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Big Boys of Gilroy, Book One

Jole Cannon


I would like to dedicate this book to my partner, Ken. He has always been supportive of everything I do. We are two bears living our best life.


Chapter One

Bernard

Friday, April 10, 1998

 

BERNARD SAT AT the bar with a glass of soda. Smoke blurred his vision as it wafted from machines. The scents of overpriced colognes, fruity drinks, and a hint of hair spray assaulted his nose. Thin twinks with platinum hair and gym bunnies in tank tops flooded the dance floor. The repetitive techno music pounded in his head as the dancers moved under the strobe lights. He couldn’t tell when one song ended and another began.

Liquid Pearl was the nearest gay bar to home. It was a place Bernard believed he would fit in. His mistake. Close by these fitness gods sat a bear of a man. Him. Bernard was a few inches shy of six feet and carried a thick two hundred and seventy-five pounds. His round belly pushed against the bar as he attempted to find a comfortable position on the small bar stool. His once-muscular arms flexed as he lifted his glass, a shadow of his youth on the farm. Beefy calves strained against his jeans, the byproduct of years of milking cows. Short-cropped black hair matched his groomed beard. His plaid flannel shirt and blue jeans contrasted with the skinny jeans, muscle shirts, and salon-styled hair of the men surrounding him. The average age was twenty-five, and he was in his mid-thirties. Over the hill in the gay community. Odd man out was an understatement.

Bernard received a few looks and even had men approach him. However, every conversation revealed their true intentions. He never received more than a second glance or a chat because he didn’t sleep around. They viewed him as a piece of meat, something to consume, rather than a person. He didn’t accept their invitation. Bernard was not someone to conquer, and he wouldn’t cave into the temptation of anonymous sex, no matter how strong the urge to touch another man became. He refused to settle for less than what he deserved. And he deserved happiness.

Regulars came in to unwind, dance, and have fun. Some men, like him, didn’t fit the mold of Liquid Pearl but they didn’t stick out the way he did. Friends surrounded them. Bernard didn’t have friends here, and those who approached him didn’t want his friendship.

While Bernard drank his soda, someone slid onto the stool next to him.

“Bartender, a Sex on the Beach,” the man demanded.

What a rude way to order a drink. Doesn’t he have any manners?

“Hey there, sexy.” The newcomer’s tone changed. He sounded less aggressive but still manipulative. Bernard shifted in his seat.

“I’m Chance,” he said.

He shoved his hand in front of Bernard’s face.

“Bernard.” He gripped Chance’s hand harder than he should have and refused to make eye contact.

Bernard recognized the name and voice. Platinum-blond hair, bright-blue eyes, and tanning booth skin. A hottie men fawned over, but not his type. Bernard returned to his drink.

“You look kind of lonely sitting here all by your lonesome,” Chance said. “I see you here sometimes, but you don’t talk to anyone.”

Bernard glared back at Chance and caught him pouting. Clearly, he was used to a certain amount of attention and Bernard wasn’t showing him enough.

“Why don’t we go back to my place and get to know each other?” He caressed Bernard’s shoulder.

“Thank you for the offer, but I’m here to drink and relax.”

Bernard eyed Chance. He pinned him at twenty-one or twenty-two. There was no reason someone this young, a boy compared to him, would be interested in him except as a conquest. Chance’s smile did not falter. His bleached teeth gleamed beneath the neon lights. Does he think I’m so desperate I’ll go home with the first person who shows an interest in me? I have standards, and this guy does not meet them.

“Come on, I’m sure I can thrill you tonight.” He lowered his hand below Bernard’s belly. “I’m sure you could use a little attention. A guy like you probably doesn’t get much. I can change that.” His lips were close to Bernard’s ear as his hand traced a path to Bernard’s crotch. The stench of his cologne overwhelmed Bernard’s senses. Chance’s hand moved to find Bernard’s cock but appeared lost between his thick thighs.

Bernard grabbed Chance’s hand and moved it off him. Did he think that was a compliment? That I should take what I can get? Not a chance, Chance. Heat warmed his cheeks.

“I said no, thank you.”

“Oh, honey, I don’t get told no.” Chance placed his hand on Bernard’s chest. The bartender placed Chance’s drink on the bar and moved to the next patron.

“Well, there’s a first time for everything.” He removed his hand again. “Oh look, your drink is here. Now you can go.”

But Chance continued his pursuit. “Sweetie, I know you want me, and I want you. There’s no need to play hard to get. So, why don’t we get out of here? What do you say?”

He slipped his hand into Bernard’s shirt and stroked his chest. A flicker of disgust passed across his flawless face as he rubbed Bernard’s chest hair. He composed himself, but not before Bernard caught him. Does this guy have no shame? It’s clear he isn’t into me. What’s he after?

Bernard grabbed Chance’s hand, rougher this time, and took it out of his shirt. He glared. “Touch me again, and I will break your hand, ‘sweetie.’” He tossed his hand away.

