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Husky and Heartfelt

Big Boys of Gilroy, Book Two

Jole Cannon


This book, as with the last, goes out to my husband, Ken. Without him none of this would be possible. I love you with all my heart.


Chapter One

Sean

Friday, January 8th, 1999

 

Sean locked his car and walked toward the school building. Two dozen cars filled the school’s parking lot. Staff who worked year-round and a few teachers, who like him, came in on the Friday before school started. Everyone would be here on Monday for the mandatory meeting and workday.

Sean entered the front office. One woman sat behind the desk, rifling through papers and checking her computer. Her long blonde hair was tied in a bun on the back of her head.

“Good morning, Helen,” he said.

“Good morning, Sean. Ready for another semester?” She smiled.

“I’m looking forward to it. I’m going to scout a few of the Sophomores on the JV team for my team next year. I need to get them ready and in shape.”

“Sounds like you’re looking to win the state championship again.”

“It’s been too long. We have to take it back.”

“Best of luck.”

“Thank you.”

Sean walked to the back office and collected his stack of papers from his box.

He headed to the break room and grabbed a cup from the cupboard. The aroma of the coffee in the pot tantalized his nose. It was store-bought basic coffee, but Helen made sure it was strong. That was what he needed today.

He dropped a quarter into the donation tin and poured a cup. The first taste of the rich black liquid seeped down his throat, awakening his senses.

He sat at one of the small tables and started flipping through the stack of papers until he found his spring roster. Two classes of Sophomore PE, third period prep, and they’d capped him at twenty-five students this semester. He’d complained that trying to wrangle thirty kids while also coaching and training the football team was too draining. A minor threat to quit as head coach next year altered their decision. He enjoyed having some say in his class sizes. His roster this year was tight. He was going to fight for players on his varsity team. He’d watched a few freshmen who could be second string on his team, but the JV coaches would fight to keep them. It was going to be fun this semester building a team.

“Good morning, Sean.” A familiar voice hit his ears. The pleasant and positive tones of Hugo.

“Good morning, Hugo. How are you this morning?” Sean said.

“I’m doing great. How are you?”

How can someone be so lively this early in the morning?

“I’m doing good. I just need coffee to get my engine started.”

“I hear ya,” Hugo said. He placed some change in the bucket and poured himself a cup of coffee. He added powdered creamer and sugar.

Sean watched Hugo. Even in the morning, he appeared very well-dressed. No students, and he still wore his tan slacks, light blue button-up shirt with a gray bow tie, and matching sweater vest his belly pushed against. Hugo’s short blond hair and trimmed goatee rounded out his look. His smile reached his baby-blue eyes, magnified by his round glasses.

Still as handsome as he was in college. I want to run my fingers through that hair again. I wouldn’t mind rubbing my hands over his chest and belly again, either.

Over a decade had passed since Sean broke the man’s heart, and he still remembered what he looked and felt like.

“Would you like to join me for a cup of coffee?” Sean asked. He’d avoided Hugo for six years. He couldn’t do it anymore. It killed him to distance himself from Hugo.

“Oh, yes. Thank you.” Hugo sat down and took a sip of his coffee. Sean read his face. The invitation surprised him. Sean didn’t blame him.

“What’s your schedule for the day?” Hugo asked.

“I’m going to plan the activities for the semester. Usual things. Basketball, some dodgeball, baseball if the weather holds up. What about you?”

“I’m going to choose the music for the semester. I want my advanced band and choir to perform together at the end-of-year rally. They work so hard, and I never get to put them together for a performance. I haven’t selected a song yet, but something will come to me. I talked to the advisor of the rally, and she said she would be happy to give me ten minutes at the rally.”

“That sounds exciting. I’m so happy for you.”

He was honest. He wanted to see Hugo succeed. The man had done so much for the music department, and Sean wanted to support him.

“It’s going to be a great semester,” Hugo said.

“I agree.”

“I’m sorry the team didn’t make it to state this year. I’m sure you’ll get there next year.”

“Thanks. They struggled at the beginning. A lot going on, but I’m sure we’ll do great next season,” Sean said. “I know your band and choir will be spectacular. I can’t wait to hear them.”

“Thank you,” Hugo said. “Do you have plans for the weekend?”

“Not really. Most of my weekends are me lounging around my house. Until baseball season starts.”

