


NOWHERE DINER: FINDING LOVE

...It started to rain and the few other passengers getting on at this
stop filed down the aide while | stared out at Aaron standing in the
drizzle. He gave me a weak smile and waved. | pressed my hand
againgt the window, knowing I'd never see him again. Movement
behind him caught my attention and | saw his wife step from the
shadows.

The expression on her face and the nod she gave me told me
everything. She knew about us and understood why | was leaving. |
had no idea if she was angry, grateful, or hurt and, as the bus pulled
away from the bus stop, it no longer was my problem.

| rested my forehead against the cool glass and closed my eyes. A
single tear trickled down my cheek to drip from my chin onto my
jacket. Aaron said he loved me and needed my presence near for him
to be happy, but |1 would never allow that. Neither his new wife nor |
deserved to be treated as an after-thought.

The tension of the past couple of days drained from me and
exhaustion swept in to take its place. | hadn't dept since Aaron's
wedding and until that very moment, | hadn’t allowed myself to relax.
Sitting in the bus with Aaron disappearing from my sight, | realized |
was leaving my past behind and venturing into a new world where no
one knew me.

A small diver of excitement coursed through me and | smiled.
Who knew? Things might be looking up for me now. | wound one of
the straps from my backpack around my arm, so no one could walk off
with it and made myself comfortable in the seat. | would catch some
deep before | made any other decisions.

The hum of the tires on the highway lulled me to deep, and if |
dreamed of Aaron, | didn’t remember...
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CHAPTER1

The cool night air bit through my jacket, drawing goose bumps
to the surface of my skin and causing shivers to dance down my
spine. Theicy breeze fit my emotions perfectly. Glancing around, |
memorized the sight of the local diner where I'd spent so many
nights, hanging with friends and jonesing on the love no one knew
about. | gazed at the different stores where | had worked for
minimum wage and learned to be a responsible adult—my uncle's
words, not mine.

“Tim.”

Turning back, | met the broken gaze of my first love, Aaron.
Hisdark eyesfilled with tears, and my resolve started to crumble. |
couldn’t let him change my mind. There was a time when | would
have given him anything he wanted, but no more.
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“1 can't stay, Aaron.” | stepped back, gripping the handle of my
duffle bag until my knuckles turned white.

“You could, but you don’t want to.”

Aaron reached out and the halogen light at the bus stop glinted
off the ring encircling his finger. | took another step away. No
touching had been my rule since the day | found out about the
piece of metal on his hand. He knew how | felt about the whole
thing, but still he tried to tempt me into losing what self-respect |
had.

“There was atime when | planned on living in this town for the
rest of my life” | shrugged, looking down the road at the bus
heading toward us. “But things change, and you know why | can’t
stay here anymore.”

Aaron’s flinch told me he understood my reason for leaving.
“Things could be like they were before.”

Desperation colored his words and | shook my head, putting
more distance between us. | had to remain strong. It wasn't time
for tears, so | blinked them back. | would wait until | was alonein
amotel room far away from thistown before | broke down.

“They can never be like they were, Aaron. You know that. She
wasn't married to you before, and you loved me. Now she's your
wife, and | refuse to be your dirty little secret. | can't do it
anymore. | need to be able to tell you | love you, but that ring
silences me better than any gag could.”

“Tim, | had to marry her. My dad would' ve disowned me if |
didn't marry, and she was willing.” Aaron clenched his hands into
fists and shoved them in his pocket.

It was a posture I’ d seen him take so many times when he knew
the choice he'd made was wrong. “You married someone you
didn’'t want or love to make your father happy.”
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My bitter laughter spilled from my lips into the night. If my
heart had been whole, it would have broken al over again, but |
didn't have to worry about that. The moment Aaron had said “I
do,” my life in my hometown was over. | couldn’t stay and not go
to him at some point.

I had loved him all my life and for several years, it had been
just us. Now there was a third person in our relationship and she
didn't know about me. | never wanted her to find out either.
Hurting her never occurred to me. It wasn't her fault Aaron was a
coward and he lied to everyone about his feelings for her. It wasn’t
my fault either, but guilt weighed down my shoulders.

He started to say something, and | held up my hand to stop
him. | didn’'t want to hear anything else from him. No matter what
he said, I'd made up my mind. | was leaving because there wasn't
anything left for me in this town and the possibilities down the
road would keep me from dwelling on the past, or so | hoped.

The bus stopped behind me, the air brakes hissing like a
hundred snakes, and when the driver reached for my bag, | gave it
to him. | kept my backpack with me for it held al of my personal
possessions and | wasn't going to let it out of my sight.

“Good-bye.”

| handed the man my ticket and climbed aboard. The bus was
only half-full and there were several empty seats for me to choose
from. | took a window seat on the left side and settled in, putting
my bag next to me.

It started to rain and the few other passengers getting on at this
stop filed down the aidle while | stared out at Aaron standing in the
drizzle. He gave me a weak smile and waved. | pressed my hand
againgt the window, knowing I'd never see him again. Movement
behind him caught my attention and | saw his wife step from the
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shadows.

The expression on her face and the nod she gave me told me
everything. She knew about us and understood why | was leaving.
| had no idea if she was angry, grateful, or hurt and, as the bus
pulled away from the bus stop, it no longer was my problem.

| rested my forehead against the cool glass and closed my eyes.
A single tear trickled down my cheek to drip from my chin onto
my jacket. Aaron said he loved me and needed my presence near
for him to be happy, but | would never alow that. Neither his new
wife nor | deserved to be treated as an after-thought.

The tension of the past couple of days drained from me and
exhaustion swept in to take its place. | hadn’t slept since Aaron’s
wedding and until that very moment, | hadn't alowed myself to
relax. Sitting in the bus with Aaron disappearing from my sight, |
realized | was leaving my past behind and venturing into a new
world where no one knew me.

A small diver of excitement coursed through me and | smiled.
Who knew? Things might be looking up for me now. | wound one
of the straps from my backpack around my arm, so no one could
walk off with it and made myself comfortable in the seat. | would
catch some sleep before | made any other decisions.

The hum of the tires on the highway lulled me to deep, and if |
dreamed of Aaron, | didn’t remember.
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CHAPTER 2

I inhaled the burger and fries, hunger having gnawed a hole in
my stomach about fifty miles back. I’d been thrilled when the bus
stopped at the little diner. My appetite had been non-existent until
this moment, stress and sorrow suppressing any desire 1I'd had to
eat.

Shamelessly eavesdropping on the other customers
conversations, | grinned to myself at the husband complaining to
his wife about her mother. Did every husband didike his mother-
in-law? Two teenage girls were chattering about their boyfriends
and what they were going to wear to the homecoming dance. I'd
never made it to mine. Aaron and | had snuck off to my uncle's
hunting cabin after he dumped his date.

Plates crashing to the floor drew my gaze. A gorgeous blond
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scowled at the older man standing on the other side of the counter.
As | watched, the blond tore off his apron and tossed it at the older
man.

“1 quit.”

Without stopping to pick up the plates, he ssomped toward the
door.

“Quinn, you can't just quit in the middle of your shift.”

“Yes, | can. | never planned on staying here and working in this
rat hole all my life, uncle. | have plansthat don’t include this place.
I’m going to be somebody.”

Quinn flung open the door and sauntered out. | could only
imagine what kind of somebody that boy would end up being.

“Shit.”

| looked back at the man who stood staring down at the pile on
the floor in front of the counter. After wiping my mouth with my
napkin, | stacked my empty plates and stood, carrying them to
where the busboy’s cart was. | set my stuff in the tub and knelt,
picking up the pieces of glass and plate.

“You don’t have to do this,” the man said, coming around to
joinme.

“1 know, but you need help and | have time.”

Together, we cleaned up the mess and | wiped up the food off
the floor. | tossed the dirty rag into the water bucket before the
owner of the diner came up to me, holding out his hand.

“Thank you, young man. | appreciate it. You wouldn't be
looking for ajob, would you?’

| thought about it. I'd been traveling for three days, getting as
far away from my hometown as| could before | took some time to
rest. Could | find alittle bit of peacein this small town?

“You're probably heading to somewhere else just like my
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nephew was.” The guy’s grin was rueful. “Everyone who comes
through here is heading somewhere else.”

“What would you pay meif | stayed?’

“My name's Cookie. Not very original, | admit, but the sailors|
cooked for inthe navy weren’t interested in creativity.”

| shook Cookie' s hand and smiled. “ Timothy Gapin.”

“Niceto meet you, Tim.”

A large group of customers entered, laughing and pushing each
other around. Cookie grimaced and grabbed the apron off the
counter, holding it out to me. “ Can we talk about the money later?’

“Sure. Where can | put my bags?’ | nodded toward my
belongingsin the booth.

“I'll take them and put them in my office if you'll get that
group settled for me.”

“Great.”

Cookie took my bags, and | picked up some menus, heading to
where the group of teenagers sat around two tables.

I worked the rest of the night, talking to the customers and
delivering food as | went aong. By three in the morning, | was
beat. | wasn't used to being on my feet that long or staying up that
late unless | was with Aaron. Stop it. No more thinking about my
ex-boyfriend. It was counter-productive and not worth my time.

Traffic died down and | sat at the counter, resting my feet and
leaning my head on my hand. Cookie set a cup of coffeein front of
me along with cream and sugar. | fixed it to the light brown color |
liked and blew on it to cool the liquid. Cookie joined me and
sipped hisown.

“Thanks for chipping in, Tim. It's hard to find someone who
wants to stay out here and work. Austin is about twenty minutes
away and al the kids head there as soon as they can. My nephew,
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Quinn, is one of those kids. Not sure what he thinks is going to
happen when he gets there, but can't tell him any different.”

I laughed. “1’ve been there. Couldn’t tell me anything when |
was your nephew’ s age. Had to learn everything the hard way.”

“You needing to learn something the reason why you're
traveling?’ Cooki€' s question held aknowing tone.

| nodded and tasted my coffee. “I’'m trying to forget something
and someone.”

“We dl arein some way. If you're willing to stay for awhile, |
can only pay minimum wage, but there's an apartment out back
above the garage you're welcome to and you get three square
mealsaday.”

“l1 don't need much of anything at the moment. Free food
always sounds good.” | winked at him.

“You'd be working the midnight-to-six shift. I'm sure there'll
be times when you can pick up more hours when some of the other
wait staff callsin sick.”

“Does that happen alot?’

“Only with Chad. He's the afternoon dishwasher, plus part-
time cook, and well on his way to becoming an acoholic. Some
days are good and he'll be here on time to do his job. Other days
aren’t and he won't show for a couple of days.” Cookie frowned.

“If you don’t mind me asking, why keep him around?’

Cookie shrugged. “He's a veteran, man. | can't kick him out.
He' s not hurting anyone but himself. | think at times the war still
affectshim.”

Nodding, | pushed the cup around the Formica counter.

“The graveyard shift is usualy pretty calm. There’s abat under
the counter by the cash register if someone comes in to cause
trouble. I'll be here most nights. Getting older means | don’t sleep
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as much. The sheriff and state cops stop by a couple times
throughout the night for coffee or a bite to eat. A lot of long haul
truckers make thisaregular stop. They eat and sleep for an hour or
two in their cabs before heading on to their next stop.”

The door opened and two uniformed cops stepped in. My eyes
widened as | took in their broad shoulders and lean waists. Shit,
both men were well built, a gay man's wet dream, but | made sure
not to stare. I'd never really hidden who | was, but | knew better
than to advertise my preferences. Standing, | grabbed two mugs
and a pot of coffee before heading over to where the cops sat.

“How are you gentlemen tonight?’ | smiled as | set the cups
down and filled them.

“You're new. What happened to Quinn?’ The younger cop
checked me out while he asked.

Something was telling me that his interest was more personal
than just asking about an acquaintance. Maybe it was the way he
eyed me or ran his gaze over my body. So Quinn and the cop were
fucking around. | wasn't about to let on that | knew.

“Got tired of working the graveyard shift, | guess. He quit and
left around midnight.” | took out my order pad and pencil. “Can |
get you something to eat?’

“He quit?’

| scanned the young cop’s nametag. “Yes, he did, Officer
Edson. | don't know why and | don’t know where he went. How
about some food?’

The older officer chuckled. “Worry about that little flirt later,
Edson. | don’t want to ruin my meal by hearing you whine about
Quinn leaving without saying anything. I'm Ned Thames. Where
did Cookiefind you?’

“1 was passing through, but decided sticking around worked
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better for both of us. | don’t have anywhere | need to be right now.
I’m Tim Gapin. Nice to meet you both.”

Ned didn’'t even open the menu before he gave me his order.

Edson seemed distracted, but he finaly mumbled out,
“Cheeseburger and fries.”

As | waked away, | could feel one of them staring at my ass. |
bent over to pick up afork someone had dropped and took a quick
peek under my arm. Ned was eyeing me like | was a rare piece of
steak.

Had | dropped into the Twilight Zone or something? Since
when did cops openly ogle other men in a public diner of all
places? Cookie would know, and | decided to ask him the first
chancel got.

Ned and Edson ate quickly, then left on a call. The rest of the
night went by fast and before | knew it, the sun was rising. The
morning shift rolled in, and Cookie flagged me down.

“Grab your bags and I'll take you to your room.”

We went through the back of the diner so | could pick up my
bags before we headed out to the garage. There was a rickety
wooden staircase on the outside of the building leading up to the
apartment. Even though | didn't plan on making this place my
permanent home, | was glad to see | would have privacy.

Cookie unlocked the door and handed me the key. “Thisis the
only copy. That way you don’t have to worry about anyone coming
in without you knowing about it.”

We entered, and he showed me around. Tiny almost described
the apartment. There were two rooms. The bigger one was
obvioudly the kitchen/dining room/living room/bedroom. The
smaller one turned out to be the bathroom.

“The sheets and towels arein the closet there.”
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| tugged out a thick blanket and a set of sheets while Cookie
unfolded the futon that doubled as a bed. We got the bed taken care
of before he | eft.

After locking the door, | went to the bathroom, brushed my
teeth and changed into a pair of sweats and a T-shirt. | shut off the
lights and climbed under the covers, snuggling under the blanket. |
wrapped my arms around one of the pillows and buried my facein
the fresh smelling fabric.

What would it fed like to hold another man in my arms all
night? To share a bed with him and wake up together in the
morning? It was the one thing | never did with Aaron. We would
have sex wherever we were and then he'd leave, so his father
would never find out what we were doing.

| snorted softly. What an idiot I'd been to let Aaron have his
own way in everything because | loved him so much. No more of
that. | learned from my first love and I’ d cherish al the moments |
had with Aaron, but it was time to move on.

| listened to the vehicles passing on the highway, letting the
hum of rubber lull meto deep.
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CHAPTERS3

Sunlight was streaming in the windows when | woke up.
Rolling over, | pried my eyes open to check my watch | had left
lying on the end table next to the futon. Eleven o’ clock. | needed to
get up, take a shower and go check out the lay of the land during
the day.

Hanging up my few items of clothing took two minutes and |
grabbed a towel in passing as | headed for the shower. Washing,
drying and dressing didn’t take long either, so | was out the door
and walking over to the diner in ten minutes.

The diner was packed, and Cookie waved at me as| stepped in.

“Hey, Tim, can you grab an apron and start washing dishes?’

“Sure”

I wandered into the kitchen, found an apron and tied it on. A
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big black man stood over the grill, flipping pancakes and burgers. |
smiled and nodded as | waited for the sink to fill with hot water.

“You taking Chad's place?” His question didn't sound
particularly friendly.

“No, Quinn’s. | told Cookiethat I'd pick up hours as he needed
me. | takeit Chad didn’'t comein yet.”

| did apile of platesinto the sink and started scrubbing. | could
tell Chad was a friend of the cook’s and | wanted him to know |
wasn't interested in taking the man’s place.

The man grunted. “That boy never could do a lick of work
without whining.”

“l can’t promise | won't whine, but | do promise to work while
I’'m doing it.”

“That'sdl | ask.” The guy grinned and held out his hand. “I’'m
Mel.”

| shrugged as | held up my soapy hands. “Tim.”

Mel nodded. “Where’ d Cookie find you and where the hell did
Quinn go?’

| stacked some plates on the drainers and grabbed some more
the waitresses had piled up. “I don’t know where he went. Have no
ideaif Cooki€'s heard from him or not. | was passing through and |
took a break for something to eat around midnight last night.
Quinn dropped some plates and walked out. | was around and
didn’'t have anywhere to be any time soon, so Cookie asked if 1'd
likeajob.”

“He's got a good ingtinct. You working the midnight shift?’
Mel put some burgers together and set them on the counter for one
of the waitresses to grab. “ Order’s up, Ramona.”

“Thanks, hon.” The waitress with big blonde hair snapped her
gum and winked at me.
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“Yes”

After | finished the dishes, | filled the sink with clean water.
“Midnight to six. Isit usualy abusy shift?’

“Not redly. There are afew regulars who'll stop in every night
around three, but other than that, you might get some travelers or
truckers trying to make time on the highway when it's clear of
traffic.”

Mel was a talker, so while | continued to clean, he told me
about hisfamily.

“My daughter’'s sixteen and she's driving me and my wife
crazy. Do you have any kids?’

He didn’t even check to see me shake my head. He kept his
gaze on the grill in front of him. “Good thing because children can
drive a sane man to drink.” Mel chuckled. “Ask Cookie. | mean,
Quinnisn't hiskid, but he’ s been taking care of him sincethekid's
mother dumped him here. Kid hasn't been happy here...not
enough excitement, | guess. | hope you know that.”

“1"m not looking for excitement, which is overrated at times.”

| started putting glasses and silverware away while the dishes
dried.

“A young guy like you? You should be heading into Austin
every chance you get.”

“Can’t. | don't have a car and I'm not a big club guy. Never
been interested in that sort of thing anyway. My hometown was
pretty small, so we didn’t have clubs or parties.”

Mel eyed me for a second before nodding. “I can't say I'm
upset to hear that. It's hard to keep people working here unless
you're older and settled like me. You can't ask for a better boss
than Cookie, though.”

“Most people think there’ s something better out there for them
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and unless you've been out there, you aways wonder.” | leaned
against the sink and crossed my arms. “I’ve never worried |I'd miss
something if | just stayed home.”

“Then why are you here instead of home?”’

| stared down at my feet. “Nothing left for me there, except for
my aunt and uncle. They understood why | left and it certainly
wasn't to seetheworld.”

Ramona stepped into the kitchen. “Mel, I’'m going to have a
smoke. Hey, honey, are you the new guy?’

“Yes, maam. I'm Tim.”

“Nice meeting you, hon.” She flashed me a smile before diding
out the back door.

“Ramona’ s been here for about twelve years. Her husband died
about two years ago and she likes keeping busy, so she works the
morning shift. She leaves at three and Cynthia comes in to work
until midnight. Cookie works throughout the day and night.
Whenever we get dow, he goes and grabs anap.”

Cookie brought in a tub full of dirty dishes, and | flushed, not
wanting to get caught gossiping by my boss.

“Areyou two dacking?’

| peeked through my bangs to find Cookie smiling at Mel and
relaxed. The dishes kept coming, but | managed to get two short
breaks before nine, when | ate before going to change. | sat down
and checked my money situation. | needed to ask Cookie how
much | owed him for rent. Also, | needed to go and get a phone, so
| could call Aunt Judy and let her know where | landed.

When | got back to the diner, Md had left and so had Cynthia.
A stocky, dark-haired man with blood shot eyes stood at the sink,
washing dishes. | tied a clean apron on and went into the main
room. Cookie was talking to abig, good-looking man sitting in one
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of the booths. I acknowledged Cooki€' s wave with a nod and went
to wait on another couple that had just sat down.

The night moved by fast and | found myself running from the
kitchen to the dining area, keeping everyone happy. I'd never
worked at arestaurant before, so | had to learn what | was doing on
thefly.

The big guy left, waving good-bye to Cookie and nodding at
me when he walked past. | took a moment to check out his ass as
he left the diner. Faded denim covered a well-formed butt. My
cock twitched in interest, but | turned back to clean off the table
and tucked the tip in my apron pocket.

| hadn’t Ieft home to go looking for a new guy to take Aaron’s
place. It was time to figure out what | wanted and needed. If
eventually | found another guy to fill my heart, I’d be happy, but |
wasn't searching at the moment. Of course, that didn’t mean | was
dead and couldn’t appreciate a hot man.

Three o'clock rolled around and the two cops came in.
Cooki€e' s must have been anightly stop for them. | got them coffee
and let them study the menus for afew minutes while | checked on
some of my other customers. As | made my way back to them, |
noticed Edson was talking intently on his cell phone.

“Have you decided?’ | flipped open my order pad and pulled
out apencil.

“Sure, I'll have the Rueben with fries and coffee. The
youngster there will have a cheeseburger, fries and a diet cola
WEe'll be here every night we're on shift, Tim, so get used to that
order.” Ned nodded.

“Quinn, what do you want me to do? | told you | don't have
any more money to give you and there’s no room at my place for
you to move in.” Edson shifted in his seat, grimacing. Quinn’s
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voice shot over the phone.

| couldn’t hear what he was saying, but | knew he was probably
piling a whole heap of guilt on Edson. | rolled my eyes at Ned
before moving off to place their order.

Ned snorted, and | heard him say, “ Get off the phone, Edson. |
don’'t want to listen to you arguing with your boyfriend.”

Cooki€e's head shot up. “ Edson talking to Quinn?’

| shrugged. “l guess. At least that's the name he used.” It
wasn't any of my business, but it seemed to me that Quinn should
have planned his exit to the city alittle better.

“Poor kid. Edson never knew what hit him. He walked in here,
took one look at Quinn and lost all of his common sense. He's
crazy about my nephew.”

Had | stumbled through a portal somewhere and ended up in a
gay dternate universe? | never thought I'd hear or see people being
so accepting of gays, especially in Texas. | knew there were places
everywherein the country where I’ d be looked down on because of
who | loved, but Cookie’ s Diner seemed an oasis of tolerance.

“You have a confused look on your face, son. Probably
wondering why none of us are trying to beat the shit out of
Edson...or you for that matter.”

| nodded.

Cookie flipped one of the burgers and tossed a piece of cheese
on the other. “I learned the hard way what intolerance can do to a
family. Quinn’s father was Hispanic, and my pop pitched afit. He
threw my sister out when he found out she was dating one of them.
She left and | never saw her until she showed up here one day and
left Quinn with me. She said it was only going to be for a couple
days. She had alead on ajob and was going to send for him when
she had a place for them to stay, since it was the two of them.”
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| got the ketchup and fries ready. Cookie prepared the buns and
dlid the burgers onto them.

“She was bad off when she left. | figure she was on some kind
of drug, maybe several of them, but there wasn't any way | could
deny her or desert that little boy. If my pop hadn’t been so bigoted
and racist, my sister would probably still be dive. All she needed
was someone to support her and put her on the right track when
shefell in with the wrong crowd after Quinn’ sfather left.”

| picked up the plates to take them out. Cookie gripped my arm
for asecond. | met his sad gaze and nodded.

“1 swore I'd never treat anyone like my pop treated my sister.
Being gay isn't any different than being Hispanic or a woman or
being aguy. It sjust something you are.”

“Thank you.”

“Welcome.” Cookie let go of my arm and waved me out of the
kitchen. “Get that food out to those cops and let Edson know |
want to talk to him before they leave.”

“Yes, gir.”

| delivered their food and Cooki€' s message.

By six in the morning, | was dead on my feet and ready to head
to bed. It would take alittle time for me to adjust, but | found that |
enjoyed working at the diner. The patrons seemed nice and Cookie
was areasonable boss so far.

| fell into bed and drifted to deep. If | dreamed about the dark-
haired stranger 1’d checked out at the diner, no one knew but me,
and | wasn’t going to tell anyone.
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CHAPTER A4

When | was leaving my apartment, the large parking lot packed
with semis, trucks, and cars caught my gaze. Cooki€'s Diner was a
popular stop on the highway leading in and out of Austin. | strolled
around the edge of the building and ran smack into a large wall
covered with blue flannel.

“Fuck.” 1 fell back, arms flailing and feet scrambling for
balance.

“Whoa, dude. Sorry about that.”

A well-muscled arm caught me around the waist, dragging me
up against the blue expanse and | ended up with my nose buried in
the vee of the shirt, breathing in warm, musky male. Before | could
catch mysdlf, | flicked out my tongue and tasted the firm flesh at
the base of the man's neck, humming at the salty taste of sweat
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bursting in my mouth. My cock twitched against the thick thigh
between my legs.

Holy shit. | scrambled away, desperately praying | wouldn’t
ignite into flames because of how hot my face felt. Licking strange
men wasn't me, and doing it in the middlie of a parking lot where
anyone could see us spoke of adeath wish instead of intelligence.

“Easy. Don't want you falling and injuring that pretty head of
yours.”

Laughter tinged the words, but | didn't think the man was
making fun of me. Peering up through my bangs, | caught the grin
tipping up the corners of those thin lips. | smiled and chuckled.

“Sorry, | didn't see you there and sometimes | get a little
caught up in my thoughts.” 1 held out my hand. “I'm Tim.”

“Good to finally meet you, Tim. I’'m Bernie. Were you heading
in for something to eat?’

| seemed to have forgotten how to talk, so | simply nodded.
Bernie stood at least five inches taller than me, which put him
around six-four. Dark brown hair streaked with gray was cut close
to his head and a square jaw completed the look of solidness. His
jade green eyes twinkled with humor and the corners crinkled like
Bernie laughed a lot, but | could tell by the other lines on his face
that Bernie had lived life.

I’d seen Bernie a few times over the last two weeks I'd been
working at the diner. I’d never waited on him or had the chance to
talk to him. | couldn’t bring myself to ask Cookie about him, but
my body aways knew when he was in the vicinity. Maybe that
waswhy I'd licked him like akid with alollipop.

My hand till gripped Bernie's, so he gently tugged me behind
him as he entered the diner. Cookie looked up from where he
stood, chatting with a pretty, red-haired woman dressed in scrubs.
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“Hey, Bernie, | see you finally met my new waiter. I'll be right
over with your coffee. What do you want to drink, Tim?’

