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Prologue – Storm on The Horizon
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WATER TRICKLED OVER pebbles and rocks, journeying toward a secret destination. A breeze whistled through the trees as gray clouds stormed in. A squirrel foraging on the ground looked around nervously, then scrambled to the nearest tree, darting upward to safety.

The crunching sound of fallen branches and leaves echoed through the air near this stream. The rustling of dead plants paused as a traveler stopped to inspect his surroundings.

He looked past the squirrel, past the leaves and limbs swaying in the wind, and gazed at the ominous storm clouds that had gathered. His casual walk home suddenly became a desperate sprint to safety. The Bluegrass State was about to be drenched.

The traveler removed his backpack, reached in, and pulled out a University of Kentucky Wildcats baseball cap. If the rain started before he made it home, he'd appreciate the bill's ability to shield his face.

He was a healthy twelve-year-old boy trekking home from his grandparents’ house, navigating through the woods that bordered his hometown and separated it from the many residents of this small rural area.

He threw his backpack over a shoulder, jumped over the small stream, and raced through the woods, dodging abundant trees and saplings. The area was familiar, but he still traveled with care, as past storms may have altered the terrain.

Thick grayish-purple clouds blocked out the sunlight, transforming the once serene forest into a menacing dark monster. Lightning flashed in the sky as thunder boomed and rumbled through the woods. The wind was no longer a gentle breeze but a forceful thrust, urging anyone to seek immediate shelter. Trees shook back and forth, causing weak limbs to crash to the ground.

A recently fallen tree blocked his path, but as he raced up to it, he planted two hands on the trunk and kicked his legs to the right, leaping over it with the agility of a gymnast. He continued racing, trying to outrun the storm. But he was losing the race.

Droplets of water started to sprinkle down, quickly replaced by heavy sheets of wind-blown rain. The crunching of dead plants turned to sloshing of mud and muck as he sped home. An old abandoned house loomed ahead on the left, but he decided not to take shelter there, unsure of how long the storm would last and not wanting to spend the night in the woods.

Finally, the trees thinned out, and the field behind his house came into view. Despite the danger of lightning, he charged across the empty pasture. He passed a lone tree and could see the back door of his house.

Suddenly, a blast of lightning struck the tree, accompanied by a deafening boom that almost made him lose his footing. The electricity in the air made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. He glanced back briefly to see the tree, which appeared to have been split in half. This sight spurred him to run even faster.

He made it to the house, climbed the old rickety steps in one movement, and quickly entered through the back door, escaping to safety. He stood in the back mudroom, water dripping from his clothes onto the floor, leaning against the wall as he caught his breath. Outside, the storm raged on.

After a few minutes, he changed into dry clothes, tossing his wet ones into the hamper next to the washer and dryer. He went to his bedroom, carrying a can of soda and a bag of chips. Once inside, he located his backpack and began searching through it. “Ah, there it is,” he said to himself, grabbing a book he had brought along. He climbed onto his bed, adjusted some pillows, found the bookmark, and began reading from where he had left off. His snacks sat on the nightstand next to his bed, within easy reach.

The book he was reading was ‘Hiding in the Huddle,’ which he had borrowed from his grandparents’ house without asking. He hoped they wouldn't miss it.

As he read, he became lost in the story, unaware of the passing time. Suddenly, his bedroom door opened, and he looked up to see his Aunt Vonda standing there, saying, “Brett, it’s almost time for supper.”

He replied, “Okay,” and placed the bookmark in the book before laying it on the bed. Vonda walked in, picked up the book, and began reading the back cover. Her expression changed as she continued reading.

She looked at Brett, anger in her eyes, and demanded, “Why the hell are you reading this book?”

He was taken aback, replying, “What?”

“Why the hell are you reading this book?” she repeated.

Brett sheepishly replied, “It's really good.”

“This book is about a homosexual!” she exclaimed. “This is filth and garbage. You can’t read this shit!”

Brett pleaded, “But I want to read it. Plus, Grams and Pawpaw read it.”

Vonda hissed, “I don’t give a damn what they read. You’re not reading it!”

Brett asked, “Why? There’s nothing wrong with this book.”

“This book is an abomination, and only homosexuals would want to read this shit!” she spat.

“I guess that explains why I’m reading it,” Brett smirked.

Vonda’s face contorted in terror and hatred. She growled, “What do you mean by that?”

Brett, unaware of how his next words would change his life forever, said, “I’m gay, and that’s why I’m reading it.”

She stared at him as if trying to see the homosexuality in him. She replied, “You’re not gay. You don’t even know what gay is.”

“Homosexuality is when people of the same sex are attracted to each other,” Brett explained. “Men attracted to men and women attracted to women.”

“You are not gay!” Vonda denied.

“Then why am I reading a book about a homosexual?” Brett challenged.

Vonda began to lose control. No member of her family had visited any large city, or watched a Broadway musical. No one was allowed to watch 'Mary Poppins,' 'Powerpuff Girls,' 'Teletubbies,' or any other homosexual programming. They went to church almost every week, and they never missed a Jerry Falwell or Pat Robertson special. Plus, the house is a member of the 700 Club.

She had to find a way to fix this. She looked at Brett and snarled, “God hates homosexuals! They’re all going to burn in hell. Is that what you want? It’s better to be dead than gay.” She continued her rant, and Brett sat there, listening. Finally, she finished and said, “Don’t move!" She left the room, taking the book with her, and quickly returned with a different one. She thrust her hand out with this new book and said, “Here, read this and learn something. No more garbage for you.”

Brett took the King James Version of the Bible she offered. He thought about saying something but felt that anything he said would be used against him.

Vonda continued, “We’re going to see Brother Roberts in the morning, so don’t plan on going anywhere. And no supper for you tonight! You just sit your ass in here, read, pray, and hope to hell God can save you.” She left the room, slamming the door behind her.

Brett put the Bible down and looked out his window at the storm still raging outside. Lightning lit up the sky, and for an instant, he thought he saw a man out in the pasture looking toward the house. A few seconds later, another flash of lightning confirmed that no one was there.

Brett, fearing that his life was about to change in ways he couldn’t imagine, said, “Maybe I should have stayed in that old shack out in the woods. I’m sure Aunt Vonda would be happier with me being lost than being gay.”
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Chapter 1 – A Bundle of Joy
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HEAT WAVES DANCED ACROSS I-10 like serpents, turning the asphalt into a shimmering mirage that beckoned travelers into its false oasis. The parade of vehicles pressed on, blind to nature’s sleight of hand, their drivers’ minds fixed only on the diminishing miles between them and home.

Among the mechanical pilgrims, a midnight blue Infiniti pushed east, its once-pristine finish now wearing a grotesque collection of insect casualties - testament to its marathon journey from Houston to Las Vegas and back. The car wore its grime like battle scars, each splattered bug marking another mile conquered.

Behind the wheel, Victor’s usual ebullient presence had crumbled under the weight of endless highway hours. His beard couldn't hide the weariness etched across his face, each blink growing heavier than the last. Beside him, Hector’s smaller frame slumped in the passenger seat, his goateed face a mask of road-induced lethargy, his mind numbed not by exhaustion but by the monotony of yellow lines and unchanging landscape.

Their Vegas escape had been a necessary respite from 2009’s shadow - a year stained by the loss of their friend to a killer’s hands. The neon paradise had offered temporary amnesia, but as they inched closer to home, reality seeped back in. Their circle of friends remained unbroken but incomplete, like a puzzle missing its centerpiece.

Hector, reached over and turned down the music then asked, “Honey, do you want me to take over driving?”

Victor, not able to hide his fatigue, answered, “No baby, I’m okay.  Plus, we’re almost there.”

“I never thought I’d be happy to see Houston traffic.”

“There’s no place like home.”

Hector smiled as he replied, “Amen to that.  I can’t wait to climb into our bed.  The Bellagio had an amazing bed, but there’s something about your own.”

“I wish we both didn’t have to go to work tomorrow.  I’d love to sleep in.”

“Sleep in?  What, to 7:00?”

“7:00 would be wonderful.”

“I’m thinking more like 11:00 or noon.”

“Oh, if I could sleep in that late.... I could only imagine,” said Victor, as the thought of an episode of extended sleep would be bliss. Something his internal clock would never allow.

“We’ll make sure you go to bed early.  I’m sure your day tomorrow will be tougher than mine.”