“Do you still see that guy I ran into you with at the game?”

“Bernard? Yeah. He’s a friend of mine. He’s a nice guy,” Sean said.

“That’s great.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll play my guitar, clean the house, and maybe watch a musical.”

“Sounds relaxing.”

“Anyway, I better go. I’ll see you around.” Hugo stood to go. “Oh, I forgot to ask. Did Kirkpatrick talk to you yet?”

Matthew Kirkpatrick was the school principal. He was one reason Sean hadn’t come out. Kirkpatrick and some of the administrators, along with the school superintendent, disapproved of same-sex relationships. They weren’t openly hostile—that would violate the union agreements—but everyone knew their position.

“What would he need to talk to me about?” Sean stiffened.

He’d been careful. Bernard was the last man to visit him, and that was over a year ago. He stayed away from places that could incriminate his sexuality, and no one came to his house.

“He mentioned sending some of us to the conference in Austin next month. I couldn’t find details, but it’s a weekend like usual. You and I were the only ones on the list from our district.”

Sean eased up. He didn’t love attending conferences, but there were worse things the district could ask him to do. He’d be able to spend time with Hugo. Maybe take Bernard’s advice and let him know how he felt.

“Thanks for the heads up,” Sean said. “I’ll see you later.”

“See you later.”

Sean sat in thought. He’d need to broach the subject of being gay first.

How can I tell Hugo I’m gay? I convinced him I wasn’t. What will he think if I tell him now?

Sean walked down the path to the gym. The school stood on a large plot of land. Beautiful patches of grass separated the buildings. This gave the campus an open feeling. Sean did his student teaching in a one-building school and agreed he’d never do that again. He enjoyed the spaciousness of Gilroy High.

Sean unlocked the boys’ locker room and made his way to the office.

The office held three desks, one for each male gym teacher, a cabinet with the first aid kit, extra gym equipment, and odds and ends they’d collected over the years.

Sean sat at his desk and powered up his computer. He sipped his coffee and rummaged through papers.

He pulled out the JV roster and started highlighting the players he thought had potential for the varsity team. He was losing more than half his team this year when they graduated. His current juniors needed a lot of help, but he had a plan. Threaten to replace them with the new juniors next year and that would light a fire under them.

A few names popped out. Beau Thompson, Clive Martin, and Stephen Miller. Those boys were fantastic. All three freshmen, and all three could play varsity as sophomores for him next year, if their parents signed off. They would form a powerful defensive line.

He was finishing up the first string of players when there was a knock at the door and Matthew Kirkpatrick walked in.

The principal was tall, over six feet, and glared down at people. This was his fourth year at Gilroy High, but Sean had never got to know him outside of staff meetings. He never visited the teachers, he never had meetings with parents or guardians, he did nothing but deal with paperwork and discipline students. Most of the staff disliked him, and he scared the students. It was fine for students to respect you and behave as a result, but he scared them in a way that upset Sean. He’d raised his voice at students and yelled at his team, but they knew why. Matthew yelled to dominate, not to garner students’ attention when they were being rambunctious. He’d heard Kirkpatrick through the walls of his office shouting at a kid who spit gum on the floor.

“Hello, Matthew. How are you this morning?”

Sean had learned not to call him Matt. The man didn’t appreciate the familiarity of first names and wanted them to use surnames. He gave up the fight when everyone called him, and one another, by their first names, but still refused to let his own name be shortened.

“I am doing well.” His voice echoed through the small office. “Mr. Janssen said you were on campus today. I wanted to talk to you about the conference in Austin. I think you would be a good fit as someone to represent our school. Would you like to attend? I will send you and Mr. Janssen.” Kilpatrick never used contractions. If Sean didn’t know better, he’d say the man was allergic to them.

“I think this would be an excellent opportunity for us. When is it?”

“It will be the last weekend of February. You will fly out on the twenty-fifth and return on the twenty-eighth.”

“I’d be happy to go. It’ll be a great opportunity.”

“Good. I will have the paperwork ready by next Friday so we can get clearance for you both to attend.”

“Is there anything else I need to know?”

“No, that is all.”

“Thank you for visiting. I’ll talk to you later.”

“One more thing,” Kilpatrick said. “We could only acquire one room, so I am going to have you share with Mr. Janssen. I am sorry that we could not get you into your own room. If it becomes an issue rooming with Mr. Janssen, please let me know and we will talk about getting you alternative accommodation.”

