gonna go into my old work and get my stuff.”

“Want me to drive you?” Jack asked in a genuine tone.

“No, I’ll be alright. Thanks, though. I just will avoid the
stairs. It’ll be elevators only for a couple of days. Nothing I
haven’t done before.” He stood up to leave, but Jack pulled him
back down.

“Wait a moment…we need to talk more. There’s a lot going on in
my head right now.”

Bernard glanced at the clock. “Hon, can we talk when I get back?
I really need to get my stuff. I’ve had my mail forwarded there and
they said something important came. I’d love to know what it
is.”

Jack nodded. “Okay, but I really need to talk with you about us
and our future.”

Bernard leaned over and kissed the man’s cheek. “We’ll talk for
as long as you’d like when I get back. Alright?”

“Alright. See you later. I love you.”

They hugged and kissed lightly. “I love you too.”

 

Bernard limped into the hotel lobby and saw the reaction from
the clerks.

“Bern! How are you?” the youngest clerk, Tiffany, squealed as
she ran over and hugged him. He held for a moment.

“Hi, Tiff! Yeah, had a little run in with a beer bottle, I
dropped it and it got me. How are you?”

“We’re good! We’ll miss you so much…we wanted to throw you a
huge party, but Mr. Reed said you wouldn’t like us to do that.”

Bernard nodded. “He’s right. I’m not much for big, fancy
parties. I’d rather go out to lunch with all of you, spread out
over a long period of time. Hey, I heard my mail is here?”

“Ooh, that’s right!” She scampered over to the desk as best she
could in stiletto heels and retrieved a stack of mail all
emblazoned with yellow forwarding stickers. “Here ya go.”

Bernard fingered through the pile. A lot of junk mail, a few
bills, and one from the hospital. He held it out for inspection.
“Hmm, wonder what this could be. It’s from the finance office.”

“Open it!” Tiffany commanded in her chipmunkish voice.

He slit it open with his thick fingers and skimmed the words.
What caught his attention was the very last line. “…total amount
owed by patient $0.00.” Bernard gasped! How could this be? He’d
made arrangements, and though it’d been very difficult making the
payments, he’d made them. “I wonder…,” his voice trailed off.

“Wonder what, Bern?”

He glanced up at his friend and smiled. “Nothing important. I
need to get back home.”

“Back home to that gorgeous man you live with?” she said
slyly.

Bernard smiled to himself. “Yes, back home to him. I need to
have a talk with him.”

“Good luck, hon! Love you!” she hugged him again.

“Thanks, Tiff! Love you too.” He embraced her quickly, then
turned to depart, and ran into a man who’d just walked up behind
him. They clashed loudly and both backed away from the incident.
The man was furious!

“You clutz! Didn’t you see me?”

Bernard shook his head. “No I didn’t see you! I’m sorry,
sir!”

The man straightened out his suit and smoothed down his hair.
“You damn well better be, imbecile!”

Tiffany came charging out from behind the counter and helped her
friend steady himself. “Hey! That’s not very nice! He didn’t see
you at all, so just accept his apology and that it was an
accident!”

“Tiff…” Bernard started.

“You stay out of this little missy!” The man bellowed.

Bernard rubbed his eyes and finally saw who the angry man was.
It was Jeremy!

“Jeremy? Is that you?”

The man scowled at him and looked him over from head to toe. “Ah
yes, Bernard. The loser fatso who told me all those nauseating
things that night.”

Bernard bowed his head and focused his anger. “I only told you
how I felt. It was not meant to nauseate you.”

Jeremy huffed. “Hah! Look at you, you’ve lost some weight, but
you’re still as unattractive as can be. Whoever picks you up better
have blinders on!”

Tiffany felt her anger reach the boiling point. “You dirtbag!
You think you’re all that and so hot and attractive, huh? You’ve
been asking me out for weeks! My answer is still no! I’m calling
the manager. You’re out of this hotel!” She picked up the phone and
called Mr. Reed over.

“Yes, Tiffany, what is it?” Mr. Reed asked as he arrived from
upstairs.

“Sir, this man has assaulted Bernard and harassed me
continually! He’s also insulting, degrading, and a huge jerk!”

Mr. Reed looked over at Jeremy. “Sir, what is your defense?”

Bernard watched from the counter while holding Tiffany’s
hand.

“Mr. Reed, I’ve been a guest of this hotel for some time. It
would be a shame if you suddenly had a drop in business due to my
scathing review.”

The manager crossed his arms. “Is this your defense? Hurl more
threats? There must be something to what my employees say
then…”

“I can make this worth your while…” Jeremy said with a slimy
grin. He reached for his wallet and pulled out a $100 dollar bill.
He attempted to hand it to Bernard. “For your trouble.”

Bernard batted his hand away. “You wanna pay me back? Then you
owe me a hell of a lot more than that! The hospital bills alone,
not to mention the counseling and rehab!”

Jeremy scowled at him. “What the devil are you talking
about?”

Bernard gripped Tiffany’s hand tighter as he finally let the
truth slip. “You bastard. I attempted suicide because of you!”