“You fat bastard!” Chance yelled loud enough to drown out the music. Patrons closest to them turned. Chance stepped back and gestured at his body with a theatrical up-and-down sweep of his hands. “You have a hot guy right in front of you, willing to take your disgusting ass home to actually fuck, which I doubt you’ve had in a long time, and you turn it down? You’re not only fat, but you’re also fucking stupid! No one around here is going to touch your ugly, fat ass.” He made a show of including the entire club. “You should get it when you can. You’re old as shit and going to die alone!”

Silence followed the outburst. The music still thumped its rhythmic sounds while the dancers continued, oblivious to the exchange. Those nearby waited with bated breath for Bernard’s reaction.

Bernard silently stood. His mass eclipsed Chance’s frame. He closed his eyes and took two deep breaths then released them.

He spoke slowly and softly. “Listen to me, you egotistical, carbon-copy asshole. I may not have your looks, but I do have standards, dignity, and self-respect. You think I’m so desperate that I’ll go home with the first person who talks to me? I am going to guess that you talked to me on a bet. I’ve seen your type. You’re not interested in me. You don’t want to have sex with someone like me.” Bernard pointed out the musclemen who surrounded them. “Those are the guys I’ve seen you leave with. Either way, I wouldn’t touch you with a ten-foot pole, so leave me alone.”

Chance stood dumbfounded for a moment. He regained himself. “No! You listen to me, you–”

Bernard held up his hand to cut him off. He rotated it and flipped him off. Chance grabbed his drink and huffed away, mumbling to himself. Bernard’s eyes followed Chance back to his table. Chance’s face fell as he handed a bill to a broad-shouldered man. Typical entitled kid who thinks the world owes him something for doing nothing but being born with the right body.

Bernard drained his soda and set the glass on the bar. “I need to leave,” he growled to himself. “I can’t be the only bear who likes other bears.” He stormed toward the door, past Chance and his friends.

“Honey, that big ol’ prude has turned down way hotter guys than you.” The broad-shouldered man laughed.

Fucking typical. I’m a joke here.

Outside, the warm California air filled Bernard’s lungs. Fancy cars packed the parking lot. His truck, like him, stood out. The club stood on a lot alone, the nearest business a quarter of a mile away. His eyes adjusted to the darkness. The stars above shimmered with the near-full moon.

Bernard jumped into his truck and started it. The dash clock flashed 10:15. It’s only been twenty minutes? It felt longer.

He pulled out and headed home. His water-filled eyes blurred the road ahead. He swiped at the tears under his glasses to clear the path.

Twenty minutes later, Bernard parked in his driveway. He meandered through his gate, into the house, passed through the kitchen, and stepped over the baby gate into the laundry room.

He opened the back door. A lush yard greeted him. A dilapidated greenhouse sat in one corner and a doghouse in the center.

A small brown-and-white corgi barreled toward him and leaped into his arms.

“Aww, did you miss me, Ginger?” He held his best friend tight against his chest as he fought back more tears.

Bernard took down the gate. He filled the dog’s food and water bowls under the island. Ginger ran to her food.

“You hungry, girl?” He rubbed Ginger’s ears. “Even though you don’t understand me, you still love me.”

He grabbed a pint of ice cream and a spoon, leaned against the counter, and ate from the tub. Tears mixed with the melted dessert as it dripped down his beard. Ginger sat and stared up at him as he sniffled.

“I know I’m not supposed to binge-eat, but it’s been a long night.”

Ginger barked at him.

“Okay, I’m almost done.”

Bernard threw the empty carton away and walked to his bedroom, Ginger at his heel.

Ginger curled up on her bed next to the nightstand while he entered the adjoining bathroom and undressed.

He caught sight of his reflection in the mirror, recoiling at the ice-cream-splattered man in front of him. Disgust settled in the pit of his stomach as he turned on the tap, splashed his face with water, and scrubbed furiously at his matted beard.

After he dried his face, Bernard took in his naked body in the mirror.

“Who could love this?” He grabbed fat from his stomach and shook it. He closed in on the stretch marks hidden by his body hair. “This is…” He shook his head. Self-disgust writhed inside him. “Get a hold of yourself,” he commanded his mirror image. “That is not all you are. You have a lot to offer. It’s not your fault no one sees past your exterior.”

He stepped into the shower and scrubbed. He paid close attention to the areas where the egomaniac rubbed against him. His skin became raw and pink. The hot water washed away the grime of the evening, along with fresh tears.

He lost track of time and glanced at his watch. It’d been thirty minutes. Stepping out of the shower, he mindlessly dried off before returning to the bedroom.

He stared with disdain at the CPAP machine on his nightstand as he filled it with distilled water. Normal people don’t need a machine to help them breathe at night. He put the water away and dressed in a T-shirt and gym shorts.

