Praise for Jonathan Cohen’s
Bear Like Me
“A fast-moving, hilarious story of a gay man trying to negotiate a world brand new to him in a story rich in comic stereotypes of conniving, lying and greedy media moguls, vacuous twinks, bitter but righteous feminists, and a glorious parade of bruins that demonstrate that even within the gay bear ghetto that passes for a north woods forest, there is still both incredible sweetness and vile betrayal. Bear Like Me is a definite page-turner and a quick read to boot. Moreover, Cohen’s novel, while fiction, is never-the-less fascinating in its spot-on depiction of the world culture of bears that make up a part of the larger gay community.”
— Jerry Flack, reviewer, Independent Gay Writer
“Bears will have a good time reading Bear Like Me; and non-bears will probably wish they were bears so that they could join in the fun.”
— Jesse Monteagudo, reviewer, Gay Today
“In his first fur-filled novel, Jonathan Cohen lays bare the Bear subculture with incisive wit and seductive satire. This comical cavort through the thick forest of hirsute gay/bi male animals entertains as it illuminates. This novel will have you alternately howling (with laughter), growling (with self-recognition), and of course, woofing.”
— Ron J. Suresha, author, Bears on Bears
“There is a madcap pleasure to this book, a cheekily improbable comic read which is both an insider’s appreciation of the contemporary bear community, and something of a send-up of it, as well. Jonathan Cohen writes about bear customs, mores, and quirks with charming archness, coordinating a sociologist’s keen eye and a gossipmonger’s sharp tongue with gleeful precision. That’s the fun part; what delights is Cohen’s old-fashioned way with romance.”
— Richard Labonté, reviewer, Book Marks
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If you’re goin’ to be a bear…be a grizzly!
— Gene Sturlin, The Mooncalf Rubicon
Some people get their lifetime wake-up calls silently, a thief in the night stealing peace with a quiet revelation. Others are confronted with the bare truth face on, a message shouting to be heard in the din. Peter Mallory heard his wakeup call to the theme of “I Will Survive.”
The song clip startled him out of the usual mid-afternoon reverie between lunch and Internet porn. Peter turned Gloria down in the middle of singing about survival and tapped the keys that brought up the e-mail that had summoned the music. Of course, it was from Chester Valentine. A half-hour meeting request for 2:00 p.m.
Peter reacted out of Pavlovian habit; he started to sweat, and glanced around the maze of cubicles to make sure all of the other employees in the editorial department were still there.
All of the other staff writers were still in their seats, typing quietly. No security guard had appeared to haul anyone away, and the gilded sign that read
Phag Magazine
still hung over the watercooler. Peter’s heart rate started to slow to the beat of Gloria’s music. Then, just to be sure, he checked Phag Magazine’s parent company share price on the Nasdaq.
23ı⁄2. Well, that was a relief. Peter stared at the Queermedia ticker symbol, but the only news item was the same one he’d seen yesterday—“First Publicly-Traded Gay Media Conglomerate Signs Co-Branding Deal with Major Electronics Firm.” As if that was news.
So if Phag Magazine wasn’t going down the toilet, it was one of the employees in the department, Peter thought. Maybe even him. A half-hour meeting was a harbinger of doom. Chester Valentine needed at least an hour to, as he put it, “get consensus” (where Chester badgered subordinates into giving up their opposing viewpoints). Forty-five minutes was enough for a birthday celebration or card signing. Thirty minutes was just enough time for an exit interview.
“Looks like this place is a morgue today,” Caliph, the mailperson said, rolling the mail cart down the hall toward Peter. “You ever see so many quiet people on a Friday?”
Friday! Peter thought. Yet another bad sign. Prevailing management theory stated that employees were less likely to get violent if happy hour was around the corner. “Bad news, I think.” Then, looking Caliph up and down, he added, politely, “nice dress.”
Caliph (Peter had never figured out if Caliph was male, female, or one of the trend-gendered) smiled and put a hand on Peter’s shoulder. “It’s a sari, dear. All the rage in India.” Caliph’s brow furrowed and Peter saw the sightline from Caliph’s eyes to Chester’s e-mail on his screen.
“Oh my,” Caliph said apologetically, backing away. “Speaking of India, I’d say you were about to become one of the untouchables. Best wishes, Peter. Send us an e-mail before they block your home address.”
Peter got to his feet and stretched. Now that was ridiculous. Just because someone got a half-hour meeting request didn’t mean they were automatically getting fired. He glanced at the clock. 1:52. Restraining himself from the urge to start cleaning out his desk, Peter made a few pen scratches on his article outline, “Subcultures and the Gay Community: Renewal or Reprisal?” He’d written the catchy title to appeal to Chester, but Peter felt he was on to something—if they’d even publish an article of this type anymore.
Why did he even stay on? he asked himself. But one look at Danny’s photograph on his desk was enough for Peter. A one-income couple was hard enough to manage; a zero-income couple would be impossible to maintain.
Looking around the cubicles at the other staff writers of Phag Magazine, Peter decided to try a test. “Anyone seen the latest Signorile piece in Out?” he asked, trying to catch anyone’s eye. “The one where he confessed to all those murders?”
Dead silence. Bette Chambers, the entertainment columnist, coughed as delicately as she could and rattled a sheet of paper dramatically. Oh, the weather forecast was looking stormy, Peter thought.
The Phag offices were arranged as a hemisphere of cubicles converging on Chester’s office. Peter had always noticed a marked improvement in the quality of the carpeting and wood paneling from his cubicle to Chester’s office, but it had never rankled him quite so much before. Anything was better than that…but this time Peter couldn’t resist looking at the Hall of Shame.
Chester had installed a series of framed covers of Phag Magazine from the past several years on the curved outer wall of the offices, and Peter suspected that he wasn’t the only one to call it the Hall of Shame. It wasn’t so much of a reminder of their glorious past as how far down they’d come. Ever since the Queermedia Group had acquired Phag Magazine, it had been on a downhill slide editorially. The headlines spoke for themselves.
Peter walked past “ACT-UP: The New Activism” and “Where do you Go From Out?” Halcyon days for the magazine, times when Peter felt he was doing a service by reporting on the gay community. Then there were “Short Circuit: Parties on the Edge of a Nervous Breakdown” and “Drag Queen Makeover: Ten Easy Steps.” Peter remembered the endless arguments with Chester over the use of colons—“If they’re good enough for e-mail, they’re good enough for a headline.”
He stopped just short of Chester’s office and looked at the last two magazine covers. “All the Steroid Rage: Protease Chic on the Beach” and “Bareback Dilemma? Just Lie Back and Enjoy It.” The cover models had also slid down the respectability ladder, from activists to beefcake activists, to beefcake, and then to straight beefcake, since Chester had proven that straight hunks sold more copies than gay ones, especially if they were willing to be coy about their sexuality.
The last cover model was Ben Affleck—”He’s Not, But He’s Cute!” Peter rubbed his temples and leaned against the cool polished wood inlay of the door to Chester’s office. Oh, the humanity.
“I often stop here myself to admire the magazine’s progress,” Chester’s smooth voice came from behind him. Peter forced a smile and opened his eyes, willing the throbbing pain in his head to subside. “It’s been quite a journey, hasn’t it?”
Chester was always gracious enough to provide him with an ambiguous out. “Oh yes,” Peter said, turning away from “Best KS Cover-ups” and rubbing the smudge that his forehead had created on Chester’s door. “I can’t believe how far we’ve come.”
Chester put a delicate arm around Peter’s shoulders and guided him into the office. “Don’t worry about that, it’ll come right off.” Under Chester’s voice, Peter tried not to hear the subtext—“just like your cubicle nameplate.”
Peter slumped into the visitor chair, while Chester arranged himself in the far more comfortable leather captain’s chair. Chester’s desk was the only modern piece in the office. Solid Plexiglas, it mirrored reflections from the walls, the filing cabinet, the framed lithographs, the large paper shredder, and Chester’s elegant frame. Chester crossed his spindly legs beneath the desk and waited until the anniversary clock on his desk chimed 2:00 p.m. “You have two options,” he said suddenly.
