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​Chapter One

Chris Hodak was in a good mood. He had fun dining with his younger brother, Dave, and his new wife that evening in their new apartment in one of Chicago’s grittier but increasingly hip neighborhoods. Chris had told his sister-in-law several anecdotes from when they were kids, much to Dave’s chagrin. After leaving them, he drove not to the expressway that would take him back to the suburb where he lived but to another, gayer, neighborhood to get a drink at a bar. Maybe he’d look in at the bathhouse where he’d gotten and given blow jobs several times a few years ago.

As he stepped out of his car, he delighted in what a fine late spring evening it was. He marveled at the number of people out and about as dusk moved in. At this time of day in the suburb he called home, the only people he saw outside were those who were walking their dogs or who had listened to their doctor’s advice that walking was good for their health. And the men! Damn, there were so many of them here! And there were so many types of men, too many to choose from. He paid for parking and started walking. It might be enough for him just to walk around and take in the sight of all these men. He smiled as he remembered that song, the one about it raining men. He hummed it tunelessly as he strolled.

Chris noticed that he was getting quite a few glances. His twenties, when he could take his beautiful body for granted, were behind him, but he had been looking good lately. He was taking better care of himself, for one thing. He’d grown a neatly trimmed beard and mustache that looked good on him. And even now that he was nearing 42, he knew he was impressive to look at. He was actually fitter now than he was when he had played football in high school and college. He still had a gut, but he looked as imposing as he had when he was a defensive lineman. He was big at 6 feet, 7 inches tall and 275 pounds. He had floppy light brown hair beginning to get streaked with gray. His sea-green eyes had always been one of his best features, or so he’d been told. A crooked smile made him appear roguish. He used that smile a lot as he passed several good looking men. One young-looking man licked his lips as he passed and another, a drag queen, whistled at him and proclaimed him “a big, bad bear,” which made him burst out laughing. He loved how the men he saw walked with such confidence and style, so different than what he remembered from when he had made infrequent trips to this neighborhood more than 20 years ago.

Being gay had been a quieter thing back then. Sure, there were some who were loud, and he was thankful for them. He was one of the many guys who snuck into this neighborhood then. Now, there wasn’t much sneaking around. It was all out in the open, exactly where it was supposed to be.

He got to an intersection and since the light had just turned red, he decided to keep going around the corner. As he did, he noticed a barbershop to his left, an honest-to-goodness barbershop. He usually got his hair cut at the unisex salon in the same strip mall as his office, but this shop even had a barber pole out front. And then he saw the name stenciled on the front window: Rough Cut. He’d read about it a while ago somewhere online, probably at that blog for bears. He recalled that, while Rough Cut would shave and cut the hair of any man who walked through the door and could pay, it was known to be a shop that catered to the bear community, men who liked to be hairy but neat like him. He also remembered that the owner of the shop was a guy called Rohan Moore. Like Chris, Rohan had been a football player, too, a good one until an injury cut his career short. They had even played on the same team in college, but they hadn’t seen each other in years.

Chris peered in but didn’t see anyone who could be Rohan. There were a couple of guys sweeping and cleaning up. Then he noticed the “closed” sign on the door. A tall, brown-skinned guy with long silky dark hair saw Chris looking in. He winked at Chris. The other guy in the shop, shorter and darker, said something to the long-haired guy and the two of them laughed. Chris walked on but only got as far as the next storefront. A party was in progress, and there were more good-looking guys in there. Then the door opened, and a couple of people walked out. One held the door open and said to Chris, “You going in?”

Chris said, “Yeah.” He went in, and why not? He was just out for a stroll and had nowhere in particular to be. It looked like a good party.

“Welcome! Come on in and meet Alderman Brevard!” It was a female voice. The woman to whom the voice belonged was young, probably in her mid-twenties. She was petite and had to look way up to meet Chris’ eyes. She held out her right hand.

“I’m Juliana.” she said. “I work in Alderman Brevard’s office.”

Chris shook her hand. “Hi Juliana. I’m Chris. I was just passing by.”