Bernard plopped on his bed and stared at the blank TV screen. Leaning over, he rummaged through one of his nightstand drawers. He grabbed a VHS titled A Bear’s Day Work, put it in, and laid back down. The screen displayed two bearded, rugged, beefy men sensually undressing each other. They explored each other’s bodies with the kind of raw and passionate desire that Bernard yearned for. He closed his eyes and envisioned a large man with him. The dream man desired him, touched him, and caressed him. This man loved him. It made him both hopeful and sickened. The men on the screen were muscle bears, not fat bears like him. They wanted each other, not him. These men were everything he wasn’t. Men fawned over thin men like Chance or masculine men like them. He fell in the middle. Lost. Forgotten.

He shut off the tape and turned the channel. He lay there as a commercial boasted about a new weight-loss supplement that required one daily pill. Another described medication to help with depression and anxiety. Bernard stared at the ceiling; fresh tears clouded his vision as thoughts of a life without someone to love him filled his head.

Why does society shun those of us who don’t fit their mold?

Ginger climbed up the stairs at the foot of the bed and nudged Bernard’s side. He didn’t respond. His unfocused eyes gazed into oblivion. Ginger prompted a few more times before she gave up. She curled up next to Bernard and whimpered softly.

Bernard rubbed the dog’s head. “I’m sorry, girl, I didn’t mean to ignore you.”

Ginger sighed.

“You get me, girl. You love me. Is it possible to find someone who loves me as much as you do?”

Ginger barked.

“I know I need another human here. I wonder if I’m reaching too far.”

Bernard rolled onto his side. Ginger nuzzled against his chest.

“What can I do to be noticed?” he asked. “Am I lovable?”


Chapter Two

Rory

Friday, April 10

 

RORY WORKED IN the graduate student workroom with his four colleagues. The team had developed a new method to gather solar energy. They designed it to work with multiple timers in a greenhouse. They discovered a way to increase the capacity of the solar generator, which allowed it to work for weeks without sunlight. This design was the apex of their device. They’d accomplished something no other graduate students had.

The small room held their spare parts, schematics, tools, books, and notes. Rory insisted they kept the space neat and clean. He organized it so everyone could find what they needed.

The adjoining room had a small greenhouse as their test area. They grew a variety of vegetables, including tomatoes and carrots. The team attached a small shed which housed the generator. Solar panels lay between the glass plates to absorb the sunlight.

At thirty-five, Rory was the oldest graduate student in the program. The team invited him out for drinks every Friday, but he didn’t go. He didn’t fit in. They all got along well, and Rory would mess up their dynamic. He needed to keep his work and social life separate.

“I can’t believe we’re almost done with school,” Sophia said. She adjusted the ribbon at the base of her long, black hair.

Sophia was the youngest in the group and the only woman. She’d entered college at sixteen, and at twenty-two, was finishing her graduate program.

“Sophia, if you hadn’t discovered that cross-wiring, we might not have finished in time,” Jeff said.

Jeff was average in every way. He wasn’t tall or short, fat or thin, and could blend into a crowd. He was, however, the most optimistic in the group.

“I’m sure I would have found it eventually,” Nicolas said.

Nicolas was tall and wiry. He groomed his blond hair to perfection and kept his face clean-shaven. Nicolas became frustrated with himself when he didn’t catch an error. He pushed himself harder than anyone else on the team.

“I’m sure you would have.” Jeff smiled and patted Nicolas on the shoulder.

“I agree,” Rory said.

“It’s a fantastic feeling,” Davi said. “What we’ve done here.”

Davi was short and stocky with a strong Brazilian accent. His thick body threatened to tear his T-shirt. He kept his shoulder-length brown hair pulled back with a bandana. He was handsome, and Rory wanted nothing more than to emulate him. Davi was confident, attractive, kind, and had his life together. At thirty, he was the closest to Rory’s age.

“How far are you with the slides for our presentation?” Sophia asked Jeff.

“They’re almost ready. I’ll have them done in plenty of time for us to review.”

Jeff spent hours on the slides for the presentation. He’d taken courses in computer programming, which allowed him to make elaborate slides and images for their final project.

“I’ll start creating notecards and get everyone’s part ready after we finalize the slides,” Nicolas said.

As the son of a politician, Nicolas learned to please a crowd. The group elected him to lead the presentation for their final project. Everything they’d worked for was riding on it.

“I’ve checked the battery power, and it’s holding the energy we’ve stored longer than we could’ve imagined. It’s been there for twenty days,” Sophia said.

“That’s perfect,” Davi said. “It means Rory fixed the calibration we struggled with.”

“Great job, Rory,” Jeff said.

“Thank you.” Rory’s cheeks warmed at the compliment. “I couldn’t have done it without Davi’s wiring skills. I’ve never been good with the wiring portion of this project.”

“Give yourself more credit,” Jeff said. “You’ve been a valuable member of the team.”

“Thank you.”

“He’s right,” Sophia said. “You’ve pulled your weight on this project and we’re lucky to have you.”