“It’ll be nice to get back into the routine and life back to normal.  No more adventures for a while.”

“Last year was too overwhelming,” said Hector.  “I’m very happy to have a boring year with no tragedies or surprises.”

“The last thing I want is a surprise.  And I hope I don’t find one at work tomorrow.”

Hector, his tone reflecting joy and reliefe, said, “Look, there’s Katy Mills Mall.  We’re home.”

Victor looked to where he was pointing and added, “What a beautiful sight.”

The endless ribbon of I-10 continued toward Houston, the city skyline still playing hide-and-seek for another 20 minutes. At Taylor Street, they peeled off the interstate, banked left, and within moments were gliding into their familiar garage space.

Exhaustion had seeped into their bones, leaving the luggage imprisoned in the trunk as they shuffled through the kitchen door. Their weary spirits lifted instantly as waves of Italian aromatics enveloped them, sweet tomatoes mingling with earthy herbs and pungent garlic, all promising the lasagna that waited in their oven’s warm embrace.

From his post in the living room where the TV flickered, Steve’s ears caught the telltale creak of their arrival. Rising to greet them, he crossed into the kitchen, wrapping each in a bear hug sealed with a kiss. He carried his weight well, a burly 5’11” canvas painted with a thick, dark goatee, matching perfectly his wavy locks. Yet even Steve’s solid presence was dwarfed by Victor’s towering 6’5” stature, while Hector completed their height gradient standing about five inches shorter than Steve.

“Oh, I’m so glad you guys made it back safe.  Did you have a great time or what?” asked Steve.

Hector replied, “It was fricken fantastic.  I wish you and the other guys could have gone with us.”

“Don’t think I didn’t want to.  If this conference thing wouldn’t have come up, I would’ve been there.”

Victor said, “We had a great time, but it’s sure nice to be back home.”

They stood around the island in the kitchen and continued chatting about Vegas while viewing photos on Hector’s phone.  

After sharing stories of their trip with him, Steve asked, “I hope you don’t mind I made you supper?  I figured you probably wouldn’t want to go out and eat.”

Victor replied, “Steve, you shouldn’t have, but I’m sure glad you did.  You know how much I love lasagna.”

Steve with a slight chuckle replied, “Yeah, I think we all do.”

Hector asked, “How long will it be it before supper’s ready?”

Steve looked at the clock and replied, “The lasagna has fifteen more minutes.  Why don’t you guys go upstairs, rinse off or what have you.  I’ll set everything up in here and we can eat in about twenty-five minutes.”

Victor walked over to Steve, gave him another hug and said, “You’re the best.  We’ll be back in twenty.”  Victor then grabbed Hector’s hand and they walked across the living room, up the stairs to their master bedroom, to freshen up.  Steve continued in the kitchen, ensuring perfection for Hector and Victor’s first home-cooked meal in over nine days.

––––––––
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THE CELL PHONE CLATTERED against granite as Paul abandoned it on the kitchen counter. His footsteps whispered across hardwood as he made his way to the living room, his six-foot frame casting long shadows in the afternoon light. His meticulously maintained beard caught the sun, each strand precisely trimmed and aligned with others. His 6’ tall solid build was softened by the few extra pounds he carried, but he moved with surprising grace, like a dancer who’d forgotten he wasn’t supposed to be light on his feet.

His home straddled two possible futures, one of permanent bachelorhood, the other of family dinners and children’s toys scattered across floors. The living room told this story in furniture: sleek modern seating arranged around a conversation piece of a coffee table, where a black bear, touched with forest green, held up an oval sheet of glass. The cream and maroon couch with its black cushions clashed with the table’s wilderness theme, but somehow the room held together, much like Paul himself.

“Steve called first,” Paul said, sinking into the couch. “The ‘cTors are back in town. Then Teddy called from Australia, poor guy’s homesick as hell.”

Lyndon’s police uniform creased as he shifted on the couch, a silent acknowledgment. He matched Paul in height but carried himself with the careful fitness of a man who wore a badge. His broad shoulders spoke of strength, though a slight softness around his middle hinted at one too many station house donuts. Department regulations had tamed his facial hair to just a mustache, a compromise between profession and preference.

Lyndon asked, “So, when does Teddy’s assignment end?”

“He said it was officially August, but it’ll probably be more like September.  They’ve run in to some problems, and he has to be there until all the bugs are worked out.”

“I could think of worse places to be stuck on assignment.”

“Right?  But he’s not on the Sydney side, he’s over in Perth.”

“Oh, I’m guessing that’s another large city.”

“Yeah. It’s like New York City versus Los Angeles, with Sydney being New York.”

“Australia’s nearly as large of the US, isn’t it?”

“As far as east to west, I think it’s just a few hundred miles shorter.”

Lyndon nodded his head.

Paul added, “Don’t misunderstand, he’s really enjoyed himself there. He just misses home and all of us.”

“Yeah, that would be the deal breaker for me.  I wouldn’t want to be away from Coy for that long.  These few weeks have been tough.  I’ll be glad when he’s back.”

“I have the episode of Ellen recorded that Coy appeared on.  You could tell he was a bit nervous, but he held it together pretty good.”

Lyndon’s face lit up as he said, “I talked to him after that, and he said it was the only talk show or interview he was nervous about.  It was because he loves Ellen.  Plus, he knew that it was probably the one time that the largest audience of gay people would be seeing him.”

Paul shook his head and said, “I couldn’t imagine what he’s going through with all this.  The book being released, him being outed in the press, touring, trying to promote the book and the whole time being away from his loved ones.  Man, that has got to be a lot to carry.”

“Yes, but he has broad shoulders, he can handle it.”

“And how,” Paul replied with a laugh. “He’s coming home this week, right?”

Lyndon sighed as he answered, “Yes, finally!  He’ll be home Wednesday night.  I’m going to pick him up at the airport.”

“And will that be all for the book release tour?”

“I hope so for a while.  He should be able to go back to normal Coy, living in Houston.”

Paul raised an eyebrow then asked, “Have you talked to him about your family in Florida?”

Lyndon answered, “I was going to, but with Kevin being killed last year, Coy being shot, the ordeal with media circus surrounding The Mangler, and the book being released, I thought it was best to wait.  It’s not like I want to hide that from him, I just feel like it’s never been the right time.”

“I understand.  I’m thankful that all the shit with the killer is done.  It warms my heart knowing he’ll never see freedom again.” 

“I’m glad his lawyers weren’t able to use the mentally incompetent crap to get him out of paying for his crimes.  There’s no doubt something’s wrong with him mentally, but he needs to be punished for what he did, pure and simple.”

“Empathy can’t be taught,” said Paul, “and without that, it’s nearly impossible to be normal.”

Lyndon nodded his head in reply. 

“Once Coy gets back from his tour, we can all go back to our normal lives.  No killers to hunt down or mysteries to solve.”

Lyndon smiled, “For you guys.  But for me that’s a weekly mission.”

Paul, looking at Lyndon in his policeman’s uniform, said, “You can have it.”  Then he asked, “By the way, did you want to change into street clothes before we grab dinner?”

Lyndon looked at what he was wearing and replied, “I didn’t bring anything with me.”

Paul pointed toward the hall that led to the spare bedrooms and said, “Go into the first spare bedroom down the hallway here and look in the closet.  I have clothes in all sizes.  I’m sure you’ll find something that fits.  It might be from the 80’s but it’ll fit.”

“As long as I don’t look like Crocket from Miami Vice, I’ll be okay with it.”

“Just be careful what you put on.  I know there’s a white jacket in there somewhere.”

Lyndon's laughter echoed through the hallway like wind chimes in a summer breeze as he padded from the sun-drenched living room toward the spare bedroom. The friendship he’d forged with Paul had bloomed like a desert flower after rain, swift and unexpected.  He welcomed having another person to share his thoughts with, knowing it would go no further. Plus, Paul was the class clown of the group, and everyone enjoys a laugh.

––––––––
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RONNIE GOLD CUT A DISTINCTIVE figure in his circle of friends, the sole African American among them, his near six-foot frame carrying just a whisper of extra weight. His full beard, now kissed with silver threads, told stories of wisdom earned. Being the eldest of the group had never raised an eyebrow, nor had the color of his skin, such superficial details dissolved in the warmth of their friendship.