“Well, come on in. We’ve got some drinks and nibbles,” she said, grasping Chris firmly by the arm. For someone so small, she’s got quite a grip, Chris thought. She guided him over to a slender, youngish man. He had a receding hairline, and the bald part of his head was cocoa brown. He was surrounded by a small knot of well-wishers. He heard several of them congratulating the alderman and asking him what neighborhood problem he thought he would tackle first. Between Chris’ size and Juliana’s determination, they opened a path to the alderman.

“Alderman. This is Chris,” Juliana said. “Chris, meet Alderman Brevard.”

The two men shook hands. Chris felt slightly embarrassed. He wasn’t one of the alderman’s constituents and didn’t want to have drinks and nibbles, as Juliana called them, under false pretenses.

“I’m Ray Brevard,” the alderman said. He clasped Chris’ hand with both his hands and grinned. Chris had met lots of local politicians in his football playing days. They liked being seen with football players because people generally liked football players better than politicians and so the politicians thought they could bask in the players’ reflected glory.

“You played football, Chris. I know it,” Ray Brevard said, smiling. “You just got the type of frame for it. I’m right, aren’t I, Chris?”

“Yeah, you’re right. That was a long time ago,” Chris said.

“Where’s Ro? You gotta meet Ro. He’s a giant like you. He played football, too,” Brevard said. “Juliana, go find Ro.”

Juliana was off like a shot to find Ro. Chris’ throat tightened. He assumed she was off to find Rohan Moore. He wasn’t sure now that he wanted to actually talk to him. It was so long ago, the two of them in Chris’ truck in the woods, awkwardly kissing, touching, and fumbling with desire, trying to unzip each other’s pants. He started to say that he couldn’t stay, that he was meeting friends, a lie. But it was too late. The determined Juliana had found Rohan and was pulling him through the crowd from out back like a tugboat guiding a ship through a narrow canal. 

Rohan was a giant. He was an inch or two taller than Chris with a broader torso. He had a neatly trimmed mustache and beard, naturally. He still had all his hair, and it looked to Chris like there wasn’t a gray hair in sight. He was still a light shade of brown with a little trail of freckles across his nose. Chris felt his dick coming to life. For his part, Rohan was smiling and greeting people in the crowd. Chris noticed that Rohan at last looked in his direction. Recognition, shock, and surprise flitted across Rohan’s face in an instant. Chris tried to smile.

“Ro!” Brevard said, reaching out to Rohan. “Chris here was a football player, too!” Brevard turned to Chris. “What position did you play, Chris?”

“He was a defensive lineman,” Rohan said. He put out his right hand toward Chris.

“Of course, you know each other. Maybe you faced off against each other back in the day?” Brevard said.

“Nah. We were on the same team,” Chris said, shaking Rohan’s hand. The handshake was quick, almost perfunctory, but it was enough for Chris to realize that there was still a spark there, at least on his part.

“Well, you two probably have a lot to talk about. I’ll leave you to it,” Brevard said, returning to work the crowd and seemingly pleased with affecting a reunion.

Chris heard Juliana telling the alderman that there was someone else he had to meet and off they went leaving Chris alone with Rohan. Chris had been in more awkward situations before, so he decided to plow straight ahead. He and Rohan started talking at the same time.

“Oh, sorry,” Chris said.

“No, man. That’s okay,” Rohan said. “Do you live around here?”

“No. I’m out in the western suburbs,” Chris said, cocking his head in a vaguely western direction. “Do you know the alderman?”

Rohan looked over at Ray Brevard who was shaking hands with another well-wisher. “Sort of. It’s his first term. We needed someone new. He seemed like he’d be it.”

“The answer to your prayers, huh?” Chris said.

Rohan snorted derisively. “That’s too much to hope for.”

The conversation seemed to have come to its natural end, but Chris wasn’t quite ready to leave just yet.

“I saw your shop next door. I read about it online a year ago,” Chris said.

Rohan visibly brightened. “Yeah. That article got me some more customers, so I’m not complaining. That mop on your head could use a trim and some shaping. Who cuts your hair, man?”