Rory’s heart soared. Warmth enveloped him as his team complimented his achievements. He was contributing to a major project, and they noticed.

“Well, I say we call it a day. We’ve done so much,” Jeff said.

“Why don’t we go for drinks?” Sophia suggested.

“That sounds great,” Nicolas said.

“A nice Friday night at the club, sipping drinks and dancing. I’m in,” Davi said.

“Thanks, but I’m going to grade some papers and head home,” Rory said.

“That’s right. The department has you teaching two lower-division courses. How is it?” Sophia asked.

“It’s really not bad. It helps me pay for college and live on my own. I’ve started looking for work. Nothing yet, but I’m hopeful,” Rory said.

“I wish you the best,” Jeff said.

“I’d like to move out of my apartment and find a house. It’d be nice to have a yard and a garage to tinker in. I’d like a big kitchen too, so I can bake large cakes.”

They all gaped at him. Rory shifted his feet.

“Why are you staring?” He averted his eyes.

“I think that’s the most you’ve shared since we started the program,” Jeff said.

“I’m sorry I’m not too open. I just…”

“We understand,” Sophia said. “You grade those papers, and we’ll take a rain check. You’ll have to come out with us to celebrate when we finish.”

“It’s a deal.” Rory smiled.

*

RORY STAYED ON the San Jose State College campus until five, then headed back to Gilroy. The half-hour drive was pleasant. He listened to the radio and relaxed.

Rory walked into his apartment.

“Home sweet home.”

A small tabby cat trotted out of the bedroom, stretched, and leaped onto his shoulder from the couch.

“Hi, Mina.” He scratched her chin. “Did you have a good nap?”

Mina purred.

“Such a good girl.”

Mina jumped onto the back of the couch and curled up. Rory put his keys on the hook below the mail-filled slot next to the door.

Rory lived in a two-bedroom apartment alone. He had decorated it to his exact standards. He kept his apartment spotless. Family photos covered the plain white walls. A cross hung over his couch. Paintings handed down to him by his grandmother adorned the other walls. His favorite was a little girl in a field of yellow wildflowers.

His couch cover was a sea blue, matching the rug under his coffee table. A recliner sat next to the couch, the leather pristine. His coffee table held a basket for his remote control and a stack of coasters. In the corner of the room was a TV with a bookcase filled with novels next to it. The dining table had a pure white cover. His bedroom was bare except for his bed and a nightstand for his alarm clock and Bible.

Rory had converted his spare bedroom into a workroom. A computer sat on a desk in the corner with an old chair. In the middle of the room was a table with blueprints, wires, metal pieces, and a toolbox. Everything had a place.

The red light flashed on the answering machine as he walked into the kitchen.

He pushed play. “Hey, Rory, it’s João Silva. I’m having a barbecue next Saturday and thought you’d like to come. Haven’t seen you in a few years. Hope you’re doing well.”

João always thinks of me. I think it’ll be nice to finally take him up on his offer.

Rory picked up the phone and called.

“Hello?” Mr. Silva asked.

“Hello, Mr. Silva. It’s Rory.”

“Rory, you’re an adult now. You can call me João.”

Rory found Portuguese pronunciations difficult but tried his best. João was a kind man, with a heavy Portuguese accent. He’d moved to the States from the Azores in the fifties.

“Okay, João.”

“How are you?”

“I’m doing good. I just got your message, and I’d love to come for a barbecue. What time?”

“Oh, great to hear. We’ll be starting at about twelve. If you want to come by early to help, that would be fine too.”

“Great. Do you need me to bring anything?” Rory asked.

“Well, if it’s not too much trouble, could you bring some of your pies?”

“Sure, can I use your kitchen?”

“Of course.” There was a pause. “Are you going to bring someone? A girlfriend, or anyone?”

Rory furrowed his brow. He’d never had a girlfriend. He’d been single his entire life. Thirty-five and he had no one.

“No, it’s just going to be me.”

“All right, I’ll put that down for a head count.”

They said their goodbyes, and Rory hung up. He was a little nervous. Mr. Silva had invited him to a barbecue a few times over the past six years, but with work, church activities, and grad school, he didn’t have time to socialize. It’d be nice to get out of the apartment and relax a little.

Rory made dinner. He steamed vegetables and rice, and baked chicken. He poured a glass of Merlot and took his meal into the living room. Mina was still asleep. He turned on the TV.

“Oh, Not Without My Daughter is coming on at six. We made it in time to see it, Mina.” He settled in and watched as Betty, played by Sally Field, realized her husband had no intention of going back to the States from Iran. He cheered Betty on as she planned her escape.

Betty made it over the border and was on her way to freedom.

“Oh, that movie gets me every time.”

Rory carried his dishes to the kitchen. He cleaned them along with the rest of the kitchen. It sparkled by the time he’d finished.

Settling on the couch, he pulled out his knitting set. He’d just got into a nice pace when the phone rang.