Peter had heard of Chester’s ruthless side, but somehow until now he’d been insulated from the hatchet because of his work. There were rumors that Chester had a thing for him, but Peter had dismissed those out of hand; Chester’s tastes ran to men of ethnic minorities, preferably at a financial disadvantage.
“What are those?” he asked calmly.
Chester steepled his thin fingers over a pile of proofs on the desk. “What was the last article of yours I approved for publication?” he asked quietly, his gaze never wavering.
Peter thought back. “The one about the year’s best upcoming writers. Which you rewrote.”
“Well, those writers were all so old,” Chester said, brushing away an invisible speck from the pile of proofs. “Upcoming writers need to fall into our demographic—nineteen to twenty-three. Our readers don’t want to read about old lesbians in Nicaragua. Unless they organize Nicaraguan circuit parties, I suppose, and even then…”
“Your point?” Peter asked.
“Queermedia Group and Phag Magazine’s editorial direction has…diverged from your writing direction,” Chester said, drawing his hands apart. “Now as I said, you have two options. We’d love to work with you to mold your writing in a more contemporary direction, if you’d like.”
Peter thought of Danny. What would Danny want him to do? To give in, to buckle under. Not in the sense of surrendering, but of doing what he had to do in order to survive. The moral distinctions weren’t lost on Danny, but his boyfriend had a simple ethical system—survival came before what he called “posturing.”
Their apartment, Danny’s tuition, food for MacGuyver the cat—everything rested on Peter’s decision. “And if I disagree?” he said, unable to bring himself to make the choice. “You give me my severance pay and wash your hands of me?”
“Never!” Chester said, looking aghast. “There’s no need for us to pay severance. I consider your work these past few months as a form of constructive resignation, and our legal counsel backs me up.”
That did it. “Then let me make it crystal clear for you,” Peter said, standing up and grabbing the sheaf of proofs off of Chester’s desk. “Pretend this is my latest overly academic article.” He pushed past Chester and slid the proofs into the shredder.
The grinding was music to Peter’s ears, as was Chester’s horrified gasp. “Those were for the S/M on Campus issue!” he shrilled.
Peter collected the strips from the shredder and deposited them back in a heap on Chester’s desk. “Who knows—they might even read better this way.”
“Goodbye, Peter,” Chester said, not even bothering to meet his eyes. “Maybe you can write a book. One of those horrible academic pieces that ends up on the remainder table.” Peter sauntered toward the door, feeling an incredible weight lift. Everything would be all right; he’d tell his co-workers what he’d done, he’d send e-mails to his colleagues at the other magazines, and he’d have a new job in no time.
A burly, bearded security guard who had “hired thug” written all over him was waiting for him outside Chester’s office. “Sir, please come with me.”
Peter sighed. “I guess making a dramatic speech to you wouldn’t have much effect.”
“Sir, I’ve heard them all before. But if it makes you feel better, you can give it a try.” The guard fastened his hand on Peter’s elbow. “We’re going to go clean out your desk now.”
Fine, Peter thought. He’d give Bette and the others a piece of his mind while he was packing, and he’d drag it out…every paper clip would get packed separately.
The editorial cubicles were deserted. Peter caught a glimpse of Bette’s e-mail program. An e-mail from Chester informed the staff that there was free cake in the break room.
The bastard! Peter thought. Then he thought back and realized how conveniently cake had materialized during the departure of his previous co-workers. So there hadn’t been a Lesbigay Mothers Against Drugs Week after all!
Peter’s enthusiasm had nearly evaporated, and the rest of it disappeared when he saw the file box on his desk. It was already half full. “You packed the paper clips already,” he told the security guard accusingly.
“Sir, anything that’s sharp or could serve as a weapon has been sealed away in plastic.” The guard indicated the photograph on the bare desk. “There’s still that to pack.”
Peter picked up the photograph and cradled it in his hands. Danny would understand. He’d make some wonderful meal, they’d cuddle on the couch and talk until dawn, and everything would be all right.
Peter rolled his eyes and tossed the photograph into the box. Danny would kill him. “I still have a few things in the drawer.”
Breath mints, a sticky note with Eric Rofes’ e-mail address, an emergency chocolate bar (one of several from the past month, used up in various “emergencies”), and a worn Judith Krantz novel. It was amazing how few personal items he actually had in the office.
The security guard sealed the box, and they were about to go when Peter heard Gloria’s voice one last time. “I will survive…” His hands automatically went to the keyboard, but the security guard stopped him. “Sir, don’t make me use the pepper spray.”
The guard walked him to the service elevator, and his last view of Phag was the guard’s broad shoulders blocking the way, and what looked like an empty cake plate peeping out from the break room.
Sunlight blinded Peter when he stepped outside, and he put up a hand to shield his eyes. He’d expected everything to stop, somehow, but pedestrians and traffic continued unheeding. Peter started to walk, then stood still. For the first time in years, he had nowhere to go, nothing to do. He felt as if a long game of tug-of-war had ended suddenly when the person at the other end had let go.
Despite his better reason, Peter glanced back and up at the Phag Magazine offices. An elegant shadow that looked like Chester was silhouetted against the window. Peter gritted his teeth and prepared his middle finger for one last visual assault when the file box’s contents shifted and the corrugated cardboard came apart in his hands.
Papers, books, and the remaining contents of his desk drawer crashed to the sidewalk. Peter bent over, refusing to look up. He picked out Danny’s photograph and put it in his left pocket. He took the breath mints out of the pile and put them into his right pocket. Last, he collected the chocolate bar, tore off the wrapping, and started down the street, eating as he went.
After a few yards, Peter found his voice, and he started humming “I Will Survive.” Maybe Chester was right, after all. He would write a book.
“Tell me everything will be all right,” Danny said.
Peter tried not to grit his teeth, or at least not to let it show. They were sitting at their nook two weeks after his departure from Phag Magazine. Peter had one hand on the Saturday paper and the other one restraining MacGuyver the cat, who was purring hungrily and sniffing the omelets.
“If I tell you everything will be all right,” Peter asked, “will you believe it?”
Danny hesitated, then grinned boyishly, one of the main features that had attracted Peter in the first place. “All I want is a little reassurance. Say it like you mean it, and I’ll believe it.”
Peter had lost track over the past few months, but their domestic life seemingly slipped into made-for-TV moments with increasing frequency. The old made-for-TV movies, not the ones these days that were about family members killing each other. While Danny was distracted by the cat’s antics, Peter subtly slid the long bread knife out of his boyfriend’s reach and underneath the newspaper.
“I’ll do my best,” Peter said. “With my savings we can get by for a few months, if we cut some corners.”
“Does kitty want some cheese?” Danny said, holding a bit of cheese just out of MacGuyver’s reach. “Does he want some nice cheese?” Then he yelped as the cat leapt up and nipped his fingers, grabbed the cheese in his mouth, and ran off. Danny frowned as he sucked on his injured fingers. “What kind of corners?”
“Nothing major, just the expendable luxury items. You know, movies, plays, new clothes, expensive haircuts, and cable.”
Danny looked about to purse his lips in a pout, but Peter’s expression brooked no argument. “Well, I’ll let you make those decisions. I trust you.” He got up and kissed Peter on the lips. “Now do you want to make a start on saving money by showering together?”
Peter smiled and shook his head. “I’ve got to get ready to meet Mac,” he said, then added hastily, “and Mac’s paying for it.”
“All right,” Danny said, clearly disappointed. “Maybe when you get home…if we’re allowed to take more than one shower a day.” He grinned and moved out of the way as Peter aimed a swat at his butt with the newspaper.
Peter waited until he heard the sound of water running, then started to pick up the dishes that Danny had forgotten to clear. MacGuyver was back in a flash, rubbing himself against Peter’s legs, purring like an overheated engine, and howling bloody murder.