The Monday morning symphony of clicking keyboards and murmured conversations filled the bullpen as he navigated through the maze of cubicles toward his sanctuary. The lock clicked open, welcoming him into his office where his desk waited like an old friend. His computer hummed to life, each second of its boot-up stretching like taffy as he hungered for Coy’s final numbers.

While pixels assembled themselves, his mind drifted to previous year’s revelation, when an editor had dropped Coy’s name on his desk like a live wire. The shock still tingled in his memory: Coy, spotted at a gay bar by one of their publishing house’s employees. The same bar they’d gently nudged him toward, never imagining it would spiral into this.

The initial sting of exposure had faded like morning frost, leaving Coy clear-headed enough to discuss the book with Victor. Yet none of them could truly grasp the weight pressing down on Coy’s shoulders. Coming out to loved ones was like scaling a mountain, doing it under society’s spotlight was like climbing Everest in a snowstorm.

His computer’s login screen finally beckoned. Ronnie’s mouse found its target, summoning the database from its digital slumber. Numbers materialized like stars appearing at dusk, until there it was: ‘Hiding In The Huddle by Coy Featherston.’ His eyes danced across the figures until they landed on the total. Ronnie melted into his chair, words floating into the empty air, “Over 800,000 copies sold. I cannot believe it. Coy has to be immensely pleased.”

Swiveling toward the window, he absorbed Houston’s morning canvas. The sun pierced through clouds like golden arrows, painting the sky in nature’s finest palette. Below, Highway 59 transformed into a mechanical river of gleaming metal and brake lights. Human tributaries flowed along sidewalks between towering buildings, while buses and light rail trains pulsed through downtown’s arteries. Cyclists wove between taxis, all part of this urban ballet rushing toward another week’s beginning.

A knock shattered his reverie. Danny, Coy’s ghostwriter, materialized in the doorway, his face bright with excitement. “Morning, Ronnie. Did you see the numbers?”

Keeping his excitement at bay, he replied, “That is why I am smiling.  I am honestly amazed, and this is thanks to your hard work.”

“I’ve never had a book I worked on sell this many copies in such a short time.  I bet we hit a million soon.”

“I would not be a bit surprised.  Of course, sales will drop off since Coy is finishing up the release tour.”

“But, I’m still amazed.  This book is important and will changes lives.  I just know it.”

“I think you are right.  People will be able to see a view into a gay man’s life that they never knew existed.”

With a broad smile on his face, Danny replied, “I’m going to be on cloud nine all day today.  If you speak to Coy, tell him I said congratulations.”

“I will.  Have a great day, Danny.”  Danny disappeared from Ronnie’s door and headed back to his office.  

Ronnie thought about his day and was excited to know that one call he’d be making was to the printing department to order another printing of the book.  In his wildest dreams this could not have gone better.

Suddenly, the desk phone lit up as an electronic ringer sounded.  He picked up the receiver and said, “Ronnie Gold.”

The voice on phone said, “Ronnie, this is Coy.  How’s it going?”

“Coy, it is going spectacular.  I have fantastic news.”

“Oh yeah, what’s that?”

Ronnie, trying to remain professional, said, “More than 800,000 copies of your book have sold so far.  And by the end of this week, there will be over 1 million copies in print.”

Coy, with true surprise and shock, replied, “You’ve got to be joking?”

“Coy, this is amazing.  Your tour is really making an impact.”

“Wow.  I’m speechless.”

Ronnie leaned back in his chair and smiled as he said, “Well, try not to be speechless yet, you still have interviews to do.”

A cheerful Coy asked, “Is it okay if I mention this during interviews?”

“By all means.”

“Ronnie, I bet it was The Ellen Show that had the biggest impact.”

“All of the interviews reach different audiences.  Ellen was big for sure, but there are a lot of NPR listeners out there.”

Coy, unable to hide his excitement, said, “Yeah, I have that interview today at 11:00.  I’m doing a local TV talk show this morning here in San Francisco and a book signing at 2:00 this afternoon in Castro.”

“Sounds like you are enjoying yourself.”

“I am, although I hate talking about myself all the time.  I’ll be glad to get back to Houston on Wednesday.  I miss everyone.”

“We miss you too.  Victor and Hector got back last night from Vegas and I think we’re all going to their place Friday.  Do you think you’ll be up for that?”

“For sure.  I can’t wait to see everyone.  I guess I better get showered and ready.  My appearance is at 7:00 and I don’t want to be late.

“Oh, before I forget, Danny wanted me to tell you congratulations on the book sales.”

“Tell Danny that he deserves the congratulations, not me.  Had it not been for him, the book would’ve been unreadable.”

Ronnie chuckled then replied, “Have a great day, Coy.  I look forward to seeing you later this week.”

“Take care, Ronnie.”

Ronnie returned the phone to the cradle and sat at his desk, the grin a permanent fixture.  He was thankful everything turned out as well as it did.  The previous year was a terrible year with the loss of Kevin, plus other trials and tribulations.  2010 had brought a very welcomed change.

––––––––
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TALL SHELVES FILLED with books flanked the room with their shorter cousins scattered strategically throughout the space. Fresh releases and bestsellers commanded attention from their privileged positions, while a line of people coiled through the displays, stretching beyond the store’s threshold. Each person clutched their literary prize, their patience evident in their relaxed postures. At the head of this paper pilgrimage sat their draw, a former gridiron warrior whose smile matched the warmth of his welcome.

Coy occupied his post behind a wooden table in the heart of Castro’s literary scene. His pen danced across page after page, christening each book with his signature. His frame, nearly rivaling Victor’s in height, spoke of his athletic past, his broad shoulders and sculpted chest filling out his shirt, though his smooth-shaven face set him apart from his friends.

The proprietor hovered nearby, marveling at the queue that spilled onto the San Francisco sidewalk. His initial reservations about hosting the signing had dissolved into gratitude.

Admirers approached one by one, sharing their wishes for personalized messages and expressing how Coy’s story had illuminated their own paths. Each thank-you pierced him with a twist of irony, remembering his initial resistance when Ronnie proposed the book. Their words painted him as a beacon of courage, while he remembered only the terror of his forced emergence from the shadows.

The rhythm of greet, sign, and farewell continued until a familiar silhouette caught his eye. As he finished with the current reader, his attention kept drifting to the approaching figure. The man stood like a colossus, six-plus feet of muscle crowned with dark features and startling azure eyes, his face adorned with a full beard. Recognition clicked like a key in a lock, they had shared the battlefield of yard lines and end zones.

As the previous reader departed, Coy watched his former gridiron compatriot approach. Uncertainty colored his voice as he called out, “Robert Alvarez, what in the world are you doing here?”

Robert’s face cracked into a grin. “I’m living here and saw you on TV this morning. I had to come by and see if it was really you.”

“So....what did you think when you found out I was gay?”

Robert trying not to sound upset replied, “I was pissed.”

Coy understood his response and said, “Sorry, I’m sure that’s the sentiment shared by a lot of guys in the NFL.”

“I was pissed that I didn’t know when we were both playing.  I’d have loved to known that there was someone else like me in the league.”

Coy, quietly but with surprise, asked, “What?  You’re gay?”

“Yes, and like you I had to hide it for my entire career.  I’m out now, but not on the scale that you are.”

Coy’s head swirled with a thousand questions he had for Robert.  He didn’t want to miss this opportunity so he said, “Oh my God!  You need to stick around so we can go grab something to eat and talk.”

“I’d like that.”  Robert looked at the line and continued, “But let me not keep you from your many fans.”  

Coy looked at the clock on the wall and saw that it was already past 3:30. “I’m scheduled to be out of here by 4:00, but I want to make sure and sign any copies that people purchase.  It shouldn’t be that much longer.”

Robert said, “No problem,” and stepped to the side, watching as the people continued to pass through the line.

It was 4:20 before the last person received an autograph for their book and Coy finished thanking the store owner for having the book signing.  After excusing himself, Coy walked over to Robert and gave him a big hug.  Robert returned the hug and they both laughed.  They broke away from each other as Coy said, “I can’t believe us.”

“I know.  The many times we faced off together.  Hell, even the time we played in the ProBowl, on the same team.”

“I guess we both hid it so well that we didn’t even pick up on each other.”

Robert said, “Or we were so focused on our own cover we didn’t notice.”  He nodded toward the door, “There’s this restaurant down the street that’s quiet.  Let’s walk down there to get something to eat and catch up.”

“Lead the way.”