He sighed and put the knitting to the side to answer the phone.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Rory.” His mother’s voice came through.

“Hello, Mother,” he said.

“How are you doing, dear?”

“I’m doing okay. How is everything at home?”

“Oh, everything is fine. I just wanted to check on you.”

“Thank you.”

“So, how’s the new diet? Have you lost weight?”

Rory groaned. They attended two services a week together, and he ate lunch with her and his father every Sunday. She still brought up his weight every week. He’d been the same size since he was twenty-five. Six feet and three hundred pounds. He wished she’d leave his weight alone. He loved himself at this size. No one would make him ashamed of his body, which included his mother. He wanted to tell her to stop but decided against it.

“No, I haven’t lost any weight since last month.”

“Hmm,” she said. “Well, I’m sure you’re trying.”

“Thank you, Mother.”

“So, how’s school going? Are you done yet?”

Another thing his mother brought up. She believed he should have finished his degree within eight years of starting. It took Rory twelve years to complete his bachelor’s and master’s. His parents gave him enough for full-time tuition, but he wanted to live alone. He used the rest to rent his apartment.

“I finish in May,” he said.

“Oh, finally. Now you can get a proper job,” she said. “Well, I’m glad we could catch up. I’ll see you at the service tomorrow night.”

He had a proper job. He taught two classes at the college. It wasn’t extravagant money, but it paid the bills. It was work he enjoyed.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good night.” She hung up before he could say he loved her.

Rory sat on his couch, knitting a sweater for his niece. She loved lavender, and she’d love anything her Uncle Roro made for her.

He left the TV on the American Movie Classics channel while he worked. The background noise helped him focus.

An hour had passed when Rory warmed up one of his brownies. He put a scoop of ice cream on top and took it into the living room.

His mother’s voice interrupted him. Is this really the way to lose weight? You’ll never find a nice girl looking like this.

He turned on Jeopardy and ate his brownie.

Is my mother right? Am I going to be alone if I don’t lose weight?

He cleaned up his dish and headed to the bedroom, Mina trailing behind.

Rory dressed in his pajamas and lay in bed. Mina found her way to the open area between his legs and curled up. Rory grabbed his Bible and read passages for thirty minutes. Same as every night.

Once he finished, he held the Bible to his heart and said his evening prayer.

I don’t know where my life is going. How do I become the son my mother wants? How do I make her proud?


Chapter Three

Bernard

Monday, April 11

 

MONDAY MORNING BERNARD picked up his friend and coworker, Sarah.

“You look down today. What’s wrong?” she asked.

Bernard could always confide in Sarah; they’d been close friends since high school. She was the first person he’d ever come out to, and one of the few friends who’d stood by him afterwards. She’d met her husband John at college, where she’d been on a tennis scholarship. Bernard had even acted as groomsman at their wedding two years later.

Her husband, John, was an amazing man. He was big, burly, hairy, and compassionate. John ticked all the boxes Bernard looked for in a man. He never told Sarah he found John attractive, but she knew.

“Well,” Bernard said. “It’s about what happened Friday night.”

He described the night’s events. Sarah did not interrupt his story. She allowed Bernard to express his pain.

After he finished, Sarah placed a hand on his shoulder.

“I’m so sorry, Bernard. I can’t believe he would say those things. How awful.”

Bernard fought back tears as his chest tightened. He struggled to breathe. He pulled over as he hyperventilated.

“It’s okay. Deep breaths, deep breaths.” Sarah rubbed his back. “It’s going to be okay. Did you take your medication this morning?”

Bernard forced a nod. He’d been on the same anxiety medication for seven years. He’d started taking it after he broke up with his last boyfriend, Tracy. It was supposed to relieve anxiety attacks and depression. Nights like Friday proved it didn’t always work.

“How much did you drink last night?”

Bernard shook his head. “No”—breathe in—“drinks.” Breathe out.

“Okay.” She continued to rub his back.

With his breathing evened out, he balled his hands into fists. He looked at Sarah, tears threatening to release. Her green eyes gleamed back at him.

“Why are these guys so nasty?” He choked on the words. “They wanted to fuck with me. I’m just a joke to them. None of them actually want me.”

Sarah sat speechless.

“Even guys my size don’t want a guy my size. They want thin, athletic, hairless, toned, or muscular men. They want everything else, but they don’t want me!”

The tears fell. Sarah grabbed tissues from the glove compartment and handed them to him.

“I’m meant to be alone. That’s it. I have to face facts, or I’ll implode.” He blew his nose. Bernard removed his glasses to wipe his eyes.

“That place is no good for you, Bernard,” she said. “You like to sit and read. Play video games. You prefer a good sappy movie over a dance club. You don’t like those places.”

“But I can’t meet people at home. It’s the only gay club within twenty miles.”

“You need to take a break from the bar scene.”

“I can’t do this anymore,” he said, ignoring her comment.

“That place has changed you.” Her face screwed up in a grimace.

