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				“Aren’t you kind of young to be writing your memoirs?”

				“Thirteen isn’t young,” Mark replied.

				His brother snorted. “Geez, it seems like really conceited to think anyone would be interested in our life. Where did you ever come up with  such a dumb-ass idea?”

				“At Walgreens.” Mark climbed on his bike. “When you buy three of those spiral notebooks, they throw in a ballpoint pen.”

				“Shit. Our life wouldn’t fill even one of those notebooks.”

				‘Shit’ was their favorite new word that summer. 

				“The hard thing about writing memoirs,” Mark continued, pedaling away, “is where to start.”

				“What’s hard?” his brother asked as they headed out to watch the  construction on the new highway. “You begin at the beginning. Like, what’s your earliest memory of life?”

				“My first memory of life?” Mark thought about it awhile. “Yeah,  maybe that’s a good place to start.” 

				He had always suspected his brother was wiser than he was.
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				My earliest memory? That’s easy. I am lying flat on my back on a cold, white sheet, yowling at the top of my lungs as I peer through two sets of vertical bars at my brother. He is yowling, too. In time, our poor frazzled mother eventually lifts me out of my crib and tries to comfort me but to no avail.

				“Twins . . . ” she sighs. “Why did you have to be twins?”

				Peace and quiet definitely do not settle in till she eventually  puts me down in my brother’s crib. That’s when he and I both stop  yowling, gurgle quietly, discover each other’s warmth, and promptly doze off. 

				From that day on, we always slept in the same bed.

				Sometimes, I wonder if I truly remember that moment, or simply recall Mom retelling the story again and again over the years. No, I’m pretty sure that I do recall it, though I can’t pinpoint the night it happened. I still wonder how old we were at the time. I suppose it doesn’t matter in the universal scheme of things, but for me, the night that I first slept with my brother was the real beginning of my life. Back in those days, before in vitro fertilization became commonplace, natural twins like us (not scientifically engineered ones) were truly something special. A phenomenon. The stuff of legend.
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				There are other memories of our childhood, of course. Probably the most distinct ones, the happiest ones, are of Bath Time. My brother and I loved Bath Time. We grew up on a small dairy farm in the heartland, and as kids living in the country, we spent most of our waking hours outdoors. Looking back, I suspect we both subconsciously spent each day getting as grimy as possible, so as to be sure that Mom would order us into the tub each night before we were allowed to eat dinner or watch television.

				We were born about nine months before Reagan was elected President, but living in the country, as we did, a world away from the fast lane of modern life, our existence seemed—what’s the word?—anachronistic. For example, we knew what computers were, but our family did not own one. We read about drugs and pornography but never came in contact with either. We often watched cows fuck but never gave much thought to how people did. This was the life we knew, so we figured we were content. 

				In those early years, our mother or father would bathe us, thoroughly scrubbing each part of our bodies—behind our ears, under our chins, between our thighs. I always watched very closely, waiting for the day when my brother and I could bathe ourselves, when we would be able to scrub each other, behind our ears, under our chins, between our thighs. And of course, the day eventually came when we were left to our own devices.

				Sponging each other quickly became our favorite game. I loved to watch the warm water trickle down my brother’s face, his arms, his chest, and I guess it’s no surprise that we spent an inordinate amount of Bath Time simultaneously soaping each other’s “Little Fella.” We were not to learn the word “penis” until several years later, and we heard the word “dick” from other students long before our father used the more clinical term when he gave us a brief, belated facts-of-life lecture. I’ll tell you: He certainly made sex seem a lot less interesting than it finally turned out to be.

				•

				Mom and Dad were not very religious. We never went to church, and yet, from an early age, my brother and I were taught to say our prayers each night. In our matching pajamas, we would kneel beside each other on our big double bed and perform in unison for our parents. “Now I lay me down to sleep/I pray the Lord my soul to keep” became the first poem we ever learned, and the prayer always ended with us boys asking God to bless our mother, our father, our grandparents, and each other.

				“And God bless Clark,” I would say.

				“And God bless Mark,” my brother would say.

				“Amen.”

				“Amen.”

				And then we would kiss each other goodnight.

				Once, as he turned out the light, I heard my father whisper to my mother, “What’s wrong with them? They never fight. Ever. Brothers always fight.”

				“I wish they would . . . just once in a while.” My mother shook her head sadly. “I don’t think I can go through another . . . ” She sighed. “Trust me, twins are different.”

				And then, I remember, Mom started to cry, and my father kissed her on the forehead. “You worry too much, honey.”