“You’re a little slut when it comes to food, aren’t you?” Peter asked, scratching the cat under the chin and patting his flanks. “No more catnip for you for a while, either.”
MacGuyver sat back on his haunches and looked at Peter reproachfully. “That look won’t work on me,” Peter said. “Danny already tries it whenever he wants something.”
The cat emitted a mew, then licked his paw and started washing his face. “Easy for you to say,” Peter replied, scraping the remains of brunch into the food disposal. “I’m the one that has to make the tough decisions in this family.”
He put down the plate and scrubber and looked fondly toward the bathroom. It was always so easy to pick on a relationship, to find the flaws and what wasn’t just right. Part of it was his training; as a writer, he was expected to critique. Phag Magazine would never run any piece called “Gay Life: Just Great, and Doing Fine.”
Danny was five years younger than he, and Peter shared and encouraged his enthusiasm. They were great in bed, loved staying up late talking and watching videos, and yet…
Peter flicked on the food disposal and MacGuyver fled in abject terror from the noise. And yet, in a crisis Peter was the one who had to be the adult, and Danny got to be the little boy.
It was only when he caught sight of the clock on the stove that Peter realized he was going to be late. He got dressed with a minimum of interference from the cat, who was busy exploring the mystery of the space under the sheets. “I’m going!” Peter called out to Danny, who was still in the shower. The water bill, Peter thought, and winced.
“Still time to join me!” Danny called back, and Peter smiled wearily. Maybe he’d feel like it once money was coming in again.
Instead of the taxi he usually took, Peter was stuck taking the bus. Jostled against the other passengers, hanging on to a strap while a demented woman tried to tell him her life story, he tried to use visualization to picture himself in the back seat of a comfortable cab. Stale cigarette smoke, foreign-accented English…
“Were you even listening to what I was saying?” the woman demanded, poking him in the chest.
Peter sighed. “Sure, sure. Government conspiracy, UFOs, et cetera et cetera.” He took a closer look at her; she had the disheveled anonymous look of someone who had fallen into the crack between suburbia and reality. “Did you ever consider trying plastic wrap instead of tinfoil on your head? It’s microwave safe.”
Unfortunately, that only prompted her to reminisce about her discovery that Saran Wrap was actually impregnated with sarin gas, and Peter got off a block before the restaurant to escape her. He was afraid for a moment that she might pursue him, but she’d found another victim.
It was a crisp fall day, and Peter pulled his jacket tighter around him, enjoying the contrast of the warm sun against the cold air. All writers have to suffer, he reasoned. He was hardly indigent, or even poor. This was a momentary setback. When his book wound up on the best-seller list, they’d all see—
Peter drew himself up abruptly. Any more thinking like that and he’d be the one wrapping his laptop in tinfoil. He had to focus, concentrate on the problem at hand: finding a story idea.
“Where do you get your ideas?” people would always ask him when they found out he was a writer. Peter didn’t know; they dropped from heaven or bubbled out of his subconscious. All he had to do was think.
Think gay, Peter thought. Think gay!
As he approached the restaurant, he fought the urge to skip down the street, humming and waving his arms. “Fired Writers: When Insanity Attacks.” It wasn’t a matter of thinking gay, it was more thinking about the gay angle in everyday situations.
Then Peter saw him.
The man was putting up posters for the local lesbigay community center on lampposts, bus shelters, and anywhere that he could tape them to. Peter didn’t need his advanced gaydar to get a read on the man, but still, the man looked out of place for the gay ghetto.
He was just over six feet tall, easily two hundred, two hundred fifty pounds, Peter estimated, with a gut hanging out shamelessly over his jeans and encased in a plaid shirt-jacket. No hair on the head (of course—membership in the gay community came with a lifetime subscription to Nair these days), but he had a thick beard and what looked to be a forest of hair sprouting from his T-shirt—front and back. Yikes!
Peter watched the man surreptitiously. He’d seen men of the fat/hairy/bearded type in the ghetto before, but they had always seemed like interlopers, airlifted in from a Dan Haggerty mountain movie. He supposed that he’d passed them many times on the street, but his eyes had simply glossed over them, as he did with any man he wasn’t immediately attracted to.
“Here’s where your anthropology degree comes in handy,” a voice behind him whispered, and Peter jumped. It was Mac.
Peter looked at him quizzically, but Mac waved a hand. “Look and learn. I call this The Mating Dance of the Urban Bear.”
Mac ambled over to where the hirsute man was doing his best to affix a poster to a bicycle rack. Now that Peter thought about it, Mac sort of resembled the other man; he had the bald head and goatee, and probably more chest hair than was acceptable in the gym. Mac, however took care of his body. Peter sucked in his own stomach and thought about going for a workout.
He couldn’t make out every word, but what was going on was obvious. Mac smiled, put an arm on the hairy man’s shoulder, and carried on in his usual way. Then Peter watched in increasing amusement as Mac chucked the other man under his beard, and in return got a belly rub, a hug, and what looked to be a phone number.
Mac glowed and giggled until they were in the restaurant and settled in a booth, waiting for their espressos. “So, dish already,” Peter said. “A friend of yours?” He and Mac slipped easily into the conversational style they’d honed over the past ten years.
“A new friend, maybe. Or at least a fuckbuddy.” Mac held up the scrap of paper with the phone number on it. “Not bad for five minutes’ work, eh? I really have got to start framing these.”
Peter sipped at his espresso. “Oh come on, give it up already. This is some kind of secret club, right? Handshakes, stomach rubs, initiations…” He grew thoughtful. “A gay Scientology thing would be fascinating, on many levels.”
Mac chuckled. “Oh, it’s a cult all right. Man, you are so behind the times. Haven’t you ever heard of the bear community? The bear movement?”
“There was something in Phag a few years ago. Wasn’t it one of those fringe groups, like the chubby-chasers?” Peter felt uncomfortable, treading the line between sexual banter and actual fetish material.
“I forgot about Phag’s target audience,” Mac said dryly. “It’s all about this.” He pulled back the sleeve of his jacket.
“Really tacky Swatches?”
Mac flicked Peter on the nose with his finger. “Hair. Body hair. Well, that’s simplifying it a bit, but picture big hairy guys. Most of them with beards.”
Peter imagined hordes of men like the one outside, marching in lockstep, hair bristling from every clothing opening. “So they get together because nobody wants them?” he asked, dreading the answer.
“This, coming from a man who wrote My Genitals, Myself? They get together because they find it hot!”
Peter couldn’t help himself. “Ewww! That is so gross!”
“Really.” Mac arched a thick eyebrow. “You didn’t say anything about my body hair when we were going out together.”
Peter kept his eyes on the espresso and away from Mac’s hairy wrist. “You’re not like…that guy. You’re not a walking carpet. And my God, you’ve got muscle definition.”
“It’s all a question of degrees. First you sleep with a guy who has a treasure trail, then you sleep with a guy with a hairy chest. Next thing you know,” Mac said smugly, “you’re buying a replacement filter for the shower drain.”
“No!” Peter cried out, then looked around in embarrassment. Fortunately nobody in the restaurant paid either of them the slightest bit of attention—probably since Mac was famous for breaking up with two-week boyfriends at brunch on a regular schedule. “I mean,” he said more quietly, “it’s some fly-by-night trend, like the Macarena or using female condoms.”
“No,” Mac said emphatically. “It isn’t. And I bet there’s a book idea in there somewhere.”
Peter laughed. “Okay. If there’s a bear community I’ll write a book about it. And if there isn’t, you shave your chest.”
“Deal.” They shook hands, and Peter felt the hair on the back of Mac’s hand rub against his fingers. He glanced outside, but the man with the posters had long left.
Bears. The very idea was silly, totemic. It all smacked of the tribal desperation of the gay community in the mid-1990s. “Lions and tigers and bears, oh my,” Peter murmured.
“What’s that?” Mac asked, bemused.
“Thinking out loud. So, is everything as caring and sharing as they are in the gay community?” Peter asked, already mentally drawing up a tentative outline.