“I'll have asoda.”

“Coming right up.”

| settled into a booth, trying to catch my breath and get my
suddenly raging erection under control. Wow, | had never gotten
this worked up over a guy. Of course, | didn't have a lot of
experience in my twenty-two years, but 1I'd seen a lot of good-
looking men and none of them have made me want to climb their
bodies like Bernie did. Not even Aaron.

“Hereyou two are.”

Coffee was set in front of Bernie and | got a glass of soda. |
looked around the diner, seeing Ramona dashing from the kitchen
to the different tables. | gestured at her when | met Cooki€e's gaze.
“Do you need my help?’

“Nope. She’ sgood, but I'll probably need you this afternoon to
wash dishesif you're willing.”

“Sure. It's not like | have anything else to do.” | winked at
Cookie.

Both men laughed, and Cookie took our orders before leaving.
Bernie leaned back and stretched his arms across the top of the
booth, giving me amarvelous view of that chest.

“So how did you end up here? | thought Cooki€'s nephew,
Quinn, was working here.”

| ignored the expanse of male muscle in front of me by
watching the other customers. “He had a mid-life crisis and
decided anywhere was better than here. He quit and walked out. |
got off when the bus rolled through and since I’'m not in any hurry,
| took Cookie up on his offer to work.”

“Can aguy have amid-life crisis at eighteen?”’
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Shrugging, | grimaced. “1 didn't have mine until now, so |
think you can have alife crisis whenever you want.”

“That why you were on the bus? Trying to get somewhere
other than where you were?’ Bernie reached across the table and
tapped my hand, bringing my attention back to him. When my
gaze met his, he smiled. “We ve all been there. Why do you think |
drive atruck? Best way to get someplace else.”

“Do you like driving atruck?’

Bernie eased back to let Cookie set our plates on the table. He
salted his eggs before he nodded. “I do. I’ ve tried some other jobs,
but none of them fit me. | got out of the service when | was
twenty-six without any idea of what | wanted to do. I'd planned to
be a‘lifer.” A bullet to the knee changed all that. | didn’t want to
sit behind adesk all day, so| got out.”

I mashed my eggs and hash browns together and dumped
ketchup on them. Bernie watched me with a dight look of horror
on hisface. | put ketchup on about anything | could without getting
in trouble. My aunt said it had something to do with the vinegar. |
didn't carewhy | liked it. | just did.

“Now you sit behind a steering wheel al day? What's the
difference?’

“The scenery changes and | get to meet new people every day
if | want.”

“Or get run down by strangers,” | joked.

“l have to say that was an unexpected pleasure.” Bernie's
expression was more of aleer than anything else.

My cheeks heated and | ducked my head, wishing | knew how
to flirt better. It was hard to practice on a guy who knew you were
asurething, so I’ d never gotten to sharpen those skills.

“None of that, sweetheart,” Bernie whispered, dipping afinger
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under my chin and lifting my head. “I like seeing those warm
chocolate brown eyeslooking at me.”

I camed my racing pulse. Compliments were few and far
between where | was from. | nodded and mourned the loss of
Berni€e s touch when he took his finger away to start eating.

The comfortable silence hanging over our booth eased me. Just
because | was attracted to Bernie didn’t mean anything would
happen that day. Maybe never. Sometimes it was nice to be with
someone, not really caring whether you saw him again, though |
admitted to myself that | hoped Bernie would stop back by soon.

The clatter of afork hitting an empty plate drew me out of my
thoughts and | looked to see Bernie shove his plate away before
stretching. | shot a glance down at my plate and realized I'd eaten
amost all of my breakfast.

“Cookie makes some of the best food on my route.” He patted
hisflat stomach.

“How do you manageto stay asfit asyou are?’ | wanted to run
my hand over every inch of Bernie and | clenched my hands under
the table to keep from reaching out.

“l don't eat like this all the time. 1t’'d be too easy to let myself
go and get fat, but | guess my military training is hard to shake.
Get up early every morning and run for five or six miles. When |
have time between truck runs, | work out.”

“Muscleslook good on you.” Blushing again, | met hisgrin.

“Thanks, Tim.” Bernie nudged my ankle with his foot as he
checked hiswatch. “Darn, | have to head out. Don’'t want to be late
getting the load delivered.”

“Oh, okay.” Disappointment sank into my stomach. The
thought of spending more time with Bernie had brightened my day.
| waved Cookie down. “Bernie needs his check.”
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“Sure.” Cookie pulled out the tickets and shuffled through them
until hefound Berni€'s.

“I'll take Tim'saswell,” Bernie offered.

“Tim eats for free. HE'll be the cheapest date you ever have as
long as you eat here.” The older man winked at both of us before
moving on.

“He'snot very subtle, ishe?’ | squirmed, embarrassed.

“Cookie and | have known each other for a while now and he
must like you or he never would' ve offered you the job. He can see
we're attracted to each other. Cooki€' s not big on playing games.”

Bernie stood, and | dlid out of the booth to join him as he
strolled up to the cash register. Ramona met us there and, grinning,
took Bernie’s money.

“Hey, hon, how do you like working here so far? Not planning
on taking off, are you?”’

“No, and I'm enjoying it here.”

“Thank God.” She |eaned over the counter and gestured for me
to come closer. “I hope you work out better than Quinn. The boy
did nothing but complain.”

“I'm afraid of hard work, but | hate not eating even more,” |
joked.

She giggled and smacked my bicep. “Silly. Oh, | can tell I'm
going to like you aready.”

She handed Bernie his change and he left a tip for Cookie.
Bernie dragged me out of the diner over to where a large black-
and-chrome semi sat. He led usto the other side where we' d be out
of view from prying eyes. Staring down at me, he searched my
face for something. He must have found what he was looking for
because he cupped my chin in his hands and lifted my mouth to
his.
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Askisses go, this one was the softest I'd ever had. Aaron didn’t
like to kiss. He'd aways been in a hurry to get to the sex without
any foreplay. | banished him from my mind and gave myself over
to Bernie.

He dlid his hands down my neck and sides to rest them on my
hips. Three points of contact and | was ready to explode. A soft
whimper emerged from my throat and | tried to press closer to him.
His grip tightened and a low growl told me he didn’t want me to
move.

| opened, and he swept histonguein to lick aong my teeth and
gums, learning every inch of my mouth. He sucked on my bottom
lip and bit it. The sting made me jump and gasp.

Footsteps sounded on the pavement, causing Bernie to draw
sowly away, letting me go, reluctance in each inch. We stood,
staring at each other, chests heaving and groins aching. He grinned
at me.

“1’ll be coming back through here next Wednesday. Would you
be interested in getting dinner with me? Maybe somewhere other
than the diner.”

| touched trembling fingers to my swollen lips and nodded. “I
don't have acar, though.”

“Don’t worry. I'll take care of the transportation. Do you have
acel?

“No. I Ieft mine back home.”

He leveled a knowing look at me. “Didn’'t want anyone to call
you, huh?’

| looked over his shoulder and shrugged. “No one important.
I'll get a phone when | have a little more money and let my aunt
know whereI’'m at.”

Bernie ran hisfingers through my hair and nodded. “1’ll call the
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diner. I’'m sure Cookie won't mind it oncein awhile.”

“Okay.”

Were we starting a real relationship with dating and everything
that went along with it? Or was the whole date thing just Bernie's
way of making each hook-up feel specia?

My doubts must have shown on my face because Bernie
caressed my cheek and grinned.

“1 don't do casual sex anymore. Being a trucker makes it easy
to find a warm body at the rest areas or truck stops—women and
men. It'd become real simple to see sex as nothing but a release.”
Bernie held my gaze, and | could see how serious he was. “1’m too
old to fool around like that. Now | like to get to know a guy before
weend upin bed.”

| didn’t know whether to be excited or nervous. On one hand, it
sounded like Bernie assumed we'd be deeping together at some
point. On the other hand, should | be worried about the possibility
that once Bernie got to know me, he'd figure out | wasn’'t worth
the time and effort?

“Don't worry. My gut’s telling me you'll be worth every
minute.”

Bernie leaned down and brushed another kiss over my lips
before stepping farther away.

“Timefor meto go and you need to get back inside.”

“Besafeand I'll see you next week.”

I walked to the front of the diner and waved as Bernie pulled
out of the parking lot. After the rig disappeared from my sight, |
went back inside.

Cookie flagged me down. “I’ve got some papers for you to fill
out, Tim. | forgot about them until now. | was about to write out
your paycheck and remembered | didn't have any of your
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information.”

“Sure”

Several people watched us as | followed him back to his office.
As soon as we were out of view of the customers, | asked, “Were
they staring at me because I’ m new or isthere some other reason?”’

“Both. By now, most of them have heard about Quinn walking
out on me and you stepping up. That aone would make you
interesting to them.”

We entered Cooki€e's office and he pointed at a chair close to
his desk. | sat while he pulled out a folder and tossed it down in
front of me.

“What else are they interested in?”’

I removed my driver’s license and social security card for him
to photocopy. | grabbed a pen and started to fill out the forms.

“They’re staring at you because of Bernie.”

Straightening, | stared at Cookiein horror. “Is he married?’

He frowned. “Why would you think that? If anything, wouldn’t
you worry about him not being gay?’

Considering the kiss we'd shared away from prying eyes,
Bernie not being gay had never crossed my mind. He'd have
punched me out after | ran into him and licked his neck if he didn’'t
like men, but Cookie didn’t need to know that.

“Just asking,” 1 mumbled, going back to the W-2s. “I need the
address here.”

He gave it to me before leaning back in his chair and studying
me. “Bernie’s a good guy. He's friendly and aways taks to
everyone.”

| nodded and muttered, hoping that would be enough to keep
him talking.

“He's never singled anyone out like he did you.” Holding up
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his hand, he ticked off people as he mentioned them. “None of the
waitresses get more than polite conversation from him. Not even
Quinn got more than a smile, and trust me, that boy nearly turned
himself inside out to get Bernie's attention. What did you do to get
him to eat breakfast with you and offer to buy your meal for you?”’

I licked him danced on my tongue again, but | didn’t know if
that was what drew Bernie to me or not.

“He asked me out. Dinner in Austin when he comes through on
his way back east,” | blurted, scrawling my signature on the last
form and pushing them back toward him.

“Dinner? I'm impressed. You're a fast worker. Not here even
three weeks and you have one of the most sought after men who
stops in here asking you out.” He didn’t check any of the forms,
just tucked them back in the folder and filed it away.

“I"'m sorry.” Why was | apologizing?

“Don't apologize, Tim. I'm not mad at you or anything. You
asked why they were staring a you—that's why. We're set, so
why don’t you get your apron and start washing dishes.”

| stayed busy in the kitchen until around seven when | grabbed
some food and went back to my apartment. | didn’t have to be back
a the diner until midnight when my shift waiting on tables started.
After eating, | stripped and dipped under the blankets.

Rolling onto my back, | closed my eyes and an image of Bernie
popped up. Was | crazy to go out on a date with him? There were
so many horror stories based on truckers who found their victims
at rest areas or diners. Yet, if eyes were the windows to our souls,
Bernie' stold me that he wasn't psychotic or dangerous. Of course,
what did | know? He could have been areally good actor. | snorted
softly. Because no one ever lookslikea serial killer.

| chuckled. Now | was being silly. There was no reason to
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believe Bernie was anything other than along haul trucker looking
for something more than a quickie in the parking lot.

Pride surged through me. Bernie had kissed me, and | was the
one he asked out on a date. Even though I'd only seen Cooki€'s
nephew for a minute or two the night he left, Quinn was gorgeous
and obviously knew how to make the most of what God gave him.
Y et Bernie hadn’t wanted Quinn; he'd wanted me. What did | have
that the other man didn’t?

No answer was going to appear asif by magic. | had to wait to
ask Bernie the next time | saw him. Once that decision was made, |
relaxed and let sleep pull me under.
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CHAPTERS

Theclock hit three, and | poured two cups of coffee as Ned and
Edson walked through the diner’ s door. | had only been working at
Cookie's for three nights when I'd figured out the cops' routine.
They nodded as | set their mugs down.

“Your orders are aready in and Cookie should have them done
soon.”

“Thanks, Tim.” Ned gave me asmilethat didn’t reach his eyes.

Edson didn’'t even acknowledge me, and | knew something had
happened. The younger police officer might not have been happy
that | took Quinn’s place, but he' d always been polite to me.

I went to get their dinners and Cookie glanced at the men
before looking at me with aquestion in hiseyes. | shrugged.

“1 don’t know what’s up, but it must be something big because
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neither man ishis usua cheerful self.”

“I'll take them their food and seeif | can get them to talk.”

| waited on some other customers, letting Cookie take care of
his friends. | was a newcomer to the diner and it wasn't my place
to see if | could comfort the men. As | chatted with the others, |
kept an eye on Cookie, Ned, and Edson. Asthey talked, Ned began
to look less grim and Edson even smiled once. Whatever Cookie
said seemed to be working.

The phone rang and Chad, who had finally made it in,
answered it. I'd never received any calls, so | wasn't paying any
atention until Chad shouted my name.

“Tim!”

When | whirled around, | found Chad glaring at me. “What?’

“The phone’ sfor you.” Chad held out the phone to me.

“Serioudy?’

Chad rolled his eyes and set it on the counter before walking
back into the kitchen. Who would be calling me? Bernie said he
would, but I'd never really expected him to do so.

| picked up the phone and moved to a corner where no one
could overhear me. “Hello.”

“Tim?’

The unfamiliar, deep voice socked mein the stomach. | cleared
my throat. “Yes.”

A warm laugh washed over the phone and settled into my
groin. | faced the wall, not wanting anyone to see the bulge in my
pants.

“It' sBernie.”

“Wow,” | whispered.

“1 told you I'd call.” Banging and music overwhelmed Bernie's
voice. “Just a second.”
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Nerves assaulted me and | drummed my fingers against the
wall, feeling like ateenager talking to hisfirst crush.

“There. That's better. The bar was getting noisy. | stopped into
get a drink and something to eat. Thought I'd give you a call and
see how you're doing.”

“Redly?’

“Are you okay, Tim, or maybe you don’'t want to talk to me?’

The hesitation and disappointment in Berni€'s voice knocked
me out of my shock. “I’'m sorry, Bernie. To be honest, | wasn't
expecting to hear from you.” Guilt had loosened my tongue.

“I told you I'd call and you didn’t believe me?’

| didn't want to go into my issues on the phone where people
could overhear, but the hurt in his voice forced meto tell him more
than | had planned, having just met him. Glancing over my
shoulder, | noticed Ned, Cookie, and Edson were watching me, but
I knew they weren't close enough to hear what | said. till, |
lowered my voice, not wanting to risk it.

“I"m sorry, Bernie. It's not you, and I’'m trying not to compare
you to him.”

“Him?'

Sighing, | rubbed the back of my neck. “Yeah. The reason |
caught a bus and headed as far away from my hometown.”

“Ah...”

“l don't have much experience with guys. I've had one
boyfriend since | was eighteen.”

“And he broke your heart. Did he find another guy?’

My laugh sounded bitter, even to my ears. “He got married.”

“Shit.”

“It's not that bad. | mean, everyone has issues. I'm not any
different from anyone else, but | wanted to let you know it wasn’t
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you | doubted. I'm not used to having someone think about me
when I’'m not with them.”

I cringed. God, | sounded pathetic. | wasn't looking for
sympathy or pity from him, just alittle understanding and patience.

“1 wondered if it was something like that. I’ ve been watching
you the few times | came in before you ran into me. It was the sad
look on your face that made me decide to talk to you.”

“Just my sad expression? No other reason why you would
chose to approach me?’ | joked.

Bernie's warm laughter washed over me. “Well, your sad
expression and your cute little ass. I'm not immune to good-
looking men, Tim. Just interested in seeing if there's something
else under all those looks.”

I'd never considered myself good-looking, but if Bernie
thought so, | wasn't going to argue with him.

“Tim, you have customers,” Cookie called.

“1 better let you go. Don’t want your boss getting mad.”

I made a quick decision. “I’'m getting a cell phone tomorrow. If
| can have your number, I'll call you and that way you don’t have
to keep calling me at work.”

“Great. Hereitis.”

| wrote it down as Bernierattled it off.

“Take careand I'll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Besafe,” | whispered before hanging up.

Turning, | saw Cookie, Ned, and Edson grinning a me. |
frowned.

“Bernieokay?’

“He's fine” | grabbed the coffee pot for two men who had
walked in. “ Take a seat anywhere, gentlemen.”

| took the men's orders before checking on my other
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customers. After awhile, | could do nothing more, so | wandered
back to where my boss still sat with Ned and Edson.

“You and Bernie, huh?’ Ned leered.

“He was just calling to check on me,” | muttered, not sure how
to deal with their teasing.

“Checking on you, huh?’ Edson glanced at Ned. “Has Bernie
ever called you to check on you?’

“The most I’ ve ever gotten from him was a grunt as we passed
each other in the parking lot.” Ned grinned at Cookie. “How about
you?’

My earswere burning and | knew they were probably beet red.

“Order up,” Chad yelled from the kitchen.

“1 haveto get that.”

I jumped to my feet and raced toward the back of the dining
room. Chad shot alook at the three men chuckling behind me and
met my embarrassed gaze.

“They don’t mean anything by it.”

Surprised, | stopped and stared at Chad. I'd worked with the
man several nights since | came to the diner, but he never really
spoke to me about anything.

“Ummm...I know. I'm just not used to having people joke
about me and another guy.”

“You weren't out wherever your hometown is?’ Chad swirled
awet cloth around a plate.

“Not really. | never said anything, and no one ever asked me.
It's alittle town and while my aunt and uncle might be willing to
accept methe way | am, the rest of the town wouldn’t be.”

Chad nodded, but didn’t look up. “Most people don't like
something or someone who is different from them. Different
because you like guys and they don’t understand why.”
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| picked up the hot plates, holding them gingerly. “And you?
Do you hate me because I'm gay?’

Chad’ s laugh was hitter and harsh. “I’ve got enough trouble of
my own to keep me from worrying about who you sleep with.”

“Thank you.”

The customers came and went, keeping me busy enough not to
think about Bernie or the phone call.
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CHAPTERG

As Wednesday approached, | became more and more nervous.
| thought about all the times Aaron and | would get together, but it
was aways somewhere no one would ever see us. His father's
cabin by the lake or my uncle’s hunting cabin way out in the back
forty. Why had | never questioned the fact that we never went out
in public together? | just accepted his lies and believed he redly
did want to spend al of his time with me and not have to worry
about talking to other people.

| tried not to compare Bernie to Aaron. The poor man didn’t
deserve it, even if the only experience | had was with Aaron. For
goodness sakes, it was only a date. It wasn't a commitment
ceremony or anything.

Why doesit fedl like it was morethan just a date then?
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Hot water hitting my face drew me out of my thoughts and |
wiped the liquid off as | glanced around to see Chad standing next
to me.

“Why'd you do that?’ | looked down at my soaked shirt.

“l said hi to you and you didn’t react. Besides, you've been
standing there, staring at the water like it'll give you the secret to
life for the past ten minutes.” Chad tossed me atowel. “What's got
you thinking so hard?’

| studied the other man as | dried off. Chad and | had very few
conversations. Chad rarely talked to anyone. His life was a vicious
cycle of high and low waves, awash in a sea of acohol. Yet there
were times when | could tell that he was trying to connect, not
specifically with me, but with anyone. Chad would work for a day
or two before disappearing for several days. We weren't friends,
but | had come to worry about him as much as Cookie and Mel
did.

“I’ve got a date tonight.”

“Bernie?’

I nodded, folding the towel and setting it on the counter next to
the sink.

“He seems like anice guy. Why are you worried?’

“Firgt of al, | don’t know him very well.”

Chad snorted. “Haven't you talked on the phone every night
since last week?’

Nodding, | scrubbed a pot. “Yes, but that’s not the same thing.
We don't tak for long, and I've never had to get to know
someone.”

Chad moved back to the stove and checked the fish he was
frying. “Y ou’ ve never been on adate before?’

“No. | wasn't formally out, remember? And my boyfriend was
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even more in the closet than | was. We never went anywhere
together on a date in case someone saw us together.” | rinsed the
pot and stuck it on the rack to dry.

“Boyfriend doesn’t sound like he was worth your time.” Chad
took the fish out of the fryer and laid them on awire rack to drain.

“You might beright. He was my best friend and the first person
| ever loved. | let alot of things slide because of that.” | frowned
and rested my hands on my hips. “No more of that. If the guy I'm
seeing is so ashamed of himself he can’t be seen with me, then he's
not the guy for me.”

“Start as you mean to finish, my mother adways said. | don’t
think you have to worry about Bernie, though. I've seen him at
some of the clubsin Austin and that man doesn’t hidewho heis.”

Clubs in Austin? Bernie told me he didn't do casua sex
anymore, yet he was hanging out in clubs.

Maybe hejust liked to dance.

| grimaced inside. Yeah, right. Every gay man who went to the
clubs only went there to dance. | halted my spiraling suspicions. |
needed to trust that Bernie meant what he said until he proved |
couldn’t. Otherwise, whatever we were starting with our first date
would be over before it even began.

Chad shot a grin a me. “Berni€'ll take care of you. Relax and
have fun. There's no need to worry this thing into the ground.
Maybe you can tell me about it on Thursday.”

“l don't kissand tell,” | joked, winking at him.

“Good for you. I'm sure you can share afew details. I'd like to
know what kind of date Bernieis.”

“You planning on making a play for him?’ | couldn’t help but
ask.

An emotion looking strongly like sorrow crossed Chad's face.
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“A relationship with anyone is out of the question for me. No one
wants a drunk soldier with PTSD and flashbacks.”

What made me do it, I'll never know, but | reached out and
sgueezed hisarm. When he met my gaze, | smiled.

“1 think someone would be very lucky to get you, Chad.”

“Thanks, Tim.” Chad turned away, and | knew our bonding
time was over.

I finished washing the dishes and set them up to dry. Grabbing
apile of silverware, | trotted out into the dining area and sat at a
booth to roll some stuff for dinner. Cynthia dlid onto the bench
across from me. | smiled at her, but she just nodded.

Cynthia wore her straight black hair pulled back in a long
ponytail. Her skin was pale and only made paler by the bright red
lipstick she wore. Sherarely smiled, and | often wondered if it was
her natural personality or if there was something else going on
with her that none of us knew about. She picked up some napkins
and started rolling silverware as well.

“Thanks.”

“No problem. You've picked up shifts for al of us. The least |
can do is help you out now and then.”

Werolled afew more and set them on atray. | glanced around,
checking the customers and making sure they were okay.

“Why are you here?’ | about swallowed my tongue when those
words fell out of my mouth. | hadn’t meant to ask that.

“Why am | working at this diner?” Cynthia didn’t seem to
mind the question.

“Yeah. | mean you seem a little more city than one would
normally see at adiner likethis.”

Cynthia laughed, and | stared at her, then found myself joining
in. There was such joy in the sound that the others in the diner
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smiled aswell.

“And the otherswho work here aren’t?’

| shrugged. “Not quite what | meant. See, if any of us went to
the big city, | think we might just stick out a hit, but | could see
you working in some galery in the art district, hanging out in
coffee shops and going to poetry nights.”

“| did that for a couple of years and ended up not liking the big
city all that much.” She tossed a set of silverware on the tray.
“Sure, being able to go to plays and art galleries was great, but |
didn’'t like the impersonal way people treated each other.”

“You have a boyfriend?’

She gave him awink. “No boy, but I've got agirl.”

“Oh, redly?’

“Yep”

| shook my head and chuckled. “It's like faling into a gay
fantasy land. Everyone's either queer or they don’t mind people
being gay. | didn’t think Texas would be so open to differences.”

“Don’t expect things to be the same when you go elsewhere.
Cooki€'s Diner is one of the few places where you'll be accepted
for who you are. Cookie doesn't alow anyone to talk bad about
anyone else, and |, for one, appreciate it.” Cynthia jumped to her
feet. “Got a new customer. Hey, have fun on your date tomorrow
night.”

It was a gay utopia populated by a bunch of gossips.
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CHAPTER Y

As | tugged on my shirt, | stared at myself in the mirror. Were
nice jeans and a button-down shirt al right? Bernie never said
where we were going, just that he’d be here to pick me up around
seven. Cynthia was working for me tonight and I'd taken her
earlier shift.

“In case Bernie ends up spending the night,” she whispered
after offering to switch with me.

| flushed, thinking about that possibility. | checked the drawer
under the bathroom sink. Y esterday before my shift, Cookie had let
me borrow his truck again, so | could run to the closest drugstore
to pick up condoms and lube. No matter what happened, | wanted
to be prepared.

A knock sounded on my door, and my heart jumped. | tucked
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my keys, phone and wallet in my pockets before opening the door,
smiling at Bernie who stood outside.

“Oh, wow,” | said.

Bernie wore a pair of black dress pants and a white silk dress
shirt over a black T-shirt. Those clothes showed off every muscle
and well-formed part of the man’'s body. | licked my lips, and he
laughed.

“Like what you see?’ He held out his hand.

“Oh, yes,” | murmured, putting my hand in his and letting him
lead me out of my apartment. “Am | dressed all right?’

“Don’'t worry. I'm dressing to impress. You look great.”

| shut my door and locked it behind me. We made our way to
the parking lot and | glanced around.

“Are we taking your truck tonight?’

Bernie chuckled. “Y es, we are, but not my semi.”

He nodded toward a newer dark green F-150 and my jaw
dropped. Bernie opened the passenger door and handed me up into
it. | hooked my seat belt and waited until he got behind the wheel.

“Niceride.”

“Have to have something to get in and out of the city. The
semi’ salittle hard to park.”

| settled into my seat and watched the confident way Bernie
drove out onto the highway, heading toward Austin. It was obvious
he spent a lot of time behind the wheel and didn’t worry about his
ability. | felt safein away | never had before, and it was weird just
watching him handle the truck made me feel that way.