				And then they were gone. There, alone in the dark, my brother and I would snuggle close, even on the warmest nights, reveling in the heat we generated for each other. Soon, we would fall asleep, each with one hand resting innocently on the fly that covered the other’s “Little Fella.”
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				For most kids, I suspect summer is their favorite time of the year. For us, it certainly was. And the best part of summer was that it always ended with a trip to the State Fair. I remember that Mom always bought us pink cotton candy—but only one stick to be shared between us, so as not to spoil our supper. While Dad spent the day at the livestock pavilions, she would drag us through all the exhibits of interest to her—but I will say this: She always saved the best till last. The Midway. The magical Midway. I remember she always hurried us past the girlie shows and the performing freaks but allowed us to spend as much time as we wanted in The Psychedelic Fun House—that is, until the summer we humiliated her. 

				We must have been eight or nine the summer we discovered the wonders of The Psychedelic Fun House. Mesmerized by the great, tall mirrors, my brother and I scrutinized each other’s reflection. Then, with screeching giggles, we would take a step to one side and watch ourselves expand, grow fat, and then explode into nothingness. But the most fascinating trick, we soon discovered, was to take a step forward and watch ourselves grow tall.

				“Do you think we’ll ever be that tall?” I asked my brother.

				“Someday,” he replied. “When we’re old, like Mom and Dad.”

				I leaned closer to him and whispered conspiratorially, “Do you think everything about us will ever grow that tall?”

				Clark giggled. He knew exactly what I was talking about. 

				“You want to find out?” I asked.

				“You want to?”

				“I will if you will.”

				“I dare you to go first.”

				“I dare you to go first.”

				We both hesitated.

				“I know. We’ll do it together.”

				“Right,” said Clark. “On three.”

				On the count of three, we pulled down our shorts and underpants, grabbed our Little Fellas, and aimed them at the mirrors. We had to adjust our positions a bit until we found the exact spot on the reflective surface where our Little Fellas began to grow to gigantic heights. We screamed with delight. That’s when Mom noticed.

				She never let us go back to The Psychedelic Fun House again.
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				A year or two later, during an Indian summer heat wave just after we started sixth grade, we soon discovered that most of our buddies were as curious about sex as we were beginning to be. Every day during recess, we’d all sneak away behind the jungle gym to talk about forbidden things. One of the guys seemed to know everything about sex already. He was a tall, rawboned, redheaded kid whose hands and face were splattered with freckles. I think his name was Bill or Jim or something like that—his name’s not important. What is important is that one day he confided to us that he’d spied on his parents in bed the night before and that they slept in the nude.

				“Huh” was all I said.

				“Huh,” agreed Clark.

				A question instantly zoomed through my mind: Did our parents sleep without pajamas too? I knew Clark was wondering the same thing, but I also knew that we would not discuss the matter further with an outsider—no, the subject would not be mentioned until we were alone together that evening.

				“Naked,” I said.

				“Completely bare-ass naked?” asked Clark.

				“That’s what he said.”

				Simultaneously, as if on cue, we both began to remove our PJ’s. There was nothing unusual about the act. Neither of us thought a thing about it; we often began synchronized actions at precisely the same moment without saying a word. And that is exactly how we tossed our pajamas away—in tandem. Once bare-chested, we snuggled close, pressing against one another as was our custom, only to discover that we were both slick with sweat.

				“You’re all slimy,” whispered Clark.

				“Yeah,” I murmured. “Nice, huh?”

				My brother wriggled closer. “Yeah. Nice.”

				I wrapped my right arm around him tightly and whispered, “Now I can feel your skin better.”

				“And your nipples. They’re hard, Mark.”

				I ran my hand over his chest. “Yeah, so are yours.” My fingers  lingered on his nipple. “Like a kernel of sweet corn.”

				“That’s just what I was thinking.” He smiled contentedly and found mine. “Nice.”

				Then we crawled up on our bed, as naked as the parents of the tall, skinny redhead, and said our prayers.

				“And God bless Clark.”

				“And God bless Mark.”

				“Amen.”

				“Amen.”

				We put our arms around each other, kissed goodnight, and crawled under the sheet. Automatically, we nestled close and intertwined our legs, groin to groin, as we drifted off to sleep. 

				“Your Little Fella is so warm,” murmured Clark.

				“So ’s yours.” I squirmed into his crotch as we settled in for the night. “Nice. Nice and warm.”

