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Chapter One

Dustin Garber

I don’t normally go in for deception. For one
thing, I’m not good at it. I have an innocent-looking face that
cannot lie. Men tell me that they love my blue eyes and smooth
chest, but it’s easy to deceive when you’re the only one who
volunteers to do stuff, like plan a ski trip for your friends.

We—my buddies, Craig, Patrick, and Ethan—had
the time and money to go to a gay ski week. They wanted to ski with
beautiful men like them, like me. My friends, however, didn’t want
to do the planning. They were either too busy or took the attitude,
“Just tell me where to show up.” So, I stepped up and said I’d take
care of it. Skiing sounded like fun, especially if there was a good
chance of getting laid. When I volunteered to be the party trip
planner, I didn’t intend on booking us into a gay bears ski
week. I didn’t intend to trick my friends, but when I saw an ad for
a gay bear ski week in Whistler around the time we wanted to
go on our vacation, I thought, Why the hell not? Now that I
think about it, I didn’t really deceive them about this trip. If
I’ve deceived them about anything it was about this:

I’ve always had a thing for bears.

My friends wanted smooth, lean men like them.
Craig and Patrick were even designing an app specifically for that
and were talking about launching it at the ski week I had booked us
into. They didn’t know that I secretly wanted to be with a big,
burly, hairy man with a round belly I could wrap my hands around
and a beard I could nuzzle my nose into.

I wanted to be where there were polar bears,
big, old, hairy men who were still sexy as hell. I wanted to be
with muscle bears and chubby bears. I wanted to see cubs, guys my
age who were just going to get hairier as they got older. I wanted
otters, lean guys who refused to manscape and ewoks, short guys
covered in fur. I wanted panda bears, big Asian guys, and Black
bears.

I really can’t pinpoint when it started, my
desire for bears. There wasn’t that one guy who did it for me. It
was something that evolved gradually until one day I found myself
lying next to a stocky guy with dark brown hair, a beard and
mustache that trended toward red, and a furry body. He was
magnificent in so many ways. I was 20 years old, and I’d been out
for a few years. From then on, I always found myself checking out
the hairier, burlier guys whenever I went out with friends, but I
had to be sneaky about it. My friends, they’re good guys overall. I
mean, I’d known them since high school, so I should know by now.
They just aren’t into bears. They seemed to find them distasteful,
and I couldn’t find the right moment to be honest about it. The
most coherent reasoning I could get from them to explain their
attitude came from Ethan who said, “All that hair! I hate picking
chest hair out of my teeth.”

On the flight, I saw a few lovely hairy men
who I hoped were heading to the bear ski week, but otherwise the
journey was quiet and uneventful. Craig, who was the best looking
guy I’d ever seen, flirted with the trolley dolly, which meant free
drinks for all of us. The bus ride from the airport to the ski
resort was a little louder because of our drinking on the plane,
not to mention the drinks we had in the airport bar.

When we got to the hotel, I knew I was in
trouble and the ruse was up. The snow-covered peaks of Whistler
Blackcomb loomed in the background, but there was a giant banner
across the entrance to the hotel proclaiming, “Welcome Bears! Gay
Bear Ski Week!”

“What. The. Fuck? Dustin! We’ve walked into a
bear den!” Patrick said.

I shushed him.

Ethan, who could teach a master class in
hissing, hissed in my ear. “Did you do this deliberately?”

I smiled but didn’t say anything in response.
The look on their faces told me they knew I had done it
deliberately. They were not happy about it, but I didn’t feel
guilty. They had, after all, abdicated responsibility to me. It was
really their own fault. I just hoped they weren’t going to bitch
about it the entire week. I’d been looking forward to this week as
a lovely January escape from my job as an IT support manager at a
large law firm in Chicago.

Ethan and Patrick continued to grumble when
it dawned on them that we’d be surrounded by bears for a whole
week.

“A whole week of fat old guys!” squealed
Patrick. A man with broad shoulders and a chin strap beard gave us
a dirty look. “Why, me? Oh, the injustice of it all.”

I shushed him again. They didn’t have to like
my decisions about this trip, but I did hope that at least they’d
be civilized.

Craig, usually the bitchiest of the four of
us, was surprisingly indifferent. He said flatly, “I’m not
launching our app here,” and then smirked. I gathered he was up to
something.

We managed to check in without much more
squealing or too many dirty looks.

My friends turned up their noses at the musky
man smell in the elevator, although I loved it. At least they kept
to themselves some of the bitchier comments I knew were on the tips
of their tongues.

We arrived at our two adjoining rooms. I
shared mine with Craig while Patrick and Ethan roomed together next
door.

Craig was still being nonchalant, not his
usual style and thus very unsettling. All he said as he started to
unpack was, “Usual signal if someone needs the room?”

I nodded. A text message would keep us from
interrupting each other. We would also text to request an
interruption if things were not going well. That’s what friends
were for.

At the meet and greet that night, I saw lots
of prospects. Good God, there were so many beautiful men milling
about the hotel bar. They smelled like men, not cologne. Their
eyebrows were bushy. Their beards ranged from short and scruffy to
long and hairy to carefully sculpted masterpieces. One had a tiny
soul patch on his chin just under his lips, but his face was
otherwise clean shaven. His chest, on the other hand, was covered
in a mass of blond curls. I really wanted to run my hands through
them.

