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Author’s Note
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Thank you for choosing to read this story. This contemporary gay romance centres on how one man copes with lifelong depression, and the end of a relationship/beginning of a new one. If this is likely to be a trigger for you, be advised to proceed cautiously.

If you, like me, suffer from depression, and you need help and support, please contact the Mind charity (www.mind.org.uk/information-support). 

Jax is not really coping very well. Suffering from clinical depression since the age of seventeen; life is a series of battles to overcome the crushing weight of hopelessness.

Things look even less promising when current partner, Rudd, decides they need a break, and Jax is shipped off to the Isle of Wight to the house left to him by his late partner Allen, in the process, displacing his mother, who has lived there for the last five years since Allen died, forcing her to move in with her sister-in-law.

Taking no notice of his mother’s warning to avoid the man camping on the beach, Jax makes the man’s acquaintance.

Bardd, travelling and recovering from burnout, is nothing like any man whom Jax has met before.

Curiosity morphs into the first flutterings of something deeper.

When Bardd makes his move, Jax has to decide if he and Rudd are truly over, and if he wants the guilt of being unfaithful on top of everything else.

Jax’s choice coincides with the decision to finally address some of his issues, chief among them, coming out to his father.

Can love bloom inside the maelstrom?

Thank you.

Alp Mortal
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Chapter One - I Remember The Trees
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“Jax!”

Shit! What time must it be?

“Jax; for Christ’s sake! You haven’t even got dressed! Tell me you walked the dog - you didn’t, did you! Is there any dinner made? No; of course there isn’t because you haven’t moved from that chair all day, have you? You fucking stink! Couldn’t you have at least washed up? Jaxton!”

“R-Rudd?”

“Who else? What other imbecile would tolerate your bullshit? What did you actually do today?”

“I ... I don’t remember-”

“You don’t remember doing anything in the last twelve hours? Not one thing? Not even a shit or a piss? It’s just a void, a blank, an empty canvas - did you take your medication?”

“I think so ... I must have, mustn’t I?”

“You tell me!”

“I-I’m not feeling too clever; do you-”

“This is hopeless ... You are going to have to leave-”

“Leave?”

“Yes; leave! What good is it doing you staying here?”

“But ... but where would I go?”

“The cottage-”

“I remember the trees! You have never seen such blossom. Every springtime, once the-”

“Jax ... I’ve spoken to your mother; she’s going to move to your aunt’s, vacating the cottage ... I think it would be best if you went soon ... like maybe tomorrow ...”

“Tomorrow? I can’t leave tomorrow.”

“Why?”

“It’s Thursday - Death In Paradise; we can’t miss that.”

“The cottage has a television.”

“But we always watch it together ... Don’t you want to watch it?”

“I will watch it ... just not with you. I’ll order pizza, seeing as you’ve done nothing for dinner - again!”

“I’m sorry-”

“Don’t! You say you’re sorry but you have no idea what you’re sorry for - go and get a shower.”

“Rudd?”

“Yes ...”

“Why am I going to the cottage?”

“Because I can’t deal with this anymore - I’ve done absolutely everything to try and help you over the last three years - three years! ... You’ve made no effort what so ever. Until you start to try, I can’t be with you. Your mother will take care of the basics.”

“Did you speak to her?”

“Obviously!”

“How was she?”

“Mightily pissed!”

“Why?”

“Work it out, Jax ... Get a shower and we’ll eat ... then we’ll pack your stuff up.”

The scissors - not real ones obviously - go snip, snip, snip, and the picture is cut up again. Today wasn’t a black hole day - it was a nothing day - void - a void but not the sucking kind that drains me of every ounce of energy I have ever had. No; a static kind of day, holding everything in stasis, waiting for some kind of impulse, but the ignition just didn’t want to spark.

I couldn’t move; I could do nothing, not even sleep.

The dog slept all day.

For the most part today, I thought I was still but I have realised that I was - maybe am - falling; falling through the cloud, and because it is grey, I have no sense of speed hence I thought I was still but I am probably rushing towards the ground - or hurtling into Space; I cannot tell which way is up or down anymore.

This cycle must surely end soon, mustn’t it?

How long has it been?

Three years - did he say three years?

“Jax!”

Shit; I zoned out completely again.

“Yes, Rudd.”

“Go and shower!”

Where’s Allen?

“Where’s Allen?”

“Allen?”

“Yes.”

“He’s dead ... he’s been dead for years, Jax.”

“I’m confused.”

“If you took your fucking medication, maybe you wouldn’t be confused, and maybe you could get up, get showered, get dressed and go out and get a job!”

“The tablets make me feel sick.”

“No, they don’t; we got them changed, remember?”

“No, we didn’t-”

“Yes, we did.”

“I ... I’m going back to bed; I don’t feel well.”

“Fine ... But tomorrow, I’m driving you to the cottage whether you like it or not, whether you remember or not ... You are a complete and utter fucking waste of space ...”

The cottage? By the sea?

“I remember the trees ...”

Where’s he gone?

“Rudd?”

Was he even there? Maybe I dreamed it. He wasn’t there; I dreamed it.

Phew!

“I should start dinner ...”

When he comes in, he’s going to be so pleased.

“Jax; what the fuck are you doing?”

“Getting dinner-”

“Why; I just went to get pizza!”

“Why didn’t you say?”

“FOR FUCK’S SAKE!!!”

oOo

“Say something, Jax ...”