				We never wore pajamas again.
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				Around the time we turned thirteen and started Junior High School, we were at Walgreens one afternoon when we spotted that tall, skinny redhead who’d told us about his parents sleeping in the nude. In the years since then, he’d explained a lot of other wild things to us, so we’d kind of come to depend on him for prohibited information. See, that very morning, we’d overheard some of the older guys whispering about something called “jerking off,” and since the tall, skinny kid had become our Go-To Guy for explaining dirty words, we hurried over to him.

				“Not now,” he muttered, skittering to the store’s street door. 

				He was always saying or doing something dangerous, and to us, that made him the most interesting guy in the entire school. So we followed. Outside, he strolled casually but quickly down the street and, with no more than a slight nod to us, slipped into the nearest alley. Without looking back, he scurried deep into the dark shadows of the alleyway between the back doors of McDonald’s and the barber shop and snuck behind a stack of packing crates, where he finally stopped. 

				“Hey. What’s goin’ on?” we asked.

				He just stood there, a big grin smeared all over his freckled face. Elaborately, he opened his Levi’s jacket and waited for us to notice a pack of cigarettes tucked into the top of his jeans. 

				“Huh,” I said.

				Clark said the same thing.

				“Cigarettes. Wow!” I added.

				“Marlboros. Wow!” Clark was always more specific.

				“Where did you get them?” I added

				“Swiped ’em. Old Man Johnson damned near caught me.” With veteran skill, he found the tab and pulled the cellophane off the top of the pack. “You guys smoke?”

				I looked at Clark; he looked at me. I spoke first.

				“Uh . . . Not really. Not yet.”

				“But we’ve talked about it,” Clark assured him.

				“Only we’ve never gotten around to it. We . . . ”

				“ . . . were gonna swipe some of Dad’s, only . . . ”

				“ . . .  he quit smoking before we could.”

				“That’s cool.” He popped open the lid of the Marlboro box and pulled out the tinfoil wrapper. “I’ll sell you one.”

				“How much?” we asked.

				He told us.

				We dug into our pockets for our lunch money.

				“We’ll take two,” said Clark.

				That’s about the time I started writing this memoir.
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				That night, Mom and Dad went to bed halfway through the TV showing of Die Hard 2—too violent for her tastes, and he didn’t argue—but they agreed that we could finish watching it if we promised to go to bed as soon as it was over. We noticed Dad’s hand slide down over Mom’s butt as they headed into their bedroom, and like most thirteen-year-olds on the cusp of adolescence, we snickered. By then we’d learned cows were not the only animals that fuck.

				“Do you suppose they sleep in the nude?” asked Clark.

				I shrugged. Not the time to think about such trivial matters—when two king-sized Marlboros were literally burning a hole in my shirt pocket. 

				“We’re gonna smoke tonight, aren’t we?” said Clark.

				I nodded. “Soon as the movie’s over.”

				“’Bout time.” Clark cuddled up beside me on the couch, and before long he’d put his head in my lap.

				An hour later, in our room upstairs, I fumbled in my backpack for the red Bic lighter I had recently acquired for just such a night as this. Clark opened the windows on either side of our bed. We slipped off our T-shirts and jeans, then peeled out of our briefs.

				“I hate underwear,” he announced.

				“Then don’t wear it anymore.”

				“Okay.”

				And that was that.

				I climbed onto the bed, a Marlboro in one hand, the lighter in the other, as Clark joined me. Both on our knees, we faced each other. I lit the cigarette, blew a puff of smoke in the general direction of a window, and passed the cigarette to to my brother, who followed my lead.

				“Huh,” he murmured. “I thought I’d cough.”

				“Well, we didn’t inhale.”

				“When did you learn to inhale?” 

				“I haven’t yet,” I said. “I was waiting for you.” 

				“Do you know how?”

				“Well, I’ve been watching guys smoke, and I think I’ve figured out how to do it. See, first you suck in a mouthful of smoke, and then you open your lips and take a deep breath, and the smoke goes down into your lungs. I think that’s it. You wanna try it?”

				“You gonna?”

				“Sure,” I said.

				“Well, then, so am I.”

				I followed the ritual I’d just described and felt the raw, acrid smoke plunge down into my lungs, but somehow I managed not to cough. Pleased with my own adult response, I exhaled cautiously. Okay, I felt a little lightheaded, but I was pretty sure I’d done it right. Already I was beginning to feel like a real Marlboro Man. Very mature. Very masculine. I took another drag, inhaled, and passed the cigarette to my brother.

				“Now don’t take too much at first,” I warned him as I watched my words float out on a stream of smoke.

				He nodded and brought the cigarette to his lips.