The two big men left the store, and walked down Castro to a restaurant a few doors down from the bookstore.  After being stopped for photos on their way, they arrived at the restaurant.  It was quite contemporary with modern artwork from local artists on the very dark red walls.  The light fixtures hanging over the tables were made of blown glass, which were dimly lit to set the mood for a quiet dining experience. 

Coy and Robert chose a corner booth so they could have some privacy.  They sat down, and before opening the menu, Coy asked, “So, are you involved with someone?”

Robert answered, “Actually, yes.  His name is Chad and he’s a little cub.  We actually met before I retired.  He was a friend of another player’s wife.  Somehow, he picked up on me and managed to get me alone.  He really took a risk, but it paid off for both of us.  How about you?”

“I was actually seeing someone, a doctor, right after I,” he placed his fingers in the air making the quotation indicator with them and continued, “retired.”  Coy received a serious injury during a game and was told that day he’d not be allowed to suit up for the Bison again.  

He continued, “Actually, he’s the reason I ended up in Houston.  His name was Kevin and he was standing in for our regular doctor because of illness.  I was devastated when the coaches told me I was done, but Kevin was there when I cracked and he comforted me.  I became his patient then his lover.  Before we were able to have a life together, he was killed last year.”

“Oh man! I’m so sorry for your loss.  I couldn’t even imagine that.”

“It took me a long time to get over it, but I’ve managed to, as best I can.  His friends became my lifeline.  I’m not sure what I would’ve done without them.  During the search for the killer, one of the guys in the group met this police officer, named Lyndon.  He was interested in me, we had a rocky start, but have since become a strong couple.  We don’t live together, but we do spend the night at each other’s place all the time.  Hopefully that will change someday.”

“A cop?  Does he ever handcuff you?”

Coy shook his head and laughed, “Of course not.”  

They both laughed at the pictured scenario.

“Maybe I can meet him someday.  I haven’t been down to Houston in years.”

“Well, if you come down, plan on meeting Lyndon plus the others.  These bears have become my world.  They’re more like family to me instead of friends.  And one of them, Victor, will be shocked when he meets another gay NFLer.”

Robert raised eyebrow, “Was he in the NFL too?”

Coy answered, “No, but he follows it and knows all of the players.  I’m sure he knows you.”

“Cool.  So, how’s Vera?  I remember meeting her once at a football banquet.”

“Actually, she knew.  She was my ‘beard’ during all those dinners.  She loved the spot light so she got as much out of it as I did.  And she’s doing great.  She lives in Houston and we do stuff together.  Actually, she knows the guys and they all love her.  Really, she’s like one of the guys!”

“Well, it sounds like your life is doing okay.”

“It took a while but, yeah, it’s pretty damn good.”

The conversation flowed like a gentle stream between them, meandering through memories of mud-stained jerseys and stadium roars, before settling on the thorny reactions to Coy’s revelation. The locker room comments had cut deep, mostly bitter echoes of society’s tired equation: gay equals soft. They both knew better; strength wore many faces. Some of their fellow footballers’ venom, they suspected, stemmed from their own mirror-fogged reflections, fear making them lash out at truths they weren’t ready to face.

Night had claimed the city by the time they pushed back from their plates, the restaurant clock striking eight. As they parted ways, promises of future meetings hung in the air between them, sincere and warm. Coy’s heart lifted at the thought of Lyndon and the guys, a future meeting that glowed like stadium lights in his mind.
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THE MONTROSE HUMMED with its usual Tuesday night pulse. This slice of Houston wore two faces, depending on who you asked. Some referred to it as the ‘gayborhood’ while some preferred ‘gay ghetto.’ Despite its shadows of past violence, even murder, the area radiated a peculiar comfort, a sanctuary of sorts for its regulars.

Pacific Street formed the neighborhood’s spine, with bars and restaurants branching off like ribs. Bodies drifted between venues like leaves caught in an evening breeze, hunting down drinks or dinner among the familiar haunts.

Paul and Steve were just two more leaves in this current, settling into their usual perch at Baba Yega’s, nestled behind The Montrose Mining Company, or just “The Mine” to those in the know. The Mine stood shoulder-to-shoulder with JRs, Southbeach, and Blur along Pacific Street, but tonight Baba Yega’s drew these two away from the strip.

Time had transformed this old house into something new, yet kept its soul intact. Dark wood tables scattered like chess pieces across worn floors, while a railed walkway split the front room like a river through canyon walls. Beyond the first room and its neighboring bar, the porch opened up like a secret garden. Here, engineering met nature in an odd dance, a massive tree, four feet thick at its base, burst through a purpose-built hole in the ceiling, its presence transforming the enclosed space into a slice of outdoors brought in.

Paul claimed his spot, the ancient tree trunk guarding his back, Steve facing him across the table’s divide.

“Paul, do you think we should get something for Coy to congratulate him on the sales of his new book?”

“How about a stripper-gram.  Someone was telling me that a new company in Houston’s offering them?”

“Can you please think outside your pants for once?”

“I thought I was.  I didn’t say hooker.”

“Sometimes I don’t know about you.”

Paul, trying to sound serious, asked, “What did you have in mind?”

“I was thinking maybe an engraved crystal.”

“Well, that’s a pretty good idea.  I personally would prefer the stripper,” sighed Paul.

“I promise to order you one someday.”

“I can’t wait. Make sure he’s burly.  I don’t want some skinny minny.  Oh!  Make him a plumber!”

Steve, trying to hide his frustration, said, “I will, now please focus on this.”

“Okay, okay!  Don’t get your panties in a bunch.  What if we take a copy of his book, place it in a shadow box styled frame, place a photo of him in his football uniform next to it and below these we put an engraved plaque that says ‘To our football hero, friend and best-selling author.  Congratulations!’ And we can list down the number of copies sold and the date.”

Steve looked at Paul as if he’d suggested they took Coy out to tar and feather him.  He said in amazement, “Paul, that’s an excellent idea.  Did you just pull that out of your ass?”  

“Yeah, I keep them stored up there, and bring the good ideas out for special occasions.”

Steve couldn’t help but giggle, “Do you have a good picture of him in his football uniform?”

“Actually, I have a bunch.  Lyndon wanted some for a photo album.  I had him get some copies for me so I could have one for the mantel.  I have the rest in my box of photos.  I’m sure there’s one there that’ll be perfect.”

“Excellent, when we finish here, I’ll follow you back to your place and we can pick one out.  I need to get the request put in tomorrow, if we want this done by Friday.”

“No problem.  Now, where the hell did our waiter go?  I’m starving.”  Paul looked around the room and waved at a waiter standing at the register.  The waiter made his way to their table and asked, “May I help you with something?”

Paul answered, “Yes, we’re ready to order.”

“Okay, let me go find out who’s working this section?”

Paul asked, “Aren’t you our waiter?”

“No, I’m working the patio and bar area.”

“Should we move to that section for better service?” asked Paul.

The waiter leaned down next to Paul and whispered so only he and Steve could hear him, “The guy that was waiting on you was just fired.”  The waiter paused, looking toward a table near them where two older gentlemen were sitting.  Then he continued, “The manager’s scrambling to get someone in here.  Give me a minute to go talk to the manager and see who’ll be working this section.”  The waiter walked away while Steve and Paul were left wondering.

Paul looked at the table the waiter indicated and could see the couple sitting there were quite upset.  One of them was rubbing the shoulder and back of the other, as if trying to relieve tension or stress.  Paul, not feeling modest, stood up and walked over to their table.  Showing true concern, he asked, “Are you two okay?  You both look very upset?”

The elderly man in yellow answered, “The guy who was our waiter called us a couple of old faggots.”

Paul, unable to hide his shock, said, “What the fuck!  Here, at this restaurant?”

The other man wearing a red shirt replied, “Yes.  We told the manager and I think they’re doing something about it.  You would think this day and age we wouldn’t hear that word being spoken so causally.”

Paul replied, “Kids today think that ‘gay’ and ‘fag’ are normal everyday words.  They’ll never know the hurt they cause.  I’m truly sorry this happened to you.”

The man in yellow said, “Thank you, young man.  It was very nice of you to come over and check on us.  But don’t let us keep you from your date.” The elderly man looked over at Steve while he continued, “He’s quite handsome.”

Paul raised an eyebrow while replying, “Date?”  He looked toward Steve and continued, “Oh no, that’s a friend of mine.  We’re more like brothers, or sisters if you will.”