Chris ran his hand through his hair. “It’s not that bad.”

Rohan was shaking his head. “Whoever did it, they done you a disservice, man. Me and my boys can do better than that. You come back when we’re open. We’ll get you looking sharp.”

Chris laughed and said, “All right. All right. So, what’s this space?”

“Oh, this is just empty space now. You can rent it, if you want. I own this building.” Rohan held his arms out. “This is all mine.”

“No shit,” Chris said.

“No shit, man,” Rohan said. He smiled perhaps the first genuine smile he had displayed since the start of their unexpected reunion.

After that, Chris took his leave with a Rough Cut business card stuffed in his pants pocket. He walked up the block and went into the first bar he saw. He ordered a beer and knocked it back. As he drove home that night, he was both relieved and dissatisfied that his conversation with Rohan had been so superficial and short, but it couldn’t have been any other way. Chris didn’t want to dredge up the past, not yet anyway, and the party wasn’t the place to talk about stuff like that.

That night, he sat up in bed with his laptop propped up on his lap. He read a little bit of news, checked the next day’s weather, and answered emails from his mother and sister. He scrolled through his porn site favorites until he reached one devoted to gay male bears and the men who loved them. He clicked on it and found a video depicting a Black man and a white man, both of them burly and muscular, but not in a cartoonish way. The white guy was a redhead with paler skin than Chris. He had furry arms and legs along with a mustache and goatee. He was wearing shorts and a tank top. The Black guy was a little shorter and had a mustache and curly dark hair all over his pecs. He was much darker than Rohan, and he was pulling the redhead’s dick and balls from the shorts. The redhead’s dick was hard. The Black guy stroked it, and it was then that Chris really noticed the color contrast between the two men’s skin. The paleness of the white guy’s skin made the Black guy’s skin appear even darker than it might actually be. 

Chris rearranged the laptop a bit so he could get at his cock. He fondled and stroked his dick, which hadn’t been completely flaccid, as the Black guy started licking the white guy’s cock. Chris stroked his cock slowly, deliberately, starting at the base, gently nudging his ball sac, and then moving his hand smoothly up to the tip, and back down to the base again. He rubbed his balls as his cock stiffened in response to the shenanigans taking place on his laptop screen. His hand moved back to his shaft when the two men on the screen started kissing each other. He could hear yearning as they moaned. He started stroking his dick harder. 

Soon, he was leaning back, the laptop forgotten. He pinched his nipples as images of Rohan Moore as he was when they had been college football teammates and as he was now started flipping through his mind’s eye. The images of Rohan prompted him to stroke his cock even more rapidly. He had forgotten how attracted he had been to Rohan all those years ago. It was an attraction that had unsettled him, even more so when it became clear that Rohan seemed to find him attractive too. Then, he was coming. Semen squirted in spurts from the tip of his cock.

“Shit,” he said when he had finished. He took up a corner of the bedsheet and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He also wiped the few globs of semen that ended up on his laptop, which he then shut down and set on the floor. He snuggled down in bed and clicked the nightstand light off. He ran his fingers through his hair and thought, time I did something about this shaggy mop I call hair. And then sleep claimed him.

That was Chris’ life in a nutshell. He had good friends and family, some of whom knew he was gay. Some thought he was just a jovial bachelor who was unlucky in love. Occasionally, he visited Chicago’s gay area, gay bars, and gay bathhouses to get his rocks off. More often, he watched porn on his laptop and jacked himself off to sleep. He liked big burly, hairy men like himself. And in between all that he ran a successful insurance agency that he had taken over when his old man had gotten sick. When his old man died, he stayed on, taking over his chamber of commerce and other local memberships. He took his Dad’s place in the community that gave him lots of business. Like his Dad, he also sponsored local softball teams and church trips.

That night he dreamt of Rohan. He couldn’t remember all the details, but it must have been good. His morning wood was unusually hard.

Chapter ​Two

Chris’ appointment for a haircut and shave at Rough Cut was for 6:30 p.m. Friday. In the days leading up to Friday, he’d been as engaged as ever, or as he could be, at his insurance office. Maddy, one of the stylists from the hair salon in the same strip mall, stopped in one day to flirt and ask when he was coming back for another haircut.