Why speak when, if I wait long enough, he will have said everything that needs to be said.

“... It’s just for a while; until the medication sorts itself out and you’ve had a chance to recover ... This is a gift in a way; your mother phoned to say that everything is sorted and she’ll be over tomorrow probably ... We’ll still speak on the phone, ok?”

The shadows have retreated but then they always do when something in the construct changes - they feel less in control, maybe even that they have lost this time ... it’s actually too soon to say whether this cycle is over. Allen would always know when the end was nigh - it’s in your eyes, Jax; I always know ... that’s what he would say; Rudd never looks in my eyes. It does feel like the lump is getting lighter, but that could be motion sickness.

“I expect you’ll want to get on and start writing again soon - maybe paint? I think it would be excellent to get the poetry finished and handed over to the publisher - they won’t wait forever. I would leave you the dog for company but I’m afraid you’ll forget to walk him and feed him so it’s probably best I keep him for now and when you feel better, we’ll think about it ... Your mother is taking care of finances - I seriously wish you’d give up smoking ... Well; that’s probably not the most important thing right now - right now, it’s all about getting back onto an even keel ... There’s a bicycle in the shed, says your mother - get fit again, yeah?”

Should I be grateful?

Three years is a very long time.

How long will it be before he, and all that time, is just part of the void - subtle shadings at the edge of the cloud that will pose a question ... but just like all the other questions, it will remain unanswered.

“I think it’s really important that you use this time to come to terms with a few things, Jax ... What happened was tragic but there’s no point living in the past.”

He never knew Allen; mother hated him but then she hates everyone.

If he’d known Allen, he would know how impossible it is to come to terms with a few things - it isn’t like missing out on a promotion, or being gazumped, or losing your wallet, or finding a grey hair ... These things, and all the things I have to come to terms with, have nothing to do with depression - he will never see that they are unconnected.

I suffer from depression - it’s that simple. I am not depressed because Allen died - I am sad that he died but it’s different.

Those tablets do make me feel sick; I don’t care what anyone says.

“... Perhaps by your birthday ... Yeah; let’s make it a date, shall we?”

“I can smell the sea ...”

“You’ll sleep so much better ... Your appetite will be back in no time. The more I think of it, the more I have to agree that this is the best idea.”

Whose idea was it? It wasn’t mine - I don’t think it was mine.

“Look, Jax! The sea!”

“I remember the trees; I do hope they haven’t cut down the trees.”

“I do love you, Jax; you must believe that.”

“Feels like the day we had Molly put down ...”

“Jax, please; this is hard enough as it is.”

She was eighteen. The vet said that she was a credit to us because her teeth were really good and her breath was still very sweet. You can do your best but you can’t turn back the clock.

“It’s five years ago today that we buried Allen ...”

“Shit! I forgot. I’m so sorry, Jax ...”

Allen was no one to him - not even a rival; dead two years before he came onto the scene - was it mother’s idea? I’ll ask her tomorrow, if only to get her to say -

“Just forget about it, Jaxton.”

Trouble is, I find it so terribly easy to forget.

“... Just up ahead if I recall, isn’t it?”

“Just after the bus stop ...”

“I’ll text you, yeah? Jax?”

“They’ve cut down the trees ...”
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Chapter Two - Starman
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“Bye, Jax ... I love you. Take care. Be safe.”

You see; he said everything that needed to be said.

I raise my hand. As he recedes, I recede - for Heaven’s sake don’t say I’ll need to use the binoculars again like I did before - I hate that stage when everything recedes, leaving me feeling like a dying star in the middle of an empty galaxy.

I must get back to writing in my diary. I can plot the course of the cycles and determine if they are getting closer together, more or less extreme, shorter or longer in duration ... Waves; it’s all about some kind of waves. Not the sort I can see from here - just about - but the sort inside my head, and then there are the chemical reactions.

The doctor was pretty vague.

One thing is absolutely certain ... No; it’s gone. Something is certain and it will come back to me.

Allen won’t come back to me but he hasn’t really left. I still smell Molly on my hands from time to time, and I can still smell Allen, usually when I have that fleeting sensation of utter joy - imagine someone striking a match and the tip flaring up, burning for just a few seconds, leaving the air tinged with the smell of cordite or something acrid anyway.

Joy is a flame in the dark. I might use that in a poem.

I am so grateful that he left me this cottage - the walls are made of the stones that once formed the little manor up the ways. That’s long gone. Some of the stone was used to build the garden wall and the tiny bridge over the tip of the chine - The Druid’s Cleft - which extends right up to the end of the back garden. I suppose in time, it will open up further and swallow the ground just like it swallowed the manor.

The note on the kitchen table reads -

I’ll be over tomorrow to check on you. There is plenty of food - eat some of it! Rudd said that you’d need the Wi-Fi code - Molly123. If you could not smoke in the house, I would be grateful. By the way, the man who is camping on the beach - quite illegally - is called Bardd. I don’t trust him but he did fix the washing machine.

Mum

It would be wrong to just wait. The shadow is some distance from me; I have my binoculars. It will do me good to walk on the beach and possibly have a look at this Bardd person - I know that word to be Welsh; it means poet. I like poetry.

oOo

We walked this beach every day. Then, there were steps down but the storms have washed them away, leaving a kind of natural staircase - I’m surprised mother felt brave enough to risk
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