The man in red chuckled, “Well, either way.  You would make a cute couple.”

Paul smiled, excused himself and walked back to his table.  Steve immediately asked, “So, what’s going on?”

Paul filled him in with the details, “The waiter, who I guess is the same guy that was waiting on us, called them a couple of old faggots.” 

Steve, trying not to sound as upset as he was, asked, “Are you serious?  A waiter in Baba Yega’s called some patrons faggots?  Is he an idiot?”

“Apparently.  Hell, I thought all the guys that worked here were gay.”

“No, but they need to be at least gay friendly.  I mean, after all we’re in the heart of Montrose here.”

The waiter they spoke with returned to their table and said, “I guess I’m your waiter after all.  I’m going to apologize in advance for my service, since my table count has doubled.  So, what can I get for you guys?”

Steve said, “First of all, is management going to buy dinner for those two gentlemen over there?  I’m assuming that they’re the reason for the dismissal of this waiter.”

“Yes, they’ll be getting their meal comped.  I guess you guys found out what happened.”

Paul replied, “I sort of went and investigated.”

“Well, this guy was hired about a month ago.  He was never very friendly to anyone, especially those of us who are gay,” said the waiter.

Steve said, “That doesn’t make sense.  Why work here if you have a problem with gay people?”

“I could never figure it out.  One day he’d ask questions about the bars and stuff like he was interested, the next he’d be rude and condescending. Oh well, he’s gone now, so everything should be fine, with the exception of some of us picking up extra tables.”  The waiter chuckled a bit, trying to lighten the mood.

Paul added, “It takes all kinds, I guess.  We better order so you can get to those other tables.”

Paul and Steve’s order floated away with their waiter, who vanished into the restaurant’s bustling maze like a magician’s assistant. Over the clink of silverware and murmur of dinner conversations, they dove deeper into the puzzle before them. The Montrose district, with its rainbow crosswalks and pride flags dancing in the evening breeze, seemed like the last place you’d find someone harboring such prejudices.

Paul’s mind wandered back to their waiter’s earlier visit, imagining whispered words and sideways glances that might have followed their table number into the kitchen. His blood simmered just thinking about it. The older couple’s grace under fire impressed him, knowing his own reaction would’ve been more volcano than zen garden.
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THE SILVER BIRD DESCENDED over Humble, Texas, its metal frame gleaming as it angled toward Bush Airport. Below, Highway 59 stretched like a gray serpent, its details sharpening with each passing moment. Dead ahead lay the runway, and in a dance of synchronized landing, another aircraft glided beside them, its path parallel but separate. Coy pressed against the oval window, transfixed by their aerial twin racing earthward.

Rubber screeched against concrete as the wheels kissed the runway, sending shockwaves through the cabin. The nose dipped gracefully downward while they blazed along the tarmac. The engines unleashed a defiant roar, the fuselage trembling in protest before settling into a gentler rhythm.

Relief washed over Coy; Houston, his anchor, waited below.

Their mechanical beast meandered through its prescribed path toward the gate, the minutes crawling by until, finally, freedom beckoned. The exodus began, a ritual race toward baggage claim. Coy’s heart quickened, knowing Lyndon stood somewhere in wait.

The passenger wave surged through gleaming concourses, many stopping by the facilities, before eventually spilling into baggage claim. Coy’s eyes darted through the sea of faces, finding no familiar shore. As he stepped off the escalator, his hand reached for his phone, but a voice cut through the chaos: “Hey buddy, you need a lift somewhere?”

Coy spun around to find Lyndon’s radiant smile illuminating the space between them. In one fluid motion, Coy pulled him into an embrace that spoke of countless missed moments. The kiss that burned in his heart remained unspent, too bold for public display, but the hug carried all the weight of their reunion.

“Lyndon, I’m so glad to be home.”

“It’s great to have you home.  I, or should I say, we’ve all missed you.”

“God I’ve missed everyone, too.”

They broke from their embrace and looked for carrousel seven, where Coy’s luggage would be showing up shortly.  They continued talking as they waited for suitcases.

Lyndon said, “Paul and I were talking about your book selling like hot cakes.”

“It’s crazy.  Ronnie told me that there would be a million copies in print by Friday.  I never imagined the book would sell this well.”

“This book is going to change a lot of lives.”

“I hope so.  But, I don’t want to do anymore book tours,” replied Coy.

Lyndon asked, “Do you plan on writing another book?”

“No, I think I pretty much covered the book writing thing.”

“Good, because we all want to keep you around Houston for a while.”

“Well, I want that too.  I need a break from the lime light.  I want to be normal again.”  Coy finished his statement as a group of young men walked up to him and Lyndon.  Coy looked at them and noticed that the one leading the group had a copy of his book.  The young man asked, “Excuse me, are you Coy Featherston?”

Coy wished he could say no, but had no choice but to answer, “Yes, can I help you?”  

The young man asked, “Would you mind signing my book?  I’ve read half of it and your story is incredible.”

The two friends agreed with his statement, sharing their joy in a book that told a story not completely unlike theirs and one written for everyone.  Coy talked with them for a few minutes, while signing the book.  The three young men thanked him and left with smiles.

Coy looked at the Cheshire Cat grin on Lyndon’s face. “What are you smiling about?”

“What did you say about being normal?  I don’t think that’s going to happen for sometime.”

Coy laughed and said, “Yeah, I guess you’re right.  But, there are worse things.”

Lyndon chuckled as they both knew normal would come someday, but not as soon as any of them might like.

An announcement echoed through baggage claim, stating that luggage from Coy’s flight had arrived.  They muscled through the crowd, and stood by the carousel waiting for the luggage to come down the ramp.  Only after that could they finally have some privacy.
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HECTOR STRESSED OVER dinner, while Steve provided assistance.  Paul and Victor sat at the island conversing as they watched the going’s on in the kitchen,

Victor said, “I wish you could’ve gone with us to Vegas.  We had a great time.”

Paul replied, “I wish I could’ve too, but things don’t always line up.”

Steve added from the kitchen, “I really wanted to go.  Maybe we can plan a trip in the future and we all can go as a group.”

Victor said, “Maybe we can all go on a cruise together.”

“That would be really cool,” replied Hector.

There was a knock at the door that interrupted their conversation.  Paul offered to answer it and was quickly down the hallway.  Opening the door he discovered Ronnie standing there.  Paul gave him a hug as he stepped into the house.

Ronnie asked “How are you doing, Paul?”

“Doing pretty good.  Still single, which is the way I like it.”

Ronnie gently slapped him on his chest and said, “Paul, you are a mess.”

They stepped into the kitchen, via the door off the hallway, and made their way to the island, so as to not disturb Hector and Steve’s progress.

Ronnie greeted the two cooks then continued to the island, which separated the living room from the kitchen.  Victor stood up, gave Ronnie a hug and kiss then said, “Ronnie, it seems like months since we last saw you.  What have you been doing?”

Ronnie replied, “Busy with Coy’s book.  My office was working with Coy on his tour.  He was traveling, but we were arranging everything and making sure books were wherever he was going to be.”

Hector asked, “Did you think that this book would do that well?”

“We had high hopes it would, but honestly had no idea it was going to be this well received.”

“I guess Coy will always be our little celebrity,” said Paul.

Ronnie replied, “Yes, but he does not want to talk about himself, because that is all he has done since he has been touring.”

Paul, with a smile, said, “Good, we can talk about me for a change.”

Steve sighed, “Yes, you’re so ignored by everyone.”

Paul came back with, “Jealous much?”

Hector interrupted, “Tranquillo you two.  No fighting allowed.”

Paul jokingly said, “Well, my night is ruined.”

“Paul, you’re crazy,” Victor said.

“But that is why we love you,” added Ronnie.

Paul looked at Steve then said, “See, I’m loved.”

Steve not wanting to lose this battle said, “People love their cars too.”

Paul was about to say something when there was another knock at the door.  Steve quickly said, “I got it.”  He exited the room.  Paul bit his lip, as he wasn’t given the chance to reply.

Victor looked at Hector and asked, “Honey, when was the last time you or I answered the door when company was here?”

“I don’t remember.  Seems like someone’s always offering, which I don’t mind at all.”

“I was thinking the same thing.”

Steve quickly returned to the kitchen with Coy and Lyndon in tow.  Everyone greeted the new comers.  Several minutes passed before the conversation returned to normal.

