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I laid on the dry honeysuckle

and dreamt about a cave under the river

with a man in it like you

and one day came a lion across a golden field

an arm wrapped around Dan from behind

and sliced open my thigh

and I slept a hundred days in your arm.

Jim Grimsley

 

 

But I am safe inside a better world of hope and memory

Tom McRae »Got a suitcase, got regrets«


1

 

A little, just sleep a little longer. His eyes are shut tight. He is so tired, the bed is warm and he holds on to the dream he had before he woke up. The tanned young man is walking towards him, his feet always on the wet sand where every so often a wave hits. Then he is there and laughing. He lays down next to him, his legs stretched out towards the waves.

	He nestles against the stranger, touches his chest, feels strong hands on the muscles of his back. Closed his eyes. Wanting to lie like this forever, in the arms of this strange man. The sun lets the sand dry on their skin, the waves are washing around their feet. Sunlight is seeping through his closed eyes, through the curtains. It does not help, it is after seven and he has to get up now. He knows that Peter has been awake for two or three hours already, like every morning. Peter would never say anything, but he knows anyway. He gets up from the hard sleeper sofa. The big Master bedroom on the second floor has been abandoned for a while now, he'd rather sleep in the spare bedroom downstairs.

	He walks through the cool hallway to the bathroom. There he looks out of the window, the grass behind the house is sparkling from morning coolness. Absently he wipes off a few stains from the terrazzo tiles. Realizing he’s procrastinating, he undresses. He looks in the mirror. For weeks now he has been watching his hairline, nothing he can do about it, his hairline is receding. Only being thirty one. He smoothes his hair back, then back towards him. It really doesn’t matter, but it bothers him. He sits on the edge of the bathtub, strokes his hair on his thighs. He is pale, he did not get a lot of sun this summer. Snow-white is what Peter called him once. Black hair, milky skin mixed with blood. Snow-white was a long time ago. Now he is just unattractively pale. He stares in the mirror, past his image into the distance. He’s procrastinating again! Quickly he washes himself, puts his pajamas back on, brushes his teeth. Briefly touching his cheek, he decides against shaving and quickly walks back.

	Without looking at his body again, he dresses carelessly and goes into the living room. The bulky sickbed takes over the whole room, looks misplaced in this low room. The wheels are scratching the new floorboards. 

	Peter smiles at him. His face hasn't changed, it’s still very attractive. Just his short hair is now finally gray. Peter looks younger than fifty. Looked younger even nine years ago, appealing and confident, with laugh lines full of life and warmth.

	He goes to the bed, gives him a quick kiss, Peter’s hand glides over his neck. “Sleep well?”

	“Yes, slept through until now.” He doesn’t ask him the same, because he knows Peter doesn’t sleep well. He pulls the curtains back. Blinking, looks outside at the leaves on the old lime tree in the courtyard. It is probably as old as the house itself, has an impressive trunk. Last summer Peter was against cutting it down, even though a part of the trunk is hollow and rotted. Peter defended it, consulting with a tree expert, treated the lime tree and nursed it back to health. 

	He changes the full bag that hangs on the backside of the bed, pulls the slipped blanket hastily over Peter’s feet. Peter looks out the window. “Probably going to be nice weather again today.”

	“Yes.” He walks in the kitchen and prepares breakfast. Cereal and fresh orange juice for Peter,  Toast and milk coffee for himself.

	“The lime tree is probably going to be four hundred years old”, Peter says.

	He leans forward, looking through the opening between the upper and the lower cabinets. “Certainly. Considering you saved it.”

	Then he takes the tray over, sets the coffee table for himself. They have breakfast in silence, look out the window every so often. He retrieves the spoon that Peter dropped. 

	Peter has to cough and chokes on his orange juice. He gets up, but Peter has already calmed down. He wipes the tray off and fills Peter’s sippy cup with a little bit more orange juice. 

	After breakfast he cleans up the kitchen, until Nurse Annegret comes. She has trustworthy wrinkles around her warm brown eyes and never looks tired. He likes her best of all the caregivers. He is always amazed, where she gets the strength to turn Peter over while she's bathing him. Even though he has lost weight, he still is heavier and stronger than she is.

	He watches Nurse Annegret from the chair in the corner of the other room, how she bathes Peter and changes his diaper. Only has to watch, which he is thankful for. He clamps his hands between his thighs. What he has always done, when he was looking for a little support. On his first day of school, he sat like that on the flower pot in the courtyard, until the teacher found him and took him to the classroom with her. 

	“Tomorrow we will change the sheets”, says Nurse Annegret.