“Oh dear,” Mac grinned. “You have no idea. But you soon will, I promise.”
“Can I help you with something?” the librarian asked.
Peter looked up from the library’s card catalog terminal. “Probably not. Do you ever have anyone who comes in looking for something before anyone knows about it?”
The librarian, a stout woman in her midfifties, smiled. “People come in all the time asking for books on strange subjects. I remember when the magazines started covering the sexual revolution back in the sixties. The number of young men and women who came in asking for some kind of guide or handbook…as if it required an instruction manual.” She shook her head. “I’m wool-gathering again. If there’s a book out there on it, I’ll know. Try me.”
Peter drummed his fingers on the keyboard. “Bears,” he said finally.
“Polar? Black? Brown? Teddy? Roosevelt?” the librarian reeled off almost automatically.
“Gay sexual fetish.”
She furrowed her brow for a moment. “You do realize you’re in the Animals and Natural Life section of the library, right?”
“Well,” Peter hedged. “The Biology and Human Behavior section seems to be stuck back around when STIs were still known as social diseases. Their idea of a sexual fetish is probably anything not involving marriage.”
The librarian nodded, then set her shoulders. “We’ll try the Internet. We’re lucky that way—one of the local colleges donated a computer and modem access to the Web.”
She directed him to another computer, and they sat down. Peter was only familiar enough with computers to type out his stories, and he watched as she typed in various commands, finally entering the terms “bear” and “gay.”
The stillness of the library was shattered by a loud beeping, followed by a red blinking box on the screen that read “You have just been protected from seeing harmful Internet content. God bless.”
Peter sighed. “That college wouldn’t happen to have been the Baptist one, would it?”
The librarian shook her head. “God Bless, indeed. Let me try something.” He watched as she typed in “female ministers.” Once again they were assaulted with the beeping and the blinking red box, only this time it added in a verse from the Bible.
“God loves us,” Peter said, “but not enough, apparently, to let us use the Internet.”
“Sociology!” the woman said suddenly, snapping her fingers. “I should have thought of it earlier. That’s the only department that has any autonomy in this library. Go ask them if they can help.” She smiled slyly. “You might even find you have something in common with the librarian there. They even have some alternative lifestyle magazines.”
She rubbed her chin with the fingers of her right hand, and Peter wondered if this was some secret librarian code. The mention of magazines, though, caught his attention. “Do they have Phag Magazine?”
“You could ask,” the librarian said, then paused. “I guess it’s probably not the best time to ask you to make a donation to the library.”
Peter got up and dug a twenty-dollar bill out of his pocket. “Promise me you’ll buy something kinky with it.”
Walking over to the Sociology section, Peter marveled at the change in the library. Back in the 1970s, it had prided itself on having the most complete, up-to-date collection of avant-garde books. With the cutbacks of the 1980s and 1990s, they’d clearly finally buckled under to the major sources of money available…each of which came with their own strings.
It was even more surprising that Phag Magazine was headquartered in this town. Living in the gay ghetto and working at a gay publication had effectively insulated him from what the other ninety percent of the world was doing.
He shuddered as he remembered an incident when a car full of teenagers had sped by, shouting “Faggot!” at him and tossing eggs that had fortunately missed him. Maybe that “bear” Mac had flirted with had come up with his own strategy—assimilate by dressing completely different from most gay men. Interesting…
When Peter reached the Sociology librarian’s desk, he realized what the woman had tried to tell him. The Sociology librarian sported the universal early-2000s sign of gay camaraderie—a goatee. Mac had a theory for telling a straight goatee from a gay goatee. The really close-trimmed, shaped, and beautifully manicured goatees belonged to straight guys; the circle beards and thicker goatees were, for whatever reason, gay as all get-out.
Peter peered at the man’s goatee, trying to decide whether the spaces in the hair under the lower lip were accidental or deliberate. Nature or nurture, he wondered?
Then he realized that the man had been staring at him in consternation for the better part of a minute. “May I help you?” the librarian asked, in a lilting tone that automatically gave him away.
“I was checking out your goatee,” Peter said and blushed.
“Oh!” The man smiled. “Well, I’ve been trying to grow it out for months now, but it simply won’t cooperate. Something about me shaving it all these years; now it’s decided it’s not worth the bother to poke its follicles up.”
The mention of body hair reminded Peter of his conversation with Mac over espresso and made him slightly queasy. Then again, he was never one to turn away from a potential flirtation. Even though I’m monogamous, Peter reminded himself. Strictly monogamous.
“I’m George. Is there anything in particular you’re…looking for?” the man said, dipping his eyes just as he paused for the last two words. Sweet, Peter thought. But that wasn’t why he’d come.
“Do you have anything on bears?” Peter asked. “Not the animal kind, the gay kind.”
George wrinkled up his nose. “Those fat hairy apes. Well, that’s not a fair description. How’s this: Those large undertrimmed sasquatches. Now really, why on earth would you want a book about them? Surely there’s something…more interesting you could find to read about.” Again with the eye-dipping, Peter noticed.
“I’m doing research,” Peter said, feeling oddly defensive. And after all, he wasn’t the one wearing the goatee.
“Well I can tell you right now we don’t have any books on that subject,” George said, folding his arms. “There was some book that came through ages ago, but it had all these boring articles talking about Foucault and Baudrillard, and I figured we had enough of that already with Camille Paglia.”
Better the “bears” than this man, Peter thought. “But let me guess,” he said easily. “You have the latest copy of Phag Magazine?”
George brightened up in an instant. “Now there’s a wish I can grant!” He disappeared into the stacks behind the desk, rummaging around on the shelves. “Good thing you didn’t want the December issue—someone always steals it.”
“Oh yes,” Peter said dryly. “The Swimsuit Issue.”
“Andrew Sullivan looked so cute in that thong last year, but I think he’s a closet Republican,” George said, returning with the magazine. “Here you go.”
Peter started to flip through it. “Don’t you want my library card or something?”
George shook his head. “All I want is a kind word.”
“Holy motherfucking cocksucking love child of Jesus’ money changing whores!” Peter cried out loudly as he spotted Chester Valentine’s editorial.
He only had time to read the headline—“Phag Writer Leaves Under Cloud: Editor Regrets” and see his name mentioned before George snatched the magazine away.
“Just go!” George said, trembling and shaking his head. “I may be a librarian, I may have heard it all, but that doesn’t give you the right to abuse me in my own department!”
Peter was of the opinion that George’s department hadn’t been abused in a long time. “At least let me make a photocopy?”
“If you don’t leave, I’m calling security,” George said emphatically. “Let’s see what kind of potty mouth you have once they’re finished jackbooting all over you.”
Peter considered arguing, but it was pointless. He turned on his heels and walked away, his Doc Martens clicking on the marble floor. He thought of the other librarian—she must have believed that any two gay men, once thrown together, were bound to fall in love and settle down together.
But you did flirt with him, a part of Peter’s brain said. The other part replied automatically: But I’m monogamous! Strictly monogamous!
Peter didn’t feel his disquiet ease until he was back in the ghetto and had picked up a copy of Phag Magazine from the gay bookstore. He was supposed to meet Mac for a shopping spree, but he still had a few minutes before declaring his day officially wasted.
Peter settled into a park bench and scanned the editorial. Phrases such as “carefully orchestrated strategy to strike at the heart of the magazine” and “a once-renowned writer sadly declining in quantity and quality of output” made him wish he hadn’t bothered paying the $7.95. This was close to libel, or at least as close as Chester could come without sending up warning flags from the legal department. Chester couldn’t prove anything, but then Peter probably couldn’t either, and without the money for legal bills, he’d die trying.
That was it, Peter thought, tearing the flimsy magazine in half with some difficulty. He’d see Phag and Chester Valentine ruined, if it took him years. There had to be something he could do to get back at them.
He was still pondering the problem when Mac came along, dressed in a plaid jacket and earmuffs. “So tell me what’s on your mind,” Mac said, sitting down next to him. “I saw that cloud hanging over you from three blocks away.”