Paul finally got Coy’s attention and said, “Coy, just so you know, tonight is about me, NOT you.”

“I’m more than happy to take a back seat to you any day, Paul.”

Steve said, “Please, Coy, don’t feed the ego.”

Hector interrupted them by saying, “Why don’t we go ahead and start eating.  The plates are here and we don’t have to be formal and sit at the dining room table, we can just grab a seat here and in the living room, if that’s okay with everyone?”

“That sounds perfect, Hector,” said Ronnie.

They all made their way through the kitchen and got a plate of food.  There were only five chairs around the island, which had bodies in them, so Victor and Lyndon sat at the smaller dining table that went mostly ignored.

They continued eating and discussing the different topics that come up.  Some topics were concerning Coy’s book and recent tour.  Others were about Lyndon’s latest bust or investigation.  Some were the general everyday life topics, which were the ones that Coy enjoyed most.

It was about an hour later and leftover dinner had been put into containers, and the cleaning of the kitchen began.  After 10 minutes, everyone was retired to the living room.  The TV was on but muted.

Steve stood up, as if he was taking over as masters of ceremony for this evening’s gathering and said, “Excuse me, everyone.  Coy, I know you didn’t want to talk about you tonight, but we didn’t want to not congratulate you on your book.  We’re all very proud of your accomplishment and are happy that you’re part of our lives.”

Steve then looked at Paul, and gave him a nod.  Paul reached behind the sectional that he was sitting on, grabbed a large box and took it with him as he went to stand next to Steve.

Steve continued, “To commemorate this special milestone we want to give you something.”

Paul held the box up, allowing Steve to take off the lid and remove the contents.  Coy saw the large frame holding a copy of his book, a photo of him in his football uniform and a plaque.  He read the plaque as he bit the inside of his mouth, trying to keep from getting emotional.  

He stood up, walked toward them and gave each a hug.  

Paul said, “If you start crying, I’m going to call you a big girl for the rest of the night!”  

The whole room laughed at his comment, sensing the emotion that Coy must’ve felt.

Coy looked around the room and said to them, “I really don’t know what to say.  I feel like I won some kind of award or something.”  He stood there holding the gift as both Steve and Paul returned to their seats.  He continued, “I’ve never been as close to anyone, as I’m to you all.  Even while playing football, I never felt the bond that we share.  You guys are my family and I love you all dearly.”

The room was silent.  

Victor stood up, walked over to Coy, put his arm around his shoulders and said, “Coy, we all love you and are happy that you’re a part of our family.  We hope that you include all of us in your next book and stop focusing on yourself so much.”  The room chuckled as the tension released its grip.

Coy returned to where he was sitting as he and Lyndon look at the shadow box.  Victor continued, “It’s time to hand out some more recognition.  I’ll let Hector take over for this.”

Hector rose with theatrical flair, commanding the room’s attention like a ringmaster at his own private circus. His arms were laden with mysterious bags, each one rustling with promise. One by one, he unveiled his treasures, weaving tales that transformed each simple gift into an adventure, stories of haggling in hidden shops, or talking about the amazing show represented on the item itself. The room sparkled with delight, a chorus of gasps and laughter following each revelation.

The festive atmosphere shattered when an unexpected melody sliced through the air – not the traditional chime of a doorbell, but the unmistakable rhythm,  pulsing through the walls. Paul’s eyebrows shot up as he turned to Victor. “Is that the Tequila song?”

“Ring My Bell was getting stale,” Victor shrugged, a mischievous glint in his eye.

“You know,” Steve drawled, his words dripping with playful sarcasm, “some people actually embrace the classic ‘ding-dong’ without having an existential crisis about it.”

Hector’s face lit up with impish delight. “Normalcy checked out of this house ages ago and never left a forwarding address.”

Ronnie added, “Well, I think it is festive.”

Hector glanced around the room expectantly. “So we’re all just going to sit here and pretend we didn’t hear that?”

Paul answered for everyone, “We’re all here.  That has to be for one of you.”

Victor said, “I’ll get it, probably a neighbor needing something.”  

He navigated the hallway, each step bringing him closer to the source of interruption. The door swung open, and Victor’s reality tilted sideways. There, like an apparition from another life, stood a boy of eleven, maybe twelve years of age, wearing camouflage shorts and a green t-shirt emblazoned with “Jesus Saves” floating above a simple cross. His blond hair looked like it had engaged in a passionate argument with both gravity and a pillow, and lost spectacularly to both. But it was those eyes, those hauntingly familiar green ones, that sent Victor’s world spinning. He blinked, as if clearing a mirage, before breathing out in disbelief, “Brett? What in heaven’s name are you doing on my doorstep?”

Victor looked toward the street and glanced at his driveway seeing no person or parked vehicle.

Brett nervously answered, “Auntie Vonda sent me here.  She didn’t know what else to do with me.”

Victor, sensing his nephew was feeling unwelcome, bent down and pulled him in for a hug and said, “Well, it’s great to see you.  I wish I’d known you were coming.”

“Auntie Vonda sort of freaked out when I told her I was gay.  She said that she was going to send me down here to live with you, since you’re gay.”

Victor nearly fell over when he heard Brett’s statement.  He held him at arm’s length, looked at this child then asked, “You told her you were gay?  Why would you do that?”

Brett answered, “Because I am.”

Victor realized this wasn’t the time to have this conversation said, “Why don’t we talk about this later.”  By now Hector was standing in the doorway, as Victor had not returned to the group.  He saw Brett then asked, “Victor, is that Brett?”  

Victor stood up while he answered, “Yes.  He’s going to stay with us for a while, if that’s okay?”

Hector, not sure of the mysterious arrival but understanding, said, “That’s fine.  Brett are you hungry, do you want something to eat?”

“Yes, I’m a little hungry.  I ran out of food before I got to Houston.”

Hector looked at Victor then asked, “Is everything okay back home?”

Victor, unsure what was happening, answered, “I don’t think so.”

They walked into the house and were standing in the hallway, which led into the living room where everyone was seated.  Victor got their attention and said, “Hey guys, I’d like you to meet my nephew, Brett.” 

All of them got up, come over to Brett and shook his hand while introducing themselves.  When Coy said hello, Brett’s eyes widened but he only replied, “Nice to meet you.”

After the introductions were done, Hector took Brett into the kitchen to get him some dinner.  

Everyone was questioning Brett’s appearance.  They couldn’t understand why he was sent to Houston.  Steve asked Victor quietly, “No one called to let you know he was coming?”

“Not a word.  Brett said that he told my sister he was gay.”

Lyndon asked, “Why would he tell her that?”

“He said he is,” answered Victor.

Coy said, “But he’s only twelve years old.”

Ronnie added, “Well, I knew I was gay when I was probably ten or so.  I did not really know a name for it, but I knew I was different.”

Paul with complete honesty said, “Hell, I had my first sexual experience with another boy when I was twelve.  By fourteen, I was very aware of what I was.”

“But to ship him to Houston because of that,” said Lyndon.

Victor trying not to sound angry said, “My sister’s a religious fanatic.  But I can’t believe that even she would stoop this low and kick him out.”

Steve said, “Victor, it might be best if we all go so you can deal with this situation.”

“No, you guys don’t have to go.”

Ronnie added, “I think Steve is right.  Plus, it might be easier for Brett to feel relaxed with only you and Hector.”

Victor looked toward the kitchen then said, “Yeah, actually you might be right there.  But don’t feel that any of you HAVE to go.”

Paul offered, “Why don’t we continue this little party at the bars?”

Steve rolled his eyes then said to Paul, “You’re a creature of prediction and habit.”

“And that’s why you love me so much.”  

Steve didn’t reply, he merely looked at Paul and smiled.

The group collected their belongings, as they prepared to leave.  They said a goodbye to Hector and Brett in the kitchen then gave Victor hugs at the front door as they exited.  Victor walked the guys outside then watched as they all got into their vehicles and disappeared into the night.  He stood there for a minute thinking about something.  He walked back inside and was quickly in the kitchen sitting at the island next to Brett.

Victor asked, “Brett, how did you get here this evening?”

Brett, in between bites, answered, “Auntie Vonda got me a bus ticket to Houston.  I got a cab from the bus station.  I didn’t have enough money for the cab to bring me all the way here, so I had to walk a few blocks.”

“You walked a few blocks.  How did you know where you were going?” asked Hector.