	“Okay …”

Is glad it's pushed out for one more day. Looking out the window, while Nurse Annegret with her experienced hands injects the pain medication. It is a bright sunny autumn day, almost like late summer. The autumn asters on the Merten’s house glow purple, besides them a rust colored dahlia. The lime tree already has some yellow leaves. 

	“You could talk to your doctor to see if there is any other way to administer the pain medication”, says Nurse Annegret.

	“It’s working pretty well as is”, Peter answers and smiles at him cheerfully.

	“Yes for now it is”, Nurse Annegret agrees, while she goes to the kitchen to wash her hands. He walks her to the front door, for a moment she holds her face towards the sun. “What a beautiful day. Who knows, how long the weather is going to stay like this.”

	“Agreed, one has to enjoy it.”

	“Exactly, bye for now.” She waves briefly as she is walking quickly to her car, which is parked in front of the courtyard on the other side of the road. He goes back to the kitchen, empties the dishwasher. Then he weighs flour and butter for the dough. 

	“What are we having today?” asks Peter from the other room.

	“Quiche.”

	“You don’t always have to cook such extravagant things.”

	“I enjoy doing it”, he answered. He refrigerates the dough and cuts the cheese in cubes. Mixes eggs and sour cream, gets a baking dish out of the oven. 

	“You like Quiche, don't you?” He doesn't get an answer, looks across the room. Peter has fallen asleep and is moving his head restlessly back and forth. Quietly he takes out the trash. Stands in the sun for a moment.

	Merten’s black cat is sneaking around the corner, a lifeless mouse in its mouth. Across the yard the neighbor comes out the front door. The cat lays the dead mouse as a token in front of her feet.

	“Hello”, the neighbor waves at him.

	“Hello, Katharina.” The cat acts offended.

	“If you feel like it, maybe tomorrow morning you can help me harvest apples? You can keep some for yourself, too.”

	“Gladly, around ten?”

	“Great, until tomorrow.” Katharina waves goodbye and goes back into the house. The black cat sneaks in the door behind her. He goes back in. The telephone is ringing and he answers quickly.

	“Hello, Love.”

	“Hello, Paul. Now is not a good time, Peter is sleeping”, he whispers.

	“How are you?”

	“Not too bad.”

	Peter wakes up and he gives him the phone, goes to the kitchen. Peter is talking quietly with Paul. He can hear the closeness of an old friendship in Peter’s tone. He wonders, if he should go outside, so Peter can talk freely, but he’s already getting ready to hang up the phone. Paul is one of those that never forgets to call. With other people they now have less contact. Friends that they went to the movies or dinner, they only hear from occasionally. Acquaintances that they mainly met at parties, they have no contact with anymore. He’s not upset with them. He knows how it is.

	He noticed it in himself, as an old friends immune system broke down. The normal life goes by so fast, work and daily chores, a little free time. He shied away from calling, because he didn't know what to talk about. Then he has a guilty conscience for not staying in contact. Delayed a visit out further, making excuses for himself and felt horrible because of it. When he finally visited there, the atmosphere was good and welcoming and he intended to go back very soon. But then it all started over again.

	Probably their acquaintances are in the same dilemma. Other people have become close friends now. Sometimes unexpected.

	Peter has ended the conversation, but he can't hang up the phone. He goes over to help him. Peter tells him about his conversation with Paul, he seems happy. Then he has to cough and wants something to drink. He puts some tea in his sippy cup. 

	He goes back to the kitchen to make fresh tea. Then he finishes the quiche. Noticing how late it is already, without him having accomplished much. He slides the quiche in the oven and shortly thereafter an appetizing smell is coming out of the oven.

	He puts the dishes on the tray, looks over to Peter. He remembers how he used to cook on his days off in the evening. Peter would drink a glass of wine, lean against the counter or put his arm around him. He loved it, cutting garlic and vegetables, mince spices, soaked in the smell of dinner that mixed with the warm light of the kitchen made it a comfortable atmosphere. 

	The kitchen timer goes off and he takes the quiche out of the oven. He lets it cool down for a moment. It smells wonderful. He takes everything over and divides Peter’s portion.

	“Tastes great. Did you put in some apple slices?”

	“Yes, a few.”

	Peter laughed. “You could put apples in everything?”

	“Right now for sure. I can always get some out the Merten’s garden in back.”

	Peter asks for seconds. They finish dinner, a moment of being carefree, almost happy. They look at each other and in Peter’s gaze is the attentive warmth, he likes so  much. The one that pulled him in his spell and captivated him. 

	He stands next to the bed, touches Peter’s arm. “Are you full?”

	“Mhm.”

	He clears off the dishes, keeps busy. Then he looks at Peter again, his features are getting soft. 

	“Get some rest.”

	“You, too.”

