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Author’s Note
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This #mm novella/short novel-length romantic story is written for a mature reader.

When Caesar arrives in France and takes up his post at a spiritual retreat in the middle of nowhere, the last person he expects is to meet the god-like Beau - the neighbour with the body of Adonis and the secret of all secrets. A neighbourly invitation to share a fireside glass of wine elicits the most unexpected admission - Beau is gay. Gay but deeply closeted.

Their relationship is dogged by doubt, uncertainty, and heated arguments, which finally drive Caesar away and back to the UK.

On arriving back in the village of his childhood - one full of extremely painful memories of his parents - Caesar bumps into Mr Finlay, the local eccentric, whose wife taught Caesar while at infant school. Their reunion leads to a job offer for Caesar as housekeeper.

The story flips frequently between the seven-and-a-half year period at the retreat, leading up to Caesar’s decision to leave the mountain and Beau, and the picking up of the pieces back in the village, eventually leading to the ultimate test of faith.

And if Beau has a closely guarded secret, it is nothing compared to Mr Finlay’s, and one that sets Caesar an altogether different challenge.

A happy ever after has never been Caesar’s destiny, but then he has never before had Mr Finlay fighting in his corner.

A story that seeks to answer the following questions - Who are we? Where do we belong?
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Chapter One - Beau by Name; Beau by Nature
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“Goodbye, Beau ...”

This really is the shittiest day of my life.

“Caesar?”

“Sorry; just thinking ... Shall we go?”

“Yeah; train leaves for Belfort at six ...”

“Erich?”

“Yeah ...”

“Please don’t lose touch.”

“We won’t. When the house in Germany is ready, we’ll get together - we need a housekeeper; you know that already.”

“I know; I just have to think. I need a break from the arguments.”

“Where is he?”

“He went over to the gites to water the garden; Miriam is away.”

“I still think you should say something ...”

“I’ve said everything there is to say ...”

Onward and upward; isn’t that what they say? How about a slithering sideways move? I can’t do any better than that at this moment.

“I’m sorry Josef had to go to his dad’s; he was really pissed that he couldn’t see you off.”

“It’s okay; I’ll call him later once I get to the hotel. I won’t sleep.”

“If you really wanted to stay then why didn’t you take him up on his offer?”

“Because I will not live the lie anymore ... I’m too old to piss about.”

“He’s afraid ... like we all were.”

“And he knows it’ll get better and there are so many people who really care about him who don’t - and wouldn’t - give a flying fuck.”

“I hate to say this ... but I think you’ll lose him.”

“I hate to say this ... but I tend to agree ...”

Seven and a half years is a fucking long time. But not long enough to forget the first time that I saw my Beau.

It was that Easter weekend when the extended family came to visit and the house was in such disarray that I had to escape or risk a seizure. I’d headed out into the vegetable garden. It was one o’clock in the afternoon. I remember it distinctly because the lunch bell had just been struck.

ooo

“Monsieur?”

A deep, gentle voice that does not startle me. I look around, expecting to see one of the guests or the DHL guy. A blond man, dressed in shorts and a tee shirt, which struggle to hide the fact that he is both as fit as a butcher’s dog - or en pleine forme as we say here - and very sweaty. His shirt is clinging to him like a second skin.

“Oui; vous aidez?”

“J’ai besoin du l’eau; j’ai un fuite dans mon reservoir ...”

Brandishing a jerry can, I gather he wants to fill up. I hasten to show him the outside tap.

“Je suis Caesar; je suis le chef du maison ici ...”

“Je suis Beau; j’ai le maisonette la,” and he points in the direction of the driveway and then I realise that he is the owner of the cottage at the end of the driveway and not just a happy campervan driver with a hole in his on-board water tank, which is how I have interpreted things.

“Ah! Enchanté. Servez vous, s’il vous plait ...”

“Merci ...”

He fills the jerry can. I loiter, unsure of what to do with my hands, twisting the toe of my shoe in the gravel, desperately trying to think of something to say that doesn’t sound like I want to fuck!

“Would you like something to eat - bollocks! Quelques choses a manger?”