“I’m sitting here having revenge fantasies about the magazine.”
Mac put his arms around himself and made a “brrr” sound. “They say revenge is a dish best served cold, but don’t you think we’d be better off inside spending money?”
So Peter followed Mac along, pretending to try clothes on, while Mac pretended that Peter could afford the things he was looking at. As usual, Mac only bought the plainest, butchest clothing. Peter didn’t want to ask if it was a “bear” thing; he was afraid to find out that it was.
“Did you have any luck at the library?” Mac asked after they’d done three underwear stores and one sock mart. Peter recounted his story, and Mac shook his head. “You know what the interesting thing is, though?”
“The Religious Right now controls our library system?” Peter asked.
“I’m wondering why you were flirting with this guy. You keep going on about being monogamous, any time anyone brings up the subject.”
Peter pursed his lips and examined a sequin-encrusted tiara in a shop window. “Danny and I made a commitment. You know, how traditional couples do. I’m not defensive—I’m proud of it.”
“That tiara’s a bit too small for your head,” Mac commented. “The leather tux, on the other hand—”
“Oh God, don’t get me started. Remember Danny in the leather tuxedo at our commitment ceremony?” Peter asked. “I kept thinking, Just lie back and think of Martha.”
They went into the store so that Mac could try on a heavy link key chain. “There you go again,” Mac said after declaring the key chain to be too shiny. “It’s commitment ceremonies, ring exchanges, monogamy, Martha Stewart, and your cat that’s a perfect substitute for the child you two can’t have yet. When we went out, you were way out there.” Mac smiled ruefully. “I guess if I haven’t changed, I don’t want you to change either.”
Peter tried the key chain on, but he could never remember if it went on the left or the right, and he suspected that sitting on it for a few hours would give him neuralgia. “Oh I just followed the trends,” he said sarcastically. “Swept along by the tides of gay history.” He assumed a dramatic pose. “I partied when I came out, eased up on the sex during the start of the epidemic, experimented with the sex parties and J/O clubs when they came up as a safe alternative, and then…well you know. I settled. I mean, I settled down, with Danny.”
“Want to hear a bit of alternative history?” Mac asked. “You know, like those books where Zsa Zsa Gabor was born a man?” Peter shrugged.
“There was a gay community that never went through that crisis,” Mac said. “Or at least it went through the shock of the plague, but it had a totally different reaction. Instead of everyone sealing themselves off, they had sex like crazy, swapped partners, and never looked back.”
“This is the bear thing again,” Peter said. “And let me guess: everyone accepts everyone else, and there’s a lot of caring and sharing going on.”
Mac looked serious. “Okay, that’s the Disney version. But yeah, the whole thing was based on a lot of acceptance of who people were. Lots of affection and inclusion.”
“Like a Ziggy cartoon with body hair.” Peter ducked out of the way to avoid Mac’s foot connecting with his butt.
“You’ll never understand,” Mac complained. “Not sitting out here on the sidelines. You can’t write about it like it’s some dead tribe of Incas.”
“Then take me to one of these bear things,” Peter said, feeling adventurous. “Maybe I could see what goes on for myself.” As long as I stay monogamous, he thought.
Mac shook his head. “They’d see through you in a second. Bears are pretty accepting, but a lot of them are suspicious of…let’s call them nonbears.”
They stopped in front of a store for transvestites called The New You. Peter looked at all of the equipment and contrivances that existed solely for the purpose of convincing the world that a man was a woman. “There must be a way,” he said uncertainly, not liking the idea that was forming in his mind.
His eyes met Mac’s in the reflection of the store window. “Oh my,” Mac said, grinning. He took off his black earmuffs and held one end of them up in front of Peter’s mouth as if it was a goatee. “I do believe we have a solution.”
Peter looked at his reflection, turned quickly away, then looked back again in curiosity. Kill two birds with one stone, he thought.
That night, Peter started a journal to keep notes for the “bear” book.
To know the bears one must become a bear, he wrote with some trepidation. Tomorrow, I become a bear.
What is a “bear”?
It’s the simplest question when you’re first confronted with the notion of a “bear community,” and the hardest one to get an answer to. Ask any ten “bears” and you’ll get ten different answers.
Oh, they’ll say that being a “bear” has to do with a certain group of attributes—the body hair, the beard, the extra weight, maybe even some personality-related characteristics. But one man will say a beard is essential, while another will insist that a thin man can never be a “bear.”
“Bears” are like chronic fatigue syndrome sufferers, with less whininess and more self-righteousness. CFS sufferers see twelve out of eighteen potential symptoms, and identify themselves with their particular malady; some “bears” will call themselves a bear even if they’re not hairy, bearded, or overweight—just so that they can belong.
Like Judge Bork, they don’t necessarily know what a “bear” is, but they know one when they see him. And of all the men they believe to be “bears,” the person they consider that most embodies “bearish” attributes is the one staring at them in the bathroom mirror.
My friend “M” pointed out a young man that could have passed for a typical “scene” gay man, except for the teddy-bear pin he was wearing. “He thinks he’s a bear?” I asked, incredulous. “I’m more of a bear than he is!”
“Bear is a state of mind,” M replied. “If you think you’re a bear, you are one. At least until ten other bears get together and tear you to shreds.”
Mac looked over Peter’s shoulder at his laptop and harrumphed. “I said I wanted you to use a fake name instead of mine, but can you come up with something instead of “M”? I feel like James Bond’s boss. Give me a butch name.”
Peter thought about it. “Okay, how about Bruce, Lyle or Oscar?”
Mac bapped him on the head and shut the laptop case. “That’s enough out of you, Clark Kent. You’ve been putting this off long enough. Time to turn you into Superbear.”
They were sitting on the couch in Mac’s living room. It was much as Peter remembered it; lots of leather and chrome furniture, African masks on the wall, and rugs by Ikea. “Do we slide down a pole into your Bearcave?” Peter asked, turning the laptop off.
“I’ve got everything set up in my bedroom,” Mac said, gesturing Peter in that direction. When Peter hesitated, Mac shook his head. “You don’t really think, after all these years, I’m putting the moves on you?” Mac chuckled. “Peter, dear, I don’t go for twinks anymore.”
Peter had heard the term before, but he had to admit he didn’t know what it meant. “What’s a twink?”
Mac pushed him into the bedroom. “Anything nonbear. Hairless, thin, often blond guys with bubble butts and bubble brains. Just the opposite of what we want to turn you into.”
Peter was about to object to the characterization when he caught sight of the contents of Mac’s bedroom. “Oh, you are not serious!” he gasped.
The term “bear” is not only a metaphor for how these men see themselves; the animal itself is a totem for them to anthropomorphize and assimilate. Certain pre-technological tribes believed that the consumption of an animal’s carcass (or, in some cases, a human enemy’s remains) would give them the characteristics of that animal—strength, speed, or bravery. That primitive “law of equals” still holds true in the bear community, though in a different form.
“Now what?” Mac asked, going over and opening up the closet.
Peter waved his arms around at it all. “You didn’t have to go to all this trouble just for me, you know.”
Mac turned around, puzzled. “Trouble?”
Peter stood back and took it all in. More than two dozen teddy bears, some in fetish wear, stood at attention on the bookshelves. A hirsute model with a glandular condition pointed his cock outwards from a poster on the wall reading “Grin and Bear It!” The bedspread was covered with more teddy bears, and Peter could have sworn the nightlight was shaped like Dan Haggerty’s head. “You mean it’s like this all the time?” he asked, the realization slowly dawning on him in horror.
Mac laughed. “Oh, yeah. Bear kitsch. Some people really get into it. You like it?”
“Are there stores that actually sell this stuff?”
“Would you believe there’s a store in town that only sells bear things?” Mac asked, returning from the closet with a full-length mirror. “It’s in the ghetto. We’ll have to go someday…when you’re ready.” His expression turned serious. “Time to start your transformation.”