“Well, the taxi driver sort of pointed me in the right direction.  However, I did get lost, but a friend of yours was walking by and asked me if I needed help.  I told him I was looking for my Uncle Victor’s house and he said he knew you, and he showed me where you lived.”

Victor asked, “What was his name?”

“I don’t think he told me.  But he seemed really nice.  He looked sort of like you Uncle Victor.”

Victor looked at Hector then asked, “Could it have been John?”

Hector replied, “I don’t think so.”  He then looked at Brett and asked, “Did this guy have a beard or was he clean shaven?”

Brett looked at his uncle and said, “Oh, he had a beard, a real full one like yours.”

Victor said, “In that case, couldn’t have been John, he isn’t currently wearing a beard.”

“And all of the guys were here in the living room,” said Hector.

Victor said, “Well, I’m sure we’ll find out who it was, someday.”

Brett finished his meal, wiped his mouth with the napkin, looked at Hector then said, “Thank you for supper.  It was delicious.”

“You’re quite welcome, Brett.”

Victor asked, “Brett, are you ready to see your room?”

“Yes, please.  I hope I’m not being a burden on you two?”

Hector said, “Not at all.  We’re happy to have you here.  And feel free to make yourself at home.  If you want something to drink or eat, the kitchen’s always open.”

Footsteps echoed against hardwood as they left the kitchen island behind, venturing down the corridor toward the spare bedrooms. Brett’s worldly possessions amounted to the clothes on his back and the few treasures stuffed into his worn backpack. Victor made a mental note about the inevitable weekend shopping trip, as Brett would need enough clothes to avoid the endless cycle of wash-and-wear.

When Hector pushed open the door to Brett’s new room, the boy’s jaw dropped. His eyes danced across a space that belonged in the glossy pages of Home & Garden, a plush queen-sized bed commanded attention, its comforter perfectly coordinated with flowing curtains. Pristine walls showcased carefully curated artwork, unmarred by the scars and cobwebs he’d grown accustomed to. “This room is like a fancy hotel,” he breathed.

“I hope you’ll be comfortable in it. If you want to make any changes, like maybe some posters or something, we can do that, okay?” Hector offered.

“I love it, just like it is.”

Victor’s heart warmed at the sight of Brett’s shoulders finally relaxing, the tension melting away as reality sank in, this was home now.

The grand tour continued with a quick blueprint of necessities: the bathroom gleaming under soft nightlight glow, towels stacked like hotel amenities, washcloths at the ready. Hector suggested a shower before bed, promising better sleep, a gentle nudge toward normalcy.

With Brett settled in for his shower, Victor and Hector retreated to the living room. Victor’s voice dropped low, heavy with emotion. “Hector, thanks for this. I can only imagine what Brett has gone through. I mean, kicked out of your house when you’re only twelve, shipped to a city as large as Houston, to live with an uncle that you barely know.” His gaze hardened as it fixed on some distant point, voice rumbling like thunder: “I’m going to kill Vonda when I see her.”
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THE BASS THUNDERED through The Mine’s floorboards as Paul and Coy navigated the labyrinth of bodies toward the bar. Across the room, Lyndon, Ronnie, and Steve held court in their usual corner, a spot they’d claimed through years of Friday nights and countless vodka sodas. Above the writhing crowd, dancers with bodies sculpted like Greek statues commanded attention from their perches atop weathered wooden platforms, their skin gleaming under the pulse of neon lights.

The air was electric, thick with cologne and possibility, as men from all corners of the city chased whatever dreams they’d brought with them that night. Coy and Paul played human Tetris through the crowd, protecting their precious cargo of drinks like they were carrying liquid gold. They’d barely made it back to their corner sanctuary when Paul thrust his glass into Steve’s unsuspecting hands.

“Hold this for a sec,” Paul said, his eyes locked on one particular dancer whose moves seemed to have cast a spell. “Got someone I need to say hello to.” He melted back into the sea of bodies, making a beeline for the platform like a moth to flame.

Steve raised an eyebrow at the others, a knowing smirk playing on his lips. “Anyone else feeling generous enough to support our local talent?” The group dissolved into laughter, all too familiar with Paul’s pattern of ‘charitable donations’ that bought him nothing more than thirty seconds of small talk and maybe, if he was lucky, a fleeting glance at what lay beneath the dancer’s carefully curated mystique.

Coy looked toward Paul, and watched him talk to the dancer.  He then turned back and asked, “What do you guys think about this surprise visit at Hector and Victors?”

Ronnie answered, “Victor has talked about his family and I remember him mentioning Brett, but I do not remember him ever visiting before.”

Steve added, “Victor’s sister is strange.  Victor’s told me stories of things she’s done in the past.  She’s a little out there.”

“But to do that to a twelve-year-old boy.  Man, that takes a special kind of hate,” exclaimed Lyndon.

Coy offered, “This may have been the best thing that could’ve happen to him.  I mean, growing up gay in a small town, damn that has to be scary as well as dangerous.”

Ronnie nodded his head and said, “Victor and Hector will be good roll models for him.”

Paul returned to the group and said, “I think I just met my next ex-husband.”

Steve quickly replied, “Again?  That’s like the fourth time this year.”

Paul said, “Life’s short, you got to grab them as they come by.”

“To bring you up to speed, we’re having a conversation over here concerning Victor’s nephew,” said Steve.

Paul, looked around to verify their surroundings and said, “We’re at a bar.  Do bar things and don’t worry about that kid.”

Steve said, “Unlike you, we’re human and care about people.”

Paul shrugged his shoulders, shook his head and replied, “I care.  Just not right now.”

Steve rolled his eyes and said, “I give up.”

Ronnie asked, “I wonder what Victor is going to say when he talks to his sister?”

––––––––
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VICTOR HELD THE PHONE to his head and angrily said, “Vonda, how in the hell could you do that?  He’s just a kid.”

Vonda, on the other end of the phone, replied, “When I was his age, I had to baby sit you and Vickie, cook meals, clean house, and deal with school.  A little trip to Houston ain’t that big a deal.”

“Times have changed.  He could’ve been abducted by a child predator or something.  Did you even think of that?”

Vonda laced her comment with attitude and said, “You’re overreacting.  He arrived safe and sound.”

“What does mom think about you doing this?”

“She doesn’t know that I sent him down there yet.  She knew he was going, but I just never told her when.”

Victor with disgust said, “Wow, you’re really amazing.”

Vonda was silent on the other end.  

“I noticed that Brett didn’t bring much with him.  I’m assuming most of his stuff is still there at your place.”

“Yes, and we can have it shipped to you in Houston.”

“Don’t bother,” spat Victor.  “I’ll come get it next month.”

“That’s fine.  I’ll have it all boxed up and ready.”

“I’m truly disappointed.  I can only imagine how Vickie would have reacted, if she were alive.”

“Don’t you dare bring up Vickie.  You’re the reason she’s dead.”

Victor was filled with rage by her comment. “How can you blame me for her death?”

“I think this conversation is over.  Goodbye.”  The phone clicked and Victor was left listening to the hum of a dial tone.  He turned off the phone then placed it face down on the island.  He turned in his chair, looked at Hector sitting next to him and said, “She had to be adopted, there’s no way I’m related to that woman.”

“She doesn’t think what she did was wrong?”

“Nope, she’s fine with it.  And she blames me for Vickie’s death.”

Hector gasped. “How could she ever blame you?  You’re the one that tried to talk her out of going.”

“Vonda doesn’t want to hear my side of the story.  She believes what she believes and the hell with the rest.”

Hector placed his hand on Victor’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry all of this is happening to you.  As for Vickie, does Brett even know how his mom died?”

Victor answered, “I’m not sure how much he knows.  But, if he ever asks, I’ll tell him.”

The two men continued their conversation; unaware someone listened in.  Brett stood around the corner and tried to remain quiet.  As their conversation continued, he could only come to one conclusion about everything that had happened; it was all his fault.

––––––––
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BASS THUNDERED THROUGH the bodies packed around the bar, commanding their movements like a musical puppet master. A cluster of leather-clad men lounged against the wall, beneath a weathered ‘Bear Crossing’ sign where a painted grizzly crawling past the scene.

The mammoth circular bar dominated the space, its perimeter choked with patrons standing shoulder to shoulder, creating an impenetrable wall of bodies that left no gap for newcomers seeking libations.