“True.” Hesitating dightly, | said, “Do you have a place around
here?’

Bernie shot me a look and nodded. “ Sure. It's on the outskirts
of Austin. I'm not on the road every day all year around. | do take
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time off and | need a place to crash. Maybe you can come over for
dinner some night when I’'m home.”

“I"dlike that.”

Reaching over, he took my hand and squeezed. | grinned and
relaxed.

“Do you have any family? Where are you from?’ Bernie asked.

Here came the hard part—the getting-to-know you stage was
something I'd skipped with Aaron. Having grown up together, we
aready knew everything about each other by the time we fell in
love. “I'm from asmall town in Minnesota. My aunt and uncle still
livethere.”

“Oh, right, you told me you called her to let her know you
made it to Texas. How did they fedl about you leaving?’

| glanced out of the window and shrugged. “They weren't
happy about it, and | never told them why | was leaving. All they
know isthat | needed to get away.”

“Sometimes you just have to leave.”

Understanding colored Bernie' swords.

“But, you see, | didn't want to leave. | was happy there and
thought I’d live and die in my hometown.” Biting my lip, | blinked
back tears. No way was | going to cry about the past on my first
date with Bernie.

He brought my hand to his lips and brushed a kiss over my
knuckles. “I have to admit I’'m not sorry you felt you had to leave.
If you'd stayed there, we' d never have met.”

Thejury was still out, but | was leaning toward meeting Bernie
being worth the pain I'd gone through with Aaron. No more
talking about my past. There would be enough time for that | ater.

“Where are you taking me?’

“There salittle restaurant in the art district | thought you might
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like to check out.”

“Great.”

Silence covered us like a comfortable blanket and | let Bernie
deal with the nighttime city traffic without distracting him. |
savored the warmth of his hand holding mine. | had always envied
couples who held hands in public because | figured I’d never get
the chance to do it. There was something romantic about the
couple being so connected, as if they couldn’t stand being apart
and holding hands was the least likely contact to get them
arrested. .. unless the couple was two guys.

Bernie swung the truck into a parking lot and found a spot
amost immediately. He turned it off and turned to look at me.
Before | could say anything, he did his hand behind my head and
pulled me forward. My gasp bathed his lips as he pressed them to
mine.

He took his time, like he was re-learning my mouth and what
made me shiver. | rested one hand on his rock-hard thigh and
gripped the steering wheel with the other, needing to ground
myself before | was swamped by lust.

Nibbling on my bottom lip, Bernie teased and tasted me. He
left my lips and trailed kisses over my chin. | tilted my head,
giving him more access to my neck. He scraped his teeth over my
jugular, and | jerked, wanting him to suck there, but figuring he
wouldn't leave a mark somewhere someone could see it. Pulling
away a few inches, he blew a puff of air over my wet skin, and |
whimpered.

My cock pushed against my jeans, wanting more, and | was
afraid the zipper would leave permanent marks on my flesh. |
shifted, silently begging him to touch me below the neck.

Bernie chuckled and sat back in his seat. He held me in place
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when | would have followed him. Frowning, | leaned againgt the
passenger door and pouted.

“We have dinner reservations, and | want to take you dancing
after. We have time, Tim. No need to rush things.”

He climbed out and walked around to open my door. Fedling a
little insecure, 1 wanted to ask if he just didn’t find me attractive
enough to take to bed, but | caught a glimpse of the bulge in the
front of his pants as he approached the truck. | knew attraction
wasn't the issue. Maybe Bernie really did want to take the time to
know me before he fucked me.

My ass muscles tightened at the thought of Bernie filling me
and | swallowed a groan. Patience wasn't a virtue I'd cultivated.
My aunt and uncle could testify to that. On Christmas morning, |
was always up before dawn, sitting in front of the tree and staring
at the presents with eager anticipation.

Bernie helped me out of the truck. He caressed my cheek with
his thumb and smiled. “The waiting will be good for you. Foreplay
can be as much fun as sex.”

“I'll take your word for it.”

We meandered down the street, gazing in the gallery windows.
My desire eased a little, smmering in the back of my mind and
sparkling along my skin with each brush of his body against mine.

Glancing into a window, | froze, struck by a painting at the
center of the space. | tugged Bernie over to get a better look at it.
The artistic composition was so simple. All the artist gave us was
the back of a man, shirtless and wearing jeans. He stood at the
edge of acliff that fell sharply away to revea araging river below.
Fear, loss and anticipation held sway in every line and brush
stroke. Why was the man standing there? Was he thinking about
jumping? What was it that made me think of sorrow? Maybe the

45



NOWHERE DINER: FINDING LOVE

angle of his head or the ump of his shoulders sparked something
inside me.

| noticed asmall heart tattoo at the small of the man’s back and
| leaned closer to look at it. | couldn’t make out the letters, but it
looked like there were initials around the heart.

“What do you think the story is behind this painting?’ | asked
Bernie after afew minutes.

Shrugging, he urged me on. “There are a thousand stories that
can be told by one painting. There's the original one that only the
artist knows and all the private ones the people who view the
painting know.”

I let him lead me away. As much as the painting touched me, |
couldn’t afford it. Not if it was hanging in an art galery. They
didn’t sell anything cheap there.

“Hereweare.”

We entered, and | drowned in the aromatic scents of marinara
sauce. | sniffed, drawing in the mouth-watering smells, and Bernie
laughed.

“Cooki€'s food is good, but sometimes you need something
specia for an extraordinary date.”

He made sure | sat first before taking the chair to my right. Our
table wasin alow-lit corner and the privacy of its placement made
my insecurity flare up. Did he not want to be seen with me? My
enjoyment at the place waned until he noticed how quiet | had
gotten.

“What'swrong? Don't you like Italian?’

“I love Italian. Just got thinking isal.”

Bernie set his finger under my chin and lifted my head until |
met his gaze. “ Thinking about what?’

“Bad memories,” | murmured, guilt dropping my gaze to his
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chest.

He glanced around and seemed to understand what | meant.
“You think because | asked for this private table, | didn't want
anyone to see ustogether.”

I inclined my head dlightly and bit my bottom lip.

“Sweetheart, | chose this table because | wanted to be aone
with you, not have to deal with loud conversations and people
stopping by to say hi to me.”

Confused, | quirked an eyebrow. “Do you know alot of people
in this part of town?’

“A lot of people know me.”

Bernie's cryptic answer didn't clear up my confusion, but the
waiter arrived to take our order. “Mr. Capley, it’s nice to see you
agan.”

“Jamie.” Bernie grinned at the dender young man. “I'd like
you to meet Tim. He's going to become a very good friend of
mine.”

Jamie giggled and winked to Tim. “Nice meeting you, Tim,
and | have to say | envy you. There alot of people around who'd
like to become good friends with Mr. Capley.”

| blushed, hoping no one could see the color in my cheeks in
the low lighting.

“What can | get you gentlemen to drink?’

| ordered a soda, and Bernie got a beer. After Jamie left, | sat
back in my chair and studied Bernie.

“Who are you, Mr. Capley? Something tells me you're more
than just atruck driver.”

It was his turn to blush and he shifted in his chair,
uncomfortable with my scrutiny. “I’m no one important. Just a guy
who likesto enjoy life.”
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There was something he wasn't telling me, but | decided to let
it go for the moment. No point in upsetting the man and it did look
like he was willing to introduce me to his friends. As long as he
wasn't married or in a committed relationship, I'd let him keep his
secret for awhile longer. | waited until Jamie delivered our drinks
and left before | spoke again.

“1 have just one question and then I'll leave you alone about
it.”

“Go ahead.” Bernie sipped his beer.

“You're not married or in arelationship already, are you?’

He looked hurt and affronted. “Do you redly think I'd have
asked you out or kissed you if | was?’

Reaching out, | wrapped my hand around his and gripped it
tight before letting go quickly. “I would hope not, but | don’t know
you that well yet, and | swore I'd never get involved with a man
who'd do something like that.”

He stared at the plate in front of him for a minute. Taking a
deep breath, he looked up a me. “I was married.”

My first instinct was to jerk away from him, but then my mind
focused on the word “was.” “Y ou’ re not married anymore?’

Bernie closed his eyes and an expression of sadness crossed his
face. “No. We divorced when | got out of the army. | married her
shortly after | enlisted at twenty. It was what kids in my town did.
Marry your high school sweetheart. Being young and innocent, |
didn’t know the truth about myself at the time. | finally got things
figured out after | retired, and we decided to part ways. It wasn't
very fair to her.”

“I'msorry.” | hated dragging up bad memoriesfor him.

“It's dl right. I'm not proud of what | did, but it's done and
over with. She’smoved on and is married to anice guy. | still get a
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Christmas card from her every year.”

“Niceto see there aren’t any hard feelings between you.”

From the corner of my eye, | caught Jamie heading toward us.
“We should probably figure out what we want to eat. Jami€'s
going to want to take our order.”

We opened our menus and gave our orders to the young man.
Listening to the soft clink of silverware against plates and the
murmur of conversations, | relaxed.
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CHAPTERS

We l€ft the restaurant arm in arm, laughing as we stepped out
into the cool night air. | tripped over a crack in the sidewalk, and
Bernie caught me up against him. Without a thought to people
watching me, | kissed him.

Instead of jerking away, Bernie took control and did usinto the
darker aley. He smoothed his hands down my back to cradle my
ass, pulling our groins tight together, while | wrapped my arms
around his shoulders to keep my balance. | fought the urge to rub
against him, the hum of traffic barely keeping my lust under
control.

“Get aroom, guys.”

The comment splashed over me like ice water. | jerked away
from Bernie and | would have falen if he hadn’t caught me again.
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He winked and leered. “They’re right. If we keep thisup, I'll need
to get usaroom.”

I gave my cock a thump, hoping the dight violence would
make it deflate a little. Walking around Austin with an erection
would be uncomfortable and | wanted to enjoy the rest of my date.

“Let’sgo dancing,” Bernie suggested.

I eyed him with skepticism. “I don’t think that’s going to help
with the whole attraction problem.”

“Probably not, but it’ll make the night memorable.”

| pushed up on my toes and whispered in his ear, “Are you
going to take care of the problem when we get back to my place?’

He shrugged with a wicked grin. “We'll have to see. | guessiit
depends on how the dancing goes.”

| loved dancing. There wasn't any place to do it back home, but
| would often turn up the radio and dance around the living room
with my aunt. My family didn’t have much, but we aways found
ways to have fun and enjoy life.

“Areyour parents still alive?’ Bernie asked.

Where had that question come from? We had avoided any more
truly personal discussions over dinner.

“No. They died when | was four. My mom’s sister, Aunt Judy,
took me in. My mom had me when she was thirty, and my aunt
was ten years older than her. They adopted a toddler when they
should have been planning their empty nest. They never had any
children of their own, just me, but my aunt and uncle have been
great parents. They did al they could to give me what | needed to
grow up awell-rounded adult.”

“Sounds nice.”

I smiled to myself and nodded. “It was. Uncle Bill worked his
farm, and | helped out the best | could. We never had a lot, but
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they did manage to instill in me the idea that you don’t have to
have thingsto live agood life.”

Bernie smoothed his hand down my back. “I'd like to meet
them someday.”

Glancing a him, | saw truth shining in his eyes. “Maybe
someday you will.”

Wandering down the street, we found a club where we could
hear the driving beat of the music out on the street. Bernie paid the
cover charge and we dlipped inside.

“Do you want something to drink?’ Bernie pressed his lips to
my ear and asked under the pounding of the bass.

Shaking my head, | grabbed his hand and dragged him out onto
the dance floor. | let the music take control of my body and
brushed against Bernie's hard body as often as | could. Encircling
my waist with one arm, he drew me closer until our bodies found a
rhythm of their own. | slung one arm over Berni€'s shoulder and
trailed the other hand down his chest to hook a finger in his
wai stband, encouraging him with each thrust of my hips to move
with me.

We were at the edges of the dance floor where there were more
shadows than light. | wasn't aware of Berni€'sintent until my back
hit the wall and he swooped in, claiming my mouth with the
ferociousness of alion on a zebra. He pinned my hands above my
head and took me, fucking my mouth with his tongue and drawing
moans of pleasure from me.

| arched my back off the wall, but only succeeded in grinding
our cocks together. In what seemed like seconds, he unbuttoned
and stripped my shirt off, tucking it in his back pocket. He
skimmed down my throat to where my nipples stood, pointed and
tight, shamelessly begging for his mouth.
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He flicked one nipple with his tongue, teasing it before sucking
it into his mouth. | fought his hand, wanting to touch him and feel
his heat under my fingers. He bit the little bit of flesh between his
teeth, and | cried out. He pinched and tugged, building an ache
connected straight to my cock. It swelled and leaked. | could feel
the wetness from my pre-cum dliding on my underwear.

When his rough fingers grazed my stomach, fumbling with my
belt, | thought I'd die. My head fell back and thumped against the
wall behind me. He eased away and checked me out.

“Don’'t stop,” | pleaded.

“1 wasn't planning on it.”

He unhooked my belt and got my pants opened. Pushing the
sides apart, he dipped his hand inside and fisted my cock. | cried
out, not caring if anyone saw us.

“That’sit, sweetheart. | want to see you come,” Bernie growled
in my ear before paying attention to my nipple, the one he hadn’t
tortured.

| became lost in the driving beat of the music and the hard, fast
strokes of his hand over the sensitive flesh of my shaft. The
pressure and pain building at the base of my spine consumed me.
The achein my ballstold meit wouldn't be long now.

“Bernie,” | warned, my voice harsh and low.

He heard me under the music and his grin was more of aleer.
“Doit, baby. | want to feel your cum all over my hand.”

Those crude wordswere all | needed to push me over the edge.

“Fuck.”

| slammed my head against the wall hard enough to see stars
and spilled my seed al over Bernie's hand. He milked out every
drop | had by continuing to squeeze and jerk me off until |
slumped, chest heaving, into his embrace.
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Closing my eyes, | tried to calm my pulse, while he murmured
things | didn’t understand in my ear. Finaly, when my heartbeat
was no longer thundering in my ears, | heard what he was saying.

“So fucking beautiful. What a portrait you' d make.”

| leaned back and stared at him. My mouth wasn't working yet,
but he smiled gently at me. Taking my shirt out of his back pocket,
he wiped his hand off and cleaned me up as best he could. | didn’'t
have the energy to protest. He baled it up and threw it in the
nearest trashcan. He stripped off his silk shirt and dressed me. Shit,
I swam in the thing. It was like wearing one of my uncle's shirts
when | was seven, though | never remembered my uncle's clothes
smelling as good as Bernie's.

“What about you?’ | found my voice after another minute.

“Y ou can take care of me when we get back to your place.”

Turning, he led the way out of the club. | ran into people,
throwing apologies over my shoulder as we rushed out of the
building.

“1 thought you didn’t do casual sex.”

Jerking me to a stop, he glared down a me. “There isn't
anything causal going on between us, Tim. If | wasn't sure about
what's happening, I'd never have given you a hand job in that
club.”

“Fuck, I'm sorry. | know that. Y ou turned my brain to mush.”

“Let’'sgo.”

| thought if Bernie knew he could get away with it, he'd have
thrown me over his shoulder and sprinted to his truck. Luckily, he
was smarter than that and practically ran people over in his hurry
to get me back to my apartment.

We made it back to Cooki€' s Diner in record time. He parked
and was out of the truck before | even had my seatbelt off. The
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truck door was jerked open and then he did throw me over his
shoulder. The blood rushing to my face wasn't just from hanging
upside down. | was glad we were parked behind the diner and no
one could see how caveman Bernie had gone on me.

When we got to the bottom of the steps, Bernie froze and
swore.

“What?'

He lowered me slowly to my feet, and | turned around. Sitting
a the top by my apartment door was Chad, his head propped up on
the frame and snoring dlightly.

“Does he do this often?’

| shook my head. “No, thisis the first time he's ever shown up
here.”

Bernie grunted before heading up the stairs. He crouched down
and shook Chad. “Chad, buddy, it’s time to wake up.”

Mumbling, Chad swatted a Bernie's hand. | stayed farther
down the stairs. Why would Chad choose to pass out on my
doorstep? It wasn't as if we were friends or anything, just co-
workers.

“Come on, Chad. Open your eyes.”

Chad blinked, his blurry eyes focusing on Bernie. “Bernie,
what’ re you doing here? Wheream 1?7’

“You're sitting outside Tim's apartment.” Bernie moved alittle
so Chad could see me standing below them.

“Why?’

Bernie shrugged. “I don't know. Do you remember how you
got here?’

Chad' s forehead furrowed in concentration, and | could almost
see the wheels dowly getting up to speed in his mind. “I was
drinking in my car. Thought I'd come see if Tim was busy. Forgot
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you were taking him out, Bernie. I'll leave you two alone.”

| gasped as Chad pushed to his feet and swayed. Bernie
stabilized him before throwing a glance at me over his shoulder. |
grimaced, but nodded. Making my way past the two of them, | got
my door unlocked and open, while Bernie got Chad turned around.

They staggered into the apartment, ending up on the futon. |
watched as Bernie untangled himself from Chad and stood up.
Chad curled up on his side and alow snore filled the air soon after.

“1 should go.”

Disappointment shot through me. I'd been looking forward to
Bernie taking me to bed and fucking me into the mattress. | hated
the thought he was going away without relief.

“Thisisn’'t how | thought the night would end,” | admitted.

| snuggled into Berni€' s embrace, resting my head on his chest,
and listened to his heartbeat. He smoothed his hands up and down
my back.

“I"ll admit | wish we ended up in your bed together, but you
can't kick him out, baby.”

| sighed and looked over a Chad. “I know, but why would he
show up here? | dways got the feeling he had too much going on
in his mind and he didn't have the energy to waste on making
friends.”

“He doesn't, but | think he's decided you might be someone he
can talk with.”

Nodding, | stepped away from him and went outside. | eased
the door partway shut, leaving it open an inch or so, in case Chad
needed anything.

“Doyou have aplaceto sleep?’

“I’ve got blankets. | can sleep on the floor and it’ll only be for
tonight. He' Il probably be gone before | wake up tomorrow.”
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Bernie gave me a quick kiss and started down the stairs. “I
have the next couple of days off. Would you like to have lunch at
my place tomorrow?’

“I"d love to. Thank you for the great dinner and dancing,
Bernie.”

He turned back when he got to the bottom step and blew me a
kiss. | waved as Bernie pulled out of the parking lot.

There went the rest of my date. | shut and locked the door
before heading to the bathroom and getting ready for bed. |
grabbed a couple of blankets and a pillow. Curling up on the floor,
| wrapped my arms around the pillow and sighed.

Even though the night didn't end quite the way 1’d hoped, it
was dill the best date I'd ever had. For the first time I'd been
treated like | was specia and not like | was something Bernie was
ashamed of. We'd be spending time together tomorrow and it
might end the way |’ d hoped tonight would.
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CHAPTERS9

A car door samming woke me up and | stretched, staring up at
the ceiling while | tried to figure out why | was lying on the floor.

“Fuck, if I had agun, I’ d just shoot myself right now.”

Rolling on my side, | spotted Chad sitting on the futon, head
cradled in his hands. He looked alittle green around the edges.

“If you feel like shit every morning, why do you do it?’

Chad peered at me through his fingers. “ After the first drink, it
aways sounds like agood idea.”

| stood and folded the blankets, sticking them back in the
closet. After pulling on sweats, | got my coffee grinder out and
ground some beans. I'd started the coffee and was digging through
the refrigerator when Chad surged off the futon to stand swaying.

“1 should get going.”
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“No.” | shook my head at him. “If you go anywhere, it'll be to
the bathroom for a shower, then you'll eat the breakfast I’'m going
to make.”

“Why make it when we can just go over to the diner and get
something?’

| began to pull out eggs and fruit, setting them on the counter
next to the stove. “I like to cook and it’s healthier for meif | don't
eat the stuff at the diner al thetime.”

My phone rang. | pointed Chad toward the bathroom while |
answered. “Hello.” | watched Chad shuffle to the other room,
grabbing aclean towel out of the closet as he went by.

“Hey, Tim. | didn’t wake you up, did 1?7’

Bernie's greeting warmed me, and | leaned against the window
frame, looking out over the parking lot. “No. One of the diner's
patrons did by damming their car door too hard.”

“Poor baby. Did you get agood night’s sleep?’

I chuckled. “For the most part, though it would' ve been better
if you were here with me.”

“| feel the sameway.”

The shower kicked on, and | went back to the kitchen.

“How’s Chad this morning?’

Tucking the phone between my ear and shoulder, | started
cutting up the bacon and cheese.

“He's taking a shower and regretting how much he drank last
night.” | turned the stove on. “I’m making breakfast for us and then
I’ll send him on hisway.”

“Did he say why he came to visit you?’

“1 didn’'t ask. Figured he'd want to wake up first before | start
in on the personal stuff.”

He snorted. “Good idea, baby. | have some stuff to take care of
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this morning. How about | come pick you up around one and we
can spend the rest of the day together until | have to get you back
a midnight.”

“Sounds great to me.”

“Then I'll see you at one. Make sure Chad still isn't drunk
when he leaves.”

“1 will. Seeyou later.”

I hung up as Chad came out with a towel wrapped around his
waist. “I didn’'t want to put on dirty clothes.”

“There's a clean T-shirt and sweat pants on the chair over
there. Y ou can take them and get them back to me whenever.”

“Thanks.”

I'd just set our plates down on the small kitchen table when
Chad joined me.

“I'm sorry | screwed up your night with Bernie” Chad
muttered before stuffing aforkful of omelet in his mouth.

“I"'m not going to lie. | wasn't happy to see you sitting on my
stairs.” | poured out two cups of coffee for us. “But Bernie told me
that we still have lots of time. It's not like either one of usis going
somewhere.”

“Maybe, but till it had to be like a bucket of ice water to find
some drunk passed out on your doorstep.”

Not looking at him, | shrugged. “That's what friends are for.
We take the good with the bad.”

“1’m not sure what good I’ m giving you.”

“Finish your breakfast. We'll discuss what you can do for me
later.”

We ate the rest of our meal in silence, then | rinsed the dishes
off, planning to wash them later before Bernie picked me up. Chad
looked for his shoes.
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“Did | have shoes last night?’

| shrugged and helped him search. After five minutes of
looking, | gave up.

“You must not have had any on. There aren’t a lot of places
you could leave them in this apartment and you went from the door
to the futon.”

Chad frowned and scratched his head. “I wonder where | left
them. Hopefully they’rein my car.”

“Do you need arideto your car?’

“No. It's ill in the parking lot. | started drinking while |
finished the last batch of dishes. Didn't even consider going
anywhere. Not that | have many placesto go.”

| studied the man for a moment, running through scenarios in
my mind. | might come to regret the decision | came to, but |
didn't have a choice. Chad needed a friend and it seemed he'd
picked me to be that person. Going to a small bowl on the end
table, | dug out my second set of keys.

“Here.”

| held the keys out to him.

“What are thesefor?’

“If you ever need a place to stay, you can crash here. | don’t
want you sleeping in your car or going somewhere when you're
drunk.”

“Why would you do that?’ He stared at me suspicioudly, taking
the keys carefully in his hand.

“l don't want to wash dishes at the diner al the time. If you
crash here, | can get you up and moving, so | don't end up with
dishpan hands.”

| knew he didn't buy that explanation, but | aso knew he
needed to keep his pride and he wasn’t going to take charity. Not
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that giving him my apartment key was a handout. | trusted him not
to steal me blind or kill mein my sleep.

“Thanks.”

He left, and | cleaned up the kitchen. | had time before Bernie
came to straighten up my apartment and do some laundry.

By one, my apartment sparkled and the few clothes | had were
folded, nice and neat, and had been put away in the closet. |
thought about going down to the diner and talking with Cookie, but
| didn’t want him to ask me to work a few hours this afternoon.
This afternoon was the time 1I'd get to be naked with Bernie
without any interruptions.

Footsteps raced up my stairs and | flung open the door just as
Bernie hit the landing. He hauled me tight to his chest and kissed
me. | yieded, alowing his tongue to thrust into my mouth, just
like I wanted his cock to doin my ass. | lifted one leg, wrapping it
around his thigh and rubbing against that rock hard muscle.

He sucked on my tongue and an image of him kneeling in front
of me with hislips encircling my prick flashed through my brain. |
whined, needing more, but not wanting to lose his touch to get it.

A whistle broke us apart, and | glanced down to see Cynthia
standing at the back of the diner. She flashed me a thumbs-up, and
| flipped her the finger. | saw her grin as she waved and went back
inside.

Bernie licked his lips and turned, heading down the stairs as
fast ashe' d just come up them. “Let’sgo.”

Arguing wasn't in my mind. | grabbed my phone, wallet, and
keys before locking the door and following him. We got to his
truck without anyone stopping us, and he was pulling out of the
parking lot while | buckled my seatbelt.

Reaching over the console, | rubbed my hand over his thigh,
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heading for the bulge in his jeans. | skated my fingers over his
jean-covered cock, and he growled, his hips lifting off the seat to
press his package into my palm. Squeezing caused him to jerk and
he grabbed my hand, removing it from his groin.

“Any more of that and I'll drive usinto thewall.”

“Ill be good. | don't want to die before you get a chance to
fuck me.”

I'll admit if anyone asked me to give them directions to
Bernie's house, | wouldn't be able to tell them anything. All |
knew was that it took too long.

We sgueded into his driveway, and he slammed the truck into
park. We met in front of the vehicle, and | followed his tight ass
inside without even glancing at the house. | didn’t care what it
looked like. Aslong as it had someplace private he could take me,
it was agreat place asfar as | was concerned.
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CHAPTER 10

He unlocked the door and stepped back, gesturing for me to
enter first. Taking afew stepsin, | waited until he shut and locked
the door behind him before | grabbed his shoulders and slammed
him back against it.

A wicked leer crossed Berni€e's face and he knocked my hands
off hisbody. His hands landed on my shoulders, pushing me down.
Since that was where | wanted to be anyway, | relaxed and
dropped to my knees.