				“You’re gonna feel a little bit dizzy, but that’s okay. It’s kind of an interesting feeling. Trust me.”

				“Okay.” Clark duplicated my demonstration, but hard as he tried not to, he did cough. 

				I touched his shoulder. “Not bad. You only coughed a little. Try again—you’ll get the hang of it.”

				Clark nodded and obeyed. This time he didn’t cough. With a big grin, he exhaled, smug as all hell, took another drag, inhaled, and handed the cigarette back to me.

				“That was nice.” He slid back against the headboard. “Kind of cool. Being dizzy, I mean.”

				For the next few minutes, we passed the cigarette back and forth until the burning ember reached the filter. I took one last drag and started across the room to flush the butt down the toilet, but I guess I was dizzier than I thought, and I grabbed for the chair at our desk to steady myself.

				Instantly, Clark was off the bed and wobbling toward me, his face pale with concern, but he was a little woozy, too, and we fell into each other’s arms giggling. 

				“Shhh,” I whispered, hugging him. “I’m okay. You?”

				Clark nodded, steadied himself, and followed me into our bathroom where the telltale evidence was promptly disposed of with a flick of the toilet handle.

				“You still dizzy?” I asked as we tottered back to bed.

				“Not too much.” Clark flopped down. “We’re quick learners, huh?”

				I looked down at my shirt on the floor where I’d flung it. The pocket with the other Marlboro was in full view. 

				“Want to smoke the other one?” I asked.

				Clark considered the matter awhile before speaking. “Uh . . . Let’s save it for tomorrow night.”

				“That makes sense. Make things last. Right?”

				“Right.”

				We crawled under the covers and into each other’s arms, automatically wrapping our legs around one another, crotch to crotch, and dozed off. Just before I fell asleep, I vaguely remember thinking that this was the first time we’d ever forgotten to say our prayers. And another thing: in all the excitement of buying our first cigarettes, we’d also forgotten to find out what “jerking off” was.
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				The thing we hated most about Junior High school was gym class. There were lots of reasons. First of all, it seemed as if we didn’t do anything but calisthenics and limbering up exercises—Coach Riley’s prescribed regimen for physical education. We hated it.

				At the end of each class, everyone was ordered to take five laps around the cinder track that encircled the playing field, and one day, Clark somehow had gotten a bit ahead of me. I watched him jogging along, his blond hair streaked with sweat, his long legs barely touching the ground, his firm little behind bouncing in his navy blue running shorts—and for a moment I wondered if I looked as good as he did. The thought only lasted for a nanosecond, for I knew that I did—we looked so much alike that no one could tell us apart except Mom and Dad. In a flash, I realized that I must therefore be equally attractive, and I surged forward to keep pace with him. We finished the last lap in a dead heat and headed for the locker room in perfect lockstep. 

				Another thing we hated about gym class was showering. All that horsing around really bugged me. Plus, all the guys kept calling each other “faggot” every two minutes. (I made a mental note to ask The Go-To Guy precisely what that word meant, too. All I knew for sure was that faggots were something dangerous and therefore . . . well, fascinating.)

				For some reason or other, my brother and I always stayed on  opposite sides of the room under separate shower heads and avoided looking at each other. I wanted to be beside him under the jet of hot water that was cascading down his slim, smooth body, but it didn’t seem like a good idea, so I always stayed where I was. I don’t know why.

				The water was hot; I was cold. It was weird. 

				In short, P.E. was not much fun, and as we left class the day after our first Marlboros, my thoughts shifted to how much I wanted to run home, get out of my clothes, and smoke that cigarette we had hidden underneath the mattress of our bed. I hated trying to be a jock. 

				“Me, too,” said Clark. “All that running around in circles, getting nowhere. My legs ache and my balls itch.”

				“Tell me about it. I hate wearing a jockstrap,” I admitted. “It just hangs on me like it was two sizes too big.”

				“Relax.” Clark gently bumped my shoulder with his. “We’re late bloomers . . . We haven’t hit puberty yet. Remember what Dad said—things start changing when you’re thirteen. So that could be any day now.” Sometimes Clark got to the heart of the matter so quickly. “Before you know it, we’re gonna start to grow and fill out our jocks like  nobody’s business. Dad promised.”

				“Yeah,” I sighed. “But when? What about now? I don’t like taking showers with all those retards staring at us and snickering ’cause we don’t have any hair down there around our Little Fellas. Doesn’t it piss you off, too?”

				“Hell yes.” Clark shifted his backpack from one shoulder to the other. “And while we’re at it—I might as well tell you: I don’t like watching you soap yourself up. That’s my job.”