Paul wedged himself through the leather brigade and past two burly drink-seekers, finding himself beside a lone woman celebrating with her gay entourage. Their glasses clinked as they teased her about “turning 39 for the umpteenth time.”

Slipping past the dancers gyrating on their elevated platforms, Paul retreated to the corner where Ronnie, Coy, and Lyndon huddled. His eyes scanned their faces before asking, “Did Steve leave?”

Coy, yelling to be heard over the music, answered, “No!  He’s over at the bar, talking to someone?”

Paul looked back at the bar and on the side farthest away from them he could see Steve chatting with a man next to him.  He knew he had seen this man before, but wasn’t sure when or where.  Paul looked back at Coy while saying, “Maybe Steve found his next ex-husband.”

Coy laughed then replied, “Maybe.  You never know.”

Ronnie added a comment to clarify the situation, “That man he is talking to is Randy.  They have gone out a few times.”

Paul looked back toward the bar and said, “Oh, that’s right, Randy.  I remember when Steve first ran into him at the bar.  That was like last year I think.”  

“Well, if it’s been going on this long, maybe it’ll turn into something serious,” said Lyndon, while looking at his watch. “And I hate to say this, but it’s past my bed time.”

Coy put his arm around Lyndon’s waist then added, “It is pretty late.  We probably should be heading out.”

“You kids and your bed times,” joked Paul.

Lyndon asked, “Don’t you mean us old fogies?”

Ronnie said, “I am afraid I have you beaten there, Lyndon.”

“Ronnie, how old are you, 35?”

Ronnie looked at Coy, “Oh, you need to keep this one.”

Coy laughed, while looking at Lyndon, and then said, “I’m trying my best.”  He pulled Lyndon closer and gave him a peck on the cheek.  He continued, “Tell Steve we said goodnight.”

Paul, acting as though he’s pushing them away, said, “I will.  Now go ahead and get your old tired butts out of here.  Us young people have to party!”

They all exchanged hugs and kisses as they wished them goodnight.  Paul and Ronnie remained in the corner as Coy and Lyndon headed to the front of the bar then out the exit. 

Steve, unaware anyone had left, finally returned to the corner.  He looked at Ronnie and Paul then asked, “Are we alone?”

Ronnie answered, “Yes, Coy and Lyndon called it a night.”

“Damn, and they didn’t say bye.”

Paul said, “They told me to tell you bye.  So here it is; bye!” 

“Thanks, Paul,” Steve smirked.

Ronnie asked, “How is Randy doing?”

“Pretty good.  We’re going to go out for dinner tomorrow night.”

“Is this getting serious?” asked Paul.

“I don’t know.  I like him, but there isn’t that fire that you’re supposed to feel. You know what I mean?”

“Well, if there’s no fire, have sex and call it a date.”

Ronnie slapped him on the shoulder and said, “Paul, you are so obtuse.”

“I am not a triangle, Ronnie.”

Steve shook his head and told Paul, “I’m not one of these guys who goes to bed with anyone and everyone.  I usually have to feel something for them.”

Paul said, “Let me ask you something.  When was the last time you had sex?” He put up a finger indicating he needed a moment then continued, “Let me rephrase that.  When was the last time you had sex with someone?”

Steve smiled while replying, “Thanks for clarifying that.  It’s been a really long time.”

“Steve, you need to let your hair down sometime and have some safe fun.”

“Paul, do not pressure him into having sex with someone.  He knows what he needs and is in control of his life.”

“Thanks, Ronnie.  Paul, if the opportunity were to present itself, I’ll remember your profound advice.”

“All I’m saying is that life is short and if you don’t enjoy it, what’s the point?”

The weight of Paul’s words hung in Steve's mind like smoke in still air. His eyes wandered across the dimly lit room, a kaleidoscope of human connection unfolding before him. In one corner, animated voices bounced with the music, as strangers became instant friends. Nearby, couples melted into each other’s embrace, lost in their own private universes. Raucous laughter erupted from a cluster of men by the bar, their joy infectious and unrestrained.

A familiar ache bloomed in Steve’s chest, that nagging feeling of watching life from behind glass. When was the last time he’d truly let go? Let the rhythm of spontaneity guide his steps? Paul’s suggestion tickled at the edges of his consciousness, tempting like a forbidden fruit. Maybe there was wisdom in those words: embrace the moment, chase the thrill, but keep your wits about you. Live fully, but live smart.

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth as he admitted, silently, stubbornly, and only to himself, that perhaps Paul had stumbled onto something true. But he’d never give him the satisfaction of knowing that.

––––––––
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MORNING LIGHT FILTERED through the patio door, stretching to just below Victor’s seat the kitchen’s island where he nursed his coffee, the Saturday Houston Chronicle spread before him on the granite island. The clock showed 7:15, and true to form, Hector’s soft snores still echoed down from their bedroom. The rustle of newsprint filled the quiet morning until a door’s hinges creaked, followed by the soft click of a latch. Victor lowered the paper, his eyes drawn to the hallway. Footsteps whispered against the floor before Brett emerged.

“Morning, Brett.  How did you sleep?”

“Morning, Uncle Victor.  I slept great.  That bed is so soft.”

“Great!  Do you want some breakfast?”

Brett answered, “Yes, please.”

Victor walked to the cupboard as Brett pulled himself into one of the bar chairs.  Victor listed options available for Brett, “We have Cheerios, Wheat Flakes, Rice Crispies and Frosted Mini Wheats.”

“Cheerios will be fine.”

Victor placed the cereal and bowl in front of Brett then grabbed the milk.  Brett fixed his bowl of cereal and sat there eating his breakfast.  It only took him a few minutes to finish.  Victor waited until he was done eating before he started the conversation that he had been waiting to have since the previous night.

“Brett, can you tell me what exactly happened that caused Vonda to send you to Houston?”

“Sure.  I spend a lot of my time over at Pawpaw and Grams’.  I was watching TV over there and they have this channel through satellite called ‘Logo’.  I watch it anytime I’m alone at their house.  I realized after watching this program on gay teens and suicide that I’d have to come out and tell someone I was gay.  I was really afraid, so I didn’t tell anyone.  One night I was reading this book by a gay author in my room when Auntie Vonda came in.  She saw the book and started questioning me about it.  She was really upset and was yelling at me.  I finally told her that I was gay.”

Victor asked, “Then what happened?”

Brett trying not to cry continued, “She said that God hates homosexuals and that I’d burn in hell for being one.  She took the book away and gave me the bible, ordering me to read that instead and to repent for my sins.  The next day she kept me out of school and took me to the church to talk to the preacher.  The preacher started quoting scriptures to prove that God hates homosexuals.  I tried to talk but they wouldn’t listen to me.  Auntie Vonda on the way home from the church suggested that all my friends would hate me for being gay.  She said that I’d never have any children to love and would most likely die of AIDS.  She told me that if I was gay, there was no reason to live.”

Victor, in complete shock over what he was hearing, sat there feeling numb.  He didn’t know how anyone could be so cruel to a child.  

Brett with tears in his eyes looked at Victor.  He asked, “Would it be better for me to be dead rather than gay?”

Victor quickly said, “No, Brett.  Death isn’t the answer.  We’re all given a chance at life and we need to live it the best we can.”

Brett had tears pouring down both cheeks. “But how can we be happy?  I mean, Auntie Vonda hates me, and my friends will hate me when they’re told. Everyone who finds out I’m gay will hate me.  God hates me and is going to burn me in hell forever because I’m gay.”

Victor, pulling him close and cradling him in his chest, said, “Brett, God doesn’t hate you.  You’re not going to hell for being gay.  You’re young and don’t understand everything fully yet.  I promise that everything’ll be okay.”

Tears carved silent paths down Brett’s cheeks as Victor wrapped him in an embrace. The dampness seeping through Victor’s shirt matched the ache in his heart, he knew this pain, had lived it. Yet beneath his sorrow burned a fierce gratitude that Brett had landed here, with someone who understood, even if the path had been paved with chaos.
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Chapter 2 – When Tragedy Strikes
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THE HOUSTON SUN BAKED the city like a merciless oven, driving everyone to seek refuge from its scorching embrace. In a crystal-blue oasis of chlorine and laughter, Brett joined the neighborhood kids in their aquatic dance of survival. For Victor, these sweltering days brought an unexpected silver lining, a blessed pause from the endless maze of educational concerns.
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