My hands trembled as | unbuckled Bernie's belt and got his
jeans open. | was on more familiar ground. Aaron liked blow jobs,
and I'd found | enjoyed driving a man crazy with my mouth.

| freed Bernie’'s cock from his underwear, pushing the fabric
down to give myself access to his balls as well. Rocking back on
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my heels, | stared at Bernie's prick, anticipating how heavy it
would feel on my tongue. It was thicker than Aaron’s, but not as
long.

Mentally slapping myself, | shoved all thoughts of Aaron out of
my head. It wasn't fair to constantly compare them. Aaron had
been a boy who feared his father so much he would hurt two
people to avoid any punishment. | had afeeling Bernie didn’t need
anyone's approval, that he lived his life as he wanted and not how
otherswould like him to.

Bernie tapped my cheek and | glanced up at him.

“What are you thinking about?’

“I’ve never seen anything so gorgeousin my life.” | grinned.

He gave me a skeptical look. “ Something tells me you haven't
seen a lot of cocks to begin with, so I'm not sure who you're
comparing mine with.”

“I'm not avirgin,” | protested, even though he was right about
not seeing many cocks. I’d only seen Aaron’s.

“1 never said you were, baby. Just that you don't strike me as
being very experienced.”

Embarrassed, | leaned forward and swallowed Bernie's cock,
taking his shaft in until it hit the back of my throat. A thud sounded
above me and | tilted my head dightly to look up. Bernie's head
rested against the door with his eyes closed. Just as I'd thought it
would, filling my mouth with him shut him up.

| applied suction as | let his prick dip out, drawing a groan
from him. Pressing my flattened tongue against the bundle of
nerves underneath made Bernie jerk, shoving his cock back in
before | could stop him. Gagging, | gripped his hips and pinned
him.

“Sorry,” he muttered.
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| pulled off him with a pop and cradled his heavy balls in my
hand, rolling them with my fingers. Bending alittle more, | licked
the wrinkled skin and, easing back, | blew a puff of air along the
wet trail. His balls drew tighter to his body and the musky scent of
sex filled the air.

Turning my attention back to his cock, | wrapped my hand
around the base of his shaft and lowered my lips, creating a tunnel
for Bernie to thrust into. With alow hum, | let him know he could
move, and move he did. With strength and control, he took my
mouth, making me forget about any other cock | might have
sucked.

| gripped his hip with my other hand, giving myself support
and something to hold onto so | didn't fall over. His hands did into
my hair and held my head till while he dammed into me. His
grunts filled his front hall and my soft noises served as
counterpoint to his.

My hand stroked him while | sucked, milking his climax from
him with each swallow. | knew he was close as his rhythm
stuttered or sped up. The smooth movement of his hips changed
and his pre-cum coated my tongue, warning me. | released him and
dipped to the side while pumping faster.

His hot cum covered my hand and dropped to the floor at his
feet. | nipped his hipbone, bringing blood to the surface and
marking him, besides driving him farther along his climax. When
he stopped moving, his legs gave out and he sid down the door to
sit on the floor. | curled up next to him, my cock throbbing and
painful.

He encircled my wait, tugging me closer while, with his other
hand, he brought my cum-covered fingers to his mouth.
Shuddering, | pressed closer as he cleaned sticky liquid off my skin
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with his tongue. | rubbed my hand againgt my groin, and he
chuckled.

“You'reevil, Bernie. Please, I'm dying here,” | begged.

“So hot,” he murmured, brushing his lips against my ear before
turning my head and kissing me.

| tasted the saltiness in his mouth and wished | had drunk down
his cum instead of wasting it on the floor, but | didn’'t know if he
was clean and | wasn't going to run that risk.

Bernie got my jeans opened and forced his hand down under
my briefs, gripping my erection in atight fist.

“Fuck,” | yelled, body arching and sparks shooting in my head.

There was no mercy in his touch. He drove me higher and
higher with each stroke. His callused thumb pressed into the dlit in
the crown of my cock. Pleasure quickly absorbed pain and more
pre-cum leaked from me, dicking my skin for him.

“Bernie.”

The air left my lungs and lightning exploded along every nerve
of my body. | rocked as my cum spilled from me over his hand and
onto my jeans. Bernie’ stouch didn’t leave me until every last drop
had been squeezed out of my cock.

He moved away from me a little and stripped off his shirt,
wiping his hand clean before tossing it aside. | cuddled close to his
warm skin, blinking slowly and trying to get my limbs coordinated
enough to stand or do anything. He hugged me, nuzzling his face
into my hair and | rested my head on his chest, listening to his
breathing.

“Somewhere Over the Rainbow” blared through the silence,
and | jerked.

“Isthat your phone?’ Bernie ducked to meet my gaze.

Frowning, | struggled to work my phone out of my back
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pocket. | glanced at the number on the screen and tensed with
worry.

“It' smy Aunt Judy.”

“Makes sense” Bernie mumbled, climbing to his feet and
tucking his soft cock back in his pants. After straightening his
clothes, he offered me a hand.

| took it while answering the phone. “Aunt Judy, what's
wrong?’

“Tim?’

Confused, | held the phone away from me and stared at it for a
second. Bernie looked puzzled, but he cleaned me off and got my
jeans buttoned up for me.

| put my ear to the receiver again and asked, “Aaron?’

“Yes”

“Why the hell are you calling me from Aunt Judy’ s phone?’

Anger surged through me. Aunt Judy didn’'t know Aaron and |
had been lovers. She'd adways assumed we were just friends, and |
figured Aaron probably used that assumption to get my phone
number from her, but to use her phone was even lower than |
thought Aaron would go.

“1 know you don’t want to talk to me, Tim, but your Uncle Bill
isin the hospital. He' sreally sick and your aunt has been with him
since yesterday. | figured you' d want to know.”

| staggered, and Bernie grabbed my elbow, helping me over to
his couch. He sat and pulled me down on his lap. | snuggled as
close as | could get, needing his warmth and solidness while my
world cracked around me.

“Ishegoingto...”

“l don't know. They transferred him to County General and
that'sal | know.” Aaron paused. “I missyou, Tim.”
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“1 can’t do this right now, Aaron. | said al I’'m going to say to
you the night | left.” | bit my lip and my hands trembled so badly, |
dropped my phone.

Bernie caught it before it hit the floor. Tucking me tighter
againgt his chest, he spoke into the phone. “Aaron, I'll make sure
Tim gets up to Minnesota as soon as possible.”

He paused and | could hear Aaron talking.

“I'm afriend of Tim's.” Bernie rolled his eyes, and | chuckled
despite the shock I’ d just suffered. “A good friend.”

His statement tempered my fear dightly. To be honest, | wasn’t
sure what we were. We hadn’t gotten to the actual sex part of being
lovers yet, and | didn’t know if he thought of me as a friend since
we' d only been out on a date once.

“Tell hisaunt to call him when she gets a chance, and he'll call
to let her know when he'll be arriving.”

Bernie pushed the end button and handed me the phone before
he wrapped me in his strong arms and pressed his lips to my
forehead. | shuddered, not wanting to think about my uncle dying.
Uncle Bill and Aunt Judy had been my foundation for years and,
though | understood they were older, | wasn't ready for them to die
yet.

“Sh-h-h...it'll be okay, Tim.”

Shaking my head, | pulled out of his arms and stood. | paced in
front of him, holding myself. “I have to get up to Minnesota, but |
don't have any money. | can't take a bus. It'll take too long and |
don’t know how sick UncleBill is.”

Bernie snatched his phone off the table behind the couch. |
moved to the window and stared out over his front yard. The
houses across the street looked well-lived in, but also that the
ownerstook care of them.
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“Hey, Cookie, | wanted to let you know Tim's going to need
sometime off.”

| dtiffened. How would Cookie react to his newest employee
taking time off? Even though it was an emergency.

“His uncle in Minnesota is very sick and he needs to get back
hometo check on his aunt.”

Resting my forehead on the cool glass, | fought back my tears.
Uncle Bill was tough and had never been really sick since | had
gone to live with them. It broke my heart, knowing he was in the
hospital and my aunt was aone.

Don't be over dramatic, Timothy. | could amost hear Aunt
Judy say it. | knew she wasn’'t done. The ladies from her church
would be with her and my uncle. They had lots of friendsin town.
“Yes, I'll be going with him. | have to call and get aflight for
us.”

“What?' | whirled around to stare at Bernie in surprise. “You
can’'t gowith me.”

Bernie raised an eyebrow and grinned in my direction. “Don’t
worry. I'll call you when | get the times. Thanks, Cookie. Sorry to
leave you shorthanded.”

God, | was going to lose my job. | scrubbed my hand over my
face and sighed. I'd worry about that later. There were other issues
| needed to deal with, like Bernie coming to Minnesotawith me.

“Why did you tell Cookie you were going with me?’

He pushed to his feet and took my hand. “You shouldn’t go
back alone. | don’t have any jobs for the next week or so. | can get
us planeticketsfor aflight out tonight.”

“1 don’t have money to pay you back.”

Shaking his head, he smiled. “We Il figure something out, but
we'refriends, Tim, and friends help each other out.”
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I wanted to say no and not accept his charity, but common
sense told me that it wasn't charity. That, like my offering keys to
Chad, thiswas Berni€’ sway of helping me.

“Okay, but make sure you keep track of how much the tickets
are because | plan on paying you back, every penny of it.”

He nodded and led me down the hallway to his kitchen. “Why
don’t you make a couple of sandwicheswhilel’ll call the airport to
get usaflight.”

“Okay.”

| needed something to do, so | didn’t dwell on al the bad things
that could be happening to my uncle. How much money did along
haul trucker make? | studied the very modern kitchen with
stainless steel appliances. The pots and pans hung from a steel grid
over the granite-topped island in the middle of the room. Opening
the refrigerator, | found everything | needed for sandwiches.

Setting dl the fixings down on the island, | searched through
his cupboards to find plates, glasses, and silverware. Bernie
wandered in as| started to put together the first sandwich.

“We have aflight out of Austin in two hours. I’ ve got someone
to keep an eye on my place while we' re gone.” He swiped atomato
and winked as he left, calling over his shoulder, “I’m going to pack
and we'll head to your place afterward to get your stuff.”

“Thank you,” was all | could say.
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CHAPTER 11

We grabbed our bags from the luggage claim area, and Bernie
led the way to the rental car place. | was still alittle numb with the
speed by which Bernie had gotten us to Minnesota. 1'd left a
message for my aunt, letting her know we would be at the hospital
in an hour, depending on how long it took usto get acar.

Fifteen minutes later, we were pulling out of the parking lot,
Bernie behind the wheel of our luxury sedan. | fidgeted with my
seatbelt and the radio, curiosity eating away at me.

“We couldve gotten a smaler, less expensive car,” |
commented.

“l do alot of driving, sweetheart. | know the importance of a
smooth ride.”

Whether he meant it to be suggestive or not, | blushed. | bet he
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did know &l about aniceride.

“Do you think I'll ever get to find out how smooth a ride you
give?’ | muttered under my breath.

Bernie rested his hand on my thigh and sgueezed. “In time,
Tim. At some point, there won't be any more emergencies and
we'll get sometime alone.”

“1 hope s0.”

Staring down at his hand, | noticed blue flecks on his fingers
and thumbs.

“Have you been painting something?’

“My guest bedroom. | finished remodeling it last month, so the
painting was next.”

Something in his tone made me suspicious, but | kept my
mouth shut. As much as | wanted to know what he was hiding
from me, it wasn't the right time. Relaxing in my seat, | leaned
back and closed my eyes. We 4till had a long night in front of us,
so ashort hap was probably agood idea.

What seemed like only seconds later, Bernie shook my
shoulder from where he crouched down next to my side of the car.
Stretching, | cupped the back of his head and drew his mouth down
to mine. Our lips met in the faintest of kisses, awhisper of promise
and caring.

“| seeyou wereredly heartbroken, Tim.”

| jerked away, and Bernie straightened. Scrambling out of the
car, | tripped into Berni€’ s arms. Once we got ourselves arranged, |
turned to see Aaron glaring at us, hisarms crossed over his chest.

“What are you doing here?’

“1 came to make sure your aunt was doing al right.” Aaron’s
eyes shifted to Bernie.

“That might be partly true, but | think you really came to check
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out my friend.”

“Don’'t you mean your good friend?’ Aaron sneered.

Bernie stepped between us and offered Aaron his hand. “I'm
Bernard Capley. Y ou must be Aaron. Tim has told me about you.”

That really wasn't alie. | had told him about Aaron, just never
called him by name. Aaron’s gaze narrowed, and | knew he wasn’t
going to shake Bernie's hand. My ex-boyfriend had a jealous
streak and even though | was no longer his, Aaron wouldn't like
the idea of me finding someone el se to spend time with.

“He did, huh?1’m sureit was al good.”

“Not realy. Where' syour wife?’

| winced, and Aaron actualy took a step back. That wasn't
what | thought Bernie would say. Inching closer, | set my hand on
Bernie’ sback and smiled tentatively at Aaron.

Aaron ignored me, his entire attention on Bernie, which was
what my lover wanted, I’ m sure. Unfolding his arms, Aaron leaned
closer to Bernie and me.

Before anyone threw the first punch, | started toward the
hospital entrance. | wasn't the type of guy who wanted people
fighting over him. It didn’t feed my ego or anything like that. | was
finding it made me feel more like a possession than a person.

“Tim, wait,” Aaron called out, but | ignored him.

Bernie caught up with me as | reached the front desk.

“Can you tell me what room William Gapin isin? Please.”

The lady checked her computer and wrote down the number.
“Room 1324.”

“Thank you.”

| strolled to the elevator, not acknowledging Bernie until we
werein the car. Aaron hadn’t followed us.

“What the fuck was that?’
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Bernie looked at the floor and shuffled hisfeet. “ Just reminding
him that he threw you away. He shouldn’t play the injured party.”

“1 don’t want either of usto play the injured party, Bernie.” |
pinched the bridge of my nose. “I just want to forget about the
whole thing. | loved him, | can admit that, and it hurt when he
married her, but once | left, | tried to move on.”

“But you can't stop loving someone just like that.” He seemed
earnest.

The elevator door dinged opened and | stepped out.

“1 know and | didn't say | stopped loving him.” | turned on him
and cradled his face in my hands. “Bernie, some part of me will
awayslove Aaron, but heisn’t mine to have anymore, and | refuse
to waste any more time on a man who would turn his back on me
for money.”

“1 would never do that to you. | know...I know. We just met
and haven't spent that much time together. Why should you
believe me?’ He rested his hands on my hips.

He rested his forehead against mine, and we stared into each
other’seyes. | saw the sincerity in his gaze.

Smiling, | said, “I’'m willing to try and learn how to trust you,
Bernie. | know there are things you haven't told me yet, and we'll
get to those later. For right now, just knowing you’' ve got my back,
especialy with Aaron, is enough for me.”

“I"'m here for you aslong as you want me.”

I gave him a quick kiss, saying as | turned away, “Y ou should
get used to being at my side because | don’t see me letting you go
any time soon.”
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CHAPTER 12

| checked the room numbers as we made our way down the
hall. When we got to Room 1324, | pushed open the door and went
in. Aunt Judy sat in a chair close to the bed, holding Uncle Bill’s
hand and talking quietly.

“Aunt Judy?’

Her head shot up and her faded blue eyes gleamed with
pleasure when she saw me. Jumping to her feet, she raced to me
with her arms held open. “Timothy.”

I held her to me and how frail Aunt Judy had become hit me.
Tears filled my eyes and | tightened my grip on her. Why did |
have to leave to find out how dear they were to me and how old
they had become?

“How is he, Aunt Judy?’ | nodded at Uncle Bill.
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She led me to his bed and touched his hand. “William, Timothy
ishere.”

His eyes fluttered open, and | smiled at him. “Hey, Uncle Bill,
isthis the only way Aunt Judy would give you aday off?’

“Timothy, my dear boy, | told your aunt not to call you. I'll be
out of herein aday or two.” Uncle Bill’s voice was thready and
low.

| glanced at my aunt and she gave alittle shake of her head.

“1 was looking for areason to take some time off my new job.”

“Whoisyour friend?’

We all looked over at Bernie, who stood near the door and was
trying to be unobtrusive.

“His name is Bernard Capley, Uncle Bill. He drives truck for a
living.”

Bernie took Uncle Bill’s hand in his and shook it carefully.
“Nice to meet you, Mr. Gapin. Mrs. Gapin.”

“Please call me Judy. It's nice to know Timothy isn't alone
downin Texas. He' sdoesn’t make friends easily.”

“Aunt Judy.”

They al chuckled at me, and | didn’t mind their laughter if it
meant Uncle Bill got alittle color in his cheeks.

“Have you egten yet?’

| wanted to get my aunt alone to talk about what was wrong
with my uncle.

“No, but | don’t want to leave your uncle.”

“Now, Judy, go and let these young men take you out for
dinner. I'm not going anywhere, and it’ll be good for you to get out
of this hospital for an hour or so.”

“1 can keep an eye on him, Mrs. Gapin.”

| froze, turning to face the doorway and there she was. Did God

7



NOWHERE DINER: FINDING LOVE

hate me? Is that why the two people | didn't want to see would
show up the minute | got into town?

“Areyou sure you don't mind?’” Aunt Judy beamed at her.

“It's my job.” She stepped farther into the room, and that's
when | noticed she was dressed in scrubs.

“You'reanurse.”

Stupid, | know, but my mind went blank at the sight of her.

“Yes”

“Vaerie, I'm not sure if you were ever introduced to my
nephew, Timothy. Thisis Vaerie Stinson, Aaron’s wife.”

Asmuch as | wanted to run away, | couldn’t. It wasn't her fault
she'd married the man | loved. I'm sure she hadn’t known about us
until the night [ left.

“Sorry | missed your wedding. Congratulations...Aaron is a
lucky man.”

She studied me for a moment as if she was assessing the
truthfulness of my words. No matter how | felt, | truly did mean
them.

“Thank you.”

She smiled, and | nodded.

“Grab your purse, Aunt Judy, and we'll go out to get something
to eat.”

Aunt Judy kissed my uncle, then picked up her purse and coat.
| leaned down to kiss my uncle on the cheek.

“Make sure she eats, son,” Uncle Bill said softly to me.

“Yes, dir.”

Bernie offered Aunt Judy his arm. “We'll bring her back in an
hour or so.”

“I’ll take good care of Mr. Gapin.”

Outside the hospital | gave Bernie directions to the nearest
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chain restaurant. | waited until we ordered before |1 opened the
conversation. “What's wrong with Uncle Bill, Aunt Judy?’

Sighing, she took a sip of her water first. “He's got cancer. The
doctors say he'sredly sick, but there's a fifty percent chance they
caught itintime.”

Cancer. The word turned my heart into ice and my hands
shook. | tucked them in my lap, not wanting to let my aunt to see
my reaction. Bernie grasped one of my hands in his and squeezed.
The evidence of his caring helped steady me.

“Have they given you any treatment options?’

“He' s going to have radiation and chemotherapy. His operation
is scheduled for tomorrow, so I'm glad you made it down tonight.”
“Aaron called me,” | informed her.

“1 know. He stopped by last night and offered to call you for
me.”

“That was nice of him.” | couldn’t keep al of my bitterness out
of my voice.

Aunt Judy leaned forward and placed her hand on my arm. “I
know he broke your heart, Timothy.”

My mouth dropped open and | stared at her. | wasn’t surprised
that she knew about me being gay. | never told them, but they were
observant people. | was shocked she knew about Aaron and me,
though. “Y ou never said anything.”

“Of course not. It must have been difficult for you to be gay
and live in a small town, and we didn’'t want to make it harder on
you. Besides that, Aaron seemed so scared and | mean look at what
he did. He married Valerie to make his father happy and broke
your heart in the process.”

She glanced over a Bernie, who was trying to act like he
wasn't listening. Looking back at me, she winked. “I think you got
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the better end of the deal.”

Bernie grinned.

| silently agreed with her.

Our meal came and we discussed what was going on with
Uncle Bill. | promised to help them out the best |1 could with
money. Cookie would let me pick up more hours at the diner if |
needed them. | wanted to tell her that | would move back home,
but | couldn’'t do it. I'd only been in Texas for a little under a
month and it already felt more like home than the town | grew up
in. | met Bernie's gaze and his soft smile warmed me. The feeling
of home might have more to do with the people I'd met than the
placeitself.

Bernie and | drove my aunt back to the hospital and escorted
her up to my uncle’'s room. Vaerie was just walking out as we
approached. She smiled at my aunt. “Did you have a good supper,
Mrs. Gapin?’

“Yes, | did, Vaerie. How is William?

“He' sfine. | was just giving him his medicine.” She pursed her
lips and checked her watch. “1’m sorry, but visiting hours are over
for al but Mrs. Gapin.”

“That's fineg,” | said. “We' ve got two rooms at the hotel, Aunt
Judy. | expect you to come back with us there tomorrow night and
get some sleep. It won't help Uncle Bill if you got sick aswell.”

“I'll take you up on that, Timothy. Valerie brought me some
clothes this morning.” Aunt Judy hugged both of us. “Now get out
of here. You've been traveling al day. Come back around eight
tomorrow. William's surgery isn't until ten.”

“Okay. Good night, Aunt Judy. We'll call before we come over
tomorrow, so if you need anything, we can bring it.”

Bernie and | left the room, but instead of going to the elevator,
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| went to the nurses’ station. Vaerie stood there talking to one of
the other nurses. | waited until they finished before | spoke.

“Vaerie?

Her smile dimmed.

“l1 wanted to give you my cell number, in case something
happens during the night.” 1 wrote down the number and handed it
to her.

“1 can do that.” She fingered the edge of the paper for a second,
then looked up a me. “I’'m sorry.”

I knew what she was talking about. “So am I.”

We understood each other.
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CHAPTER 13

| flopped down on the bed closest to the door and stared up at
the ceiling. Bernie dropped our bags on the other bed before sitting
next to me. He rested his hand on my stomach and, looking over at
him, | covered it with my hand.

“How are you doing?’

| heard the hysterical touch in my chuckle. “I’m not sure. It's
amost too much to think about.”

I rolled on my side, curling into Bernie, and laying my head on
his thigh. Bernie carded his fingers through my hair and the
soothing motion eased my racing thoughts.

“Uncle Bill might be dying and | have to think about money for
the bills. Aunt Judy can't afford them on her own, so I'll have to
pick up more hours at the diner, which means you and | won’t be
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able to see each other much if I'm working al the time. | don’t
want to lose the chance we have to make a solid relationship.
Saying that out loud makes me fed like I’'m being selfish. | should
be worried about my uncle instead of what's going to happen
between us.”

Bernie shifted and maneuvered me until we were both lying on
the bed, wrapped in each other's arms. | pressed my face into the
crook of hisneck and breathed in his warm male scent.

“Try not to worry about us, Tim. | won't walk away when
things get tough.” Bernie' svoice rumbled in his chest, and | |et the
vibration shiver through me. “I’1l help you out any way | can.”

“1 know, but you shouldn’t have to. We haven't known each
other long enough for you to get saddled with my problems.”

“I"d like to think that even if | didn't want to deep with you,
I'd still help you out as a friend.” Bernie kissed my cheek. “How
did seeing Aaron fed? I'm assuming from your interaction with
him and Valerie that it was because of him that you left.”

“1 told you how | felt about Aaron. It was meeting Valerie that
threw me. I’d never talked to her or anything. | didn’'t go to their
wedding...told Aunt Judy | was sick. | don’t hate her, though. It
isn't her fault Aaron lied to both of us.”

My lips brushed the base of Bernie's neck. | licked him, just
like before, and he moaned. | decided | didn’t want to talk about
anything anymore. All my problems and issues would be there in
the morning when we left our room, so | wanted to forget for a
while. Also, | wanted to take advantage of having time aone
without the possibility of anyone bothering us since no one knew
what room we werein.

Leaning back, | unbuttoned his shirt and stripped it off him. He
lay there, letting me do as | would with him. | brushed my fingers
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over his nipples, watching the nubs harden. His chest was lightly
furred and atrail of hair wandered over his abs to disappear under
the waistband of hisjeans.

Leaning down, | flicked one nipple with the tip of my tongue,
and he shifted. This time | was determined nothing would stop us
from finally having sex. | needed more from him than just a hand
job. I needed him to fill me.

Quickly, I undressed him the rest of the way. His erection stood
proud and straight from the nest of brown curls at the base of his
shaft. | trailed my finger over the length of his hard flesh, swiping
through the beads of pre-cum seeping from his dlit. | brought it to
my lips and tasted him.

“Stay here,” | ordered him as| climbed off the bed.

“Like | was going to go anywhere.” He laughed.

| scrambled to find my shaving kit, digging out the condoms
and lube | had packed in hope they’d get used at some point while
we were here. Holding them up, | turned to find Bernie laying
there, jerking off.

“None of that. | plan to ride you, and | can't if you climax
before I’'m ready.”

“Well, then hurry up already.”

| tossed the stuff at him and stripped, not wanting to waste
time. Bernie opened the foil packet and rolled the condom on while
| crawled onto the bed and knelt to kiss him. Our tongues battled,
stroking and sucking. | heard the pop of the tube and prepared for
the cool drizzle of lube down my crease. | took a breath and
relaxed as he penetrated me with his fingers. Rocking back, | took
him farther in, letting him stretch me and get me ready for his
cock.

“Please.”
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| held out my hand and Bernie squeezed some lube on my
palm. Reaching back, | dicked up his cock and positioned it at my
stretched hole. We sighed as he impaled me. | froze when his
entire length filled me.

“Bernie,” | gasped, clenching my muscles around his shaft.

“Tim, you're so hot and tight,” he murmured, running one of
his hands up my chest to pinch my nipple and wrapping the other
around my prick.

I moved then, easing up and shoving back down. Our flesh
dapped together and grunts filled the air. Bending his knees,
Bernie braced his feet against the mattress and set a rhythm
counterpoint to mine. | tilted my hips and his next thrust nailed my
gland. Light sparked behind my eyelidsand | cried out.