“What do you mean?”

“You used to be happy sitting at home, watching a movie with Ginger curled up at your feet. Now—” she looked at him. “Now you want to push your limits to see how much you can torment yourself before you collapse.”

“I…”

She cut him off. “You have to face the fact the club scene is not for you. You need another route.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. We’ll think of something.”

“Or I live alone.”

“Bernard, you’re a wonderful person who deserves to be happy. There has to be a bear out there for you.”

She reached over and hugged him. He smiled at her use of the term bear. He didn’t know what he’d do without her. Sarah was his rock, confidant, and biggest supporter. She even set him up on dates multiple times. When the dates ended with the guy never contacting him again, he couldn’t face her. He asked her to stop setting him up two years ago. She obliged and stopped. He’d told her he didn’t want to date, and he just needed time alone.

He’d had a single date in two years, but never told Sarah about it. His coworker, Mark, set him up with his brother-in-law, Sean. She’d be upset if she’d found he let someone else try to find him a boyfriend. That date didn’t end well, and he couldn’t admit to Sarah that he’d failed again.

“Maybe I should give in to what the gay community wants. I’ll lose weight, get in shape, and become the stereotypical gay muscle bear they all want. It would make everything easier, wouldn’t it?”

“Seriously?” She pulled away from the hug. “No, it wouldn’t be easier. You’re fine the way you are, and I know you better than anyone. You’re not one to give in to the pressures of beauty standards.” She punched him on the shoulder. “You’re a strong, intelligent, and independent person. You’re a great catch. Anyone who doesn’t see that is missing out.”

“Thank you.” He smiled.

“Now get driving, or we’ll be late for work.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Bernard cleared the rest of his tears from his face and got back onto the road.

*

BERNARD AND SARAH walked into a three-story office building. It had an empty shop on one side and a drugstore on the other. The Haggarty Insurance Corporation sign occupied the area above the door.

“See you at lunch?” Sarah asked.

“Let’s get sandwiches at Carrie’s.”

“Sounds good to me.”

Sarah walked down the hall while Bernard walked past the information desk.

“Good morning, Alice,” he said to the receptionist.

“Good morning, Bernard.” Alice smiled.

Bernard took the elevator to the third floor, entered the breakroom, waved to Sharon and Mark, and grabbed a cup of coffee on his way to his office.

A desk, filing cabinet, computer, chair, and two shelves crowded the small office. Bernard lit two vanilla candles and pulled out a folder from a cabinet. He pored over spreadsheets, entered data, and performed mathematical calculations. He used risk analysis to help his company turn a profit. His job wasn’t glamorous, but he enjoyed it. Bernard became absorbed in his work. Everything else took a backseat when he focused. He required an alarm clock set at different times to ensure he took breaks, ate lunch, and didn’t stay too late. Sarah joked if he didn’t have the clock he’d be there overnight.

His break alarm sounded. He stood, stretched, and shut it off.

His bladder ached for release. He rushed to the restroom to relieve himself.

After a break, Bernard strolled back to his office with fresh coffee, an empty bladder, and plenty of paperwork on his desk.

When his lunch alarm sounded, he headed downstairs to meet Sarah. They walked across the street to Carrie’s.

Carrie’s Sandwich Shop had a homey feel to it. The scent of their fresh bread, roast beef, and caramelized onions enveloped the shop, tantalizing Bernard’s nose. Two arcade games sat in the back of the shop; their screens called to people to play.

Bernard squeezed into a booth. “I wish they’d get bigger booths. I feel like an adult trying to fit into a child’s car seat.”

“I’m sure it’s not that bad.”

Bernard pointed to the table, his gut a mere inch from the booth. “No?”

“Okay, let’s grab a table.”

They ordered and sat at a table with their drinks.

“So, what are your plans tonight?” Sarah asked.

“I’m going to stay in, put on a movie, have a nice dinner, and just relax for a change.”

“That sounds amazing. After the night you had Friday, I couldn’t imagine anything better.”

“Yup. You’re right. That place is toxic. I don’t need it in my life.”

“It’s definitely not your scene.”

“You’re right.”

A server dropped off their sandwiches with a smile.

Bernard bit into his pulled pork sandwich. “These are amazing. I would eat every meal here if I could.”

“Tell me about it.” She took a bite and swallowed. “So, there’s someone I want you to meet.”

“Are you trying to set me up?”

“No, not at all. John’s cousin moved to town after saving up to leave Washington. He’s…” She hesitated. “He’s not in a good place and could use friends. He’s gay and got out of a relationship a few years ago. He’s still recovering from it. I don’t want to say too much, but I think you two could be friends, nothing more.”

“Wow. It must be hard to pack up and move to another state.”

“He’s a great guy and doesn’t have any gay friends here. So, of course, I thought you two could at least meet. He’s a bit shy, but a kind man. Even if you don’t become friends, he’ll know another gay man in the area and not feel overwhelmed or alone.”