An issue? Because he’s gay, right? You can’t say that out loud though, you bigoted asshole.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

“Okay, I will see you at the staff meeting on Monday morning.”

Matthew held out his hand. Sean shook hands.

“Goodbye, Mr. Patterson.”

“Bastard,” Sean said after he was sure Matthew was out of earshot. He picked up his phone and punched in a series of numbers. “Pick up, pick up. Please be there.”


Chapter Two

Hugo

Friday, January 8th

 

Hugo entered his band room and took a deep breath. The fresh smell of the room put a smile on his face. The janitor had placed everything where it belonged. He made sure Vickie received a gift on her birthday and Hanukkah every year. He couldn’t keep the room this clean without her.

Hugo beamed at the sight of the band’s equipment. With a new semester came fresh music, possibilities, and an opportunity for his band to showcase their talents.

In his box, there was a notice from the school board.

He read it out loud. As he continued, his face heated, and he scowled. The district planned a board meeting in May to determine the music funds for the 2000-2001 school year. Kirkpatrick had mentioned that the music department detracted from academics and was not a valid class.

“What in the world?” Hugo collapsed into his chair. “He’s horrible. Music gives students confidence in something. He doesn’t realize it. He doesn’t realize anything.”

Hugo sat at his small desk in the office next to the band room. He’d been the music director for six years now.

He’d taught at Gilroy Junior High for four years after college, then applied here after the previous band director retired. This school welcomed him with open arms, even if he was a little eccentric. Principal Lorance Anderson loved his enthusiasm, energy, and passion for music. Anderson never made Hugo feel unwelcome. The man loved everyone. Anderson had to know Hugo was gay. Everyone did. Hugo wasn’t one to alter his personality to blend in. No one cared so long as he did his job, taught music, and showed a passion for the growth of the students.

That changed a few years ago when Matthew Kirkpatrick became principal. Anderson passed away in a car accident and Kirkpatrick took over the following semester. The man despised the arts, and so did many school board members. The drama department lost funding last year and had to shut down productions. They allowed Misha Morozov, the theater teacher, to keep one drama class. The rest were English courses.

Morozov was smart, however. All the literature he selected for his courses consisted of plays, musicals, and books on lighting and stage production. He covered the required standards, and taught what the school board expected, but he did it his way.

Since the school didn’t give him a budget for a school play, his drama class and the drama club had to fundraise in order to earn enough money to put on a production. Hugo had offered his band to do the music for Oklahoma! last year.

Hugo didn’t have the luxury of having a degree that translated into another subject. He taught music. He’d earned a degree in music and teaching credentials in music, and that’s all he could do. They might assign him to teach at the elementary or middle school level. That would exhaust him. He’d be running back and forth to teach.

He felt alone in this fight. His colleagues liked him, but not enough to defend him. He had Randall, of course, but their friendship wasn’t anything special. They hung out once in a while.

He wished Sean had stayed in contact. For the first time in six years, Sean had reached out. What changed? Why talk to him now?

He sighed and stood up. There was too much to do. He didn’t have time to dwell on what-ifs.

Before he could move anything, there was a knock at the door.

“Good morning, Mr. Janssen,” a voice called out.

Hugo plastered a smile on his face before turning around to face Matthew Kirkpatrick.

“Good morning, Matthew. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I assume you received the notice from the board of education regarding the direction the school will go with the music department soon.”

Hugo placed his hands behind his back and clenched his fists. He maintained his smile, a skill he’d learned as a child. Be polite, be kind, and don’t let them know how much they’ve upset you.

“I did,” he said.

“I believe the board will vote on this on the eighteenth. I think they want a decision before the end of the school year.”

“Why now, sir? The music department is an integral part of the school. We help with school spirit, morale, and keep students engaged.”

“We need funds allotted to more academic areas. I am sure you understand. Either way, I know they shall make the right choice.”

The right choice? You pushed for this, just like you pushed to remove the theater program. You’re nothing more than a vindictive old man.

“Is there anything else you need to tell me?”

“Yes, after looking at the budget, you cannot afford the spring band trip this year. I am sorry.”

“The students look forward to that trip. They compete and have a wonderful time,” Hugo said.