“Shit.”

With a heave of his body, Bernie flipped us and | wrapped my
legs around his hips. | arched my back, begging with every inch of
my body for him to take me harder and faster.

Each bump against my gland drove my need higher and higher,
and pressure built at the base of my spine and throughout my entire
body. My balls tightened and | reached down between us to grasp
my own cock and let Bernie' sthrusts slide it through my fingers.

“Gonna...any minute now,” | warned.

Bernie sped up and his smooth strokes became jerky, but deep.
Sweat dripped from hisface to run down my chest. The room filled
with the scents of man and sex.

“Come on my cock, baby. | want to feel you come,” Bernie
growled out the words, leaning forward and biting my shoulder.

My cum coated my hand and stomach as my climax exploded
through me. Bernie grunted as my inner muscles milked his dick
until I drew his own orgasm from him. His cock swelled and he
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froze, filling the condom he wore with aflood of cum.

All the air in my lungs rushed out when Bernie collapsed on
me. | tried to laugh, but breathing wasn’t possible at the moment. |
ran my hands over his back and waited until he found the strength
toroll off me.

“Hmmm...”

| got the feeling he wasn't going to move another inch for a
while, so | tumbled out of bed and went to clean up in the
bathroom. After | finished, | took care of him and the condom.

Climbing back into bed, | lay on my side, and Bernie cuddled
spoon-like to me. He wrapped his arm around my waist and held
metight. | fell asleep, finaly finding out what it waslike to share a
bed with someone al night long.
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CHAPTER 14

At the hospital the next day, Bernie and | introduced ourselves
to the day shift nurses as we made our way to Uncle Bill’s room. |
knocked and waited until Aunt Judy called out before we entered.
Exhaustion lined her face and she seemed so fragile when | hugged
her. | wished there was something | could do for her.

“Good morning, Uncle Bill.” | leaned down and kissed his cool
cheek.

“’Morning, Timothy.” He nodded at Bernie. “Bernard.”

“Mr. Gapin, how are you doing this morning?’ Bernie touched
my uncle’s hand with hisfingers.

“I'm still dlive.” His brown eyes sparkled with humor.

“That always makes the day start out right.” Bernie grinned.

We laughed, and | was glad to see Uncle Bill up to joking
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around. | started to help Aunt Judy get seated again.

“Wait.” Uncle Bill gestured at Bernie. “Why don’t you take
Judy to get some coffee, Bernard? | want to tak to Timothy
privately for amoment.”

“But, William,” Aunt Judy protested.

“Certainly, Mr. Gapin.” He steered her toward the door. “I'll
bring you back acup, Tim.”

“Thanks.”

| sat once the door shut behind them and met Uncle Bill’s gaze.
“What did you want to talk about?’

“Your aunt and | are selling the farm.”

“What?' | leaned forward, surprise raising my voice. “You
can't do that. I'll come back and help out.”

He reached out and | put my hand in his. “No. We were
discussing selling the farm before | ever got sick. I'm just too old
to run it anymore and, to be honest, it was too much even while
you were here.”

| gripped his hand, trying not to squeeze too hard. “Why didn’t
you say anything to me?”’

“You wouldn't have left if we said something to you.”

“Damn right, | wouldn't have. You took me in when my
parents died, and | owe you more than | can ever repay. If staying
means you can keep your farm, I’ll move back.”

Uncle Bill shook his head. “We don’t expect to be paid back
for taking you in, Timothy. First of al, you're family and you've
become our son in every way, even though Judy never gave birth
to you. Second, you wouldn't have been happy staying. Y ou might
be asmall town boy at heart, but not our town. Not with Aaron and
Vaerie married and making alife for themselves.”

I hung my head, staring at our hands clasped together. “Why
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don’'t you hate me?’

“Hate you? Why would | hate you?’

Lifting my head, | met his puzzled gaze. “Because I'm gay.”

He frowned. “1 might not understand why, but | won’t turn my
back on my son because of how God made him. If | believe God
created everything on Earth and that He doesn't make mistakes,
then | have to accept you are the way God wants you to be.”

“Not many people think like you do, Uncle Bill.”

“Too many people are caught up in the hate and fear that being
different creates. They aren’t willing to see the things we al have
in common. We al live and die. It's important to do some good
before we leave this earth and maybe leave it alittle better than we
foundit.”

“Thanks.”

“l love you, Timothy. Aaron treated you wrong, though I
understand why he hid. His father isn’t the most open-minded man
out there.”

Nodding, | let go of his hands and stood, pacing between his
bed and the window. “I know, and once the hurt wore off alittle, |
even was willing to forgive him. He's had a hard life, trying to
please his father. | was angrier with him over the fact he never told
me and he involved someone who doesn’t deserve to be just a
front.”

| stopped at the window and rested my forehead against the
cool glass, staring into the reflective surface. | didn’t see my image
as | remembered the last night Aaron and | were together. He'd
met me out at Uncle Bill’s cabin. | was excited because we hadn’'t
been together for over a week and more than missing the sex, |
hated not talking to him.

When he stepped into the cabin, | knew there was something
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wrong. His expression was unhappy, but hopeful.

“We haveto talk,” he said.

“About what?’

“Why | haven’t been around this past week.”

He moved close to the fireplace and held his hands out to the
flames. | shivered, wrapping my arms around my waist. Something
in his voice sounded ominous.

“1 figured you were just busy.”

“Yes, | was busy getting ready for my wedding.”

My heart stopped for a second and air rushed from my lungs
like he'd just sucker punched me. | doubled over, gasping and
trying not to throw up. He didn’t move toward me, understanding |
didn’t want histouch at the moment.

“Your wedding?’

Aaron nodded, not looking a me. “It's this Saturday. You
should be receiving your invitation tomorrow, which is why |
asked you to meet me here. | wanted to tell you myself.”

“How very polite of you.” | gritted my teeth and straightened,
clenching my hands by my side. “How long have you been
engaged?’

“Since last Sunday,” he whispered.

My jaw dropped and | stared at him. “Y ou’ ve been engaged for
three days. I's she pregnant?’

Aaron looked dightly horrified. “No. My father’s very excited
about the whole thing and wants us married as soon as possible.
It'sagood aliance for him business-wise.”

“You're marrying her for your dad's business goals?’ Nausea
rolled in my stomach again. | collapsed into the chair behind me,
scrubbing my hand over my face.

My uncle coughed, drawing me back from my memories.
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Closing my eyes, | grimaced.

“We fought, mostly just yelling, though | wouldn't listen to his
excuses. | was angry at him and her.” Shaking my head, | frowned.
“l shouldn't have been mad a Vaderie. She didn’'t know about
Aaron and me.”

“You were angry at her because she was taking away what you
loved. It makes sense.”

| couldn’t believe | was talking about this with my uncle. The
last thing Aaron said to me as | walked out of the cabin rang in my
ears.

“Hetold me hedidn’t love her.”

A gasp caused me to whirl around and my heart dropped when
| saw Vaerie standing in the doorway. Tears welled in her eyes
and she whirled around, the door slamming behind her.

“Shit. Another thing | screwed up,” | muttered.

“No, son. You didn’t do anything wrong. Aaron and his father
chose to deceive her, not you.”

| didn't believe Uncle Bill. | made up my mind to search
Valerie out and talk to her the first chance | got.

Uncle Bill pointed to the chair next to his bed. “We' ve aready
put the farm up for sale. The realty lady has our permission to take
people around. Your aunt will know more about that part. We
haven't decided where we'll move to, though I'm pushing for
someplace warm.”

“You should come down and check out Austin when you're
feeling better, Mr. Gapin,” Bernie said as he ushered Aunt Judy
back in.

| stood, letting her have my seat. When Bernie handed me my
coffee, our fingers brushed, and | relaxed. Hewas here and | didn’t
have to go through this al alone.
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“There' s an idea. We might have to look into that.” Aunt Judy
studied Uncle Bill, spotting the pain and exhaustion he was trying
to hide with a practiced eye that came from being together for
thirty-five years.

Soon the doctors arrived, explaining what was going to happen
during the surgery. After they left, the nurses came to take him and
prep him.

We walked down with him to the OR prep room. Bernie and |
stayed long enough to wish him well, then we headed to the
waiting room. Aunt Judy joined us a few minutes later, and we
settled in to wait.

Bernie left to make a call and when he returned, he sat next to
me. “Cookie says to tell you they're al praying for your uncle
down there,” he whispered.

I bumped his shoulder with mine, wanting nothing more than
for him to hold me tight, but it wasn’t the right place or time for
that. “Thank you.”

Bernie nodded and he kept me grounded by his very presence
when | wanted just to break down. Uncle Bill was the solid
foundation on which I'd built my life. I'd always trusted that he
and Aunt Judy would be there when | needed them, and | wasn't
ready to give up that safety net.
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CHAPTER 15

Two hours into the procedure, a nurse came out and reassured
us everything was going well. I'd been dozing, but after the nurse
left, | grew restless. Bernie was scribbling in a battered notepad
he'd brought from the hotel. As engrossed as he was, | didn’t have
the heart to bother him. Aunt Judy was knitting a bright blue baby
blanket for one of the ladies at church whose daughter was
pregnant.

When | stood, they glanced up.

“I"'m going for awalk. I'll be back in afew minutes.”

Aunt Judy nodded, but Bernie eyed me, trying to make sure |
was okay. | smiled and grasped his shoulder.

“I'mfine, just restless.”

He covered my hand with his for a second before letting go.
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“Would either of you like something to drink?’

They both asked for coffee, and | strolled off, figuring the walk
to the cafeteriawould burn off some of my energy.

By the time | got back to the waiting room, I'd made some
plans. | gave them their coffees and took my place next to Bernie
again.

“Aunt Judy, once we know Uncle Bill’s recovering okay from
the surgery, | think you should go to the hotel and spend the night
there. Get some sleep.”

“Oh, I'm fine, Timothy. The chairs in the rooms are very
comfortable,” she protested.

“I"'m sure they’ re very good chairs, but you need to start getting
more rest. You getting sick won't help Uncle Bill. You have your
car, so you can come back first thing tomorrow and the nurses will
call you if something happens.”

Shedidn't really like the idea, but | could be as stubborn as she
was and | wasn't going to cave.

“Fine. It'll be niceto take abath,” she mumbled.

“l thought Bernie and | could go out to the farm and check
things out. | want to show him where | grew up.”

Bernie took my hand, and | blushed, feeling dightly silly for
wanting to show him around where | used to live.

“Sounds like a wonderful idea. You can give him atour of the
town on your way back tomorrow.”

With that settled, | leaned over and snatched Berni€'s notepad
out of his hand. He made a grab for it, but | blocked him long
enough to open it and see what filled the pages.

“Oh, wow,” | gasped, flipping through the notepad.

Each page held a sketch. Bernie brought every person he drew
tolife. He got it away from me before | could get to the last several
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pages.
“Y ou never told me you could draw.” | pouted.

“It's nothing important, just something | do at night on long
haul jobs.”

“Nothing important?’ | waved at the book. “Y our sketches are
amazing. | bet you could make a fortune with those.”

His cheeks pinkened, and | chuckled. Turning, | found Aunt
Judy watching us, a fond smile on her face. | was about to
comment when one of the doctors camein.

* k% %

Relief rolled through me as we stared at Uncle Bill. He was
still very groggy, and the nurse told us he'd be like that until
morning. Good, that meant Aunt Judy wouldn’'t feel guilty about
spending the night at the hotel.

“Tell Uncle Bill good-night and we'll follow you back to the
hotel.”

She gave him a hug and a kiss, informing him that she would
be back in the morning. | gave Uncle Bill aquick kiss on the cheek
and ushered Aunt Judy out. If | didn’'t get her moving, she'd find a
reason to stay with him and | really wanted her to sleep at the hotel
that night.

We made sure the night nurses had her cell phone number in
case something went wrong. | drove her and her car to the hotel
with Bernie following us. After getting her settled in, we grabbed
our bags and headed out to my hometown.

It was a three-hour drive from the hospital to the farm. We
were driving through the town around seven that night when
Bernie pulled to astop in front of arestaurant.

“Why are you stopping?’

“I"'m hungry,” he said, turning the car off and getting out.
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“We could grab something from the store and make supper at
home.”

Now that we were here, why was | so reluctant to have him
meet the people | grew up with?

| joined him inside, somehow managing not to turn and run
when Wanda squealed and raced over to me. “Tim Gapin, as| live
and breathe. | can't believe you're here.”

She embraced me and amost broke two ribs with her hug. |
gasped and wriggled out of her arms.

“Of course, I'm here. Did you think | wouldn't come with
Uncle Bill being sick and al?’

Shewaved usto atablein front of the big bay window. | stifled
a groan. Now everyone walking by would be able to see me and |
knew more people would be stopping in to say hi.

“Who is this handsome man?’ Wanda flashed her bright smile
at Bernie.

| hesitated. Would Bernie expect me to introduce him as my
boyfriend? | didn't have a problem with that, but | wasn't sure how
far dong we were in our relationship. Were we just friends with
benefits right now or were we more?

“I'm a friend of Tim's from Austin—Bernie Capley.” He
offered Wanda his hand.

“Such a polite man.”

She shook his hand, gave us our menus, and took our drink
orders.

After she moved away, | leaned forward. “I’m sorry.”

“About what?’ Bernie studied the menu.

“About not introducing you. | wasn't sure how you wanted me
to doit. Are you my boyfriend?’

God, now | felt like | was in elementary school, asking a crush
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to bemine.

He set the menu aside and reached out to touch the top of my
hand for a second. When he pulled back, | wanted to ask if it was
because he didn’t want to be seen holding my hand or if he did it
for my benefit.

“You introduce me however you feel comfortable, Tim. I'd
love for the world to know I'm yours in ways more than just
friends, but thisis your hometown and you have to be comfortable
here.”

His words calmed me. | decided to talk to Aunt Judy about it.
She and Uncle Bill would be living in Frankfort for a while. |
didn’t want my coming out to cause problems for them.

“Thank you. | want to talk to Aunt Judy first. Make sure my
being gay won't cause too much trouble for them before |
announce it to the world.”

“Smart idea.”

Bernie sat back to let Wanda set our drinks down and he
gestured for meto order first.
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CHAPTER 16

Halfway through the nightly special, which was the best
meatloaf 1'd tasted since | left Frankfort, | heard a commotion at
the front of the restaurant. Glancing up, my jaw dropped when |
spotted Aaron barreling towards me with Valerie drifting in his
wake.

Maybe it was his clenched hands or the scowl on his face, but
something told me this wasn't going to be a friendly encounter. |
stood, moving away from our table, hoping | wouldn't involve
anyone elsein the drama.

Aaron’s first punch connected with my stomach, and | doubled
over, grunting at the pain. | knew he was getting ready to swing a
second time, but there wasn't any way | could stop or block him.
His fist never struck me. Gasping, | peered up to see Bernie
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holding Aaron’sarm and glaring at him.

“What's wrong with you?’ | whispered, not being able to get
more strength behind my words.

“Youtold her | didn’t love her.”

| shot alook behind Aaron at Vaerie and her apologetic look
told me that she hadn’t gone to Aaron to get back at me. |
straightened and moved closer to him, confident Bernie wouldn’t
let him hit me again.

“We aren’'t doing thishere,” | muttered.

“Why not? Afraid I'll embarrass you?’ He sneered at me, and |
could see that rage had taken hold of him.

“Embarrass me all you want, but | refuse to let you embarrass
Vderieinfront of her friends and acquaintances.”

“Are you trying to break us up? Is that why you came back—
because you couldn’'t stand seeing me happy?’ Aaron jerked, but
Berniedidn’t let go of hisarm.

| shook my head. “If you want to have this conversation, we'll
have it outside. | will not be the nightly entertainment for
Frankfort.”

Vderie turned and headed outside. | pushed through the crowd,
knowing Bernie would ensure Aaron followed us. When | stepped
out, Valerie caught my arm and | met her tear-filled eyes.

“1 shouldn’t have said anything,” she admitted.

“No, it was my fault. | should ve paid more attention while |
was talking to my uncle. | never planned on you knowing any
more than you did about us. It was hever my intention to hurt you.”

“Why not? You had to have been hurt and angry when you
found out we were getting married, especialy since you were more
than best friends.”

Scrubbing my hands through my hair, | grimaced. “All right. |
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was mad and hurt when Aaron told me. | hadn’t heard one word
from anyone about the possibility, and he never mentioned you
until three days before the wedding. | never once thought that you
were to blame about the whole situation.”

“Why not?’

| glanced around. Bernie and Aaron hadn’t made it out of the
restaurant yet, probably because Aaron was fighting my lover
every step of the way. Other people stood on the sidewalk, but they
gave Vaerie and me our privacy.

“Did you know about Aaron and me?’ | kept my voice low, not
wanting anyone to figure out what we were talking about.

She shook her head. “All | knew was that you were best
friends. His mother talked about how when you were younger, you
were inseparable. Once you grew older, you seemed to grow apart
and no one knew why.”

Searching her face, | sighed. “Do you really want to know?’

“Yes”

Aaron burst through the doors, heading straight toward me. |
pushed Vderie behind me, not wanting her injured if Aaron
decided to take another swing at me. | held my hand out, pressing
it against his chest and stopping him.

“Have you completely lost your mind, Aaron?’

Bernie loomed behind him, ready to pull him off me if needed,
and | shook my head.

| leaned forward and pinned Aaron with my gaze. “You
brought all of this on yourself by marrying Valerie to please your
father. | don't think he'd be thrilled to hear about you brawling in
the street like athug.”

He blinked, and | knew embarrassing Vaerie never had
mattered to him. He was more concerned with what his father
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would say about this incident. Aaron stepped back, almost running
into Bernie before gesturing for Valerie to follow him. She shook
her head.

“1 have one question for you, Aaron.” Her voice rang out, loud
and clear over the murmurs of the crowd.

Cringing, | bumped her. “You don’t want to do this now. Wait
until you get home.”

“No. | need to know something before we go any further with
this.”

Aaron whirled around and grabbed her arm. “We'll talk about
this when we get home. | won’'t have our private business aired out
infront of the town.”

| eased her away from him. “Now I’ve reminded you that your
father might not take kindly to you fighting in the streets, you're
worried about your reputation.”

“Tim, you should stay out of this. It's between them,” Bernie
suggested.

“1 know and I'll let them go home to talk this out, but not if he
manhandles her.”

Vaderie tugged her keys out of her pocket. “I'm going to my
mother’s, Aaron. Don't try to see or talk to me until | call you.”

“But, Valerie, baby, we can work this out. Tim’'s just jealous.”
Aaron groveled, trying to block her from leaving.

| snorted, but kept my mouth shut. Jealousy never crossed my
mind after the initial shock had worn off. Once | rode away on that
bus, whatever 1'd felt for Aaron slowly had dissolved until now all
| felt for him was pity and disgust.

As she waked away, the crowd dispersed, leaving Bernie,
Aaron, and me standing in the cool night air. Bernie encircled my
waist, drawing me back into his side. | leaned on him, suddenly
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tired from all the drama

“Why did you tell her that, Tim?’ Aaron stared after his wife.

“1 didn’t tell her. She walked in during a conversation | was
having with my uncle. I’d never have said anything to her about us.
Our relationship is in the past and has been since you told me you
were getting married.”

“1 thought you loved me,” Aaron commented.

“At onetime, | did, but did you ever love me, Aaron? Or was |
just away of getting your rocks off and spitting in your father's
eye at the same time?’ | saw Wanda in the doorway of the
restaurant, holding our check in her hand. “I’'m done talking to
you. It's up to you whether or not you can salvage your marriage,
but the worst thing that happened in al of thisis that Valerie got
hurt.”

“What's my father going to say if she divorces me?’ Aaron
glanced at me with awild look in his eyes.

| shrugged. “I don’t know and don’t care, Aaron. Thanks for
some good times over the years, but this is where our friendship
ends.”

Turning, | took Bernie's hand and we waked away. Just like
when | left on a rainy night weeks ago. Only this time | had
someone to leave with me. Someone who would hold me and tell
methat | wasn't alone and that | wasn't second best or a secret.

Bernie paid Wanda, and | avoided everyone's eyes. | didn't
want to talk to anyone or discuss what had gone on among Aaron,
Valerie, and me.

“I"'m sorry,” | apologized to Wanda.

A rueful grin crossed her face. “Don’'t worry about it, Tim.
Aaron has been causing problems ever since he got married.
Maybe now we know why.”
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| flushed, and Bernie touched my shoulder.

“Let’sgo. | want to see the house you grew up in.”

He rested his hand at the small of my back and | left with him,
proud everyone could see | belonged to him, whether they
understood what that meant or not.

After we settled in the car and buckled our seat belts, he turned
to look a me. | met his gaze with a small smile. “Wdll, that was
fun.”

“You certainly know how to show a guy a good time.” He laid
his hand on my thigh and squeezed.

| covered his hand and rested my head on the back of my seat.
“1 was hoping all of thiswould just get swept under the rug.”

“Did heredly tell you hedidn’t love her?’

“1 wouldn't make that up. He told me that the last time we
spoke before he got married. We met at my uncle's hunting cabin
and if he hadn't said anything, I'd have dept with him. | had no
clue he was engaged.” | closed my eyes as a faint echo of the
shock I'd felt that night rippled over me. “I can't believe he
thought I’ d be willing to share him with his wife.”

He trailed his fingers over my cheek. “Some guys don't see
anything wrong with that. It's not cheating to them when it's with
another man.”

| kissed his thumb as he brushed it over my lips. “Take me
home, Bernie.”

“Tell me how to get there.”

| gave directions and we headed to my family’s farm.
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CHAPTER 17/

The driveway wound through a cornfield, leading up to a two-
story house. Bernie parked the car behind my uncle’s truck, and |
climbed out as soon as the vehicle stopped. He grabbed our bags
from the trunk while | went up and opened the door.

| turned on the light in the hallway, and Bernie stepped in. As
he glanced around, | followed his gaze, trying to see what he saw.

The furniture was worn, but in good condition. Aunt Judy had
never seen the point in getting rid of it because she believed there
were still many more years of use in al of it. The walls were a
soothing cream and tan. No matter how much I'd argued for
different colors, they stuck with what they liked. Any other color
was too flashy for them.

“Do you want something to drink?’
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It was only eight-thirty, but | yawned. Somehow, today had
ended up being far more exhausting than I'd thought it would be.
Bernie caught me and shook his head.

“1 think we should take a shower and head to bed. We've had a
long day and there was more excitement than we planned on.”

Agreeing with him, | snatched up my bag and gestured for him
to follow me upstairs. “My room is at the end of the hall. The
bathroom isright here.”

| pointed at the second door on the left aswe walked.

“My aunt and uncle sleep in the room at the front of the house.
We have one guest room.”

| paused for a second, thinking of the small double bed in my
bedroom. Opening the guest room door, | glanced over my
shoulder at Bernie.

“We should sleep in here. You'll be more comfortable on a
bigger bed.”

He eyed the queen-sized bed with a favorable look. “1 was
afraid you were going to put mein here by myself.”

“Why would | do that?’ | set my bag down, opening it and
pulling out my shaving kit.

“Not wanting to sleep together under your uncle's roof and all
that,” he pointed out as he retrieved his toothbrush from his bag.

“Maybe if they were here, I'd be uncomfortable about it, but
since they aren’t, there's no reason why we can’t deep together.” |
shrugged. “Who knows? They might not have a problem with it
anyway.”

“How about we grab a shower and crash?’

It sounded like a good idea to me, so we wandered to the
bathroom where | turned the water on to heat up while Bernie
brushed his teeth. | stripped and stepped under the shower. Bernie
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joined me, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me back
against him.

Sighing, | leaned my head back, resting it on his shoulder and
enjoying the rough texture of his chest hair against my back. We
stood like that for a few minutes, absorbing the warmth from the
shower and the comfort from each other’ stouch.

He reached out and snagged the soap sitting on a shelf in the
stal. | watched as he lathered his hands. Anticipation caused my
nipples to harden and my cock to take interest. At the touch of his
fingers on my chest, my exhaustion dlid away like soap bubblesin
a cascade of liquid. Inside the shower, under the pounding water,
all fears disappeared. Bernie, with his gentle touch, surrounded me,
and | surrendered willingly.

Bernie massaged every inch of my body, driving tension out
with the strength of his hands. Soon, | braced myself against the
shower wall, hands plastered to the cool tiles and ass tilted toward
him, offering everything | had for hisinspection.

Kneeling behind me, he spread my cheeks to let the warm
water sluice down my crease and over my hole. | moaned and
blushed. Being exposed like that to my lover’'s eyes embarrassed
me. Of course, my only other lover was more interested in fucking
me than making me feel good.

| banged my head against the tiles. Aaron had no more placein
this shower than he did in the rest of my life. With the flick of
Bernie's tongue over my puckered opening, | forgot about
everything. | think my mind went completely blank for the first
timeinmy life.

| craned my head around, trying to see what Bernie was doing.
He met my incredulous gaze with awink.

“Don’t worry. | think you'll likethis.”
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Facing the wall again, | closed my eyes and relaxed. Something
told me Bernie was about to blow my mind.

Bernie pushed the tip of his tongue into my ass, and | gasped,
going up on the tips of my toes with the sensation. Bundles of
nerves | never knew existed fired as he licked and tongue-fucked
my ass.

Soon | was shoving back, begging loudly for him to put me out
of my misery and let me come. His chuckle sounded rather evil.

“Y ou want to come from just my tongue or do you want me to
fill your asswith my cock?’

God, what kind of choice was that? There wasn't any doubt
which option I'd pick.

“Your cock,” | demanded.

“Hmmm...somehow | knew you'd go for plan B.” He stood
and, reaching around me, shut off the water. “Dry off and get in
bed.”

I whimpered and my ass clenched, remembering what it had
felt like to be filled with his prick last night. | swiped carelessly at
my body, not caring how dry | was. Stumbling across the hall, |
made it onto the bed without falling or hurting anything vital.

| shoved the blankets aside and tugged the top sheet to the foot
of the bed. | sprawled in the middle, my legs spread like the slut |
had afeeling | was going to become, though only for Bernie.