				“Yeah, I think about that, too.” I stopped. “Maybe we could get a doctor’s excuse to get out of gym class. Or better yet, why don’t you write one for us—you have beautiful handwriting. And we could print out a fake letterhead on the computer over at the library.”

				“Okay,” he said.

				We never went to gym class again.
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				After dinner that night, we started to clear the table.

				“I’ll do that,” Mom offered. “You go take your baths.”

				My father looked up from his coffee. “Baths are for women and kids. A man should take showers. Maybe I could rig one up down in the basement.”

				“If you want to,” I said. Even though I knew the tub seemed to be getting more and more crowded lately, I guess it really bothered me to think we were outgrowing Bath Time. 

				“Yes, down in the basement,” my father was saying. “Across from the washer and dryer. There’s a drain right there, and I could probably do the plumbing myself.”

				Neither of us answered him. Clearly, we were thinking the same thing, but nothing more was said until we were on the way upstairs to our room.

				“I’m gonna miss Bath Time,” Clark whispered.

				“Me, too,” I said. “But you never know. Maybe Shower Time’ll be even more fun.”

				In our room, Clark quickly opened the windows as I retrieved the leftover Marlboro and red lighter from under the mattress. Without a word, we stripped down and were both naked before Clark came to an abrupt halt.

				I looked at him. “What?”

				“Should we stuff a towel under the door?”

				“I don’t want to wait till they go to bed.”

				“Okay. Then the towel.” He headed into our bathroom. “Besides they never come up here after dinner. Relax.” He returned, fixed the towel, put a strip of Scotch tape over the keyhole, stepping back to admire his handiwork, and climbed onto the bed. “It’s too bad we’ve only got one cigarette.”

				“Yeah,” I agreed. “I could get used to this.”

				“Me too. But, Mark, we can’t just run down to Walgreens every week or two and buy a pack. First, there’s the question of money. Second, Mr. Johnson probably wouldn’t even sell ’em to us.” He sighed and collapsed on his stomach. “There must be a way to make one cigarette last.” 

				I threw myself face down on the bed beside him and groaned. “Tomorrow, we’ve got to find what’s-his-name, The Go-To Guy, and get him to show us how to swipe cigarettes.”

				“Okay. But that doesn’t solve the problem of tonight. Shit.”

				“Double shit.” Then I began to laugh. “We sound like a couple of junkies.” 

				“Maybe we should stop smoking.”

				“Clark, we’ve just started.”

				We lay there in silence for several minutes, our shoulders touching, before my brother broke the impasse.

				“Junkies,” he whispered, as if it were a password.

				I sat up. “That movie we saw . . . ”

				He sat up. “ . . . where all those stoned out hippies were sitting around in a circle . . . ”

				“. . . and smoking their last joint . . . ”

				“. . . and instead of just exhaling into the air, each of ’em blew smoke . . . ” 

				“. . . right into the mouth of the person next to him.”

				Quickly, Clark scooted to my side, his warm thigh close against mine.

				“It makes sense, you know. Very practical.”

				“Yeah,” I said. “Two for the price of one.”

				“Like using a tea bag more than once. Light it.”

				“In a minute. Clark, we don’t want to waste it, okay? So here’s what we’ll do: When I take a puff into my mouth and inhale, you exhale, okay? And when I start to exhale, I’ll lean forward, real close, and blow the smoke into your mouth, and you inhale, okay?” 

				My brother gave me a thumbs up, and I lit our last Marlboro. Inhaling, I slipped my free hand around the back of his neck and pulled him close. Then I leaned forward and exhaled in the direction of his mouth. He sucked up the smoke as if it were pure oxygen.

				After he exhaled, he shook his head. “You’ve gotta be closer, so none of the smoke gets away. Okay?”

				I handed him the cigarette. “Show me.”

				He inhaled and slipped his hand around the back of my neck, just as I had done with him, only he pulled me much closer. I could feel our lips graze as I inhaled.

				“Oh, yeah, I see what you mean,” I murmured as I took the cigarette from him, inhaled, and pulled him tightly to me. This time, our lips met as I carefully blew the smoke into his warm mouth.

				“Much better,” he murmured. “Almost like kissing, huh?”

				“Almost.” I passed him the cigarette.

				This time, Clark took a long drag, locked his lips over my open mouth, and slowly, very slowly, exhaled into me. But as I sucked the smoke out of him, I felt something different. I pulled back and stared intently at his upper lip. Before I knew what was happening, I let my curious right forefinger trace the skin above it to confirm what my lips had felt only seconds before. My senses had not deceived me—there was a fine growth of golden hair topping his upper lip. It amazed me.

