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        While this is a very low-angst book, Louis works as a vet and some of his patients have injuries. They are not described in graphic detail but they are discussed. There is an incident where a cat is brought in after an accident (he lives!) and his injuries result in surgery and long term recovery/disability. But he is very loved and happy! There is one brief mention of euthanasia but, again, not described in detail and mentioned as a fact of practice for the vet's office.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          DAVY

        

      

    

    
      I’d recognize those thighs anywhere. I just didn't expect to see them again peeking out of my mom's purse during the weekly hell that was our weekly family brunch and debrief.

      Thick, hairy, and the impetus behind my coming-out at age thirteen, Louis St. Pierre’s thighs had been the object of many teenaged fantasies and, later, the yardstick by which I’d measured all college hookups.

      Also probably the reason I was really into watching rugby.

      The big question was... why were they in my mom’s purse?

      I glanced at Alex—had he given it to her? Was she giving it to him? Was he still carrying a torch for Louis after all these years?

      After what he did to Louis?

      Poking at the remnants of the eggs and tomato on my plate, I racked my brain for any recent mention of Louis over these weekly brunches. Alex had dated off and on since they’d split, but nothing terribly serious. Everyone he brought around had been pretty enough, all of them accomplished professionals, all of them a type, and that type was very much not Louis St. Pierre. Alex watched me with a pinched expression. The one saying there was another lecture coming soon.

      Great. Super fun. Awesome. Maybe he’d forget whatever had disappointed him by the time the distraction on his phone finally petered out.

      The brunch dragged on and on, a lengthy discussion about which color to paint the nursery—eggshell or ecru? Maybe buttermilk. Or, wait, no! How about this shade of sadness, devoid of all joy, which would surely lead to my little nibling growing up to read nothing but Russian literature from the late nineteenth century and an aversion to food that wasn’t bland and beige. “Davy, you’re an artist, what do you think? Which one has the most whimsy?”

      I stared at my sister. “They’re all white, Pari. If you want whimsy, try something on the actual color wheel.”

      “White’s a canvas, Davy,” Mom chided. “It’s possibility.”

      It’s bullshit. I smiled tightly, gripping the virgin mimosa (oh my god, it’s orange juice—why can’t they just call it orange juice?) as if my life depended on it. “Then whichever you like best, Pari. What does Garen think?”

      “He trusts my taste.” She flipped back through the fancy paint chip book from the upscale boutique Mom favored. “What do you think, Mom?”

      They bent together, re-reviewing the myriad iterations of white, leaving me to face my older brother Alex across the plates of fancied-up bishi and artisanal dolma.

      Tati would lose her dentures laughing at the overpriced, chi-chi versions of the Armenian food she made us every visit. “People like your mother,” she had said the one time Mom dragged her along with us to this bistro, “they are okay being hay so long as they can be fancy about it.”

      It hadn’t been rude, really, but from Tati? That was damning. And Mom had been put out about it for years now. She hosted all family celebrations at Garabed’s ever since.

      My family had a long history of pettiness, usually aimed in the wrong direction.

      Alex watched me select one of the tiny dolma, stuffed peppers instead of the grape leaves most people expected when they heard the name of the dish. He smirked when I made a face at the filling. “Seriously,” I muttered. “Who puts mashed potatoes in these?”

      “It’s attractive to people who want to try something new but need the familiar to fall back on,” he said with a shrug. “Like photography.”

      “Oh here we go.” I pushed my plate aside. That virgin mimosa was doing me no good, and the virgin Bellini wouldn’t either. How much would I need to bribe the server to make one of my drinks super slutty, to take the edge off sitting with my family?

      “You have a law degree,” Alex stressed, leaning in to keep his voice down. “You’ve passed the bar in Colorado. Why aren’t you doing anything with it?”

      “Because I hate law.” I didn't bother with discretion. The table next to us got quiet. I gave them a little wave, and my mom, face reddening, kicked my ankle under the table. “I don’t like it, Alex.” I scooted away from her reach. “I only went because I was guilted into it. You can follow in Dad’s footsteps. I’m happier with my camera.”

      “You can do that as a hobby. It’s not an actual job. Not for you anyway.” The shake of his head was so like Dad it almost hurt. Dad, though... he’d understood I was drawn to creative pursuits. To photography, mostly. He’d given me my first real camera. Encouraged me to take afterschool classes to learn all about capturing digital images, then using film. Law school had always been the expectation, but he didn’t bat an eye when I added as many art classes as I could to my schedule.