“You know,” Peter said, picking up the nearest teddy bear, “this looks like a Steiff—”
Mac plucked the bear out of Peter’s hands, readjusted its tiny jockstrap and placed it back on the bookshelf in exactly the same position it had been in. “You want to become a bear, or not? You can stall all you want, but the time is now.”
Peter examined himself in the mirror and waved a silent goodbye. “Be gentle.”
Maybe the accumulation of bear kitsch is as strong a sign as any of the intense identification of the “bear” with bears and the bear movement. Long considered outcasts in the mainstream gay community because of their weight, body hair, or general misfit nature, the “bear” finds enthusiastic acceptance in a hedonistic world where all the brakes are off.
But I’m getting ahead of myself. Long before that man takes the first step into a “bear meet” or a dim sum, there is a crucial moment of self-recognition; the moment where the man realizes that he is a bear. There are parallels to the self-recognition that occurs when one realizes one is gay, but the lines between gay and straight are far more clearly defined than the murkiness of “what is a bear.”
Thinking back to my own childhood, I remember my first gay role models—Paul Lynde, Charles Nelson Reilly, and Mr. Humphries from Are You Being Served. I remember wanting to hug and kiss the other boys, but not understanding why or what had made me different.
And the “bear?” Had he idolized Mr. French from Family Affair? Any number of hirsute actors in the 1970s? Or was it simply a leap into a community where he’d be accepted, nay, revered for the physical attributes that others had rejected him for?
Stripped to his briefs, Peter felt uncomfortable in the cold air, but even more uncomfortable with Mac’s examination. Not that there was anything sexual to it; it was Mac’s clinical analysis that unnerved him.
“Toned muscles, mostly. A bit of a pot belly,” Mac remarked, poking it gently. “Too much beer?”
Peter sucked in his stomach. “Beer, God! Give me a wine cooler any day. No, I need to get to the gym more.”
Mac rolled his eyes. “Exactly the type of thinking we need to get rid of.” He continued his examination. “Thick armpit hair and crotch hair, hairy calves—wait a minute.” He looked up and eyed Peter. “You’ve been holding back!”
Peter blushed and covered his groin with his hands. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Mac grabbed a Bear Club Calling Card off of the dresser and rubbed the edge over Peter’s bare chest. It made a scraping, scratching noise; Peter twisted away from it. “You’ve been shaving!” Mac breathed.
“Danny likes me to be smooth,” Peter said defensively. “I shaved it once a long time ago and I liked how it brought out my muscle definition. Is that so wrong?”
Mac eyed him thoughtfully. “We’re not starting from zero, at least. Get dressed. We have a lot of work to do.”
Their first stop was a workers’ clothing supply store. Peter looked around while Mac compared various patterns of plaid. “Construction workers buy clothes here”! Peter burst out when he couldn’t contain himself any more. “Construction workers!”
“Has anyone ever called you a snob?” Mac asked, holding up a suspiciously large shirt jacket in front of Peter’s chest.
Peter pushed the bulky clothing away. “I’m no snob. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to dress up like a lumberjack.”
“But you’ll look so cute!” Mac said. Eventually he persuaded Peter into trying the whole getup—shirt jack, jeans, and hiking boots. Peter felt swaddled; his arms hung at forty-five degree angles from his shoulders, and it looked like he was wearing a muffler. “You don’t think I should get this in maybe two sizes smaller?” he asked.
Mac just smiled. Peter sucked in his stomach and shook his head. “No,” he breathed. “It’s the final betrayal…the final insult. I won’t.”
Mac led him from the store with two large bags. “You’d think,” Mac mused, “that after all this time I’d hate playing devil’s advocate. You would think that…”
The scene of Peter’s temptation was the food court at the local mall. Peter tried to find a decent salad on the placards in the various restaurants, but everything seemed fried in grease, dipped in chocolate, or, scarily, both. “It won’t work,” Peter said confidently. “I’ve had thirty years of conditioning in gay eating habits. My body’s trained to eat only food that’s good for it.”
“Denial is such a terrible sin,” Mac said.
“Not denial, just eating in moderation,” Peter corrected him, blocking the view of a french fry stand with his hand.
Mac’s voice had dropped into the murmur Peter remembered from their late nights together. “Moderation, then. You go through life balancing yourself on the very middle. Just enough, never too much.” Mac closed his eyes. “But just enough isn’t enough, really. Is it?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Peter said stubbornly, resisting the food smells assaulting his nostrils.
“Don’t have casual sex,” Mac said. “Get a steady job. Be a good role model for gay men. Make your bed every morning.” He opened one eye. “But there’s a part of you that says I want more. That little part of you that’s so tired of being good.”
Peter tensed his hands. The smell of the Chinese buffet behind him was intoxicating. “Aren’t you tired of being good?” Mac asked quietly.
Peter screamed, “Aaaugh! I can’t take it any more!” and raced over to the buffet. Before Mac could stop him, he’d buried his face in the chow mein.
“Easy there, cowboy,” Mac said with some alarm, then took out a twenty and handed it to the confused man behind the counter. “You’ll have to excuse my friend,” Mac apologized. “He’s been starving for too long.”
Finally Peter rose from the buffet, sated. Bits of chow mein fell from his face.
“Oh God,” he said. “I’m not sure if I want to throw up or smoke a cigarette. Is this what it feels like to be a bear?”
“No,” Mac said, walking him toward the rest of the mall, “that’s what it feels like to be a glutton. Of course,” he added thoughtfully, “there is the occasional overlap.”
“Am I done yet? Am I a bear?”
“Well, I don’t have a source for topical Rogaine, but your chest hair is going to grow back. Still, this is only the physical stuff. There’s one more thing we have to do, but it’ll come in time…”
Becoming a bear, just like coming out of the closet, requires a certain shift in perception. What you find attractive, what you find acceptable, what you deem important, all changes. In a way you become an outsider, but in a way you become part of a small, select private group. Usually this is a long process that accompanies repeated exposure to the bear community. I didn’t, however, have the luxury of time.
A week later, Mac, Danny, and Peter had dinner at Peter and Danny’s apartment. “Are you sure you want another helping of potatoes?” Danny asked Peter delicately at one point.
Peter looked at Mac, who nodded. “Yes, dear,” he replied. “And can you get me some more bread sticks while you’re up?”
“I’ve been saving the hardest part for last,” Mac said when Danny had retreated into the kitchen, holding up a pack of note cards, and a rolled-up magazine. “Are you sure you’re ready?”
Peter nodded, feeling the stubble of his chest hair rub against his shirt. “I’ve come this far.”
“Is he okay with all this?” Mac asked, gesturing toward the kitchen door.
“Danny? Sure,” Peter said. “We talked about this already. He’s behind me one hundred percent. He told me he’ll love me no matter what.”
Mac looked at Peter for a few seconds. “There will probably be some adjustments.”
“He loves me,” Peter said. “Now let’s get to the last part of all this.”
Danny returned and spooned a small amount of potatoes onto Peter’s plate. “What are you two doing now?” he asked.
“I’m going to say a word,” Mac said, holding up the cards, “and Peter’s going to say the first word that comes to his mind.”
“Sure!” Danny said brightly. “Word association. Like we do in psychology class.”
Mac eyed him sideways. “Yes, sort of.” He looked at the first card. “Body hair.”
“Gross!” Peter said, then yelped as Mac struck his head with the rolled-up magazine. “What the hell was that for?”
“Call it attitude adjustment,” Mac grinned. “How about bear?”
“Minority.” Bap! “Ow, that hurts!”
“Try again.”
“Uh, group?”
Mac flipped cards. “Beard?”
“Richard Simmons’ wife?” Bap! “Ow!”
“Stop it!” Danny cried. “You’re hurting him!”
“No,” Peter said, gritting his teeth and rubbing his head. “Let him continue.”
“He’ll make you bleed!” Danny said melodramatically.
“Fat chance,” Peter muttered.
Mac hit him with the magazine again. “What was that for?” Peter asked.