“I am sorry, but we needed to shift the budget to give money to the football team for new uniforms, gear, and things they need to be successful. Maybe you can start fundraising for a trip next year if you have enough classes.”

“This is outrageous. I’m losing everything here, and for what? Why is this happening?”

“I suggest you be careful what you say, Mr. Janssen. We are doing what is best for the students. It is nothing personal.” Kirkpatrick glared at Hugo.

Hugo bit his tongue. He couldn’t afford to get into an altercation with the principal. He couldn’t be fired for disagreeing, but the board could use it against him at the board meeting. The man had no shame.

“I’m sorry, I’m just emotional. I’ll figure something out for a trip. Maybe we can fundraise for a small day trip to San Francisco or Sacramento.”

“Those would be great choices.” Kirkpatrick smirked. “Do you have any further questions?”

“Do you have the conference details?”

“Ah, yes. It will be from February twenty-fifth to the twenty-eighth. You will arrive on Wednesday. Registration and the welcome ceremony will be on Thursday.”

“Wait, we’re leaving Wednesday? I thought we’d leave on Thursday. The students have a concert planned for Wednesday night.”

“It is an extensive training session. We need you there to be ready for registration early Thursday morning. I am sure missing one performance will not hinder them. Unless you do not wish to go?” Kirkpatrick raised an eyebrow and stared at Hugo. His eyes burrowed into him, daring Hugo to defy him.

“No, I’m sure they’ll be okay. Maybe I can get a music sub who can cover it.”

“If you wish. Have a wonderful day and weekend.”

“Thank you. See you Monday.” He waved as Kilpatrick left the room.

You absolute monster. I’m not letting you destroy what I’ve built without a fight. You can bet on that.

Hugo busied himself setting up chairs and instruments and tuning the pianos. His shoulders slumped. Right now, he didn’t want to be here. He wanted to curl up in bed, watch Brigadoon, and eat ice cream. Kirkpatrick had the power to drain the energy from a room.

His feet carried him without thought. He’d moved the same three chairs five times when the phone rang.

“Gilroy High School music department. This is Hugo Janssen. How may I help you?” Hugo said.

“Hugo, it’s Sean.”

“What’s going on? You sound flustered.”

“Nothing good. Did Kirkpatrick come to see you yet?” Sean asked.

“Yeah, he left about thirty minutes ago. Why?”

“Then he told you about the room we’re sharing at the conference?”

“What? No, he just told me he’d have the paperwork next Friday. He also came to talk to me about the direction the school board wants to take the music program. It sounds like they want to cut funding for next year.”

“Wait, what?”

“They’re having a board meeting in May. It sounds like he’s pulling the same thing he did with Misha. The difference is, I don’t have a second credential. If they remove the music program, I might lose my job. No position means no security,” Hugo said.

“That’s ridiculous. How can they do that? The music department has improved over the years you’ve been here.”

Hugo’s cheeks warmed. This was the nicest Sean had been to him since they were in college.

“Thank you. I’ll figure something out with the music department. So, why did he tell you we were rooming together?”

“That man is up to something,” Sean said. “He seemed adamant about making sure I knew who I was sharing a room with at the conference. He hinted at the fact I may not be comfortable with it but didn’t come out and say why. I think he assumes I agree with him about gay teachers. I wonder if he chose us for this reason.”

“Why would he care?”

“It sounds like he wants to get rid of the music program. That might be easier if the gay music teacher is gone.”

“He wouldn’t do something so outrageous. Does he think he can get me on sexual misconduct at the conference?”

“Who knows? But if he wants to remove the program, and you’re not there to defend it, it’ll be easier to get the decision he wants,” Sean said.

“What an absolute homophobic asshole. He thinks if I’m in close quarters with another man, I won’t be able to help myself and try something,” Hugo said.

“I’m sorry.”

“For what? You haven’t done anything. This is all him.”

“Just for not being there for you.”

“You don’t have to apologize.”

“I do. I really do. I want us to be friends. Let’s grab dinner tonight and start catching up. I need more friends, and you were one of the best I’d ever had.”

He wanted to be friends again. Six years here and he’d ignored Hugo at every turn. Hugo had given up on reconnecting with Sean. He needed to know why, though. Sean must have had his reasons for snubbing him after college. He was going to find out those reasons.

“That sounds nice. Where would you like to meet?”