	“Maybe, a little.”

	He goes into the guest bedroom, lies down. His body sinks into the bed, as if waited just for this moment. It feels good. He closes his eyes, is tired. He tries to remember what he did this morning. He can’t think of anything tiring. Nothing that justifies this exhaustion. He has no success taking a nap. He rolls on the other side. The old sleep sofa is creaking. He tries lying very still, but it doesn't help. He bought the sleep sofa for his first apartment. Back then it didn’t creak and the stars were shining through the skylight.

	He hears the loud noises of the full restaurant. Hears the noise go down when the kitchen door shuts behind him. Drifting away, the noises are getting steadily quieter. Warmth of sleep. Hears Tamara call out something cheerful. Tamara glowing with joviality. How she used to sit on the ledge of the wall by the kitchen entrance, smoking, throwing her black hair behind her. The swallows sweeping elegantly to their nests under the gutter, crows quaking in the trees at the park. Tamara’s open personality from day one, her uninhibited chattiness, saved him from isolating himself too much. 

	He moved to this city alone, has been here for a few months, but it proved to be hard to meet people outside of work. Sometimes he was lonely. Then an extrovert guest flirted shamelessly with him. He slept with him. Met a younger man through him and slept with him, too. Only then did he find out he already had a boyfriend. He swallowed his disappointment. 

	Nevertheless he thought it was nice to be invited to a party of friends by his one-night-stand. He went there being nervous and excited. He took in the decor, the graphics on the walls, the old furniture. He enjoyed the atmosphere, the warm light of the lamps and candles, the gentle late summer air that was blowing through the open terrace doors, the exciting conversations by the men. They were all older than him, most of them significantly older. He felt more comfortable than he had in a very long time. With that thought he relaxed, rested in the middle of this group.

	Then another guest came in. He turned around and saw him. The most attractive man in the whole room, around forty, with graying hair and an engaging smile. He couldn’t take his eyes off this new guest as he was walking through the room and greeting a couple of men, felt his gaze rest on him for a second. Then they were introduced and the host ushered everybody to the dinner table. Peter sat next to him. He enjoyed sitting next to him, his hairy arms and nice hands reaching for bread, olives or wine. He felt very attracted to him. 

	They didn’t look at each other a lot during dinner, only spoke a few words about the food. They hardly participated in table talk, only making a few comments here and there.

	After dinner everybody took their wine glasses out to the rooftop terrace. On the floor were lying faded wooded planks and in between the terracotta plant buckets were lanterns. They sat next to each other on two deckchairs, away from the others. There Peter spoke to him for the first time directly. “You are new here in the city?” They talked, very gentle. Sometimes there were pauses in between sentences and then they would look past the terrace. He was talking more than he usually does. He liked the calm serenity that Peter radiated siting on the deckchair, switching his wine glass from one hand to the other, his warm smile.

	He could feel the disapproving looks of the other men every so often, but it didn’t bother him. No one spoke with them, nobody bothered them. In between the deckchairs stood a candle  in a large glass, its light surrounded them like a dome. 

	Peter talked about his work. How he loved finding the right material to use for rings, necklaces or bracelets, to see them take shape under his hands. How proud he was of his store. Talked about his big apartment, his favorite surrounding cities. He was enthused by the old castle park in autumn and they arranged a date for the following weekend. They were among the last guests to leave and say their goodbyes, walked a few blocks together, until they went their separate ways.

	During the course of the week he took plates to the wrong tables, that’s how much he had to think about Peter. His colleagues were already teasing him and he had to pull it together. But on Friday he dropped a tray full of glasses.

	Then he finally saw him again. Peter picked him up and they drove to the park. The first maple leaves were glowing red and the plane trees were losing big yellow-brown leaves, he picked up several of them. Somewhere along the way Peter held his hand, just like that, a young man was looking irritated. They continued walking, on a remote path he hugged Peter, forgetting his shyness. Was amazed, how close he felt to this still strange man. 

	Finally they sat in the car in front of his house. The sun had already set behind the houses. The street was empty. In the distance a street light came on. They didn’t talk. There was nothing to talk about. He liked the intimacy between them, when they were silent with each other. He turned his head over his shoulder, looked at Peter, moved a little closer to him. Their lips met, mouths already open, soft and hungry. It was not a soft, exploring kiss, it was an expert, purposeful kiss. They separated only hesitantly from each other.

	For the next few weeks he was excited every time, before he met with Peter. Then calm in his presence. He felt comfortable with him, wherever they were. One time people stuck their heads together, when they went to an opening day, but he didn’t care.