      Would he have been as accepting of my choices now that I wasn’t practicing law, now that that degree and my bar status were gathering metaphoric dust?

      “I’m doing fine.” Giving in, I downed the orange juice in a single go.

      “You’re living with that blue-haired girl,” Pari pointed out. “Amalie? Amelia?”

      “Aimee. You know her name. She’s been my best friend since high school.”

      Mom wrinkled her nose. “Aimee. She has blonde hair!”

      “Hair dye’s a thing, Mom.”

      “Mind your mouth, Davy,” she scolded. “We’re just worried about you, is all!”

      “I thought we were here for Pari’s nursery woes,” I tried to redirect. “Did you decide on which shade of white yet?”

      “They’re different, Davy!”

      I closed my eyes, gathering my patience in tatters around me. When I opened them again, all three of my family members were looking at me with similar expressions of tired annoyance. “Look, I’m really not elevating the vibe here so I’ll head out. Let me know when the shower is, Pari, and send me a link to your registry.”

      Pari rolled her eyes. “Here we go again. It’s gotta be about Davy. Poor little Davy, so stifled, so misunderstood.”

      “Children,” Mom said quellingly. “We’re having a nice brunch. We all lead busy lives,” she added, giving me a look that said maybe not all of us. “Let’s have a nice meal together and button up the sniping. Yes?”

      Pari sniffed. Alex merely shook his head, glancing down at his phone. He hadn’t put it away once the entire time we’d been there. I grabbed the empty mimosa glass and signaled to the server.

      “Another, sir?”

      “Yes. And make it slutty.”
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        * * *

      

      Finally, when all the bishi were gone and I’d gotten my tainted mimosa, Alex paid the bill. We ended up on the sidewalk, Pari and Mom fussing over Pari’s growing belly. Lala if it was a girl, since Lala meant tulip and Pari loved tulips; Areg if it was a boy, after Dad, which made Mom bawl and Alex do the stiff-jawed nod bros did when trying not to show actual feeling. Names discussed, Pari gave me one of those wounded puppy frowns and pulled me in for a tight hug. “

      Easy,” I gasped. “You’re hugging for two!”

      She pushed me back and gave me a small shake. “We just want you to be happy, Davy. How can you be happy living like this, huh?”

      

      “Pari,” Mom sighed. “Not now.”

      For a moment, I thought Mom was defending me, but I noticed the family from the table beside us milling about, waiting for their car.

      Not defense. Keeping up appearances.

      Alex gave Pari a hug, then Mom. I got a head shake and a back slap. Mom swooped in for her own embraces, kissing our faces like we were recently returned from the wars before turning back to Pari. “I’ll drive you home. I need to see what you’re doing to my grandbaby’s nursery!”

      “Painting it Unwhimsical Milk White.” I folded my arms across my chest as they hustled to Mom’s car, brought to the curb by one of the valets.

      “Davy,” Alex sighed. “You could at least try to see why we’re worried about you. After everything Papik and Dad did to make sure the family succeeded, we hate to see you turning your back on it to live some frivolous life devoid of responsibility. We love you, but we’re not going to pull you out of the fire when you fall. Not if you keep rejecting our help now.”

      “I’m not a child, Alex. Not anymore. I’m damn near thirty years old⁠—”

      “You’re twenty-eight.”

      “I’m rounding. The point remains. I’m an adult. I’ve been living my life for a while now without any help from Mom, you, Pari... I have a career I love. I have friends,” I hesitated to use the phrase chosen family because that’d set off a fresh volley of disappointment and faux-hurt, “and I have a life, Alex. I’m happy.”

      Eyeing me reproachfully, he sniffed. “Happy only lasts so long, Davy.”

      The words tumbled out before I could stop them. “Is that what you told Louis before you walked off?”

      Alex’s face became the color of, well, Pari’s nursery walls. “What?”

      In for a penny... “Louis. Have you already forgotten him then? It’s only been ten years since you literally left him at the altar.”

      “Shut up, Davy. You have no idea what you’re talking about. You were a child when that happened, and what’s done is done. Louis understood.”

      I bit my tongue so firmly, I tasted copper. From what I recalled, seeing the way his eyes shone, how he’d damn near run out of the church... I didn’t think he’d understood at all.

      Alex gave me another shake of the head—I was tempted to ask if he needed the bolts tightened—and turned to get into his own car, leaving me on the sidewalk alone.

      I peeked into my folded arms, checking to make sure I hadn’t dropped my treasure. I was alone... with the calendar I’d snagged from Mom’s purse.
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        * * *

      

      "It's not like that," I whined, sprawled on Aimee's sofa as she rifled through a stack of photo prints. "I just... wanted to see."