“How about we keep it simple? Let’s do Lyon’s.”

“Sounds great. What time?”

“What works for you?”

“I have judo at five. But I’m done at six-thirty. So, give me time to shower and change. I can be there at seven-thirty.”

“You take judo?”

“Yeah, I started five years ago. It’s a great way to get my heart pumping.”

“Sounds exciting. I’ll see you at seven-thirty then.”

Hugo hung up the phone.

He wants to be friends. But why? I’ve missed him, but I don’t want to get hurt again.

Hugo finished up the setup and sat down with his roster.

He started highlighting students who would move on to the advanced band class next year. He had a few freshmen who were extraordinary in their abilities, and he wanted to give them the best chance to improve and explore their skills. One stuck out. Melony Martin. She was a beautiful cellist. She was also younger than her peers, having entered high school at thirteen. If he had an advanced band course next year, she’d be first chair.

He finished his highlights and sat at the desk, staring into oblivion. Pressure built up in his chest at the thought of losing everything he’d built here. He loved the school, the kids, and being a band director. Nothing could compare to seeing your band secure first place in a state competition for two consecutive years. Except having Sean there to see it. He’d asked him the first few years he was here to chaperone some trips, but he always declined.

Hugo stood and walked over to the piano and played. The music flowed through him. His passion. He sang “I’d Really Love to See You Tonight” by England Dan & John Ford Coley. The song he’d learned and cherished after Sean left him. He only wanted Sean’s friendship. This song exemplified that feeling. He was going to get the man he loved back, even if it was only as friends.


Chapter Three

Sean

Friday, January 8th

 

Sean checked his watch every thirty seconds as he sat at a table in Lyon’s. He’d ordered a whisky and Coke to take some of the edge off. It didn’t work.

The aroma of sizzling steaks and burgers wafted past him as servers bustled around. The place was packed, and he was glad he’d arrived early.

He continued to watch the door. It was only seven-twenty.

Hugo walked in at seven-thirty. He wore a blue polo, brown slacks, and a tired look. He saw Sean and made a beeline for him.

“I meant to get here early, but judo ran a little long. I just made it,” Hugo said.

“It’s fine. I’m glad we could meet up to talk.”

Their server came by to take their order. They ordered drinks, Sean opting for soda rather than more alcohol, and appetizers.

“I was a little surprised you invited me out tonight,” Hugo said.

“Well, when Kirkpatrick mentioned I’d be rooming with you, I thought we should reconnect before the trip.”

“Oh, okay.” Hugo’s face fell. “You wanted to be ready to plan our schedule for the trip. That makes sense.”

“No, it’s not that,” Sean said. “I…I want to be friends again. If we can.”

“You want to be friends?” Tears welled up in Hugo’s eyes. He grabbed a napkin to wipe them away.

“Yes.”

Hugo sniffed and blew his nose. “I’ve been trying for years to reconnect with you. You wouldn’t talk to me after college. I was excited when I found out Gilroy High had hired me. I’d be able to talk to you. Then…” He choked.

“Then I pushed you away. I shouldn’t have. It wasn’t right.”

“I want to know why. We were so happy, or at least I thought we were. I understand you didn’t want to be together, but it hurt that you didn’t want friendship.”

Hugo’s voice was even. His usual cheer was gone.

“Because I was scared you’d tell someone about our relationship in college, and then they would think…then they would know I was gay.”

He waited. He’d said it. This wasn’t how he wanted to do it. Bernard had told him to talk to Hugo months ago. He couldn’t do it back then. He was a coward.

“You’re gay?” Hugo asked.

“Yes.” Sean swallowed. It was hard to breathe.

“I see.”

Hugo’s face fell. He looked down.

Shit. I’ve made it worse. He’s going to think it was him.

“I get it,” Hugo said.

Sean reached across the table and touched Hugo’s hands. They were soft, except for his fingertips, which were callused from years of playing guitar.

“There’s nothing wrong with you,” he said. “It was hard to face the fact I was gay. I didn’t want to be gay. I broke it off, hoping I could try to be straight. It didn’t work. But…” He couldn’t find the words.

“But you didn’t want me.”

“I didn’t think I deserved you.”

“Why?”