He growled softly as he entered to the sight of me laid out like
asacrifice and desperately stroking my cock. He dug out a condom
and lube, tossing them to me before climbing on the bed. Bernie
sucked up a mark on my hipbone, drawing blood to the surface and
acry from my throat.

How wasiit possible that he’ d gotten under my skin so quickly?
There was ill alot | didn’'t know about him, but that didn’t seem
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to matter. Bernie had worked his way into my life in a few short
weeks, so much that | couldn’t imagine him not being there.

“Turn over,” he ordered.

Rolling over, an undignified squeak issued from me when
Bernie lifted my hips and stuck a pillow under my belly. He
nudged my knees apart before running a lube-covered finger down
my crease to pressinto my ass.

| rose onto my knees and elbows, pushing back and taking his
fingers deeper into me. | had no idea how many he used to stretch
me. My ability to count had disappeared along with every other of
my functions except to breathe and feel.

“Such a pretty ass. It was the first thing | noticed about you
when | walked into Cookie's that night. You were bent over,
picking something off the floor, and it was al | could do, not to
come up and grab a handful of you.”

His voice caressed me while he did his other hand down and
around to fist my cock. | jerked and shoved my shaft through his
rough grip, needing the measured strength of his hand to hold me
tight because | thought | just might fly off the bed.

Bernie removed his fingers from my ass, and | protested. He
brushed a kiss over the soft skin at the base of my spine. The rustle
of thefoil packet being ripped open shot through the room.

Shivers chased one after the other down my spine as | peeked
under my arm to see him roll the condom on with one hand
because he wasn't willing to let go off my dick.

“Bernie,” | whispered as he set the flared head at my stretched
entrance.

“I"m here, honey. Just breathe.”

He shoved in without stopping until he buried himself deep
inside me and the hair at his groin scrubbed against my ass.
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“Fuck,” | cried, accepting the dight burn and the amost
overwhelming fullness.

Grunting, he started thrusting, and | bent to hiswill. Hisgrip on
my cock tightened with each stroke. | sobbed, the need to come
building higher and higher. He bumped my gland, causing
fireworks to spark behind my eyelids. | dropped my head to rest on
my forearms and tilted my hips for a better angle. With every
shove in, he hit my gland, and my cries filled the air as he fucked
me harder and faster.

A pinch to my ass made me jump.

“I"m going to come,” he warned me.

“Please.”

If he came, it would drive me over my own edge.

He dlammed in and froze, alow groan tearing from his throat
as he filled the condom. The swelling of his cock was enough to
push me into my climax. | writhed and shifted, covering his hand,
adong with the pillow under me, with my cum.

| fell face-first into the sheets, not concerned with the wet spot
or his hand. | doubted my dight weight would crush him, though
when he covered me, | thought my ribs might break.

“Bernie,” | gasped, reaching back alimp hand to pat his hip.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, rolling off me and the bed.

| listened to him stagger to the bathroom where | heard the
water ran and the toilet flush before he made his way back. | didn’t
even have the energy to move when awarm cloth cleaned me off.
He took the cloth back and returned, moving me around to throw
the pillow off the bed and cover us both with the blankets.

“’Night,” I muttered, snuggling closer to his warmth.

Kissing the nape of my neck, he lung an arm over my waist. |
drifted to sleep to the light snores of my lover.
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CHAPTER 18

Ringing woke me up. | tried to figure out where the alarm
clock was. | didn’t remember setting the alarm last night and |
wasn’t sure there was one in the guest room. Sitting up, | scrubbed
my hands over my face, trying to wake up enough to process any
information.

“Go answer the door, Tim,” Bernie said deepily.

Fuck. The doorbell. That was what was making that noise. |
jumped out of bed and grabbed my jeans off the floor. | dashed
down the stairs, after slipping on my jeans and zipping them up,
somehow managing not to trip and break my neck.

Yanking open the door, | wheezed, “What the hell do you
want?’

Vaderie reared back, her eyes wide and her mouth open in
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surprise. She started to turn, so | grabbed her arm. She looked at
me, and | held up a hand, catching my breath before | said
anything else.

“Sorry. Y ou woke me up. You want to comein?’

“1"m sorry, too. | work the night shift at the hospital most of the
time, so I’'m usualy up at this time and | don’'t always remember
that other peopletend to seep later than | do.”

She walked in, and | shut the door, thumping my head against
the frame quickly. Why was she here? Wasn't that embarrassing
scene last night enough for her?

| led the way to the kitchen. Gesturing for her to take a seat at
the table, | wandered around, gathering the ingredients for coffee.
As | finished getting it ready to brew, Bernie strolled in. He
approached me, dlid an arm around my shoulders, and kissed me
good morning without one glance at Vaerie. | tasted the mint of
toothpaste on his lips and wished | could delve deeper, but at
Vaerie' s gasp, we pulled apart.

“Good morning, Vaerie.” Bernie nodded at her as he opened
the refrigerator. “It looks like your aunt’s neighbors set her up so
she didn’t have to cook when they got home.”

“Good. Grab some stuff, and I'll run up to take a quick shower.
You'll stay for breakfast, won't you, Vaerie?’

| didn't give her a chance to answer before | trotted out of the
kitchen and back upstairs. | knew Bernie would be al right with
her, but | till took the fastest shower ever.

Within ten minutes, | was back in the kitchen where Valerie
and Bernie were laughing about something. Bernie waved me to a
chair while he poured me a cup of coffee.

“Breakfast will be another five minutes.” He set the cup down
in front of me, kissed me again and walked away. “I’ll clean up
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now and be back down in alittle bit.”

We sat in silence for a few minutes after he left. Vaerie turned
the cup in her hands, staring down at the light brown liquid in it.

“He seems like a nice man.” Her comment was soft and
tentative.

“Yes, heis” | settled back, stretching my legs out and resting
my hands on my stomach. | met her gaze. “Why are you here,
Vaerie? Didn't everything that needed to be said get said last
night?’

She shook her head. “No. | want to know about you and
Aaron.”

Sighing, | glanced out the back door and asked, “Why? It's in
the past and all it'll dois hurt you.”

“I"m finding that not knowing hurts worse,” she stated.

“It won’'t change anything.”

| stood, walking to the stove and checking on the egg casserole
in the oven. In so many ways, this conversation wasn’t a good one.
| didn't want to relive any part of the past, not even the good ones.
Valerie didn't need to hear about her husband's pre-marital affair
with aman.

“No, it won't, but it might help me understand Aaron a little
better.”

| snorted and leaned against the counter. “Understand him
better? What do you mean by that?’

She frowned and shifted dightly in her chair. “He's obviously
very confused and since he isn’t willing to admit he's gay, he
dlowed hisfather to pressure him into a marriage he didn’'t want.”

The thought that had surfaced the night I’ d asked Aaron if he'd
ever loved me showed up in my mind again.

“Areyou sure he' sgay?’
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She threw her head back, staring a me in surprise and
puzzlement. “You and he were lovers for several years. Doesn't
that usually mean both of you are gay?’

| shook my head, but didn’'t answer. The timer went off and |
pulled the dish out of the oven, setting it on the stove top. |
gathered three plates and silverware before dishing it up for all of
us.

Bernie joined us as | put the food on the table. He glanced
between us and picked up his plate, obviously ready to leave usto
our talk.

“You don't haveto leave, Mr. Capley. You're Tim’s boyfriend,
so I'm sure you've heard this story aready.” Valerie gave him a
brave smile. “I aready embarrassed mysdlf in front of you last
night. It can’'t get any worse.”

His gaze met mine, and | saw the question in his eyes. Did |
want Bernie to hear all the sordid details and lies | had managed to
tell myself during my relationship with Aaron?

| decided he might as well know everything now before our
relationship grew closer and nodded toward the other seat. It would
hurt if he chose to leave after this, but there was no point in
keeping any more secrets from him.

After he sat, Bernie reached over and sgueezed my hand
tightly, letting me know he was here for me. That small gesture
eased me more than any words he could have said.

“Vaerie, why do you suppose you never even heard a hint
about what was going on between Aaron and me? | mean Frankfort
is a small town and things like two boys doing sexua things with
each other would spread like wild fire if anyone knew.”

She shrugged, pushing her food around her plate and not
meeting my gaze. “| guess | never really thought about it. Maybe
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people were just being polite, plus you two had stopped hanging
around with each other when you turned sixteen.”

“That’swhen | fell in love with Aaron.”

She winced, and | knew my words were blunt, but she wanted
to know. | didn’t see the point in protecting her anymore.

“1 figured out early that girls didn’t do anything for me. Breasts
and curves turned me off, but get me close to Aaron—or any other
boy at that time—and I'd get hotter than a bonfire. He was my best
friend and the first person | ever loved.”

| stood, abandoning my food to pace the kitchen. Bernie and
Valerie stopped eating aswell, their attention fully on me.

“Aaron aways talked about girls, about who he was dating and
what they were doing together. | finaly couldn't deal with it
anymore, so | stopped hanging out with him. It was easier to
pretend to be his acquaintance than listen to hislist of conquests. |
never doubted what he was telling me was true.”

| paused, organizing thingsin my head. “Then one night, on his
eighteenth birthday, he invited me to his family’s lodge out by the
lake. | brought the food and he stole some booze from his father.”

Goose bumps covered my arms and | shivered. Bernie stood
and embraced me. | soaked up the heat from his body and relaxed.
The next part wasn't easy for meto tell. It didn’t matter that it had
happened.

“1 was shocked that he'd invite me. He' d never seemed to miss
my friendship, so I'd figured I’d always have an unrequited love
for him.”

Bernie put his lips to my ear and whispered, “You don't have
to tell her anything more. She has no right to ask you.”

He was right and if | was recounting this for just Vaerie, I'd
have stopped by now, but | also wanted Bernie to know what had
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happened. | turned in his arms, lifted my hand to cup his cheek and
smiled at him. “I’ll be al right.”

He eased away, letting me have room to tell the rest of my
story.

“Aaron was angry at his father for some reason. He wouldn’t
tell me, but | didn't push very hard. I'd aways thought his father
was a mean ass who expected way too much from his only son. We
ate, but mostly we drank. After a couple of hours, any restraint |
might have had was gone. Aaron looked so sad | couldn’t help it. |
kissed him.”

I remembered the thrill of his lips touching mine, the taste of
whiskey on our tongues as the kiss went deeper.

“He kissed me back and it went on for a minute or so before he
jerked away from me, horror on his face. | thought for sure he'd
beat me up or proclam he was straight. That it was only the
acohol that had made him lose control like that.”

| turned away from them, staring out the window above the
sink. The large oak tree swayed in the breeze and | smiled at the
memories of picnics under those broad branches.

“Tim?’

Bernie’ s voice brought me back to my story.

“As | stared at Aaron, this look crossed his face that, even
today, | can't describe. He grabbed my arms and jerked me to him.
Right before he kissed me, he muttered something about his
father.”

Touching my bottom lip, | felt the ghost pain of it splitting
under Aaron’s assaullt.

“I'm not sure | want to know the rest,” Valerie spoke up, her
voice small and hesitant.

I whirled. “Y ou wanted to know what went on between us. I'm
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telling you. Y ou can make your decisions about your husband after
| finish my story.”

She nodded, and Bernie poured more coffee for the both of
them. My hands shook so badly, | knew | wouldn’t have been able
to hold a cup without spilling it.

“1 don’'t remember much about the next hour or so. All I know
is that there was pain, anger, and hatred in our coupling. The anger
and hatred came from Aaron. | loved him and being drunk, | didn’t
have the facility to stop him, though | probably wouldn’t have,
even if | hadn’t been drunk. | wanted him with such passion and
need that | never questioned the fact he hurt me.”

All the strength left my legs, and Bernie caught me before | hit
the floor. Straightening, he carried me into the living room where
he sat, cuddling me on his lap like a hurt child. | shuddered,
drowning in the doubts and fears I’ d hidden for years.

A noise drew me to the living room archway. Valerie stood
there, tears streaming down her cheeks. I'm not sure why | did
what | did next, but | held open my arms. She fell into them, and
Bernie held us both as we cried.

“He hurt you, too,” | whispered, and she nodded.

Bernie ran his hands over our backs, soothing us with his
touch. | sumped against him, needing a connection to something
good in my life while the rest of it crumbled around me. Valerie
stayed curled up with us and it was like we were a family, bound
together by mutual pain.

When | could speak again, | finished, “He left me lying on the
floor in front of the fireplace, bruised and bleeding. He explained
he wasn't gay and that it was my fault. | seduced him and teased
him, plied him with acohol, and | got what | wanted.”

Bernie growled under his breath, and | placed my hand on his
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chest, easing him.

“1 believed him. | figured it was my secret yearnings that had
brought this on. Of course, at that time, | believed being gay was
wrong and perverted, so everything was my fault. Yet every time
he called me, I'd go to him, knowing it would end in pain for me. |
learned some things so Aaron didn’t hurt me physically as much as
time went by. After a while, the only pain was mental.” | closed
my eyes, fighting back the tears again. “He wouldn’t tell anyone
about us. He dated women and flaunted them in my face.”

She shifted to see my face. “That night at the bus stop, you
seemed so hurt, like Aaron had broken your heart.”

| nodded and smiled ruefully. “ Ah, that’ s the contrary nature of
abuse. Aaron made me believe anything he did to me was either
because | caused it or because he loved me. | was naive when he
started the whole thing, and | fell for it hook, line and sinker.”

| breathed deep. “I’ll admit that by the time he married you, |
was aready working out my issues, and | probably would ve
broken it off with him, but not as soon as it ended up being. Even
though it hurt like he’ d stabbed me with aknife, it turned out to be
the best thing ever to happen to me.”

Both Bernie and Vaerie stared at me, confusion in their eyes. |
laughed, set Valerie to the side and climbed off Bernie's lap to
pacein front of them.

“If his father hadn’t picked you for him to marry, Vderie, who
knows how long I'd have allowed him to use me like that. Once |
got over the whole shameful perverted feeling about being gay, |
realized | had every right to expect to be treated like areal person
and not just a body for him to fuck when he couldn’t get what he
wanted from his girlfriend. Yet some part of me always knew he
was doing thisto get back at hisfather for someimagined sight.”
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Vaerie nodded and sadness shadowed her eyes. | sat down
next to her and took her handsin mine.

When our eyes met, | asked, “Do you love him, Valerie?’

Her smile was dightly embarrassed and her tone a bit sarcastic.
“ After everything he' s done to you and me, you'd think I'd want to
show him my boot heels. At the moment, dumping him sounds like
agreat idea, but he has his moments when he can be so sweet.”

| knew all about that. “Yes, he does, and most of the time,
those good times outnumber the bad. You have to watch him,
though, because as long as he's under his father’s thumb, his self-
destructive behavior will continue and you could get caught in the
cross-fireagain.”

Determination squared her jaw and put steel in her spine. “I'm
not afraid of Aaron’s father. He should fear me because my father
would do anything for me, even if it means giving Aaron a job
acrossthe country.”

It seemed like Aaron’ s father had met his match.

“Good for you.”

As | hugged her, the phone rang. Bernie stretched behind him
to reach it. He handed it to me before standing and offering Valerie
his hand. He pulled her to her feet and herded her to the kitchen.

“Hello?’

| heard water running and splashing. They must be going to do
the dishes.

“Timothy?’

“Good morning, Aunt Judy. How’s Uncle Bill?’

“He's doing well. | just got to the hospital and talked to the
nurses. They want him up and moving today, maybe after lunch.”

“That is good news.” | wandered over to grab my shoes from
the hall. Sitting, | tucked the phone between my ear and shoulder
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so | could put them on.

“1 also talked to the billing people. Did you arrange anything
with them?’

Her odd tone put me on guard.

“No. | haven't had anything to do with them. Why? | know
money will be tight, so I'd aready decided to pick up as many
hoursas| can at the diner when | get back down there.”

“There aren't any hills. It's al been paid for and any other
expenses that might come up.”

Her confusion mingled with mine and | finished tying my shoes
before | said anything else. “I don't know what to say, Aunt Judy. |
don’t have that kind of money, though if | did, I'd giveit to you.”

“1 know, Timothy. | just don’'t know who would do this for us.
It means that whatever money we make from the sale of the house
can go toward buying a new one somewhere else, maybe even
down by you.”

| stood and went into the kitchen where Bernie and Valerie
were putting the rest of breakfast away. | leaned in the doorway
and caught Berni€' s gaze.

Everything okay? he mouthed at me.

“I'll tell you later,” | whispered back.

“Areyou and Bernard coming to the hospital?” Aunt Judy must
have decided a change of subject was called for.

“Yes. We're just cleaning up from breakfast and we'll be on
our way.”

“Good. Tell your young man hello and we'll see you when you
get here. Drive safe.”

“Wewill, Aunt Judy. Love you.”

“Loveyou, too, Timothy.”

She hung up, and | turned the cordless phone off before setting
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it on the kitchen table.

“How’s your uncle doing?’ Valerie asked, folding a towel and
hanging it over the stove handle.

“Good. The nurses want him up and walking this afternoon.”

“That's great news, so what's wrong?’ She eyed me with
suspicion.

“Nothing really. Just that someone’s paid Uncle Bill’s hospital
bills.”

Valerie'sjaw dropped. “No kidding?’

| shook my head. “The billing people talked to Aunt Judy this
morning. They said any other expenses have been covered as
well.”

“Wow. You must know someone who’s rich, Tim. Those hills
aren't cheap.”

“1 know.”

Bernie busied himself making sure the coffee pot was off and
the back door locked.
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CHAPTER 19

“Do you happen to know anything about this mysterious
benefactor, Bernie?’

He shot me a look and then looked at Valerie. Whatever he
wanted to say, he wasn’t going to speak in front of her.

“Valerie, we're heading over to the hospital. | want to see my
uncle for myself.” | cupped her elbow and ushered her down the
hall toward the front door.

Bernie followed us, grabbing our keys and wallets as we went
by the table in the front entryway.

“Of course, and I’ve ruined enough of your morning aready.”
She hugged me tight. “I’'m sorry about this whole mess, but I'm
glad we got to talk. | don’t feel as guilty as| did when | first found
out about you and Aaron.”

121



NOWHERE DINER: FINDING LOVE

“Keep your chin up, Vaerie. Don't let those men run over
you.” Bernie gave her ahug aswell.

He went to our car while | locked the door and waved good-bye
to her. | joined him and we headed for the hospital.

| waited until we got on the highway before | angled myself to
look at Bernie. “Do you know anything about how my uncle’ s bills
got paid?’

Bernie didn't say anything for a few miles, though his hands
gripped the steering wheel tightly enough for his knuckles to go
white.

“Bernie?’

He pursed hislips and nodded. “1 paid them.”

“How is that possible? Do truck drivers make so much money
that you can pay al the hospital bills? You didn’'t wipe out your
savings, did you?’

Checking behind him, he pulled over to the side of the road and
put the car in park. He turned to face me and clasped my hand in
his, resting them on histhigh.

“1 drive a truck because | get restless at times. | like driving
across country, seeing new things and going different places.” He
stared at our entwined fingers and rubbed one thumb over my
knuckles.

“You don't need to drive?’ | wasn't sure what he meant.

“No. After | got out of the army and divorced my wife, |
moved to Austin and started driving, but | also started doing
something | loved.”

He reached into the backseat and grabbed another sketchpad,
handing it to me with a small smile. “I was painting, though just
not wallsin my guest room.”

| took the pad and started flipping through the pages. Most of
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the sketches | had seen while at the hospital with my aunt. It was
one | hadn’t seen that made me pause and glance at Bernie.

“Y ou painted the picture in the gallery window?’

Blushing, he nodded. “Yes, and | was thrilled to hear how
much you liked it.”

Liked was too weak aword for the emotions | had experienced
while looking at the painting in the window. Staring down at the
sketch, | wondered who his body model for these drawings was.
“Who did you have model for you?’

Bernie took the pad from me and studied the drawing for a
second. “Oh, that was Wes.”

Hesaid it like | knew who Weswas.

“And who is he?’

Giving me back his sketches, he grinned. “ Officer Edson.”

“1 always thought he had a nice body under those uniforms,” |
mumbled. “ And you seriously don’t have to drive anymore?’

“Not anymore. When | first started, after the divorce, | did
because | hadn’t established a name in the art world. | was lucky to
pick up a few influential patrons and they got things rolling for
me.” He looked a little uncomfortable. “1've had some shows in
Austin and out in California. In fact, my agent is setting up one for
mein New York.”

“That'sgreat.”

I managed to sound excited, though | still hadn’'t processed the
whole idea that my boyfriend was a nationaly known artist. The
last sketch in the book drew a gasp from me.

It was me, sprawled out on a bed, sleeping, with a sheet barely
covering my groin. | only knew who it was because the man had a
freckle near his belly button like | did.

“You'rereally good if you can make melook that hot,” | joked.
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“1 draw what | see, Tim. | don’t add anything or take anything
away. What you seein that pictureiswhat | saw when | drew it.”

Nice of him to say so, but | didn’t believe him.

“Why did you pay the hospital bills?’

Bernie shifted around to face the steering wheel and start the
car. Checking the traffic, he pulled back onto the highway. “ Same
reason | came up here with you. You're a friend, Tim, and I've
learned we need to take care of each other because most people
can’'t orwon't help.”

He drove a few miles before saying, “Besides, | have dl this
money and what am | going to do with it? | have enough to keep
me comfortable and alive. The rest isjust going to sit in my bank
account until | die and there’ sno oneto leaveit to.”

“You don't have any family?’

“Not anymore. My parents are both gone and my brother won't
talk to me because I'm gay. That’s the other reason | drive—there
was no reason to stay home. The clubs got old after a while or
maybe it was me who got old.”

| rested my hand on histhigh. “1’m sorry about your family.”

He gave me a quick smile. “It happens. My story isn't much
different than any other person’s out there.”

“Will you take me to the galery in Austin and show me your
paintings?’

His laugh rang through the car. “Is that sort of like showing
you my etchings?’

| leered at him. “It might get the same results.”

“We have a date.” His expression turned serious. “You won't
tell your aunt | was the one who paid the bills, will you?’

“Not if you don’'t want me to. | can respect your privacy,
Bernie. | won't even tell her you're a painter unless you say it's

124



NOWHERE DINER: FINDING LOVE

”

okay.
“Thanks. I'm not looking for gratitude or recognition. | wanted

to do something that would free al of you from worry.”

| leaned over and pecked him on the cheek. “I'd love to repay
your generosity.”

He winked. “I’'m sure we can figure out a way for you to pay
me back.”

We settled into a comfortable silence broken only by the music
on the radio. I'd been pleased to discover we both liked classic
rock. It made traveling together a lot easier. While we drove, |
decided that, even though Bernie didn’t want us to pay him back, |
would take as many extra shifts at the diner as | could and start
saving. Someday | might have enough to pay him back a fraction
of what he'd spent. Of course, | would do my best to make sure
those shifts didn’t interfere with our time spent together.

Bernie parked the car in the visitors' lot and turned it off. He
stopped me from getting out by placing a hand on my arm. “I
wanted to let you know | hired a nurse to come and stay with your
aunt and uncle when he’ sready to go home.”

“Bernie, you' re spending way too much money,” | protested.

“It's pure selfishness on my part,” he admitted. “| want you to
come back to Austin with me and | knew if there wasn't anyone
else around to help your aunt, you'd end up staying here.”

That was true. There was no way | would let my aunt bear the
burden of my uncl€’ srecovery on her own.

“1 don’t know what to say,” | stuttered.

“Just say thank you. Like | said before, you're my friend, but
more than that, you're my boyfriend, and anything | have is
yours.” He looked down and then back up. “Because at some point
in the future, | want to be ableto call you my partner.”
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Panic tried to rear its head, but | squashed it. He said in the
future, meaning there was time to get to know each other and make
sure we were compatible in every way before we made a serious
commitment to each other.

Cradling his face in my hands, | kissed him with al the
gratitude and caring | could muster. His smile teased my lips, and |
smiled aswell.

Easing away, he took the keys out of the ignition and opened
the door. “Let’s go see your family.”

I jumped out of the car and waited for him to join me before |
headed into the hospital.

The doctor was leaving as we got to Uncle Bill’s room. |
nodded at him, but didn't stop to talk. | knew Aunt Judy would tell
me what | needed to know. By the sparkle in her eyes when she
greeted us, | knew the report was good.

| hugged and kissed her while Bernie greeted my uncle. |
smiled at Uncle Bill, and he grinned back.

“You're looking great,” | commented as | leaned down to kiss
his forehead.

“I"'m not a hundred percent yet, but I've got no doubt I'll get
back to my former self soon.”

“Good. We saw the doctor leaving. What did he have to say?’

| sat in the chair when Aunt Judy sat on the bed next to Uncle
Bill. Bernie propped himself up against thewall closest to me.

“They got al of the tumor and sent it to the lab for tests.
Unfortunately, it does look like it was malignant, but we caught it
soon enough that with chemo and radiation it should go into
remission.”

Relief overwhelmed me and | hung my head, fighting tears.
Bernie laid his hand on my shoulder and | reached up to cover it.
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When | glanced up again, Aunt Judy was wiping her eyes and
Uncle Bill looked suspiciously choked up aswell.

“If al goes well, William can go home in two days. There's
still alot of medical stuff that needs to be done, but | think being in
our homewill help out with the healing process.”

“It’s hard to get any sleep when the nurses comein at al hours
of the night to check on you,” Uncle Bill complained.

| caught Aunt Judy’ s amused gaze and nodded. Y ep, Uncle Bill
was getting back to his grumpy self.

“What will we need to do about help for you, Aunt Judy? You
can't take care of everything on your own.”

Frowning, Aunt Judy stood and went to dig around in her
purse. “When the billing person came this morning, she told me a
home nurse had been arranged for us when William is ready to go
home.”

Managing to look surprised and not glance at Bernie, | said,
“Redly? I'd love to meet this anonymous benefactor. He—or
she—has thought of everything, it seems.”