				I shook my head. “You’re gonna have to start shaving one of these days.”

				He nodded and ran his forefinger across the space above my upper lip. “You too.”

				“Well, that figures.” I didn’t know what else to say.

				Neither did he.

				We finished the cigarette in silence, and I went into the bathroom to flush the butt down the toilet. When I returned, he smiled smugly.

				“Wanna see something else?” He spread his legs and motioned me down on the bed beside him. “Look.”

				He ran his forefinger over the area just above his Little Fella, and I stared down. There were the beginnings of another fine fringe of golden blond hair. Not to be outdone, I spread my own legs, and checked myself. I too was beginning to sprout pubic hair in exactly the same pattern as his.

				Breathing a sigh of relief, I muttered, “Finally. Puberty at last.”

				“’Bout time,” he said and reached forward to run his forefinger over my budding pubes. “Just like mine. Nice.”

				“You think so?” I leaned in, raking the fine golden hairs above his Little Fella and pausing a moment before I too concluded, “Nice.”

				“More ’n that. Cool.”

				I don’t know how long we sat there petting each other’s pubic hair, but eventually my brother finally pulled his hand away to scratch his nose.

				“Well, thank God. I was beginning to think we were going to be freaks for the rest of our lives.” He grinned. “And speaking of God, you know we forgot to say our prayers last night.”

				“Yeah, I know. You wanna say ’em twice tonight?”

				“Smart-ass. Once’ll do.”

				We said our prayers.

				“And God bless Clark.”

				“And God bless Mark.”

				“Amen.”

				“Amen.”

				And then we kissed.

				It was a longer kiss than usual, but neither of us seemed in any hurry to break it. I know I was too busy concentrating on the silky spread of golden hair that my upper lip could feel on his upper lip. I guess I didn’t want to stop before I memorized it, and I knew Clark didn’t either, so we just kept kissing for a while. It all felt very educational. Y’know?
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				The next morning, I awoke with a start. Something was definitely wrong. I pulled back the covers. My brother and I were still locked together, our legs entangled, and some kind of sticky, gooey stuff was frosting our pubic area. I slid one finger down to our pasty crotches and dabbed around until a glob of the stuff clung to my fingertip.  It felt warm to the touch, so I brought it up to my nose and sniffed it.  It didn’t smell dangerous. 

				I don’t know what prompted me to do what I did next, but I slid my gooey finger into my mouth. The stuff didn’t taste bad; in fact it had hardly any taste at all. No, that’s not true. It had a very subtle flavor. Sweet and bitter all at once—sort of like ammonia. I touched my lip again. Now it was smeared with the gunk. That’s when Clark woke up.

				“What have you got on your mouth?” he asked.

				I pointed at our crotches, and he looked down.

				“Oh, shit.” He looked again. “Well, it’s not blood, at least. Is it pus? What’s wrong with us?”

				I shrugged.

				Instantly, he dabbed a finger in the sticky white stuff, scooped up a glob, and brought it to his nose. 

				“Doesn’t smell dangerous.”

				I nodded.

				He stuck his finger in his mouth and sampled the taste for a moment. “Like ammonia.”

				I nodded. I knew he’d say that.

				“Should we tell Mom and Dad?”

				“They’d probably make us go to the doctor.”

				“I hate doctors.”

				“Maybe we should ask The Go-To Guy. I’ll bet he’d know. Whaddayah think?”

				We lay there for several minutes in silence, our elbows touching, before Clark began to figure things out.

				“The Go-to Guy! Remember last winter . . . ”

				“ . . . when he was telling us all about fucking . . . ”

				“ . . . and jerking off and stuff . . . ”

				“ . . . and he asked us if we’d ever had . . . ”

				We both finished the sentence in stereo “ . . . a wet dream!” 

				We hugged each other.

				“Now maybe something’ll shoot out like it’s supposed to when we play with ourselves,” I said.

				My brother grinned. “’Bout time.”

				That’s when the bedroom door suddenly opened, and our father stood in the doorway. Guiltily, we rolled away from each other and pulled the covers up to our waists. Somehow, I just knew neither of us wanted him to find out about our wet dream. He stared at us for just a moment longer than he should have, then spotted the towel on the floor. 

				“You two are such slobs,” he said, tossing the towel onto the foot of our bed. “And don’t go back to sleep. It’s time to get up.” He turned to leave the room but stopped. “Since when did you guys start sleeping in the nude?”