He looks confused. “Non, merci. J’ai beaucoup de choses a faire. Ce soir, si vous voulez, j’ai un feu; peut-etre du vin?”

An invitation?

“Bien sur!”  I gush, much like the faucet.

“A plus.”

“Oui; a tout a l’heure ...”

Holy crap sticks.

Josef appears.

“Was that Beau?”

“Yes; he needed some water - a leak apparently ... Seems like a nice guy.”

“Never speaks to me; you’re honoured.”

“Do you need a hand?”

“I’ve marshalled the kids to wash up; take a break.”

I wander up to the chalet to put my feet up. Outside the door is a little basket of fresh vegetables and a hastily written note - in English -

Thank you for water. B.

ooo

After the house was sorted following an early dinner, and I’d showered, I grabbed a bottle of wine from the kitchen rack and headed to Beau’s, skilfully avoiding both Josef and Erich, wanting to saviour this minor triumph in neighbourliness. I couldn’t imagine why he hadn’t seen fit to speak to either of them. That said; they could be a little bit bitchy at times, also rather obvious, and patently avoided speaking French, and point blank refused to shop in the village. One has to wonder why they ever decided to move here, except for the fact that it is perfect, being in the middle of nowhere, atop a mountain and buried in the forest ... and let’s not forget that it was dirt cheap.

When I arrive at the cottage, the fire pit is blazing and Beau is surveying the flames as if he can see the future or somehow commune with them.

“Salut!”

“Salut!”

A genuine smile. Quickly to his feet, he offers me a glass of red wine with a hearty, “Sante!”

“Sante!”

I am invited to take a seat across from his; the flames between us ... probably best.

“I can speak English, not well but enough. I get no chance to speak it here.”

“You can speak it with me ... I could use the chance to improve my French too.”

“More of wine?”

“Just a little - un petit peu ...”

“You work for the messieurs, oui?”

“Chef du maison. The cottage has been empty for months; have you been away?”

“Away?”

“On holiday - en vacances?”

“Non; travaux en Suisse - I had work in Switzerland in the Winter.”

Chit-chat ensues. I nod and smile in all of the right places, offering minor details about my travels and the current - rather precarious - work exchange with Josef and Erich. He relays a pretty solid picture of himself - a forestry worker, a mother living in Dijon, an older brother, who is the head teacher in a school about one hundred kilometres away. The key question remained unasked until enough red wine had found its way into my bloodstream and thence my brain.

“No girlfriend?”

“Girlfriend?”

“Petite-amie?”

“Non ...” he replied a little too gruffly.

Have I made a faux pas? It feels like it until he says very quietly, “I ... I am gay ...”

How did he know that he could trust me with this - his - most closely guarded secret? Surely it had to be a secret because nothing about him screams anything except die-cast, straight man. I always assume people know I am; I neither deny nor confirm it generally speaking. I quickly confirm it to put him at his ease.

“Me too ... I don’t think it can be easy here.”

“Not easy ... very, very hard ... More wine?”

I get up from my seat to extend my empty glass, stumble forward and fall, narrowly avoiding plunging headfirst into the flames. I land heavily and, despite being winded, am quite unable to stop laughing. Moments later, I am engulfed in wine fumes and encased in hard flesh. A soft pair of lips crush my partly open mouth, stoppering the giggles, igniting a different sort of flame.

“Beau ...” I venture when he allows me a moment to catch my breath.

“Please stay tonight; I am so lonely ...”

His pain tastes like blood - you know when you have a cut and suck it to stem the flow - sweet yet bitter; a lingering, cloying, acrid bouquet.

ooo

The cottage is very simple; basically, one room. Warmed by a wood burning stove, and lit by a pretty antiquated oil lamp, it’s cosy, perhaps romantic.

“Café?”

“Oui ... Yes; just a short black,” I reply, hoping to gain a little control, still feeling the pressure of his lips on my own and a tingling sensation centred in the small of my back, which usually means I’m nervous and close to bolting for the door.