“You are the sweetest person I know. You always think about others.”

“Thank you. I just want to make sure everyone in my life is happy, or as happy as they can be.”

“In that case, yes. I’d like to meet him.”

“Great, we’ll plan a dinner party.”

*

BERNARD DROPPED OFF Sarah after work and drove home. He let Ginger in and started dinner.

While the vegetables steamed, the phone rang.

He answered the kitchen phone. “Hello?”

“Hey, son, how are you?” Bernard’s dad asked in Portuguese.

“Hi, Dad. It’s good to hear from you. I’m doing well. How are you?”

“Oh, not too bad, not too bad. I was hoping you could come by for lunch on Saturday. I want to barbecue some burgers and hot dogs. It’s going to be a small gathering. Just some family and a few friends.”

“Yes, I’m in.”

Bernard had not visited since Christmas. It’d be good to see his dad, brother, and the family again.

“Perfect grilling weather,” his dad said.

“Sounds great.”

“So, anything new in your life?”

“Same ol’, same ol’.”

“So, you won’t be bringing anyone to the barbecue?”

“I could ask Sarah and John to come along,” Bernard said.

“No, I mean, a boyfriend.” Bernard couldn’t help but catch the coyness in his father’s voice.

His father was being his father. He asked every chance he got if Bernard was dating. He meant well, but Bernard didn’t have the heart to tell his father that his last boyfriend, Tracy, had hurt him. He wanted to find love again, but the memory of Tracy loomed in the back of his mind.

“Probably not. I’m not seeing anyone.”

“That’s a shame. Well, I look forward to seeing you on Saturday.”

“Thanks, Dad. Love you, and I’ll see you Saturday.”

“Love you too, son.” They both hung up.

What is with everyone’s sudden obsession with my dating life?

Bernard grabbed his dinner and walked into the living room. He pulled out a tape and showed it to Ginger.

“Let’s watch In & Out starring Kevin Kline, playing the part of a lifetime. A straight actor playing a gay man struggling with his sexuality.” Bernard laughed at his joke.

Still, the public finds men like Kevin Kline attractive. He’s not fat like me. So, he’s what both straight and gay audiences want.

Bernard ate dinner while Howard Brackett’s former student outed him on national television.

“Ginger, do you think I need to find a man like everyone says?” He placed his empty plate on the coffee table.

Ginger barked and jumped into his lap to curl up.

“I didn’t think so.”

They finished the movie and watched the end credits. “Well, even the newly gay teacher can find love,” he sighed. “First man he meets, and bam. Ah, the magic of a rom-com.”

He put the tape away and took the dishes into the kitchen. He cleaned the dishes, then headed to his bedroom.

After a hot shower, Bernard dressed in his nightclothes and moved to his bedroom window. He looked out at the backyard. Rain fell into the yard.

“Maybe this is a sign,” Bernard told Ginger. “The rain is washing away the past, and my future is bright.” He smiled. “You know what? I need a snack.”

He walked to the kitchen to grab cookies and poured a glass of milk.

“You know, Sarah’s right,” he said through a mouthful of cookie. “That place is not good for me. I was fine until I saw all those men. I’ve been happy with myself before, and I can be happy again.”

The dog pawed at his leg. “Aww, do you want a doggie biscuit?”

Bernard gave Ginger a biscuit while he finished off his cookies.

“Well, we should get to sleep. I can’t wait for Saturday. I’m sure you’ll love to run around and have fun on the farm.”

Ginger barked at him.

“You know, I am happy, but I still feel something is missing. I’m sure I’ll meet someone one day when I’m not expecting it. That’s how it works, right?”

Ginger cocked her head.

“They could be right under my nose, and I’d never know it.”

Bernard ignored the comment. The last time he got his hopes up was with Sean. He’d had one date with Sean a year ago, and it didn’t work out. Sean wasn’t to blame for what happened. It was a miscommunication on Bernard’s part. Right now, he needed to focus on himself. He had to figure out his life before he could share it with someone.


Chapter Four

Bernard

Saturday, April 18

 

BERNARD AVOIDED LIQUID Pearl the entire week. He and Sarah sang along with the radio on the drive to work. He walked Ginger after work every day. Ginger played at the dog park while he read.

The phone rang Saturday morning as Bernard finished the dishes.

“Hello?”

“Hey, son,” his dad spoke in Portuguese.

“Hi, Dad. How are you this morning?” Bernard replied in Portuguese.

“Doing all right. I wondered if you could pick up a few things on your way out here for the barbecue?”

“Sure thing. What do you need?” He grabbed a piece of paper and a pen.

“Two bags of ice, twenty pounds if you can get them, and some soda. Any type, just grab three twelve-packs.”

“Not a problem. I will grab those and be there around noon.”

“Thanks, son. See you soon. Love you.”

“I love you too, Dad.”