				The weird thing is he didn’t wait for an answer. He just walked out, almost as if he didn’t want to know. We were used to him not saying what he was thinking, but it still made us kind of uncomfortable, so we didn’t talk about it. After we got cleaned up, we dressed and headed down to breakfast. Even before we sat down, Dad spoke.

				“Guys, your mother and I have been thinking.” 

				We slid into our chairs and waited. He swallowed a big bite of toast but said nothing further. Dad was a good guy, I think, but he dreaded confrontation even more than he feared mad cow disease. 

				Mom gave him a look. 

				He nodded. “Okay, honey, okay.” He turned back to us. “I think we’ve figured out a way that we can afford to put in that shower downstairs. You guys are getting way too old to be taking baths together. Way too old.” 

				“It’s no problem,” I said.

				“Saves water,” added Clark. 

				“If you can’t afford it right now . . . ”

				“ . . . we don’t mind.” 

				“No. We can afford it,” my mother replied firmly, pouring herself a cup of coffee. “And while we’re talking, it seems to me you kids must be awfully crowded in that cramped little bedroom of yours. I think one of you should move into Grandma’s old room. Each have a room of your own. Wouldn’t that be great?”

				“Nah, I don’t think so,” I said at once.

				“We’re fine,” added Clark with a tense smile. 

				“Your grandma’s been dead and gone five years now.” Mom set her cup down so hard that some of the coffee splashed out onto the Formica tabletop. “It’s time to move on.” She found a sponge and wiped up the mess she had made. “Yes, time to move on. Really, I thought you’d be delighted—each of you getting to have your own room.”

				“Why?” I asked.

				“Why would we want separate rooms?”

				Our father seemed stymied for only a second before he responded. “Well, I can remember when I was your age. I’d’ve given anything to have my own room.”

				Again I asked, “Why?”

				“Yeah, why?” Clark seemed as genuinely confused as I was. “We have our own room. We don’t need another one.” 

				Mom gave Dad a look. He nodded. Barely.

				“But . . .  Well . . . ” Dad seemed at a loss for words again. “Wouldn’t you like to have your own bed?”

				“Nope,” we replied in a single breath. 

				“Well, you should. Anyway, your mother and I have decided that you should give it a try.”

				“And that’s our final word on the matter.” Mom’s voice was harder than I’d ever heard it before. “You two come right home after school, and we’ll start moving Mark’s things into Grandma’s room.”

				“No,” I said as firmly as I could.

				“All right, then Clark’s.”

				“No.”

				Mom stood. “The subject is closed.”

				I stood. “But why?” I demanded.

				Clark stood up too. “Have we done something wrong? Is this some kind of punishment?”

				Mom and Dad stared at each other for a long time before he slumped back down and gestured for her to take over. She gave him a dirty look and began to speak.

				“Look, guys. You two are growing up so fast. The next thing you know, you’ll be getting married. We just think it’d be better for both of you if you weren’t so . . . uh . . . dependent on each other. Each of you needs to make a life of your own. You can’t always be joined at the hip. That’s . . .  not healthy.”

				“Why not?” I asked guilelessly. “He’s my brother!“

				“And he’s mine.” Clark repeated the word. “Mine.” 

				“Well, now, that’s just what I mean. The two of you don’t seem to have any friends. You never invite anyone over to meet your father and me. Buddies. Girlfriends.”

				“There’s no one you’d want to meet.”

				“Yeah,” added Clark. “We don’t have any friends.”

				“Of course you do. What about that tall, skinny kid with the freckles—the one who wanted to sell you his skateboard?” asked my father. “What’s his name?”

				“The Go-To Guy?” I asked. “That is his name. Well, his nickname, anyway.”

				“Yeah, that’s what everyone calls him. He’s just . . . ”

				“ . . . someone we go to when we have a question. The . . . ”

				“ . . . Go-To Guy. Get it?”

				“I guess,” said Dad. “Like The Answer Man?”

				“Exactly. We hardly ever see him, except . . . “

				“ . . . at recess.”

				“Well, why don’t you invite him over sometime?” Mom started clearing away the breakfast dishes without waiting for an answer. “You’d better get moving. You’re gonna be late. And come right home after school, so we can start moving things.”

				“But . . .  But we can’t come home right after school.” I persisted.

				“We’ve got Vocabulary Club . . . ”

				“ . . . and by the time we get home, it’ll be too late . . . ”

				“And,” I added, “we have an English test tomorrow . . . ”

				“ . . . on To Kill a Mockingbird . . . ”

				“ . . . and we haven’t read the last three chapters . . . ”

				“ . . . so you see, moving is out of the question.”