      "...your old crush. You wanted to see your old crush," she finished for me, glancing up with a small smirk. "And you stole your Mom's spank bank material. Ow!"

      I held up the other sequin-bedecked throw pillow. "There's more where that came from! My mom hated Louis. She wouldn't... Okay, you know what? Parents never do that. They're smooth as troll dolls down there and never have a sexual thought ever."

      Cackling, Aimee set aside her photos to come around the desk and gently nudge my ribs with her knee. "You could always ask her why she had it. I mean, I doubt she was going on a bear hunt or something." She made a hashtag symbol with her fingers. "Hashtag 'find my bear' isn't exactly a mom thing to do."

      "Huh?"

      Aimee's eyes widened slightly, her expression shifting from amused and sympathetic to damn near devious. "Seriously? You had no idea? I thought you were playing dumb. Gimme your phone."

      Wordlessly, I handed it over and sat up as she typed, then handed it back almost immediately. "Grizzly Valley. Uh, is it like a gay resort catering to bear lovers or something?" I asked, scrolling. "Oh, hello. He's cute. And him. And... oh my god, it is, isn't it?"

      "Dork. Your man is the vet in this little town, Grizzly Valley. Seriously, you don't remember the whole social media thing about the sexy bears and hashtag-find-my-bear?” When I just stared at her, she huffed, throwing up her hands. “Dude. It was a whole thing. Some fundraiser for the town because the old mayor fucked up the finances? All these hot hairy burly guys posed for the thing to raise money so the town didn't, I don't know, shut down or something. Dude, even some of the gossip sites picked it up. I think TMZ did a blurb about it. Or maybe Deuxmoi. One of those. What rock were you under, Davy?" She winced, remembering where I'd spent most of last summer, then a week or two at a time in the months since. "Oh. Sorry..."

      "It's fine. Tat says hi. She's doing a lot better now since I got a home health aide coming out a few times a week." The stroke hadn't been as bad as we'd feared, but it was still debilitating. Tat's doctors said she'd probably never get her full speech back and have limited mobility on her left side, but she was alive, determined to make as full a recovery as possible. After the initial flurry of the emergency, though, I'd been the only person to stay at her side. Alex slipped back to Aspen for work, then Pari's pregnancy... And Mom never wanted anything to do with her mother-in-law, not since before Dad died. Once it was certain Tat would be released from the hospital, Mom fucked off too. Didn't even bother with an excuse.

      Aimee squished in beside me on the old beat-up sofa. "She does not. She hates me."

      "She doesn't hate you. She thinks you're cool. She said when she's able to talk better, she wants me to bring you for a visit."

      Aimee pretended not to be happy, but her ears turned the shade of pink she got when she was excited. "Your grandma's a cool old broad. If I have the time this summer, I'll swing by."

      "Dork." I toed her with my shoe. "Anyway, Louis St. Pierre isn't my man."

      "You know his name," she teased, elbowing me. "Stalker."

      "It's not like that. He used to..." (be engaged) "date Alex back when Alex was in law school and Louis was in vet school."

      Aimee raised a brow, waiting. The weird, quiet moment went on too long.

      "That's it. Seriously. They dated. And I might've had a tiny crush on him."

      "There it is," she laughed. "How tiny are we talking? Like puppy dog eyes and sighing, or like there's a restraining order involved?"

      "Dude."

      "It's valid!"

      "I was fifteen when Alex brought Louis home for the first time. He kind of helped me figure out I was gay, and no, not like that—stop with that face. I just mean I went from curious to certain after seeing him in his swim trunks one July fourth. It was a very formative experience for gayby Davy."

      The first summer Alex brought him home—he’s just a friend, Mom, seriously—I’d been twelve, in awe of the much older guy who treated me like a real person and not a mosquito buzzing around his ear, annoying him with my noise and very presence.

      The next summer, Louis was officially Alex’s boyfriend, the pair of them damn near inseparable and any questions about my own sexuality answered. I adored Louis. He was everything I dreamed of in a potential boyfriend, in my thirteen-year-old way. It wasn’t about sex as I understood it, not really, but mostly the way he cared so damn much, how kind he was to me.

      Also, those thighs. Those sturdy, fuzzy, amazing thighs.

      "If Gayby Davy isn't your burlesque name, you're failing at life." Aimee grabbed her phone and scrolled a few seconds, then uttered a happy little ha sound. "Here we go. That rock you were living under probably didn't include a bear hunt."