	He could hardly believe that this attractive, worldly man was truly interested in him. His feelings were calmer than before, when he was chasing after younger men, got up in dreams. His feelings for Peter were more mature, deeper. That, what he was experiencing with Peter, was something special, the time of casual encounters over. He was happier than ever before, he treasured every nice moment. 

	Nevertheless he asked Tamara if he was chasing after a father figure. After all his own father, who left his mother when he was four, was absent in his childhood. She took a drag off her cigarette and threw her hair back.

“Is that really important? Is it an issue between you two?”

	No, it was not an issue. He didn't see a father figure in Peter, when he looked at him, when he kissed him, in his arms. Sometimes Peter gave him advice, but never in a superior way. Sometimes he was adamant getting is point across, when it was important to him.

 

	He turns himself around, is still tired. He knows that it would be better to sleep, he knows that he could sleep, if he could clear his head. But he gives up. Opens the window, to let air in, goes back over. Peter’s eyes are closed as he’s walking in. He steps closer. A car stops in front of the house.

	“That’s Mark”, says Peter.

	He looks outside, then he goes to the door and lets him in.

	“Hey.” Mark kisses him. “I wanted to come by before my shift starts.”

	Mark goes past him into the living room, lovingly greets Peter, gives him a hug and for a moment Peter clings to his neck.  Then Mark gets peaches out of a bag, drapes it over the table. He sits next to the bed, cuts a peach in velvet pieces. Talks about the fruit seller and about Stiefs, his young dog. A lab mix, with fur the color of toffee. 

	“I brought a small lambskin, it’s good for your heels, so you don't get bed sores.” Mark pulls back the blanket, puts the skin under his heels. Then he sits on the edge of the bed and starts massaging Peter’s feet with experienced hands, moves his joints gently. 

	He sits down in the armchair, takes a piece of the peach, looks worried into the other direction. Peter’s legs are swollen and pale, waxy, not as tanned and muscular as they used to be. He knows it would be good to constantly massage them. Mark only asked him once, if he should show him the technique, noticed the hesitance, he is too sensitive to force him.

	Mark is totally natural, tells him a story about his work as a rescue assistant, which makes Peter laugh. Mark is tall and wiry, has his hair cut short. He’s not paying attention to Mark’s words, just his dramatic gestures, which he emphasizes his stories with and his laugh that makes him even more attractive. He is very popular and a few have a crush on him. Mark knew Peter before his time, was in love with Peter. He is in his early thirties and has not had a boyfriend for a long time. Sometimes he wonders, if Mark is still in love with Peter.

	Mark pulls the blanket back, gets up. “I have to go again. Today is a twelve hour shift. But tomorrow I’m only on-call.” He hugs Peter, kisses him, strokes across his arm.

	Then he gives him a kiss, too. “Until tomorrow. Stay, I can find my own way out.” Mark leaves and he sees him walking quickly across the courtyard. 

	“You do sleep with Mark sometimes?”, asks Peter.

	“Hm …”, he mumbles, goes to the kitchen. He gathers up the used dishtowels and takes them to the bathroom. He had hoped, that Peter wouldn’t bring up the subject again. His suggestion not to be taken seriously. Still not knowing, what he should tell Peter about it. When he comes back to the living room, he sees that Peter is exhausted. 

	He checks the time, decides quickly. There’s enough time. “I am going shopping. Do you want me to bring back something special?”

	Peter has no wishes, obviously just wants to sleep. He puts the empty bottles in the Audi and drives to the shopping center. Before they always went shopping in the small grocery store one town over and some things in the health food store. Nowadays he drives to the shopping center most times. He explained to Peter, that they have everything there, even a pharmacy, but that isn’t the reason, why he drives there.

	First he returns the bottles and then he starts pushing the cart down the long aisles. He always has to search if he needs something new. Before he used to hate that. He searches a while until he finds the plain yogurt. Then he compares the different hams and after some back and forth he decides on the Parma ham, checking the time in between. 

	Finally he pushes the full cart to the car and loads everything carefully. Every time having the feeling that he bought too much. Especially now, that they have to watch their finances. The care allowance does not go far and without Peter’s savings, it would be tight. 

	He pushed the thought aside and goes over to the pharmacy. The pharmacist knows him already and he leaves the pharmacy loaded with medicine, diapers and product testers. 

	He gets everything in the trunk and goes over to the home improvement store. They really don’t need anything from there, but he still wants to walk through quickly. He has his cell phone with him. In the garden section he studies the plants that are still on sale, rust-red and ocher-yellow winter asters, silvery leaf plants and heather. Compares the roses, which you should probably plant now. Even though they don't even have a garden, they both have no interest in it. Just next to the front door they put a bench in front of the oleanders. Nevertheless, he buys a heather, even though he doesn't know where he is going to put it. 
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