Mr. Reed’s eyebrows raised up higher than Bernard had ever seen.
“You what?”

Tiffany broke into tears. “That’s right. What Jeremy did and
said was so hurtful…anybody would wanna hurt themselves after that!
You complete dirtbag!”

Jeremy looked over at his victims and tucked his wallet back in,
with the $100 bill still inside. “I’ll stay somewhere else from now
on. Mr. Reed, I won’t write a review. Tiffany…such spunk!
Bernard…I’m speechless.” He reached out his hand for the man to
take, and surprisingly he took it.

“Just don’t hurt anyone else in the same way. I’m damn lucky
that I met the true love of my life because of it. I guess I could
say we’re even.”

Jeremy nodded. “I suppose we are. Goodbye.” He gathered up his
luggage and left. Bernard let out a sigh of relief and looked up at
his former co-workers.

“I guess I’ll be going now too.”

Mr. Reed held out his hand. “Wait a moment? I’d like to speak
with you before you go.”

Bernard raised a brow and shot a look over at Tiffany. She
shrugged, but smiled. “Sure. Lead the way.”










Chapter 18
Conclusion


Bernard arrived back home with a huge smile on his face!

“Jack? Where are ya, hon?”

Jack came out from around the corner, drying his hands. “Hey,
baby. What’s up?”

Bernard wrapped his arms around Jack and kissed him soundly.

“Mmm, that was a wonderful kiss. What’s going on?”

“I got promoted! Mr. Reed finally promoted me to assistant
manager of the whole damn hotel!”

Jack grinned and showed his perfect smile again. “That’s
wonderful! What came about that this happened?”

“I’ll tell you that story in a minute, but there’s another
wonderful piece of news. I don’t owe the hospital anything!”

“What? How’s that? Have you been making extra payments or
something?”

“No, I made whatever payment I could and they knew I was
struggling, even after moving in with you I started spending it on
Brenda, etc. Well I got this letter from them telling me I don’t
owe them another red cent!” He pulled out the letter and showed it
to Jack.

“That’s wonderful! Now you’re free of all those nasty
bills!”

“This calls for a celebration. Two marvelous things within one
hour!”

“I heartily agree. I’ll get some sparkling grape juice
ready.”

Bernard grinned up at his lover. “No more alcohol toasts?”

Jack shook his head. “No more ever. I wanted to talk to you
about everything- us, the alcohol, your job. It’s so ironic to me
when we met I was high you were low, now it’s reversed!”

Bernard caught his breath and took Jack into his arms. “I’m more
than willing to help you out however I can. I love you very much!
Now that I’m promoted, I’m passing on that hoity-toity job! Mr.
Reed is gonna match my salary! How’s that for awesome?”

“That’s terrific! Now the hospital bill is gone, you can help
out your sister even more.”

Bernard nodded. “Definitely! I only left because you needed that
kick in the butt to get you back on track. I think you’re getting
your act together just fine.”

“Well enough to move back in with me? Permanently?”

“Definitely.” Bernard answered. Their lips brushed together and
met briefly. Jack ran his fingers over his lover’s hairy arms and
held him close.

“Well enough to promise to be with me?”

Bernard grinned and clasped his hands around Jack’s face and
pulled him in for a long kiss. “Absolutely.”

Jack smooched the man’s large neck and ran his hands over the
reduced body. “Well enough to marry me?”

Bernard’s eyes grew to saucers! “Jack! Are you asking me
to—”

Jack knelt down on both knees in front of the man. He held both
large hands and kissed them. “Yes! I’m asking you to marry me,
Bernard. Be with me always and help me by kicking my butt and
keeping me away from the firewater. I want to help you too in your
recovery and with your family and be a helper when the baby comes!
I love you more than anything; more than Randy even! I know he was
a problem, but I’ve overcome it now…oh shit, I’m babbling, will you
marry me, Bernard Joseph Covington?”

Bernard burst into tears and smiled wide. “Yes! Of course I’ll
marry you! Jack Edward Larson you are so amazing—”

They embraced and wept happy tears together. Jack presented a
cake he’d bought. It was heart-shaped, with a ‘Happy
47th Birthday, Bernard!’ emblazoned in purple icing on
it.

“Since you never got to have your birthday cake.”

Bernard hugged him tightly. “Thank you, hon! I have a surprise
for you too. All my stuff is in the trunk, I dropped by Brenda’s
and picked it up. I want to be here with you forever.”

Jack hoisted a flute of grape juice. “To forever.”

Bernard grinned.  “Amen to that.”

They kissed again and ate dinner and a piece of the cake. They
awayed to their bedroom and made love until midnight. At 12:01
Bernard raised a toast to the date of the one-year anniversary
since he tried to end his life. He quietly pulled out his journal
and penned a new entry.

 

August 8th, One year later

I can’t believe it’s only been a year! I’m finally happy and
engaged to the man I love more than anything and who finally loves
me back! All our issues are resolved and we’re happier than ever! I
hope this is the first of many happy entries to come!
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