They nodded.

“It does and the nice thing is, it frees you to go back to Austin.”

Why did hearing that from my uncle fill me with relief? | had
been dealing with alittle guilt ever since | left Frankfort. I'd never
wanted to abandon my family. | simply couldn’t live in the same
town with Aaron anymore.

“l don't mind staying, Aunt Judy. You've both taken care of
me since | was four. It's time | repay dl the love you've given
me.”

Aunt Judy came over and framed my face with her fragile, soft
hands. Her faded blue eyes scanned my eyes like she wanted to
make sure | truly meant what | said.
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“Timothy, it was no hardship for us to take you in. You gave
me a son | could never have. There's no such thing as repaying
family. We've never regretted our decision to open our home to
you.”
| embraced her, not wanting to think about how small she felt
inmy arms.

“1 don’t know if | can ever say thank you enough,” | whispered.

She smoothed her hand over my hair and laughed. “Just being
you is thank you enough, Timothy. Plus you' ve added someone to
our family.”

Leaning back, | noticed she was looking at Bernie. My
boyfriend stared at Aunt Judy in shock or surprise...l wasn't sure
which.

“There's something special going on between the two of you.
We can see that.” Uncle Bill held out his hand to Aunt Judy.
“Judith and | have been together for thirty-five years. We know
what lovelookslike.”

Both Bernie and | sputtered. She patted Bernie's cheek before
taking Uncle Bill’ s hand.

“Oh, you probably haven't said the words yet, but it's there,
and we're happy for both of you.”

| laughed in embarrassment. There was no way | could be mad
a them because | knew they meant well. Bernie chuckled along
with me.

“You might be right, Mr. Gapin, but | think I'll wait a little
longer before professing my undying love for your nephew.”

“Just make sure your intentions are honorable, Bernard.” Uncle
Bill shook hisfinger at Bernie.

“1 guess it depends on your definition of honorable.” Bernie
winked at me and, groaning, | buried my head in my hands.
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A nurse walked in to check my uncle's vitals at that moment
and | never thought I' d be so glad to see her.

We stayed at the hospital until visiting hours were over. After
following Aunt Judy to the hotel and making sure she got to her
room okay, we drove back to the farm. We grabbed take-out
because | wasn't up to another confrontation like the night before.

| settled on the couch in the living room and grabbed the
remote to turn on the TV. Bernie was in the kitchen, cleaning up
our wrappers and putting the dishes in the dishwasher. A knock
sounded on the front door, and | sighed.

“Why can't they just leave us the fuck aone?’ | grumbled
under my breath as| went to answer it.

Y anking open the door, my jaw dropped when | saw Aaron’'s
father standing on my aunt’ sfront porch.

“Can | comein, Timothy?’

As much as | wanted to say no, I'd never gotten the hang of
being rude, so | nodded and stepped back. Bernie emerged from
the kitchen, drying his hands on a towel and scowling at Mr.
Stinson. Father and son looked so much alike that there wasn't any
need to guess who his son was.

“Why are you here, Mr. Stinson?’

He stuffed his hands in his pocket and stared around the living
room. | had no idea what he was thinking and | didn’t care. That
his son was so fucked up because of him and his approval or
disapproval was never anything | cared about.

Mr. Stinson glanced at Bernie. “Who isyour friend?’

“Not that it's any of your business, but Bernie's my boyfriend.”

He winced and a fierce wave of pride swelled through me. |
wasn’t going to deny Berni€' s place in my life to make Mr. Stinson
comfortable.
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“Niceto meet you.”

Rolling his eyes, Bernie turned and retreated to the other room.
Wewereall aware that thiswasn't asocia call.

“What do you want?’ | asked bluntly, not up to dealing with
this man.

“1 want you to leave Aaron and Valerie alone. They're married
and you shouldn’t be trying to destroy their happiness because
you're jealous.”

Stunned, | stared at Mr. Stinson for several seconds, trying to
formulate some response that didn’'t involve kicking his ass out of
my house. Finally, all | could do was laugh. His narrow-eyed stare
was supposed to intimidate me, but all it did was make me laugh
harder.

| breathlessly flopped on the couch and wiped the tears from
my face. “Y our arrogance amuses me, Mr. Stinson.”

“It's not arrogance, Timothy. Aaron told me you started a fight
with him and Vderielast night in town.” He frowned and paced. “I
aways thought your uncle and aunt had raised you better than that,
but | guess, being what you are, you can’t help it.”

“Being what | am?’ | straightened. “What would that be?’

“A homosexua.” He said it asif | should have known what he
meant without making him say it.

“And what's wrong with being a homosexua?’ | kept my tone
even.

He shook his head with a sorrowful expression on his face. “If
you have to ask, son, you're aready condemned and nothing's
going to save you from hell.”

| stood toe-to-toe with him. “First of al, I'm not your son and |
thank God for that every day. Second of al, don’t concern yourself
with my soul. If I’'m going to hell, I'll be seeing you there, so don’t
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get self-righteous on me.”

He gaped at me. He'd probably never had anyone stand up to
him before, but | wasn’'t about to back down from someone so
ignorant. If he had approached me in town, | would have waked
away, but | was furious he would come to my house and act so
superior to me because he was straight.

“1 might be gay, but at least I'm not a complete bastard who
forces his son to marry someone he doesn’t love because he's too
afraid to say no to me.” | poked him in the chest. “And, in forcing
your son to marry, end up possibly ruining the life of another
person.”

| stalked away from Mr. Stinson, anger bubbling deep inside
me.

“Ruin whose life? Vderie wanted to marry Aaron. She's in
love with him,” he protested. “Their marriage was just fine until
you came back.”

“Tell yourself whatever lies you wish to make yourself feel
better. Y ou might want to talk to your daughter-in-law and find out
what her definition of fineis. It might not be the same asyours.”

Suddenly, Mr. Stinson lunged forward, spun me around and
grabbed my shirt. He shoved hisfacein mine and snarled.

“Aaron was a good boy until you got your little faggot hands
on him and seduced him in that cabin on his birthday.”

| froze. How did he know about that?

“Oh, yes, Aaron told me al about the way you blackmailed
him into having an affair with you for years. How he finaly found
the courage to say no and marry Valerie. You hated him and told
him you' d get revenge. That's why you came back, isn’t it? If you
can't have him, no one else can either.”

“When did he tell you al this?’
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“The night before his wedding.” He shook me, snapping my
head back and forth. “He stopped me from coming out here and
beating you. How could you pervert my son like that?’

Stunned, | didn’t stop him from shaking me. The lengths Aaron
would go to keep his father from learning the truth appalled me.
His father’s hatred for gays made me the perfect scapegoat for the
wholething.

“Hold it right there, asshole.”

Bernie tore me away from Aaron’s father, pushing me behind
him as he glared at the older man. “Don’t you dare touch him.”

“Was Aaron so perfect you had to soil him with your dirty
urges? You couldn’t just let him go either. You had to come back
and ruin any chance he had at happiness.”

He jumped at me again, his hands curled into claws and his
face distorted with hatred and disgust. Bernie grabbed him and
slung him back across the room. Mr. Stinson’'s eyes widened as
Bernie advanced on him.

“We might be gay, but that doesn’t mean we're helpless.”

The other man scrambled back, making his way to the door
quickly. Resting my hand on Bernie’'s arm, | stopped him, and we
watched Mr. Stinson trip down the steps, heading down the
driveway to hiscar.

“You should double check your facts with your precious son,
Mr. Stinson,” | called. “That isn't exactly how | remember his
eighteenth birthday.”

After the car peded away, | shut the door and locked it.
Leaning back againgt it, | caught Berni€s gaze. “God, I'm
beginning to hate thistown.”

“Good thing you'll only be here for a few more days. After
that, we'll head back to Austin and you won't have to dea with
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anyone from here again.” He paused as he shut off the lights.
“Well, except your aunt and uncle.”

“Yeah, but they aren't crazy, so | think | can deal with them.”

With a sudden move, Bernie swept me into his arms and
carried me upstairs. | didn’t have the energy to protest. | encircled
his neck with my arms and laid my head on his shoulder.

He set me on my feet outside the bathroom door. “Go, brush
your teeth and get ready for bed. | have to make a phone call.”

It sounded like a good suggestion, so | went with it. While |
was finishing up, he came in to do his nighttime routine. We
climbed into bed together and | curled up next to him, finding his
warmth chased away any leftover chill from our encounter with
Mr. Stinson.

| buried my face in the crook of his neck and breathed deep of
his unique scent. | couldn’t wait to get back to Cooki€'s Diner. It
was definitely time to leave my old life behind and get on with the
new one.
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CHAPTER 20

Four days later, | stood on the porch of my aunt’s house, saying
good-bye to them. Bernie threw our bags in the trunk of our rental.
He came back up to get his hugs aswell.

“Now the visiting nurse starts tomorrow. She'll be here at eight
in the morning and will stay until you're ready to go to bed.” |
pulled the schedule out of my pocket, taking another look at it. “I
hired Phil and his boys from down the road to come and take care
of the farm for you, Uncle Bill. His oldest son might be interested
inbuyingit.”

Uncle Bill looked thoughtful. “Talk to Phil when he stops by
today.”

“I'll do that and talk to our realty lady aswell.”

He hugged me and while his embrace wasn’t as strong as it
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used to be, it was better than when [ first arrived.

“We look forward to visiting you as soon as the doctors say it's
okay for William to travel,” Aunt Judy called to us as we went to
the car.

“I’ll call you when we get back to Austin.”

| waved as Bernie drove down the driveway. At the road, he
stopped and looked at me. “How are you fedling?’

“About what?’

“Knowing that this is probably the last time you'll get to call
thisfarm home.”

| tilted my head and thought about it. “I’m not too upset. I’'ve
had some great times growing up here, but it’s time to move on.”

Clasping his hand in mine, | grinned at him. “It’s time to make
some better memories with you.”

* k% %

Our plane landed around seven that night in Austin and we
were back at my place by eight. Bernie went into the diner while |
took my bag to my apartment. | stepped inside and stared. | wasn't
a dob by any means, but my apartment sparkled now and
everything was neatly organized. | tossed my bag on the washer to
deal with later.

Wandering into the kitchen of the diner through the back door,
| gregted Mel and Cynthia. She ran to me and threw her arms
around me in a hard hug. “Bernie said your uncle is doing better.
I'msoglad.”

“So am |. Did you have any trouble while | was gone?’ |
wiggled out of her grip and shook hands with Mel.

“No. Chad stepped up and worked your shift.” Mel inclined his
head toward Chad.

| strolled over to the sink and leaned against the counter. He
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rinsed afew plates before he looked up.

“Thanks.”

He knew | meant for more than doing my shifts. He dried his
hands and reached into his pocket.

“You'll probably want these back,” he said as he held out my
extra set of keysto me.

“Keep them.” | edged closer and whispered, “1 don't think I'll
be using my place all that much from now on.”

He tucked them away and grinned. “Things going well with
Bernie then?’

| smiled. “I'd say it was going really well, though |I'm going to
have to think about getting acar.”

“Good for you.”

I winked and laughed, stretching before heading toward the
main room. “I’'m hoping to get something to eat and a shower
beforel signinfor my shift.”

“It's good to have you back, Tim.” Cynthia swatted my ass as
she passed me.

After the cold reception | had received back home, their happy
greetings warmed me. | searched for Bernie and found him sitting
in his regular booth with Cookie. | poured myself a cup of coffee
and joined them.

Cookie stood and gave me a quick hug. | grunted at the
strength of his embrace.

“Glad you're back, Tim, and that your uncle is doing better.”

“It was nerve-wracking, but the doctors think with radiation
and chemo, Uncle Bill will be fine.” | dlipped in next to Bernie.
“They put the farm up for sale and we' re hoping to convince them
to come down here.”

“We?" Cookie looked at them.
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Bernie bumped our shoulders together, and | rested against him
for amoment. Cooki€' s face broke into ahuge grin.

“1"'m glad to hear that. I'll put your ordersin.”

| turned to face Bernie after the older man walked away.

“Will you move in with me?’

My mouth dropped open, and he rushed to fill in my surprised
silence.

“1 know it's probably too soon and I'm rushing things, but |
don’t want to go home aone tonight. | got used to having you with
me.”

| wasn't sure how to respond. He'd caught me off-guard. As
much as | liked Bernie, maybe even loved him, | wasn't sure
moving in together so soon after starting our relationship was a
good idea.

“Can you give me aday or two to think about it?’

He grimaced, and | knew he didn’t like my answer, but after
spending several days with Bernie, | knew he wasn't the type to
force meinto making a decision right away.

“Sure”

I put my hand on his knee and sgqueezed. “I’m not saying no. |
just need aday or two to wrap my head around the idea of moving
in with you. A month ago, when | left Frankfort, | wasn't thinking
about anything except getting away from there. Now, | find myself
in a new relationship that I'm afraid to screw up because I'm
moving too fast.”

He nodded and covered my hand with his. “I'll admit | wish
you had said yes right away, but | know where you're coming
from. You've only been in one réeationship and it wasn't the
healthiest one around. | won't pressure you into making a decision.
Wehave dl thetimein the world.”
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“Thanks.”

“Here you two love birds go,” Cookie teased as he set our
mealsin front of us. “ Are you working tonight, Tim?”’

| nodded. “Yeah, might as well get back into the swing of
things.”

“Good. | think Chad is getting antsy. He's never said anything
and has been really good about not coming in drunk or anything,
but it' swearing on him.”

“Maybe that’s what he needs, though,” Bernie commented. “He
needs to keep busy, so he doesn't give in to the craving for the
acohol.”

“Once you get taken by that addiction, Bernie, you never stop
wanting it.” Cookie sounded like he spoke from experience.

| stayed quiet, fixing my burger the way | liked it. | understood
addictions and how bad they could be for you. Also, how hard they
were to break, but given the right incentive, | believed Chad could
conquer his dependency.

We finished our dinner and after paying the bill, we wandered
back to my apartment. Bernie glanced around when we stepped
inside. “Who' s been staying here?’

“Chad. | gave him a key after the night we found him on my
gtairs. | figured it might help him to know he always had a place to
crashif he needed it.”

Bernie came up behind me and encircled my waist with his
arms, pulling me tight against him. | relaxed, letting him bear my
weight, and nestled my ass into his groin. His cock moved and
lengthened as | continued to rub. He nuzzled my neck, nibbling up
to take my earlobe between histeeth.

Moaning, | reached back and grabbed his hip, silently asking
him for more. He did one of his hands up my shirt to tease and
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pinch my nipples. He trailed his other hand down, cupping my
cock through my jeans and squeezing.

“There's time for me to fuck you before you have to go to
work,” Bernie whispered in my ear, and | shivered.

“Condoms and lube are in the bag by the bathroom.” | gestured
toward the halway.

Another twist of my nipple and a harder bite on my ear made
me Cry out.

“Strip and kneel on the futon,” he ordered before he left me to
get the stuff.

Not caring where my clothes landed, | tore them off and tossed
them over my shoulder as | headed for the futon. Kneeling, |
braced my arms on the back and lifted my hips, giving Bernie quite
asight to appreciate when he entered the room again.

A drawn-out hiss made me glance over my shoulder. Bernie
stood in the entry to the large room and stared at me.

“That isthe prettiest ass |’ ve ever seen.”

Embarrassment heated my skin and | looked away. Accepting
compliments wasn't easy for me, most likely because | received
very few of them in my life. My being uncomfortable with them
didn’'t mean | wanted Bernie to stop saying them, though.

He placed his hand between my shoulders and trailed it down
my spine to tease his fingertips aong the soft skin right above my
ass. | whimpered as goose bumps danced over my body, raising the
hair on my arms and neck. Not out of fear, but out of almost
overwhelming need.

“Shush.” He breathed against my spine as he brushed his
mouth over the curve of my ass.

“Bernie.” | sighed.

“Don’t worry, love. I’ve got you.”
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I laid my forehead on my folded arms and drifted, jerking
dightly as his lube-coated fingers stroked over my hole twice
before pushing in. I grunted and shoved back, taking his fingers as
deep as they could go. He twisted them and hit my gland with his
knuckles.

“Damn,” | gasped as electric shocks danced through me before
settling in my cock.

My wet cock head slapped against the back of the futon and |
had a quick thought of thanks that there was a blanket thrown over
the cushions. Rolling my eyes, | undulated, fucking myself on
Bernie' sfingers. As| rocked, he added another finger and the burn
caused meto grit my teeth for a second.

Slow, shallow thrusts and deep, quick strokes had me begging
in minutes. | needed more than his fingers. | wanted his cock
filling me, claiming me with each plungein and out.

“Bernie, please,” | ground out as | slowly lost myself to passion
and lust.

“Just a second, honey.”

| protested the emptiness of my ass after he removed his
fingers. The crinkle of a foil package brought my gaze over my
shoulder and | shuddered with anticipation as Bernie rolled the
rubber down over his prick. He popped the top off the lube and
squirted some into his palm. His head dropped back as he pumped
his cock to coat it with the slick.

“No.”

Turning, | reached out and swatted his hand away. His eyes
opened and he stared at me in amazement.

“That's mine,” | informed him. “I don’'t want you coming until
you'reinside me.”

“Being alittle bossy, aren’'t we?’
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Hisgrin told me he wasn't upset.

“I just know | want that in me.”

I wiggled my ass at him. A stinging dap to one cheek made me
sgueak and | threw a glare a him. He quirked an eyebrow at me,
daring me to say something. There was nothing more | wanted to
say because all thistalk delayed what | really wanted.

One of his hands gripped my hip as he placed the flared head of
hisdick at my stretched opening. Two soft sighs filled the room as
he sank into me, slowly but without hesitation, until he was buried
balls deep inside my ass. | froze, allowing my body to grow
accustomed to his girth and length. | was full in a way only he
could achieve.

With a tap of his finger, he warned me that he was going to
move. | arched my back and wrapped my hands around the
wooden frame of the futon. Both of his hands clasped my waist as
he pulled me back on his shaft in short, smooth movements.

“Yes,” | murmured, giving over everything of myself to Bernie.

Fast and deep, he drove into me, bumping my gland and
building my climax. | fisted my own cock. | fell into rhythm with
him and soon pre-cum leaked, easing the skin-on-skin friction.

My climax exploded from me, painting the blanket under me
with strings of my cum. | clamped down on Berni€'s prick,
demanding he give dl of himself to me. Three hard thrusts later, he
froze and hisflesh swelled inside me.

“Tim...” He groaned as he filled the condom.

The spasms | till experienced encouraged his climax to last
longer. When my knees gave out, | fell forward into the wet spot,
and he covered me with his body. The fabric from his shirt
scratched my back and athought hit me.

I squirmed my way out from under him and stood. He sprawled
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on the edge of the futon, shirt still on and pants wide open to frame
his soft cock.

“Y ou fucked me with your clothes on.”

Yes, | realized | was pointing out the obvious, but for some
reason, it shocked me.

Bernie nodded. “Y ou were so hot, and I’ d spent most of the day
wanting you. | didn't want to wait until | was naked as well. Are
you mad?’

| laughed. “No, just dlightly shocked, | guess. There's
something amazingly erotic about me being naked and you fully
clothed while you fuck me.”

| meandered to the bathroom and cleaned up. Before | headed
back to the living room, | wet another washcloth with warm water
and grabbed some tissues. Bernie was still where I’ d left him, eyes
closed and chest moving dowly. | knelt and took care of the
condom before washing him off. When | was done, | stared at him,
and he opened his eyes to meet my gaze.

Reaching out, he cupped my face and smiled. | nuzzled into his
palm and brushed a kiss there. A yawn snuck up on me and |
stretched.

“You have time for a nap before your shift starts” Bernie
checked hiswatch. “1 should get home and check on things.”

He stood and offered me a hand getting up. | snuggled in his
embrace for a moment, savoring the warmth of his body and scent
of sex that clung to him. He placed a kiss on the top of my head.
Bernie tucked himself back in and straightened his clothes.

“Call me when you get up tomorrow and we can grab lunch.”

“I will.”

| followed him to the door and accepted the quick peck he gave
me before he left. | gathered the washcloths and the blanket and
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stuffed them in the washer. I’ d start the laundry later.
| burrowed into a couple clean blankets on the futon and
smiled. It was good to be home.
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CHAPTER 21

Sunrise the next morning found me stumbling into my
apartment after finishing my shift. | didn’t bother to turn on any
lights. The rays of sunshine blasting through my shades were
enough to get my tired ass from the door to the futon. | stripped as
| staggered, not caring where the items went. They’ d get picked up
later.

| lifted the blankets and crawled under them. | fluffed my
pillow and buried my face into the case. God, al | wanted to do
was deep for a day. My body had forgotten how much work the
midnight shift was and had gotten used to deeping most of the
night.

“Tim.” A dleepy voice spoke right next to my ear.

“Shit.” | sat up straight and rolled off the bed as | turned to see
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who was in bed with me.

Chad sat there, covers down around his waist, squinting at me.
He shoved his hands through his hair and grimaced. “ Sorry. | guess
| thought you'd be heading to Bernie's after you got done with
your shift.” He started to climb out the other side of the bed.

“Wait.”

| hauled my ass back onto the bed and pulled a sheet over my
naked groin. He gazed at the wall on the other side of the room. An
awkward silence hung over us.

Sharing a bed with aguy wasn’t the same as deeping with him,
wasit? | didn’t know the answer to that, but | did know | wouldn’t
feel right kicking Chad out right then. | would explain everything
to Bernie later on and see what he thought, but I went with my gut
on this situation.

“We can share the bed. | trust you and, personaly, | am way
too tired to worry about anything.”

| dipped down on my side, looking away from him. | cradled
the pillow in my arms and closed my eyes, waiting to hear what
Chad would do. There wasn't a sound for a few minutes, then
Chad sighed and it sounded full of relief. The mattress dipped as
he got comfortable on his side of the futon. He probably didn’'t
have anywhere else to go. | fell asleep to the sound of his
breathing.

* * *

The shutting of the door woke me up eight hours later. |
noticed my clothes had been neatly folded and set on top of the
dryer, plus the blanket | washed the night before sat on the table,
waiting to be returned to the futon.
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| dialed Bernie’ snumber. | got his voicemail.

“Bernig, it's Tim. I'm awake. I’'m going to take a shower and
giveyou acall back.”

My phone was ringing when | got out of the shower. As |
started to towel my hair dry, | grabbed the phone.

“Hello?

“Hey, love, did you get enough sleep?’

Bernie s voice made my heart jump.

“Yeah. So do you want to do something? | don’t have to be
back to work until midnight.”

| started to toss the towel to the floor, but the overwhelming
neatness of the place gave me pause. | hung it on the rack in the
bathroom.

“Great. I'll be over to pick you up in twenty minutes.”

“Can’'t wait. | need to talk to you about something. I'll bein the
diner when you get here.”

“Okay.” Some of the happinessin Bernie' s voice dimmed.

“Don’t worry. It isn't bad news,” | reassured him.

“Thanks for letting me know. Now | won't worry you're going
to break up with me. See you soon.”

| hung up and got dressed. | greeted some of the regular
customers I'd met over the last month or so | worked there as |
entered the diner. Most of them asked about my uncle and told me
he was in their prayers. It seemed strange to me, how much like a
small town the diner really was.

Cookie stood at the till as | slipped behind the counter to pour
myself a cup of coffee. He greeted me with anod while he rang up
ayoung couple. After they left, | touched his arm. “Can | talk to
you?’

He studied my face and whatever he saw there reassured him.
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He grabbed his own mug and we sat down in aback booth.

“Bernie asked me to move in with him last night.”

The older man didn't look surprised. “I figured that was
coming with the way you two were eyeing each other. What did
you tell him?’

“That I'd think about it. It was a surprise to me and | was
worried we were moving too fast.” | swirled my coffee around my
mug, just barely keeping it from spilling onto the table.

“And did you?’

“Sort of, though I’ll admit there wasn’t that big a decision to be
made. | really like Bernie and the thought of being able to spend all
my free time with him makes my heart happy in away it never has
been before.” | blushed, feeling silly and sentimental .

“If you've decided, what seems to be the problem?’ Cookie
leaned back and met my gaze.

| fidgeted, wondering if | was making a mistake, but my
ingtinct told me it was the right thing to do. “1 wondered if you
could let Chad use the apartment once | move out.”

“Chad? Doesn’t he have a place of his own?’ Cooki€e's brow
furrowed.

| shook my head. “I don’t think so. He's been crashing at my
place while | was gone.”

“Shoot, if I'd known, I d have offered him the apartment in the
first place.” He started to stand.

“Wait,” | said, holding out my hand to get him to stop. “Tell
him you want him to stay there so you don’t have to worry about
vandals breaking in or something like that. Make it sound like he's
doing you afavor.”

| glanced over to where | could see Chad working in the
kitchen, washing dishes. “Chad’s a proud man and something tells
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me he knows the path he's taking is only going to lead to
destruction, but he hasn’t got a reason to change his direction yet.
Maybe thiswill help him.”

Cookie clasped my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “You're a
good kid, Tim.”

Ducking my head, | didn't answer. | wasn't completely sure
about the good kid part, but | did know helping Chad out would
start easing the man onto the right path.

Ten minutes after Cookie left me, Chad stood beside me as |
sat in the booth. | glanced up and he said, “ Are you sure?’

“About moving in with Bernie? Yes. It's a little scary since
I’ve never had that kind of relationship before, but | think we're
both ready for this next step.”

“Good for you, but that isn’t what | meant. Are you sure about
giving up your apartment here?’

| gestured for him to sit across from me. He' d brought me afull
cup of coffee, and | added cream while | thought. “Why would |
need the apartment if I'm living with Bernie?’

He ran restless fingers over the nicks and cuts in the Formica
tabletop. “What if it doesn’t work out? Shouldn’t you have a place
you can crash a7’

After taking a sip of coffee, | chuckled. “I’'m not planning on
this relationship failing, Chad, but if it does, I'd hope you'd be
willing to let me sleep on your floor until | found someplace else.”