“Never use fat in a negative way,” Mac admonished, and flipped to the next notecard.
Peter had trouble falling asleep that night; he felt hampered by the extra weight, and the regrown chest hair itched and chafed him. He rolled over and put his arm around Danny’s back. “You’re all hairy,” Danny complained.
“Hairy is a good thing,” Peter mumbled in his semi sleep.
“That’s what Mac wants you to believe. It’s brainwashing. Like they did in The Manchurian Candidate. Or that episode of Wonder Woman.”
Peter regained a measure of consciousness. He propped himself up on a pudgy elbow in the darkness. “Does it really bother you?”
“It reminds me of how we get accused of converting little boys,” Danny said, offended. There was a moment of silence.
“I meant me,” Peter said gently. “The whole weight thing. The body hair. The goatee.”
“That’s a goatee?” Danny giggled, touching it with a finger. “I thought some crème brûlée got stuck on your chin from dessert.”
“You are a silly cub,” Peter admonished, then felt the words stick in his throat. “A silly boy, I mean.”
“You’re allowed to have your voyage of self-discovery,” Danny said. “We all are.”
Peter rubbed Danny’s hairless, taut stomach. “Now it sounds like you’re reading from one of your psych textbooks. How do you really feel?”
In a more sober tone, Danny said, “I wonder why. I read somewhere once that the way you look ends up changing the way you feel. The way you are. And I wonder who you’re going to end up to be.”
“Just me,” Peter said, rolling over onto his back and trying to sleep. “Just me.”
But as the days passed, Peter started to wonder himself. That cute guy in the Starbucks whose eyes always used to linger on his now was curt and abrupt, and the steamed milk had less than its usual head of foam. Peter felt ignored when he walked down the street; on occasion other people would even bump into him.
“It’s all part of the process,” Mac said. “Just a few more days, and you’ll be ready to join the bear community. Remember, when God closes a door, he opens a window.”
“Does he also let out jeans?” Peter asked, trying to squeeze into a pair of 501s that had fit him only three weeks before.
The next day the man at Starbucks mixed up his order, and Peter spent the morning in Emergency with swollen eyes and nose from the hazelnut allergy he’d had ever since he was a child.
“You might want to consider losing some of that weight,” the nurse counseled him helpfully.
“I’m not overweight!” Peter protested. “Well, not that much.”
She looked him up and down. “If you’re having problems finding housing, we have some programs here for indigents.” Peter fled.
She wasn’t entirely wrong, he reflected later. Although he only looked like a construction worker, his bank balance was slowly declining, and Danny was coming up on the next semester of his degree, which meant another few thousand dollars in tuition and books.
Peter had tried to find some writing gigs, but there weren’t really that many openings for gay gadfly columnists. Mac suggested he try technical writing, but Peter barely knew how to operate his computer.
“Too bad,” Mac mused. “I know a lot of bears in high tech.”
Finally, Peter gave in and went to his bank for a cash advance on his Visa, the day before his “coming out” at the next bear meet. The First National Gay Bank was tastefully appointed, but that day Peter was more concerned with his credit limit than the orchids on the teller desks.
He stood in line for half an hour, behind an opera fan chatting glibly into his cell phone and in front of a surly lesbian who seemed to be resentful that he had more body hair than she did.
“Next?” the teller asked when Peter was at the front of the line. “Next? Next? Anyone?”
“I’m right here,” Peter said, standing in front of the teller.
“Oh,” the teller said, surprised. “I didn’t think you were here to do banking.”
“You thought I was the plumber, maybe? I’d unplug your toilet,” Peter replied politely, “but it seems like you have the plunger stuck right up your ass.”
The teller served him in mutually bitter silence. As Peter left the premises, he caught sight of a burly, hairy (handsome?) man through the glass of the front of the bank. A bear at First National, he marveled. At least he wasn’t the only one willing to brave their ridicule. Someone to talk to for his book, perhaps.
Then he rounded the corner and the realization brought him up short. There was no other man. He’d only seen himself in the glass.
Peter straightened his plaid shirt jacket and looked at his reflection. It was about time he met the other bears in this town.
“In for a penny, in for two hundred pounds,” Peter murmured, then walked away.
“What do you mean, you can’t make it?” Peter said into the pay phone.
“I mean,” Mac said patiently from somewhere downtown, “that I’m caught up at work and I can’t make it. You go ahead.”
Peter gathered the collar of his plaid shirt jacket closer around his neck. “I can’t go in there alone. God only knows what they’ll do to me. It’s like being thrown into a lion’s den. And what are you doing at work on a Saturday?”
He heard Mac sigh on the other end. “Calendar shoot deadline. We only have so many weeks before December thirty-first. Now you go and get your little Camryn Manheim legs to the beer bust. Just remember what I told you, and you’ll do fine. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
Peter was about to hang up when Mac said, “Oh, a couple more things. Remember that woof can be used as a noun, verb, adjective, and adverb. And if someone growls at you, that’s not a bad thing.”
“Woof? Growl?” Peter said into the receiver, aghast. “You’re sending me into a foreign country without a Berlitz Guide! How can I get by if I can’t even speak the language properly?”
Another sigh. “The printer’s on the other line,” Mac said. “Gotta go. Think of it like the Smurfs. They used the word smurfy for everything—you can use the word woofy for almost everything.”
“Almost?” Peter asked, but the line had gone dead. He slammed the phone onto the hook and growled. “Well, this is just a woof-ful state of affairs,” he said sourly, and headed down the street to the bar.
The Eagle bar was at the periphery of the gay ghetto, and as far as Peter remembered, it had been there forever. Maybe its patrons had been involved in the Stonewall riots in the 1960’s; rumor had it that they looked the part. The Eagle was a long-standing joke in the mainstream gay community, a place where trolls and hustlers hung out, the bottom rung of gay society. And now bears.
Peter ducked into a doorway and paused. Sure, he’d read enough serious essays to know that trolls were outcast (unfairly) from the gay community because of their age and looks, and that hustlers were merely sex trade workers empowering themselves while participating in victimless consensual crimes. It was always so easy to compartmentalize dissimilar people into negative stereotypes, Peter thought. Or, even worse, politically correct stereotypes. But still—the Eagle!
A gust of wind passed through the shirt jacket, flannel shirt, and thermal undershirt like a knife, and Peter shivered. Time to take the plunge. He sprinted across the street, acutely aware of the flab on his thighs jiggling slightly, and went into the bar.
Peter hadn’t been in a bar since he and Danny had decided to settle down together, and the last he’d remembered of bar life was Grace Jones, disco lighting, and the crush of warm sweaty bodies. The Eagle was mostly empty, and the few customers sat at tables instead of at the long bar, chatting sullenly and sizing him up.
He saw the expected forty-year-old leatherman with grizzled face to match his jacket, and the cherubic young hustler standing by the pool table rubbing chalk on his cue with a predatory look on his face, but no bears. In fact, everyone looked perfectly normal—for a bar.
“He’s one of them,” Peter heard someone say. “You know…”
Peter turned around, but he couldn’t make out who’d said it; everyone was hidden behind their drinks. “Why don’t they stay in their part of their bar?” another voice asked. “They have their place, and we have ours.” Even the hustler lost interest, and Peter blushed.
The bartender, a burly man with a shaved head and beard, smiled in a vaguely kindly way. “You looking for the bear beer bust?” he asked, polishing a mug with a cloth that didn’t look particularly clean.
Peter felt all eyes on him. “Yes,” he admitted.
The bartender pointed to a hallway at the end of which was a short flight of stairs. “Down there. You might find some more friendly folk in there.”
“Thanks,” Peter said, and followed the man’s directions. He tuned out the rest of the patrons’ comments and walked down the steps, then stepped without warning into a small, dark bar full of bears.
His first thought was that he’d somehow walked into a demented redneck version of The Stepford Wives. Nearly everyone had the same buzzed hair, goatee or beard, jeans, boots, and plaid flannel shirt. Peter now understood why Mac had been so meticulous in his makeover.