I made my way to the bar and grill in the
hotel with Craig, Ethan, and Patrick trailing behind me. Like most
bars, it was dimly lit, but what I could see of the
décor—understated ski village rustic—told me that this wasn’t a
seedy neighborhood tavern. There were posters from the 2010 Winter
Olympics and a few other ski competitions. There were lots of
obscure beers available on tap, and the place was packed and loud.
I noticed we turned a lot of heads, probably because we were
obviously not bears. None of us had a hint of facial hair. We kept
our eyebrows neat, and we were all very lean. Nobody called us
twinks to our faces, but I bet they were saying it to their
buddies. I got looked up and down a couple of times, and some guys
were already drunk. The party had been going on for awhile when we
got there, and the bar was filled with the raucous sounds of music,
laughter, and shouted conversations. I kept threading my way
through the furry crowd to the bar. Patrick sidled up to me when I
was trying to order my drink.

“Some fat dude…” he shouted.

“Patrick!” This was going to be a rough
week, I thought. I prayed it would be worth it. “Vodka soda,” I
said when the bartender asked for my order, and then I turned back
to my friend.

“Okay. Okay,” said Patrick, trying to stifle
a giggle. “A portly gentleman tried groping Ethan’s basket, so
Ethan stepped on his foot, very hard. The portly gentleman had made
the ill-advised decision to wear flip-flops. Perhaps you heard his
response a moment or two ago.”

I rolled my eyes.

“You guys are children. Don’t get us thrown
out of here,” I told Patrick. “Do at least try to pretend to be an
adult.”

Patrick quickly shifted from almost giggling
to bitter. “Maybe you should have consulted us before booking us
into hirsute headquarters? Who knew you had some weird fetish?”
Patrick said, moving his head back and forth like it was about to
fly off of his neck. He turned to the bar. “And, hey, bartender,
I’ll take a vodka soda, too. Make it strong.”

I noticed the bartender roll his eyes. I also
noticed that he was pretty cute.

Patrick had been my good friend since the end
of senior year of high school. He didn’t actually go to my school
but had shown up to my school’s senior prom with a girl date.
Turned out the date was a cousin, and he was doing his family a
favor. I wasn’t that into my girl date either. Don’t get me wrong.
Shannon was my best friend, still is. I enjoyed dancing with her. I
love her, but I’m not into her that way. I knew that. She knew
that. At the time she was the only person I had told I was gay.
When she noticed me eyeballing Patrick, she nudged me in his
direction and distracted his date. She said she had a great time
and made a new friend.

Patrick and I gave each other blow jobs in
the alley behind the hotel, and I made a new friend too, actually
make that friends. Patrick introduced me to Ethan and Craig. We all
went to different high schools, but we had that gay thing in
common. We had been friends ever since.

Today, Patrick and the gang were pissing me
off.

“Hey fuck you,” I yelled at Patrick as I paid
for my drink. “None of you wanted to do any trip planning,
remember? I emailed and texted you guys. I sent you Facebook
messages. I tagged you in Facebook posts. I even called you. You
either didn’t respond or you just said, ‘yeah, dude, that’s fine.’
So here we are at hirsute headquarters. You can leave if you want.
I fully intend to have a fantastic time, and I admit it. I like
bears.”

I finally said it out loud. I hoped they
would still be my friends, but, for the moment, I had more pressing
matters.

When I turned, I was eye to eye with a man
about my height but with a far broader chest and a noticeable
belly. He held up his bottle of beer. Damn. He was good-looking,
and most likely about ten years older than me. Short cropped, dark,
curly hair. Dark brown skin. Sparkling brown eyes. Dark mustache
and goatee accentuating a beautiful mouth with full lips. A blocky
build and arms a lumberjack would envy.

“Is that dude causing you trouble?” he asked,
motioning toward Patrick, who was scurrying to join Ethan and Craig
at a nearby table.

“Not anymore,” I said.

“My name’s Ryland,” he said as he raised his
beer bottle to his lips, the lips I wanted to kiss.

“I’m Dustin.” I shook his hand, feeling his
strong grip and soft skin. I could feel my dick start to stir. I
wondered if he was feeling something, too.

“How did you end up in the land of bears,
Dustin? It doesn’t look like this is the usual scene for you and
your friends.” I could hear Craig conning another man out of
drinks. He was good at that, but I doubted that bear would get what
he wanted out of the deal.

“I volunteered to plan a ski trip for my
friends and I…I like bears, so here we are.”

Some people complain about how loud it gets
in crowded bars. I don’t. If I connect with a guy—and I usually
do—there’s a ready-made excuse for me to lean in really close while
we talk. I leaned in so I could hear Ryland’s deep voice and see
the hairs in his beard.

“You’ll have fun this week,” Ryland said.
“It’s a great event, if you like bears.”

“I do. I really do.” I hoped I didn’t sound
too eager. I wanted to appear cool but interested. “I’ve never been
to an event like this. You’ve been here before?”

“Yeah. This is my third time. It’s a blast,”
said Ryland wrapping those lips around the neck of the beer
bottle.

I looked around. “You’re not here alone, are
you?”

“Nah. I’m with friends,” he said and smiled
again.

I was too. I waved at them and mouthed the
words, “See ya later
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