Nodding, Chad squared his shoulders and looked up at me, his
bloodshot eyes filled with pride. “Yes, | would. You're a friend
now, Tim. I'd look after you like you were one of my squad
mates.”

| held out my hand and waited until he took it. I closed my
fingers around his and held tight. “In many ways, | think we're a
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family here at the diner. We each ended up here, looking for
something. Some of us have found it. Others are still looking.” |
winked. “But you will find it. | have faith.”

A cough broke the intensity and | sat back, looking around to
see Bernie standing next to our booth. | grinned and did over,
patting the seat next to me. He kissed me while Chad exited the
booth.

“Thanks,” Chad said before leaving.

“Did | interrupt something important?’ Bernie picked up my
mug and took adrink from it, wrinkling his nose at the sweetness.

“Oh, no, just a bonding moment. This morning when | got off
shift, | went back to my apartment and climbed in bed. | was so
dead tired | didn’t even wonder how the futon got to be unfolded.
I’d buried my face in my pillow when Chad said my name.”

“He was in your bed?’

Berni€e' s eyes narrowed and a spark of worry shot through me.

“Yes. He stayed at my place while we were gone. He just
assumed I'd be staying with you now that we're back. We shared
the bed.”

| could see the wheels turning in his head and | wondered what
he was thinking about.

“It was nice of you not to throw him out.”

“l don't think he has anywhere else to go. | wouldn't be
surprised if he stays at the homeless sheltersin Austin from timeto
time.” | gripped Bernie's hands tight. “1f it'sin my power to help a
friend, then I'll do it. | don't want him to have to deep in the city
anymore.”

“You'reagood man, Tim,” Bernie said softly as he leaned over
and kissed my cheek.

“So,” | said dowly, staring at our entwined hands, “1 was
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wondering if that offer to movein was still open.”

He tensed for a second before pulling his hand away and
throwing his arms around me. We laughed as our heads bumped
together. | wanted him to give me a serious kiss, but discretion was
the better part of valor and some customers didn’'t look kindly on
that sort of touching.

“Let’smove you right now.”

Bernie jumped to his feet and dragged me out of the diner. |
waved to Ramona as we flew past her. We made it up the stairs
without either of us faling and breaking something. | hadn't
gathered much in the month 1’d been living behind the diner, so
moving me involved me stuffing my clothes back in my duffle bag
and Bernie collecting my stuff from the bathroom.

I made a quick stop in the diner's kitchen to let Chad and
Cookie know 1'd moved out. | tossed Cookie my set of keys and
winked at Chad.

“Privacy once again,” | joked.

“See you tonight,” Cookie yelled.

| waved vaguely as we practically ran to Bernie's truck. | don’t
know why | was so excited, except there was something special
about the fact we were moving into a different level in our
relationship.

Luckily, we made it to Bernie's house without being stopped
for speeding. | grabbed my bag as he swept me up in his arms and
carried me across the threshol d.

“I"'m not a blushing bride, Bernie, and we didn’t get married,” |
couldn’t help but point out to him.

“Moving in together is the closest thing to us getting married,”
he murmured, kicking the door shut with hisfoot and heading right
up the stairs.
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WEéll, that was true. There were very few states open-minded
enough to let two men get married, so we would have to take what
we could get because | didn’t see the laws changing any time soon.

Without breaking a sweat, he carted me into his room and
tossed me onto the bed, where | bounced twice. When | stopped, |
lay sprawled, propped up on my elbows and legs spread. | licked
my lips as he stripped, baring his muscular body to my devouring
gaze.

“We should celebrate your moving in,” he said as he crawled
onto the bed with me.

“1 think that's a wonderful idea,” | murmured, holding out my
armsto him.

He came to me and we proceeded to christen his bedroom for
the first time as roommates.

* k% %

My stomach rumbled a short time later, and Bernie laughed,
pushing up on his elbow to look down at me. “1 should feed you. |
want you to keep up your strength.”

“That would be perfect. | haven't had anything to eat since
around three this morning.”

“I'll head down to the kitchen. You can join me after you get
your stuff put away, if you want.”

He gestured to the closet doorsin the wall to our left. | nodded,
and he left the room. | hung up my few items of clothing before
going to brush my teeth in the bathroom. As | made my way
downgtairs, | found myself pausing every few feet to study the
paintings hanging on the walls.

| spied Bernie's signature in the corner of some of them. The
rest of them were al done by the same artist, but | couldn’t make
out the person’s name. Yet | recognized their use of color and
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brush strokes. Laughing at myself, | wandered into the kitchen. |
sounded like | was an expert on art. | didn’'t know anything about
technique. | just knew what | liked and didn’t like.

Wearing apair of low slung jeans, Bernie stood in front of the
stove, making grilled cheese sandwiches. | wrapped my arms
around him and rested my chin on his shoulder. He relaxed into me
and we stood, comfortable in our silence, while he fixed dinner for
us.

“Why don’t you grab some drinks from the refrigerator?’ He
dlipped the sandwiches from the pan to our plates.

“What do you want?’ | opened the fridge door and grabbed a
sodafor me.

“I'll take a beer.”

| snagged a bottle and joined him at the table. We exchanged
sandwich for beer and settled down to eat. | rubbed my foot over
his ankle and he grinned at me.

“Aren’t you tired or sore?’

“Tired? A little, but in agood way. Sore? Definitely. Thisisthe
most I’'ve had since | started having sex.” | shifted on my chair, my
ass aching pleasantly as| moved.

Bernie’'s smile was smug. | nudged him with my foot.

“Who did the other paintings you have hanging around here?’

His smile dimmed, then disappeared altogether as he leaned
forward, resting his elbows on the table and poking a his
sandwich.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to bring back bad memories.”

Sighing, he shook his head. “You didn’'t realy. Not bad ones
anyway.”

He pushed back his chair, grabbed his bottle, and walked out
into his backyard. | took care of the sandwiches, throwing them
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away and setting the plates in the sink. | tossed my can into the
recycling bin as | followed my lover outside.

“Wow,” | said as my eyestook in the vision greeting me.

Bernie's backyard was a riot of color. Vivid flowers grew in
every inch of the ground, except where a gravel pathway wound
through the beds. | strolled out into the middle and spun around,
absorbing the scents and colors.

“Thisisamazing,” | shouted, racing back to hug him.

“Why do you sound so surprised?’

“1 shouldn't be, | know. Hell, you're a painter. You fill your
life with color and beauty dl the time, but | guess | just never
expected to find something like this in the backyard of a suburban
home.”

Bernie avoided my gaze, heading toward the back of the yard
where a small gazebo stood. Something was going on and | wanted
to know who or what had provoked such a strange response from
my lover.

He sat on one of the benches, staring down at the blue mosaic
tiles making up the gazebo floor, but | could tell he was not really
seeing them. | joined him, not saying anything. He would tell me if
he wanted to.

“When | moved to Austin after my divorce, | went a little
crazy. | hit the clubs and bars, looking for everything | hadn’t
known | was missing.”

“Didyou find it?’

“All and more than | ever wanted to find.” He chuckled and
shook his head dightly. “Found some stuff | didn’t even know was
out there.”

| nodded. | did some looking on the internet when | was trying
to figure out what was different about me. | doubted I’d ever try
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half of the kinky shit | saw, but it was an education nonethel ess.

“I"d been living here for a year when | met Pierre. He was
flamboyant, beautiful and crazy, but | fell in love with him the
moment we met.”

Bernie smiled, so | knew Pierre was agood memory. Yet it was
clear the memories were tinged with sadness.

“He was my first serious gay relationship. 1'd only had one-
night stands or quickies in the aleys behind the clubs and bars.
Pierre showed me how amazing sex could be when it was between
two people who loved each other.”

Weas it wrong for me to be jealous of this man who was no
longer in Bernie' slife? | bit my lip to keep from asking anything.

“We moved in together two weeks after we met. He began
teaching me how to paint. I’d dways loved to sketch and draw, but
Pierre taught me how to bring those sketchesto life with colors and
bold brush strokes. He was the most talented artist I’ ve ever known
and he died before his brilliance could be discovered.” He gestured
to the flowers around us. “I created this garden for him, so even
when he couldn’t pick up a brush anymore, he still had color in his
life.”

“How did he die?’

“Complications from pneumonia. He had HIV and because it
weakened hisimmune system, the pneumoniakilled him.”

Horror filled me. “HIV?’

He nodded. “Yes, but don’'t worry. I'm not infected. I’ ve gotten
tested every six months since before Pierre died. To be honest, we
never had unprotected sex. He was aready sick when | met him
and while we enjoyed an active sex life until he got realy bad, he
would never risk me becoming infected.”

My fear must have shown on my face because he took my hand
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and stood, pulling meto my feet. “Come with me.”

| followed him, still stunned by his revelation. We went inside,
and he led me to what | assumed was his office. He let go of meto
start rummaging through a file cabinet. | wandered over to check
out the painting on the far wall.

It was Bernie, gloriously naked, standing in a rainstorm. His
arms were outstretched as if he was encouraging someone to come
to him. He was laughing and the joy in his face brought a smile to
mine.

“That was the last painting Pierre ever did. After he finished it,
he was too weak to hold a brush again.”

“It's beautiful,” | murmured as he joined me in front of the
painting.

“Thanks. Here, | wanted you to look at this.”

Turning, | saw he was blushing. | took the paper he held out to
me. It was his results from the last test he’ d had done a month ago.
Berniewas clean like he'd said.

“1 was planning on telling you before you left for work tonight.
| couldn’t let the fact | might have been exposed to HIV be a secret
any longer, especially now you've moved in and I'm in love with
you.”

I eyed him, disbelieving his proclamation of love. | didn’t
believe in love at first sight, or even so soon. | knew | really liked
Bernie, even possibly loved him, but | wasn't ready to say it out
loud.

“1 know it's probably too soon to mention the ‘L’ word, Tim,
but I do love you and I’'m willing to wait until you can say it back
tome.”

| framed Berni€' s face with my hands and placed a gentle kiss
on his lips. I might not be able to say the words yet, but | could
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show him how much | cared. | let the paper drop from my hand as
| stepped around him toward the door. | took his hands in mine
and, walking backward, | led him to his room.
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CHAPTER 22

| let the silence blanket us as | dowly undressed him next to his
bed. When he stood before me, naked, | gestured for him to lie on
the covers. He sprawled on his back, and | studied him as |
stripped. | reached into the bedside table and pulled out a condom
and some lube. Tossing the lube to him, | held up the condom,
asking an unspoken question.

“Areyou sure?’ he whispered.

“I’ve been getting tested since the first time | had sex with
Aaron. He didn’t always use a condom with me, no matter how
much | begged him to. | couldn’t be sure he didn’t fuck other guys,
and | knew about al the girls he dept with, so | wanted to make
sure | didn’t get anything.”

Bernie growled. “The more | learn about that guy, the more |
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wish | had beaten his ass while we werein Minnesota.”

Shaking my head, | put the condom away. “He's not worth it,
Bernie. | learned some things from him. Mostly what | didn't want
from a partner. But he's not important enough to worry about
anymore. | don’t want him ruining what we have. Let’'s leave him
in Minnesota.”

“Sounds good to me.” He held out hisarms. “Now come here.”

I climbed on the bed, settling my torso between his spread legs
and wedging them farther open with my shoulders. Breathing deep,
| caught the scent of salt and musk, making my mouth water. |
cupped his balsin my hand and nuzzled them, drawing a soft gasp
from him.

He patted my head with his hands, but otherwise, didn’t try to
show me what he wanted. Of course, it wasn't that hard to figure
out what he wanted me to do with my mouth. | imagine sucking on
his balls wasn't first on his list, though he didn't complain when |
did.

Drawing in first one and then the other, | bathed them with my
tongue. | licked, sucked and nibbled, teasing him with every move
I made. | reached up with my free hand and encircled his shaft,
sgueezing dightly, and he arched off the bed.

“Tim, please” He scrambled to grab hold of the sheets,
twisting them in his hands.

| eased away from his bals, letting my warm breath blow over
hiswet skin. “What do you want?’

Bernie shuddered. “ Suck me, please.”

“Hmmm...I think | can arrange that.”

| gave his balls a good-bye kiss before focusing my attention
on the straining cock in front of me. The head was swollen and
deep red, while the shaft throbbed in beat to Bernie's heart. | gave
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it a quick flick from my tongue, gathering some of the clear pre-
cum weeping from his dit. He shivered as | scraped my teeth
gently up the vein running along the underside of his cock.

He muttered something, but | was too caught up in what | was
doing to try to figure out what he said. Wrapping my lips around
his flared head, | swirled my saliva around it, while managing to
press the tip of my tongue into the dit, making him cry out.
Finally, I swallowed him down, taking him al in until his cock hit
the back of my throat.

| lost track of time as | worshiped his prick, using my tongue to
learn the shape and taste of him. | trailed my fingers over the parts
of hisbody | could reach with my face buried in his groin. Soon |
had to pin his hips to the bed because he was thrashing too much
and | didn’t want him to injure himself or me.

“Tim, love...soon.”

As much as | enjoyed the sdlty taste of his skin, | wanted him
to come in my ass. | let him dide out of my mouth and rose onto
my knees, holding my hand out for the lube. He squirted some on
my fingers, and | braced my dry hand on his chest as | reached
around behind me. | didn’'t waste much time getting myself ready.
Feeling the burn as his cock stretched me was part of what made
me love sex.

“Are you ready?’ His voice strained, like he was barely
holding onto his control.

I moaned as | buried my fingers deep inside one last time and
grazed my gland. “Yes” | murmured, removing them and
shivering at the emptiness.

Bernie filled his paim with lube and coated his cock before
gripping my waist with both hands and helping me position myself
above him. | grasped his shaft, placed the head at my opening and
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dowly impaled myself onit.

My head fell back and a sigh pushed from my throat as |
relaxed, allowing him farther into my inner channel. We both froze
when his groin rested against my ass. | clenched my muscles, and
hejerked.

“Shit, you're so tight and hot.”

The thought of Bernie being inside me without any protection
made my balls draw tight to my body. | knew it wouldn't take
much for me to climax. Bernie lifted me until only the head of his
cock wasinside me. He flexed hisfingers and drove up into me.

“Argh,” | cried, clasping my hands over his on my hips,
needing to ground myself as he taught me how to fly.

A heave of Berni€' s body and | found myself on my back, legs
wrapped around his waist, and him pounding into me, every thrust
sound-tracked with grunts and groans. He stared down a me,
sweat glistening on his forehead and dripping from his chin as he
fucked me. | grabbed hold of the sheets beneath me, angling my
hips enough that, with each shove of his cock into my ass, he hit
my prostate.

We rocked together, cresting each wave with soft cries, and me
begging him to fuck me harder or faster or whatever my mouth
could get out as my mind slowly melted under the heat of his gaze.

“Bernie)” | screamed as my climax broke over me like a
tsunami.

| shot, strings of cum painting our stomachs. The waves of my
pleasure rippled through me and urged Bernie to come with me. He
jerked and shuddered, and the smooth, easy way he' d been fucking
me disappeared as his own climax hit him.

“Tim, love...” He groaned as he dammed deep into me and
flooded my ass with his spunk. The hot liquid coating my channel
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shocked me and my cock twitched, expelling afew more drops.

Bernie rolled to the side, collapsing next to me instead of on
me. | whimpered as his prick did from me, leaving me hollow and
wet. | considered going to the bathroom to clean up, but for the
moment, my bones were Jell-o and my muscles had no strength
whatsoever.

“Wow.” Bernie rose up on his elbow and looked at me, a
stunned expression dancing across his face. “That was far more
intense than | thought it would be.”

“Mmm...” | hummed, till not functioning at my normal level.

He leaned over and kissed me. “I love you,” he whispered after
he pulled away and climbed out of bed.

| did love him, but | decided that my first time saying it
shouldn’t be right after he nailed my ass. He might not take me
serioudly with the afterglow of a good fuck tingling through my
body.

Returning, he cleaned me up, tossed the washcloth close to the
door and snuggled up beside me under the blankets.

“We have time for a nap before you have to get up and take a
shower.” He brushed akiss on my shoulder and settled.

Letting the sound of Bernie's breathing lull me, | closed my
eyes and drifted off.

Bernie pulled to a stop in front of the diner around eleven-fifty
that night. After unhooking my seatbelt, | leaned over the center
console and kissed him.

“Areyou sure you' re going to be awake at six to come and pick
me up?’

“1 plan on painting tonight and that usually keeps me up all
night. Cal me at fivethirty to remind me, though. | have a
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tendency to lose track of time when I'm working.”

“Alright.” | gave him another kiss and opened the door. Before
| did out, | turned back and said, “I love you, Bernie.”

Heflashed meagrin.

“1 just had to say it, you know.”

“Yeah, | know.” He waved for meto get out. “I don’t want you
to be late. Cookie might not be so happy about our new living
arrangementsif | start making you late for your shift.”

Chuckling, | jumped from the truck and headed into the diner. |
stopped and blew Bernie a kiss before he drove away. | whistled as
I hung up my jacket and grabbed my apron. Cookie looked up
from where he stood, talking to a stocky, muscular man near the
register.

“Hey, Tim, can you come here for a second?’

“Sure, boss.” | dlapped him on the shoulder as | halted next to
him.

“Tim, thisis Zane Smithson, one of Chad’' s army buddies.”

“Nice to meet you. I'm Tim Gapin.” | held out my hand and
grimaced dightly at the firm grip he had.

“Good to meet you, Tim.”

“Do you know if Chad had any plans for today?’

I shook my head. “Did he not show up for his shift?’

Cookie sighed. “No, and he was doing so well, too. He hadn’t
missed one shift while you were gone.”

“Sorry, | can't help you, but did you try the apartment?’

The older man nodded. “First place we went to look when Zane
got here. Nothing and his car’ s gone from the parking lot.”

Worry rocketed through me, but | managed not to let it take
over. “I'm sure he'll show up beforetoo long.”

Zane's expression said he was concerned about Chad, so they
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must have been really close while they served.

“Why don’t you go into Austin and check some of the bars and
clubs?’

“Which ones?’ Zane asked me eagerly.

I shook my head and shrugged. “1’d think you'd have the best
luck checking out the gay ones.”

“Gay?But Chad isn't gay.”

“He’'s not?’ | inquired. “I wonder how he knew my boyfriend
used to frequent those places.”

“Tim.” Cooki€ stone held awarning.

“You know, I'm not saying heisor isn't, but it' saplaceto start
and a good-looking guy like Chad could probably get free drinksin
some of them. If those don't work out, check out some of the
homeless shelters in the city. He might be too drunk to drive back
here.”

My words seemed to surprise Zane. “| didn’t know his drinking
had gotten that bad.”

“1 think it’s gotten to the point where he loses days from it,” |
commented, tying my apron and finding my order pad.

“Thanksfor the suggestions. I’ll head out and look for him.”

“He's staying in the apartment above the garage behind the
diner,” Cookie let Zane know. “You'll have a place to crash when
you find him.”

“Oh.” | turned back. “If you don't find him right away, you
might want to talk to Ned and Wes, the state troopers who stop in
here. They might be able to get the city copsto keep an eye out for
Chad.”

“Good idea, Tim. I'll talk to them when they come in tonight.”
Cookie slapped me on the back.

“l do have those once in a while,” | joked, grabbing some
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menus and heading to the two new customers who had just sat
down.

Zane left shortly after that, and | worried the rest of my shift
about Chad. Though we had never redly talked about persona
things, | still considered him a friend and a member of this odd
family | was making here at the diner. | hoped Zane would find
him and that everything would be al right. | didn’t want Cookie to
worry any more than he already was, so | stayed quiet the rest of
the night, working my tables and trying not to panic whenever the
phone rang.

By the time my shift ended, | was exhausted. Bernie picked me
up and asked what was wrong.

“Chad didn’t comein for his shift last night.” | leaned my head
back against the seat.

“That’s nothing new,” Bernie pointed out as he pulled out of
the parking lot.

“1 know, but I’'m worried al the same. A friend of his from the
army came in, looking for him.” | gave atired chuckle. “I told him
to go check out the gay clubsin Austin.”

“Why would you do that?’

| shrugged. “Chad said he' d seen you there once in awhile, so |
just assumed he hung out there.”

“Y ou assumed he was gay.” Bernie shot me alook.

“So sue me. | don't know many straight guys who go to gay
bars.”

“True,” Bernie agreed. “Y ou're probably right about him being
gay. I'vejust never heard him mention anything about it.”

“Another case of don’t ask, don’t tell, I'm sure.” | closed my
eyes and sighed. “Just take me home, love. | could sleep for a
week.”
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He took my hand in his and drove us home where | curled upin
our bed, knowing when | woke up, Bernie would be there, waiting
tolove me.
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EPILOGUE

| burst into the diner, laughing at something Cynthia said. She
was working the midnight shift with me, so | could leave whenever
Bernie showed up. He'd been gone a week this time on his last
cross-country haul. The open road held no allure for him anymore
now that we were together.

Cookie grinned at us from where he sat with Edson and Ned. |
waved to the troopers. Edson had warmed up to me over the last
eight months I'd worked at the diner. He seemed to have gotten
over my taking Quinn’s place. | didn’t know if the trooper was still
seeing Quinn, deciding it was none of my business unless Edson
choseto tell me.

Mel glanced up from where he stood over the stove, shaking
his head,. “Y oung kids have too much energy these days. So when
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does Bernie pull into town?”’

I checked my watch. “In about two hours.”

“1 bet you can't wait.”

“It's been lonely without him at the house, but luckily | have
you al here at the diner to keep me company when | need it.”

| added my other big news. “Hey, Bernie and | want to invite
al of you to a party next Saturday. My aunt and uncle are coming
for a visit. The doctors cleared him for travel and they’ re coming
down. They want to check out houses around the areato see if they
find anything they like.”

“Shelby and | will definitely be there,” Cynthia crowed. “I've
wanted to meet your family since you started working here.”

What fascinated her most about my family was how accepting
Aunt Judy and Uncle Bill were of my homosexuality. Her parents
had kicked her out as soon as she told them she liked girls instead
of boys.

“They’re looking forward to meeting everyone aswell.”

My cell phone rang and | tugged it out of my apron pocket. |
frowned when | saw it was my aunt’s number. Flipping it open, |
headed toward the back of the kitchen.

“Hey, Aunt Judy, isn't it a little late for you to be up? Is
everything okay?’

“Yes, everything is fine, Timothy. | just wanted to let you
know we'll be bringing someone else down with us on our trip.”

“That's fine. There's extra space at Bernie's. Who are you
bringing?’

“Vaerie Stinson.”

| pulled the phone away from my ear to stare at it for amoment
before setting it back and asking, “Did you say Valerie Stinson?’

“Yes.” Her voice was serene.
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“Why would Valerie be coming with you?’

There was no good reason for Vaerie to come to Austin with
my relatives. I'd have thought it was a practica joke, if | didn't
know my aunt.

“William is doing fine, but the doctors said they’d prefer a
nurse or someone el setraveled with us, in case of an emergency.”

That made sense. “But Valerie?’

“She approached us when she found out we were going. |
couldn’t say no, Timothy. She's paying her own way, and | think
she needs to get away from Frankfort.”

| leaned against the doorframe, staring out over the back lot
behind the diner.

“What's been going on up there, Aunt Judy? Has Aaron being
causing problems?’

She sighed. “Aaron and his father have been causing Vaerie
and everyone elsein thistown problems.”

“They haven't done anything to you, have they?’ | clenched
my hand and straightened. If those two had bothered them, I'd be
on the next plane to Minnesotato deal with the issue myself.

“No.” Her tone was definite, and | knew she wasn't hiding
anything. “They leave us adone, but Aaron keeps getting drunk and
gtarting fights at the bars. Mr. Stinson preaches such hateful
things.”

That didn't surprise me. The kind of hate Aaron’s father had
inside him spilled out in an attempt to poison all around him.

“Vderie's gotten fed-up with the whole situation. | believe
she's given up on ever breaking Aaron free of his father, so she's
getting away while she still can. Her father is supporting her a
hundred percent. From what she said, he's looking to move the
headquarters of his company from Frankfort and is breaking off
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any association he has with the Stinsons.”

“She did say he’' d do anything for her.” | relaxed, knowing they
had everything under control on their end. “Tell her she can stay
with us aslong as she wants.”

“Vaerie'sjust looking to get away for alittle bit. To clear her
head is what she told us when she asked if she could travel with
us.”

“No better placeto do it than down here.”

“Tim.”

| turned and Cynthia stood behind me.

“Y ou have a customer.”

Thanks, | mouthed at her. “Aunt Judy, | have to get going, but
tell Vaerie she’'s more than welcome to come. It makes me feel a
lot better to have someone el se with you aswell.”

“Good night, Timothy. We love you and we'll see you soon.”

“Loveyou, too, Aunt Judy. Give Uncle Bill ahug for me.”

| closed the phone and shoved it in my apron pocket. Heading
back to the dining area, |1 frowned, thinking about how much
Aaron had screwed up his life, all because he couldn’t stand up to
his father. He'd given up two chances at love to follow the rigid
path Mr. Stinson had set.

Stepping through the swinging doors, | glanced around at my
tables. My eyes widened and | barely suppressed an undignified
sgueal of joy when | saw Bernie standing there. | skidded to a halt
in front of him, managing not to launch myself into his arms in
front of the customers.

Bernie had no such issues. He swept me into his arms and
whirled me around, love shining on his face as he held me. |
planted a hard kiss on his lips, letting him know without words
how much I’ d missed him.
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“Take him home, Bernie. He won’t be any good for me the rest
of the night.”

Cooki€' s cigarette-roughed voice broke us apart. | blushed, but
Bernie kept his arm around my shoulders and nodded.

“Thanks, Cookie. We'll see you all tomorrow. It's time for me
to take my partner home.”

As catcalls and whistles followed us out of the diner, | realized
something. | had left Frankfort amost ayear ago not knowing who
| was redlly and where | was going. Y et somehow, I'd ended up in
exactly the right place for me. I’d found love and myself whileI’d
created afamily here at this diner in the middle of nowhere.
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