A large-framed man with a bushy beard and a wide smile came over and clapped Peter on the back. “Hi there!” he said, offering a big hand (“paw,” Peter thought) to shake. “You look like you’re new here.”
Peter straightened up from the backslapping and tried to grip the man’s hand as hard as his was being gripped. “Oh yeah,” he managed. “First time.”
The man grinned, exposing not fangs but a long set of white teeth. “I’m Jason—Jason Smith. President of the bear club. Pleased to meet you.”
“Thanks. I’m—” Peter said, then realized that he’d have to use a pseudonym. He tried to think of bear-related things. “Dan. Dan Karn.”
“Great, great!” Jason continued grinning and focusing his eyes on him. Peter wondered if he’d somehow be able to see past the thin facade to the twink within. What then? He looked around, but the exit was blocked by big bearded men. “You’ll find all of us friendly and accepting. Mostly,” he added, then guffawed. “You have any problems, come see me.”
Peter relaxed a bit. Jason seemed like a friendly sort, even though he could probably demolish a quart of Ben & Jerry’s without pausing for air. Maybe this wouldn’t be as painful as he thought. Peter remembered the list of questions he’d prepared earlier. Jason was the ideal first “interviewee.”
Jason’s eyes suddenly veered away from Peter’s. “You’ll have to excuse me,” Jason said absently, then pushed past him. Peter wondered if he’d done something wrong, but when he turned to follow Jason’s path, he saw the man chatting up what would no doubt be considered a hunky bear. Ah, Peter thought, even in the bear community, there are bears and there are bears.
He went over and bought a beer at the bar, wincing at the taste. I’m not that bad-looking, Peter thought, miffed, looking at himself in the mirror behind the bar. Not even for a bear.
“You won’t catch many bears looking away from them,” a mellifluous voice said behind him. It surprised him; Peter had expected every bear to have a working-class rough burr, or at the least Mac’s endearing whimsical lilt. Peter thought it might be another interloper like himself, but the voice turned out to belong to a typical-looking bear with aquiline features.
“How’s that?” Peter asked, sipping his beer and trying not to gag.
“If you’re going to meet a mate, you have to get out there and introduce yourself. Be friendly. Show them what you’ve got.” The man extended a hand. “I’m Sasha, by the way.”
Peter smiled and shook it. “Thanks for the tip.”
“You remind me a lot of how I was when I came to my first bear event. Not quite fitting in, not quite understanding how the game was played.” Sasha sighed. “It was so long ago. Maybe I can offer you a pointer or two.”
“Oh, that’d be useful,” Peter said. And maybe this would be his first unofficial interviewee.
“You see that handsome bear by the pool table?” Sasha asked. Peter nodded, looking at a man who resembled nearly every other man in the room. “Well,” Sasha said, “he’s the guy I’m planning to get my husbear to do a three-way with.” He winked at Peter. “Now, even though you’re nowhere near as cute as me, I’d keep your hands off of him.”
“I’ll keep it in mind.”
“That’s so sweet of you!” Sasha said, rubbing Peter’s goatee for a split second, then sweeping off to the other side of the room. Husbear? What the hell was that?
Jason came by, arms around the man he’d been chatting up. “This is Will,” Jason said, offering introductions. “Don’t grope Dan here,” he said, winking at Will, “he’s not used to our ways yet.”
Peter smiled demurely, and matched Will’s bone-crushing grip. “I see you were talking to Sasha,” Will said in a gruff voice that matched his appearance.
“He was talking at me,” Peter said dryly.
Will chuckled. “Nothing to worry about with that one. His woof’s worse than his bite. As long as you don’t get in his way, he’s an adorable cub.”
“And speaking of woofs,” Jason added, “did you see that new bartender? Or should I say beartender? He’s definitely husbear material.”
Will groped Jason in a way that made Peter blush. “You’re not ready to settle down yet,” Will said. “There’s probably dozens more otters, bears, and cubs for you to maul before you finish sowing your wild oats.”
Both of them looked expectantly at Peter. “Woof?” he said at last.
“You said it, bro,” Jason sighed contentedly, resting his head on Will’s chest. “I think you’ll fit in here fine.” He rubbed Peter’s head with his free hand. Peter relaxed. That was close…too close. If he didn’t get his terminology in order, he’d be unmasked for sure.
“Looks like I didn’t even need to come today at all,” Mac said, coming up to the three of them. “I was going to introduce Chris here to you guys, but he did it all himself.”
Jason frowned. “Chris?”
Peter felt a chill. “Uh, my middle name. Dan Chris Karn.” He glared at Mac, daring him to say something. “We go way back, Mac and I. Nobody calls me that anymore.”
The edges of Mac’s lips quivered dangerously. “Looks like you’re in good hands here…Dan.” He hugged Will, kissed Jason, and rubbed Peter’s head. What am I, Peter thought, a good-luck charm? He tried to smooth down the hair, but the buzz cut refused to flatten. “You know,” Mac said after the ritual greeting was complete, “Jason here is a writer.”
“Dan’s a writer too?” Jason asked. Peter was afraid his head would get rubbed again, but Jason had his hands full of various bear parts. “Anything published?”
“Not yet, but he’s trying to find work,” Mac said, interrupting Peter’s attempt to say anything. “Maybe you two can get together.”
“He could come work for me,” Will rumbled. “We can always use some fresh meat at Bear Necessities.”
Peter looked puzzled, and Mac explained. “That store that sells all the bear stuff in the ghetto. Bearaphernalia, I call it. Thanks, Will, but Dan’s more of a thinker bear.”
“Looks more like a little furry cublet to me,” Will boomed, tweaking Peter’s left nipple through the shirt jacket. Peter yelped, then forced a smile after a sharp look from Mac.
“I’m going to use the facilities,” Peter said, getting up and extricating himself from the bear mass. He went into the bathroom and washed his face, rubbed his sore nipple, and tried to smooth his buzz cut into some kind of order. From bear to cublet, he mused. Then he heard a familiar voice from just beyond the bathroom door.
“What do you think you’re doing here, woofer?” Sasha’s soft voice said. Peter couldn’t hear the response, but his hackles (and the new hair on his chest) rose in protest.
“You stay outside the community,” Sasha went on, “then you show up one day and we’re supposed to drop everything to be your friend? I think not.”
Peter came out of the bathroom and saw Sasha talking to a bear who was dressed in jeans and a shirt, but without the plaid or flannel. “Putting out the welcome mat again, eh Sasha?” Peter asked.
“You’re so sweet,” Sasha said smoothly, “for a newcomer who doesn’t know anything about our little group.”
Peter realized in a flash the meaning of the word that he hadn’t understood earlier. He assumed a pose of mock horror. “I think I hear a dingo eating your husbear!” he cried.
The other man giggled, and Sasha growled at both of them in an unfriendly way, eyes narrowing. “I think my drink needs refreshing,” he said, and left them alone.
“That was priceless,” the bear said, extending a hand. “I’m Frank.”
“Dan,” Peter said. They shook hands. “What was he going on about? Is there some reason you’re not allowed in the club?”
Frank shook his head. “I don’t really hang around the bears. It’s not my scene, but I do some work for Will over there. All these clothes, the bars, the attitude—it’s not me. So Sasha and some of the others get pissed off with me because I’m profiting off of the bear community without contributing to it.”
Peter shook his head. “That’s pretty silly.”
Frank dug into his pocket. “Well, you showed him. It doesn’t matter if we’re in the scene or not. We’re all bears underneath, right?”
“Uh, that’s right,” Peter said uncomfortably.
Frank put a key chain into Peter’s hand. “Here, take this. My gift.” It was a tiny teddy bear with a black leather outfit. “We bears have to stick together.” He waved awkwardly. “Gotta go.”
Peter sat down in a chair at one of the empty tables, nursing his foul-tasting beer. The edges of the chair cut into his love handles, and he fidgeted, trying to find a comfortable spot. The designers of the chairs clearly had had another body type in mind.
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