*

BERNARD PULLED INTO his dad’s driveway at noon. Dust enveloped his truck on the dirt road. His dad lived alone on two acres of land. He had a three-bedroom farmhouse with a small barn. The farm housed chickens, a few milking goats, and a Queensland heeler named Bonnie. His dad also had a stubborn ram who disliked everyone except his dad and Ginger.

Bernard parked and let Ginger out to run. She made a beeline for Bonnie. Bernard lifted the cooler out of the bed of his truck.

“Long time no see, Bernard,” a voice called out from behind him.

Bernard turned around. A man taller and stockier than him strolled up the dirt path. His short chestnut hair danced in the breeze. His jeans and T-shirt hugged his curves.

“Rory Sinclair.” Bernard put his cooler down and hugged him. “It’s been way too long, my friend.”

His soft beard rubbed against Bernard’s cheek.

Bernard’s heart skipped a beat. The hint of Rory’s cologne took him back in time. They were teenagers again, hanging out in the food court at the mall. He took a deep breath, savoring the scent. Rory’s cologne was the only brand that didn’t make him nauseous.

“It’s good to see you, Bernard.” Rory broke the hug. His family moved from Scotland when he was ten and he still held a subtle Scottish accent.

“You as well,” Bernard said. “How are you doing?”

“I’m doing all right. I’m finishing my master’s degree in electrical engineering in a few months.”

“That’s fantastic. Congratulations.”

“Thanks. And what have you been up to?”

“I’m still living the dream at Haggarty Insurance Corporation as an actuary.”

“Fancy.” Rory grinned.

“Oh yeah, so exciting.” They both laughed.

Rory vanished when he started grad school six years ago. He didn’t have time to spend with his friends. Bernard didn’t blame Rory for the distance. He suspected Rory’s mother had something to do with it.

They hauled the supplies to the backyard where a few people had gathered. Bernard recognized his brother, Emilio, Aunt Antonia, and her son, Carlos.

“Dad. Where do you want this?” Bernard grunted.

His dad stood at the grill, cigarette in his mouth and beer in hand. The man always had a beer and cigarette nearby in his waking hours. Bernard and Emilio told him to stop drinking and smoking so much, but he refused.

The aroma of burgers and hotdogs wafted outward. Bernard’s mouth watered; he loved his dad’s cooking.

“Just put them on the porch. There are a few coolers inside. Can you fill them with ice and soda?”

“No problem.”

“Oh, and there’s beer in the fridge. If you can put them in a cooler by themselves with ice, that’d be great. Thanks, son.”

Bernard and Rory filled the cooler, and Bernard took a soda. Rory grabbed a beer, and they made their way to the grill.

“These look fantastic, João,” Rory said.

“Thanks. The secret is in the spice.” He smiled.

“Which you’ve never taught us,” Bernard said.

“If I taught you, it wouldn’t be a secret.” His dad looked up at him and winked. He stood five feet tall. Bernard got his height from his mother’s side. His great-grandfather had been six feet tall.

“Fair enough,” Bernard conceded.

“I’m going to check on the pies,” Rory said.

“All right, we’ll talk later,” Bernard said.

A dozen people milled about the yard. All the guests had a drink and someone to talk to. Bernard gave Antonia and Carlos hugs and said hi. Carlos was talking with a few people Bernard didn’t recognize. Antonia discussed Avon or Mary Kay with a few women, so he left them to it.

Bernard walked up to his brother.

“Hey, Emilio.”

“Hey, Bernard. How is everything?” Emilio hugged him.

“Taking it one day at a time.”

Emilio was the polar opposite of Bernard. Emilio was two years younger and had inherited their father’s appearance. He was four inches shorter than Bernard, lean and muscular, with jet-black hair, piercing blue eyes, and suntanned olive skin. Bernard’s skin was a pale olive from years of being indoors. Emilio possessed a sense of confidence Bernard lacked. Their father’s confidence. Bernard gained their mother’s insecurities.

“So, how are you doing, really?” Emilio asked.

“I’m doing okay, I promise. I’ve stopped drinking, I’m taking my medication. I have a great job, and a fantastic friend who keeps me on the straight and narrow.”

Bernard didn’t tell him about his experiences at the club. His brother would worry. It was his burden, not his brother’s.

“Good.” Emilio smiled.

“How are Camila and the boys?”

“They’re doing well. Camila is visiting her parents in Nebraska for a week with the boys before they have to be back in school. To be honest, it’s good to have a little time alone.”

“I’ll bet. Alone time is necessary to stay sane.”

“Hear, hear.” Emilio held up his beer.

“Wait? Why aren’t they in school?”

“We transferred, and they attend a year around school. They are out in, let’s see—” Emilio paused. “April, August, and December.”

“How do holidays work?”

“They get the usual holidays off. Fourth of July, Christmas, Thanksgiving, same as we did,” he said.

“Not like when we were kids. Summer was it,” Bernard said, “but I wouldn’t give it up for rotating months off.”
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