“Because I couldn’t figure everything out. When I did, I realized what I’d done to you and couldn’t face you. I couldn’t ask you to forgive me. I thought it was best to just distance myself. It was a mistake; I know that now. It killed me inside.”

“Why now? We’ve worked at the same school for six years. Why now? Is it because Kirkpatrick put us together?”

“That’s part of it,” Sean said. “Bernard said I needed to tell you. I still couldn’t face you. It took Kirkpatrick putting us together for the conference for me to admit it. I can’t change the past, but I hope we can have a future as friends.”

“So, you were on a date?”

“No.” Sean squeezed his hand. “We’re just friends. A few years ago, I thought I’d be ready to date. My brother-in-law set us up. We had a great time in San Francisco. It was like I was free to be me.”

He stopped. The day came back to him. They were listening to “I Wanna Dance With Somebody” by Whitney Houston when they pulled into his driveway. Bernard grabbed his bag out of Sean’s car and got into his truck. Sean left his bag in his car. He should have picked Bernard up. It was stupid. He’d never slipped up like that. He wanted to get caught to prove he was right, that his neighbors wouldn’t accept him, and it was better to be alone.

“What happened?” Hugo asked.

“I sabotaged it. I had him leave his truck at my house and drove us to San Francisco. We got back the next day, and people whispered. I knew they were talking about their gay neighbor. When Bernard called the next day, I said I didn’t want to date. He didn’t talk to me for a year. We reconnected, but I think it still hurts him.”

“I can understand,” Hugo said. “He had you for one night. I had you for two years.”

“We were so young. I made a stupid mistake when I broke it off at twenty-two. That was twelve years ago. There is no excuse for what I did, but I need friends. I need people I can trust. True friends.”

“I don’t know if I can do this. It took me a long time to get over you. You didn’t want to be friends, and now you do. I don’t understand.”

“We can be friends. I know we can. You were the best friend I’ve ever had. We had so much fun.”

In and out of the bedroom. Damn, I miss you.

Hugo looked up at him. Tears smeared his face. “I want to believe you. It just feels sudden.”

“I was afraid to say anything to you. But you know now. You’re the only one at that school who knows I’m gay because I trust you. I want to be friends and the only way I know how is to entrust you with my secret, knowing you won’t tell anyone. That was the one fear I had about reconnecting with you, and I have to face it.”

“I can respect that. We could try. I can’t hold the past against you forever. That wouldn’t be fair. You were honest about what happened. I promise to keep your secret.”

Hugo smiled. Sean’s heart soared at the sight. He’d want more than that, but Hugo deserved someone better than him. Sean had broken his heart and wouldn’t put him in that position again. His friendship would mean the world to him.

Hugo excused himself to wash his face off.

The server brought their drinks and appetizers while Hugo was away.

“I’ll come back when your friend gets back to take your order, sugar,” she said and hurried off.

Sean sat and waited for Hugo to return. His mind raced at what they’d do as friends. Would Hugo want to go to a game with him? Would he want to sit and play cards with friends, or watch a movie? He only remembered that Hugo liked musicals, going to an occasional ballgame, and playing the piano or guitar. Now he knew he took judo classes. There was so much to learn about him.

“Why didn’t you start?” Hugo asked, eyeing the plates of appetizers.

“I wanted to let them cool down, and I wanted to wait for you.” Sean picked up a cheese stick, dipped it in marinara sauce, and took a bite. “I could eat these as a meal.”

Hugo grabbed one and bit it in half.

“Oh, did you see Varsity Blues is in the theaters?” Hugo asked.

“Yes, but I haven’t had time to see it.”

“We should go. I’m going to guess you still enjoy sports movies.”

“I do.”

The server returned to take their order and moved on to the next table.

“Want to go tomorrow night?” Sean asked. “If you’re not busy.”

“That’d be nice.”

Sean’s cheeks warmed. It was nice to reconnect with Hugo. He wasn’t sure how Hugo felt, but he seemed pleased to be talking with him.

Their food arrived, and they focused on eating. Sean tucked into his steak. It was cooked to perfection. The fragrance of his baked potato and steamed vegetables surrounded him. He enjoyed a good meal. He’d taken to getting fast food, with little time or desire to cook.

They finished up and said goodbye. Sean hesitated to go in for a hug. He didn’t know where their relationship was, but Hugo made the move and embraced him.

“Thank you,” Hugo said. “I’ve missed our friendship. I’m glad we can be friends again.”