“You know it needs it,” she said.

Chris chuckled. “So I’ve been told.”

“Who told you?” she asked. Maddy tended to be a bit territorial when it came to her clients. When she wasn’t flirting with Chris, she was bitching endlessly about another salon that had opened six months ago in another strip mall about half a mile down the road. She feared the new salon would poach not just her clientele but the stylists as well.

“An old friend,” Chris said.

She took her leave then. She seemed a little put out that she hadn’t been able to get more information from Chris about the “old friend” who had told him that he needed a haircut. 

When Friday came, he found he was checking the time on his cell phone more than usual. It was a slow day. On a whim, he took his mother out to lunch. He was lucky she was available. She always seemed to be booked solid what with the senior center, church, Pilates at the fitness center, tutoring ESL kids, and who knew what else. At lunch, he let her chatter about church gossip and the various doings at the senior center wash over him. By now, he knew the names of almost all the players in the theatrical event that was his mother’s life. He didn’t have to pay strict attention to every word. Then he realized she had addressed him directly.

“I’m sorry, Mom. What?”

“I said you’re vibrating,” she said.

Chris fumbled for his phone in his pocket. “No, it’s not.”

His mother rolled her eyes. “Not the blasted phone. You. You are vibrating!”

A couple of people at a nearby table looked over at them, giggled, and went back to eating.

“Shush, Mom,” he said, smiling. “What on earth are you talking about? I feel fine.”

“You’re like a cat that has seen something it wants. Remember Bojangles?” she asked.

Chris nodded at the memory of the ginger tomcat that had been his sometime companion when he was a boy.

“So, whenever Bojangles would sit in the window and spot a bird, he’d start vibrating or twitching because he was excited that he spotted a bird and he’d want to get that bird so badly, but he couldn’t because he couldn’t just go through that window,” she said, satisfied.

“And?” Chris wondered where she was going with this. He hadn’t thought about Bojangles in years.

“You’ve seen something you want, but you can’t get it. You’re vibrating just like Bojangles used to,” she said.

Chris laughed to hide his embarrassment. He wondered sometimes if his mother were really a witch. He’d never been able to hide from her.

“Chris. I worry about you.”

“Why? I’m all right, Mom.”

She placed her much smaller hand over his large hand. “What kind of a life do you have? You work a lot, and I’m proud of how well you’ve done. You go out I don’t know where, but that’s none of my business. But every time I see you, you seem lost. I know there’s no one special in your life right now,” she said. “It doesn’t seem like there has ever been anyone special.”

Chris picked his Mom’s hand up and kissed it. “You’re special to me, Mom.”

She gently took her hand away. “You know what I mean. I won’t be around forever. When I do leave this mortal plane, son, I want to leave knowing you have someone to look after you and someone you can look after, someone who’ll appreciate what you have to offer. You need more than your mom.”

Chris liked it better when his mom stuck to gossiping about church and the senior center. He heard her ask for the check. She always insisted on paying. He dropped her off at the fitness center. She opened the car door, but before getting out of the car she turned to Chris.

“I know you’ve seen something you want, and you can’t have it yet. I just hope he’s worth it.” She scampered out of the car and quickly closed the door before Chris realized what she had said. When he did, his eyes widened, and he felt his face flush. She knew! He had never come out to his mother or his father before he died. He had only told his sister and brother and had sworn them to secrecy. He insisted that he would tell their mom when he felt the time was right.

“Mom!” he shouted, but the windows were closed, and she had already caught up to a gaggle of women. She turned and waved to him just before stepping inside the fitness center.

​Chapter Three

Finally, it was time to close up his office and slog through Friday rush hour traffic to Rough Cut, but first Chris had phone calls to make. He had to call his siblings and find out who outed him to Mom.

He tried Dave but was only able to leave a voicemail. He tried his sister Amy, and she picked up.