      "Huh?" I scanned down the list of posts. All with findmybear tagged. "Holy cats... There's thousands."

      "Mmmmhmmm. It's a thing now, apparently. That little town's a tourist hot spot for queer guys seeking their bears. And I guess for straight people who like scenery. I don't know, but..." She grinned, giving me big taa daa hands. "I think this is a sign. You've been in the dumps lately, complaining about how you're stuck creatively and your family is still up your ass. Why don't you go hunting?"

      My face flamed. I could feel the heat on my ears, it was so bad. Aimee's grin only widened. "I'm not gonna harass the poor guy. I mean, that is stalking then. I just..."

      "Stole a calendar out of your mom's bag and came running to your bestie to freak out about it. Totally a normal thing to do and not at all unresolved feelings gnawing at you while you're in a creative spiral and a period of dissatisfaction with where you're at in life."

      "All the more reason for me not to see him! I'm not gonna go ogle an old crush while I'm in a bad place. It wouldn't be fair to either of us."

      "What's not fair is you being miserable and lonely. I'm not saying show up at his house naked with a rose in your teeth. I'm saying go say hi. Get away from the clan for a weekend. They can deal with their own shit for a little while, Davy."

      I didn't want to admit the thought was tempting. Aimee, bless her cotton socks, picked up on that. She segued into a rant on one of the artists showing at her gallery using a gallon of fake blood for some immersive installation and how the cleaning solution ended up turning the floor green. By the time I had to go so she could make a meeting with a client, I was feeling a little less weird about things.

      But not by much.

      Especially when she followed me to the sidewalk, waving the calendar over her head. "You forgot something. It's got your drool on it. I don't want it." She kissed my cheek and dashed back into her gallery, leaving me on the sidewalk with that calendar open to Mr. May himself.

      A scribble in green across the date page caught my eye. Googled it for you. This is his office number. Have fun in Grizzly Valley!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          LOUIS

        

      

    

    
      I usually loved my clinic in the early mornings. Quiet, with only the animals for company or James, if he came in early enough, it was my happy place. I'd busted my ass for years to make this place my own, taking it over from the town's old vet when he retired to Nebraska to be closer to his grandkids. Covering the stark white walls with warm marigold and grass green paint, changing out the scuffed, ancient linoleum for wood-look vinyl, doing away with the aged, depressing décor that hadn't been updated since the mid-Eighties. Updating the large animal enclosures and expanding the wild animal rescue part of the facilities had been the latest upgrades, all thanks to that damn calendar and the town's funds that had been earmarked for growing businesses.

      
      My clinic was peaceful. It was my respite. And now it had a sparkly-ass sticker on it.

      
      “Is that...” The vaguely cartoonish figure was shaped like a husky human with a heavy beard but in silvery holographic tones. It was also sprawled on a bright green rug shaped like a teddy bear.

      James, my new assistant and inveterate smartass, grinned. “Your sparkly ass? Yep. Sure is.”

      “Jesus...”

      “No, just you this time. Justin Haricot was handing them out at the bar last night. I snagged some.”

      “And put them on the desk?”

      “Mmmhmm. Figured it’s good promo for the clinic.”

      “Promo is usually done outside the business. Like fliers or a sign. Not chibi-fied stickers of me with backside sparkling.”

      “That’s the ass of a killer, Bella.”

      “Don’t you have anal glands to express?”

      “Not until eleven. You, on the other hand, have an outcall to Ms. Jacques’s place.” He pulled my nylon duffle from beneath the desk and handed it over. “And because I’m an amazing assistant and junior vet, I packed your go bag when I got in this morning. And I fed Chomp and Nibble, did Mama’s morning check-in, and prepped the special diets for the morning feeds. And,” he added with a grin a little too evil to be trusted, “I ran off a chaser before you even got here. I think that not only nets me an extra ten minutes on lunch but a hefty raise.”

      “Ten minutes it is,” I huffed, barely managing to hide a laugh. “Which one was it? Haricot again?”

      “Not this time. I don’t know this one’s name yet. He was at The Deb last night but seemed on his own, so not one of the guys who comes with a gaggle.”

      “Thank god. I don’t think I can deal with a herd of ‘em this week.”

      “I should have your troubles,” James sighed. The phone started ringing, and we both groaned. “And away we go.”
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        * * *

      

      The morning rounds slipped into the afternoon outcalls, which morphed into the after-close paperwork. James stuck his head in to let me know he was going around six... but not before sticking
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