He moves easily to place a pan of water on the stove, reaching for a jar from the shelf above it to then spoon some coffee into the water. While he busies himself with finding some cups and the sugar and keeping an eye on the pan, I examine the cottage from my vantage point, seated as I am at the small table, which is littered with tobacco rolling papers, a pouch, an ashtray, a battered, old Zippo, and a bottle of some indeterminate liquor plus glasses, and a small, wooden board, playing host to a butt end of a baguette and some cheese rind. The corner behind the door, which is shielded by a Welsh-style dresser, houses a sofa bed - made and covered in a crocheted cover; something like one’s grandmother probably has. Then I realise that much of the furniture and the rest of the stuff has the same look and feel.

“My grandmere gave me everything for the cottage when she went to the nursing home,” he says as he places the coffee on the table, offering me the sugar.

My eyes snap back to his. Within the halo of the yellow light of the oil lamp, his look like two highly polished pennies.

“It’s nice ...” which sounds so lame.

“You can smoke; I don’t mind.”

I light up as he rolls his own. Once he places the rollie between his lips, he pours us a glug of the eau de vie and offers up his glass to clink.

“Sante!”

“Sante!” I reply enthusiastically, immediately tipping the contents down my throat. Three seconds later, I collapse in a fit of coughing as the liquor burns all the way down to the ends of my toenails.

He grabs some water, offering me the tumbler, grinning.

“Fuck me!”

“My grandpere’s recipe ... made from the small green apples and ginger.”

I glug the water, wiping the sweat from my brow, accepting another glass of the brew, which I sip much more cautiously.

“Why did you come here?” he asks, as he taps ash into the tray, picking a stray thread of tobacco from the tip of his tongue.

“Do you mean the retreat?”

“The retreat?”

“The house.”

“Yes; what made you come here?”

“I ... I just needed to get away ... too much stress in London. I saw it on a work exchange - a bon troc - website.”

“Yes, we say a bon troc ...”

“Yeah; a bon troc ... a troc pour troc ... Why do you stay here?”

“I like peace; I like nature; I hate noise ...”

“But you’re lonely; why stay?”

“Noise is worse ... and I am not lonely now ...”

Holy shit! We appear to have condensed six months of dating into approximately one hour.

“... We have a good thing, can we not?”

“S-sure ...” My hesitation is misconstrued as doubt, judging by the furrow that has opened up on his brow, so I add, “Let’s take it slow, shall we?”

“But we sleep together, yes? We fuck, yes?”

I have to smile at the naivety and bravery that those words communicate in equal measure.

“Yes ... You are so ... seduisant.”

He smiles; clearly, this was a revelation. Leaning forward and reaching out, he touches my cheek with his fingertips, murmuring, “So pale and thin ... comme la porcelaine.”

If I am china, he is oak. Amply demonstrated when we undress, having first placed the bed cover over the back of one of the empty chairs and having warmed the duvet up in front of the range. After using the bathroom - a room at the back that looks to be a newer addition - I slip in under the covers first, backing up so that my spine is against the wall. It’s cold and I shiver. On his way back from the bathroom, he turns the wick of the lamp down, and slides in beside me, turning to place his arms around me, drawing me into his embrace, peppering my cheeks and mouth with soft kisses. He smells of wood and his breath is tinged with the aniseedy flavour of his homemade mouthwash.

“Why did your mother call you Beau?”

“She wanted a girl and got a boy. What is Caesar meaning?”

“My father was a soldier ...”

“Papa dead-”

“Mine too ...”

“Does your maman know?”

“Yes; yours?”

“Yes - we do not speak of it but she knows ...”

I snuggle in, finding a comfortable space, hoping that ‘we fuck’ is something we can postpone until another time. I just want to be held as I fall asleep in his arms.

“Fais de beaux rêves ...”

Oh; the sweetest dreams await me!
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Chapter Two - Timber!
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“Call me when you get into Paris, yeah?”

“I will. Thanks, Erich.”

“Do you want me to say anything?”

“To Beau? No; there is nothing left to say ... See you soon, yeah?”

“Yeah. Bye.”

“Goodbye ...”

During the short journey to Belfort, I reflected on the years spent at the retreat, and for the most part, concluding that they were the best years of my life ... even if I was walking away with zero cash. I’d met Beau, hadn’t I? Well; the exchange rate on that particular pile of foreign currency didn’t look so healthy now.