“Did you tell her?” he said into the phone. He was trying not to yell, but he was pretty pissed off. He knew he had a loud voice that could sometimes be intimidating.

“Did I tell what to who?” Amy said, clearly taken aback.

“Did you tell Mom I’m gay?” said Chris. “I wanted to wait until the right time.”

“Oh, that,” said Amy. “Number one, I didn’t say anything. As far as I know, Dave hasn’t said anything either, in case you were wondering, and I know you were. Number two, how dumb do you think she is? She’s known for years. She just didn’t have the heart to break it to you that she knew. Number three, there is no right time. Gotta go. Baby is crying.”

Amy did have a six-month old, but Chris didn’t hear the baby crying. Actually, he didn’t hear anything but dead air. Cell phones didn’t give you the same satisfactory slam as old-fashioned landline phones, but he knew he had been hung up on.

When he got on the expressway, traffic was predictably slow, but he managed to get to Rough Cut just a few minutes after his 6:30 appointment. It was okay because Rohan was running late. He met the other two barbers he had seen a week ago cleaning up after the shop had closed. Rafael, the tall one with long hair, was stunningly beautiful, and a few of the guys who had already had their hair cut and beards shaved or trimmed still hung out while he finished up with his last client for the day. The other barber, Marcus, was similar in build to Rohan, but he was much shorter. He had a bit of a belly.

The atmosphere was party-like, but that could have been because it was Friday evening. Or, as Chris remembered from college, it could have been the fact that Rohan seemed to draw people to him wherever he went. Even back then, Chris didn’t get the sense that Rohan demanded or actively sought out the spotlight. The spotlight just came to him and, with it, people of all kinds. It wasn’t just young or youngish guys hanging out in the shop either. The two older gentlemen sitting next to Chris were regaling each other with raucous, sexy tales from their shared history. He got the sense that they weren’t so much customers as regular fixtures at the shop. Next to them sat three young guys, but they weren’t twinks. They were big and hairy but not grey yet. There was barely a wrinkle on them. They were staring at their phones.

Marcus was cutting the hair of a boy who looked to be 10 years old while chatting with a young woman who appeared to be the boy’s mother. Rafael was gently massaging aftershave lotion on a white guy. By the looks of the amount of hair that had collected on the floor around the barber chair, it appeared that he had been considerably hairier when he first arrived at the shop. The guy looked like he was enjoying Rafael’s attentions very much indeed. A lanky guy wearing a Cubs baseball cap and carrying a red tote bag came in attempting to sell soap that he said was made with pure Shea butter, giving Shea two syllables. Rohan was adding the finishing touches to a Hispanic guy’s fade haircut, deftly shearing with a straight razor the last bits of stray hair from the nape of his neck. The Shea butter salesman was sent on his way without a sale. A young woman named Tish was cutting the hair of a burly guy who talked a lot about a trip to Europe he was going to take over the summer. Tish was young, but she looked like she was very good at her trade.

Chris enjoyed the scene immensely. He felt a twinge of disloyalty, but he had to admit that this was a much more interesting experience than getting a haircut in Maddy’s unisex shop, sitting with suburban dads getting a trim and senior ladies getting a blue rinse. He could see why someone would just come and sit in Rohan’s shop for a while.

Rohan finished up with his customer and signaled Chris to take a seat. Rohan was still such a big, beautiful guy. His chest hair curled up over the collar of his tight red T-shirt, which was tight enough to show off his nipples and his chest. He had lost some of the rock-hard muscle tone that he had had as a football player, but it was there as an echo. The lines of his muscles may not have been as sharp, but he looked fit.

“What do you want today?” said Rohan as Chris approached him.

Chris hemmed and hawed. He had been thinking about seeing Rohan again. He hadn’t really been thinking about his hair. 

He sat down in the barber chair and said, “Maybe it’s time for a change, but I don’t know to what. Any ideas?”

Rohan got behind him and raised the barber chair. He ran his hands through Chris’ hair. It was pretty shaggy. They both looked in the mirror and their eyes connected.

“Your hair is straight and fine, and you’re so lucky you still have most of it,” said
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