“Even if…” Sean couldn’t finish the sentence.

“Even if it’s just a friendship, I’m happy. I’ve moved past what happened. I can live with my choices, and I hope you can, too.”

“I’ve told you why, and I’m happy about that. I just wish I’d said it sooner.”

“The fact you told me at all says a lot.”

They broke the hug and Sean headed home.

He walked the path of his yard. His lawn was in disarray, and he needed to do something about it. He hadn’t found a landscaper he liked yet. They all wanted to do basic lawns, which didn’t fit his style. He didn’t want to water and mow it weekly. He needed something easy.

Sean threw his keys into the bowl by his door and took a left into his kitchen.

He looked at his watch. It was eight-thirty. Bernard should still be up.

Sean grabbed his phone and dialed.

“Hello,” came Rory’s unmistakable voice.

“Hello, Rory, it’s Sean.”

“Hey Sean. What can I do for you?” Some words came out in his Scottish accent. It was adorable.

“Is Bernard around? I have something I need to tell him.”

“He’s just getting out of the shower. Let me get him.”

Sean waited a few minutes before Bernard’s voice rang through.

“Hey, Sean. Is everything okay? Rory said you sounded flustered. What’s going on?”

“I did it.”

“Did what?”

“I told him.”

“Okay, you’ll have to be more specific. You told who what, and why did you tell them?”

“I told Hugo I was gay tonight because he deserved to know the truth. He wants to be friends,” Sean said.

“That’s amazing. Did you tell him you still have feelings for him?”

Sean’s stomach lurched. He couldn’t tell Hugo he was still in love with him. That wouldn’t work. Hugo was devastated after he broke it off. Then he’d avoided Hugo after college. He tried to steer clear of him as much as possible at work. Sean had done so much to keep away from Hugo that to tell him he still had feelings would crush him.

“I can’t do that, Bernard. You know what I did to him. I can’t risk that again. I’m finally admitting to more people I’m gay. He deserves someone who isn’t in the closet, hiding from most of the world. That isn’t fair to him.”

“You sound like me,” Bernard said.

“That’s different. Rory wasn’t sure yet. I know I’m gay, but I’m not ready to date someone. And when I am, I know Hugo won’t want me.”

“Rory and I hid our relationship for months before he could be public about it. I’m sure Hugo would be happy to give you time to come out. That’s part of being in a gay relationship. Straight people don’t have to deal with it, but we do.”

“I can’t, Bernard. That ship sailed in college. I can’t ask him to give me another chance after avoiding him for so long. I’ll give it time. If he broaches the subject of dating again, I’ll consider it. But until then, this has to stay between us. Can you do that for me?”

“I won’t tell anyone you’re in love with Hugo.”

“Stop it.”

They both laughed.

“So, I’m guessing Rory knows because he’s standing next to you,” Sean said.

“Yeah, I heard the whole thing. I’ll be sure to only tease you about it when we hang out and there’s no one around.”

“Thanks, Rory, you’re the best.”

“Anything else you want to talk about? Would you like to come over for lunch tomorrow? Kelly is coming over, too.”

“What, are you going to set me up with Kelly?” Sean laughed.

“Ha. No. He comes over once in a while for play dates with Ginger and Chester. So, what do you say?”

“I’ll be there. It’ll be nice to hang out and relax before school starts up.”

“All right, we’ll see you around twelve, then.”

“See you tomorrow.”

Sean hung up and sighed. He had told Hugo the secret he’d kept from most of the world. He’d opened up about his sexuality and Hugo had accepted him, even after their past. Everything was going to be great.


Chapter Four

Sean

Saturday, January 9th

 

Sean woke up early and cleaned his house. He had a few hours before he needed to be at Bernard and Rory’s, and he’d make the best of his time.

He grabbed the mail and saw an envelope with a handwritten address. The return address said Ramona Tilly.

Why is Ramona sending me a letter?

The letter was about his brother. Ramona was fighting for full custody of their two children and taking away visitation rights from him. She mentioned him not paying for anything for them, no child support, refusing to watch them when she needed him to, and just wanting them for an hour or two every few weeks. Heat rose up his neck as he read the letter.

That bastard.

He went to the phone. After two calming breaths, he dialed his mother.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Mom.”