“Damn you!”

I quit the station, cross the main road, and head into the Best Western where I am booked in for one night ahead of the journey to Paris en route to the UK.

As I throw my bag on the bed, the phone rings. It’s him.

“Hey, Beau-”

“Why you leave? You can stay with me. Why you leave and not say goodbye ...”

“You were gone and I didn’t know when you would be back-”

“You knew I had gone to Miriam’s. But you can stay with me ... Why are you leaving?”

There is a crackle on the line and it isn’t the reception. Fuck! What does it matter if I tell him the truth now? He won’t change.

“Beau ... I love you but-”

“How can you say you love me?!”

“If you loved me, you would tell everyone the truth - I can’t live the lie anymore ...”

Silence. I can see in my mind’s eye how his mouth will be twisted and the furrow will have cleaved his brow, and he will look like a split log, and whereas the forest and all it contains is beautiful, he will seem ugly by contrast, and yet he is the most beautiful thing on the face of the Earth, and his mother was right to name him so, but his hatred for the very thing that no one chooses or can change, makes him terrible to behold, especially when he is drunk and angry, which, though rare, had increased of late with the strain of keeping up our charade.

“I hate you!”

“Beau!”

But it is too late.

oOo

“What are you doing?”

“Making madeleines for breakfast; you are too thin. Don’t they feed you?”

“I eat very well. I work hard. I was always thin. You are far from thin and scrawny.”

“S-c-r-a-w-n-y?”

“Like a starving dog.”

He laughs like a bell; booming out. The sound resonates around the little room.

“I work with my hands; always with my hands. I could climb a tree before I could walk. You like my body?”

He asks the most disarming questions; a teenager in the body of a thirty-five-year-old, newly-minted demi-god.

“I like your body ...”

In returning to his preparations, I catch the edge of his smile. I lean back against the granite, and I am reminded of just how cold it is outside. That said, the air in the cottage in warm, courtesy of the fire in the range. And I can detect the hint of fresh tobacco smoke, and there is a coffee cup on the table that was not here last night. So I have to wonder; how long did he sit and watch me sleep?

“What time is it?” I ask absently.

“Eight-thirty-”

“Merdre!”

“What?”

“I have to do breakfast!”

“Non; I saw Josef and explained that you were sleeping. He said it was fine.”

“What do you mean; you saw Josef?”

“I was up early. He was walking the dog. I was fetching wood. He spoke to me. I told him you stayed with me last night. He smiled.”

“I bet he fucking did!”

“What is problem?”

Oh; the simplicity beggars belief. I am the quirky, Englishman with no edge to him. I keep the peace between Josef and Erich. I spin like a top and perform the impossible every day. I wow the guests, and sink into the woodwork and the stonework when I am not needed. I do not sleep with the neighbours!

“There is no problem exactly ... I would have preferred that he and Erich did not know.”

“They are gay ...”

“Yes, they are.”

After placing the tray in the oven, he wanders over and sits on the side of the bed, reaching out to tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear, adding, “It is none of their business. We are free to do what we please.”

And he is right but the seed of jealousy will now have been sown. I have triumphed where neither of them has succeeded ... and, seemingly, I barely had to try. The bickering will increase, and I will find it harder to remain invisible.

“I hope this is going to be fucking worth it!”

“... Why should they care? Aren’t they married?”

“Uhm; yes they are. How did you know that?”

“I spoke to the woman who sat the house and looked after the dog when they went away. That was before you came here.”

He smooths away the wrinkle in my forehead with his thumb and bends in to kiss my lips before returning to the range to rescue the madeleines.

Once the table is laid - a process I witness in silence from the bed - he reaches out to invite me to sit down with him. He is sporting a majestic piece of wood. Stupid of me to think I would be seated anywhere else than in his lap. Very little of the honey that was destined for the light sponge cakes actually finds its way there.

It was never this easy. Where is the angst? Where are the tears I cried over the thoughtless ones who never returned the call? Where is all the preparation? We fucked twice last night. The sheets reek of us, of our sex. I am hard and my pubes are stiff with dried cum and I have no idea
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