A sickly-sweet voice came through the receiver. “Hello, son. How are you?”

“I’m good. Thank you. How is everything at home?”

“Oh, not too bad. I was just talking to Rebecca about you moving back to Missouri. I’m sure you’d love to be back here.”

Every year she asked. They’d moved to Missouri when he was sixteen after his father passed away. They’d come to California from Canada when he was twelve. His mother had family in Missouri, so she moved them there for help. He came back to California after graduation to attend college. He’d only been back a few times to visit.

“Mom, we’ve been over this. I’m happy here. I have a career, friends, and I love California.”

“I know you do, but I just thought since I have an extra room, you could rent it. The house is enormous. You have friends here, too. They could come over and visit. There’s plenty for you to do.”

He sighed to himself. She still saw him as a teenager.

“How much do you need?” he asked.

“Honey, this isn’t about money.”

It was always about money. He called his mother every few weeks to see how she was doing, and she always mentioned how tight money was. His younger brother was lazy and mooched off their mother. Rick, his stepfather, was a drunk and a layabout who couldn’t keep a stable job. His mother supported all of them on her nurse’s salary.

“Tell Rick to get a job,” he said.

“Rick does the best he can. He was injured on the job, you know, so it’s hard for him to find work. That company laid him off and didn’t pay him a dime. He should have received money for his injury.”

That was a lie. Rick fell off a roof, drunk. He wasn’t even on the clock. He’d mistaken the day and time, went to the house to work, and fell off the roof. The company fired him and argued he was on the property outside of working hours and shouldn’t have been there. The company won and they agreed to pay for his hospital stay and recovery. That was it. Now Rick used that as an excuse to never work.

“What about Ivan? He could work.”

“You and I both know Ivan won’t do anything to help. I’ve babied him too much, and now I’m stuck with him.”

“Then kick him out,” Sean said. He was tired of his younger brother taking advantage of her. She deserved better, but she was too kind to do anything.

“I can’t do that. Where would he go?”

“That isn’t your problem anymore, Mom. Ivan’s thirty. He should have a stable job by now. He could work at McDonald’s or Kmart, or any other place, but he doesn’t because you don’t make him work.”

“Sean, son. He does the best he can. He just has trouble keeping a job.”

Because he sits and drinks with Rick all night and can’t move in the morning.

“Mom, I’m going to send you a thousand dollars of my savings. I want you to put Ivan on the phone.”

“Son, don’t say something you’ll regret.”

“Don’t worry, Mom, I won’t.”

I have a lot to say, and I won’t regret it.

“Hey, bro,” Ivan said.

God, I hate his fake, stereotypical California accent. Speak like a normal person.

“You listen, and you listen good. You’re going to go to every fast-food place, retail store, and shop you can in that town and apply for a job. If you don’t have a job by March, I’m going to come to Missouri and kick you out of Mom’s house myself. You need to stop taking advantage of her.”

“Bro, chill. I’m trying.”

“Bullshit. You’re going to stop drinking with Rick and get your life in line. You’re an adult, so start acting like one.”

“There’s no reason to be so hostile.”

Sean clenched his fists. Ivan was pretentious.

“You better do it. I swear that if you’re not helping Mom with rent and bills soon, I will see you homeless. I don’t care if you’re my brother. Mom is running herself ragged, working extra shifts to care for your lazy ass. She’s almost sixty and should be saving for retirement, not supporting you and Rick.”

“What about Vanity and Mikeel? You can’t let your niece and nephew be homeless.”

Why the hell did you give your son that name? You absolute monster. No reasonable person would see Mikeel and pronounce it Michael.

“Don’t they live with their mother?”

“Yeah, but I’m going to get custody any day now. It’s just a matter of time.”

That’s rich. They’re not giving you custody of a dog, let alone children.

“I got a letter from Ramona. She’s asking for a character witness letter to help her get full custody and give you no visitation rights.”

“She wouldn’t do that. I can take care of them.”

“Not if you don’t have a job. Now, get out there and find work. I won’t say it again.”

“Why aren’t you badgering Rick about working? He lives here, too.”

“I’ll deal with him next. Right now, I have to go. You better be working soon. I’m writing up the letter and then I’m calling Mom next month to check in and have a chat with Rick. If you don’t have a job, I’m sending the letter, and I’ll be happy to take the stand in a custody battle.”
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