				Clark made it sound non-negotiable. I nodded and started out of the room, motioning him to follow.

				“Just one minute, you two!” 

				We stopped and turned around. Mom’s eyes drilled into ours,  unable to determine if we were lying or not. 

				“Okay,” she muttered. “But Saturday we move one of you into Grandma’s room. Saturday. And that’s final.” 
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				I wish we’d talked things over on the way to school that morning, but we both were so overwhelmed with a panic we didn’t understand that we just rode our bikes in silence. Separate rooms! Plus, there was no time during the day to be alone and analyze the impossible situation that loomed on Saturday. Separate beds! Anyway, it wasn’t until we were heading home that we began to discuss our crisis.

				“Mark? What are we gonna do?”

				“I was just gonna ask you the same thing. Shit.”

				“I don’t suppose we could run away from home. Shit.”

				“Where would we go? 

				“New York, maybe. I’ll bet we could find work there.” 

				“Doing what?”

				He shrugged his shoulders. “Waiters, maybe. Or taxi drivers. No! I’ve got it! Become models. Like on TV. We’re good-looking enough. Everyone says so.”

				Clark laughed out loud. “Or Hollywood. And become movie stars. Oh, sure.” He paused. “And how would we get there? Ask for an advance on our allowance?”

				“I never thought of that.” We walked our bikes in silence for ten minutes before I got an idea. “Maybe we should talk this over with The Go-To Guy. He might have . . . ”

				“ . . . an idea. He hates his mom and dad.”

				Ten minutes later we parked our bikes outside Walgreens, but he was nowhere in sight.

				“This doesn’t make sense,” said Clark. “He’s . . . ”

				“ . . . always here. I know. This is where he . . . ”

				“ . . . hangs out. I know. Shit.”

				“Double shit.” I took one last look around. “Thank God we’ve still got four days till Saturday. We can always track him down tomorrow.” 

				I squatted down and started fiddling with the combination on my bicycle padlock. The first time I tried, it didn’t click open. Now, ordinarily that would really have ticked me off, but this time it didn’t at all. Matter of fact, I took it as a sign. And I told Clark so.

				“A sign? Are you crazy?” he asked.

				“Maybe. But we’re here. At Walgreens.”

				“So?”

				“And we’re out of cigarettes.”

				“So? We don’t have any money, even if . . . ”

				“Clark, no one’s gonna sell them to us anyway. You said so yourself last night. We’re just gonna have to . . . ”

				“ . . . swipe ’em.” My brother’s eyes grew wide, but within seconds, shrank into slits. “We’re just gonna walk in there like we know what we’re doin’ and swipe ’em, aren’t we?”

				I nodded.

				“Okay.” A moment later, he added, “How?”

				“Well, there’s two of us. You can go talk to Mr. Johnson, ask him about the Kiwanis. Just get him talking. You’re good at bull-shitting. And while you’re distracting him, I’ll just . . . you know . . . swipe ’em.”

				Clark nodded. “Diversionary tactics—like a S.W.A.T. team. Okay, yeah.”

				And then we just stood there.

				And stood there.

				Finally, I readjusted my backpack and straightened my shoulders. “Okay. If we’re gonna do it, let’s do it!”

				“Okay. On three.”

				Before we knew it, we were inside the store. I didn’t see Mr. Johnson anywhere. Instead, there was a young Asian girl I’d never seen before standing at the cash register. And behind her was the wall of cigarettes.

				“Hi. Can I help you?” 

				“Uh . . . Is Mr. Johnson here?” asked Clark.

				“No, he’s over at the Kiwanis. He’ll be back in half an hour. Maybe I can help you?”

				Clark began to ease into snowjob mode. “Well, I dunno. Maybe you could. See, my brother and me, we’re trying to find something to buy for our mom’s birthday. It’s Saturday, and we don’t have much money. Got any ideas?”

				“Uh . . . hmm. Does she have a cell phone?” 

				“Hey, that’s an idea. Now where are they?”

				She pointed to the back of the store.

				“Great. Could you show us? We don’t know much about cell phones.”

				“Well, I really shouldn’t leave the counter. Mr. Johnson said . . . You know, shoplifters and stuff.”

				“Oh, yeah, sure. You really have to be on the lookout.”

				She nodded. “Mostly, you high school kids. Always trying to cop cigarettes.”

				Clark tried a wink. “Good thing you don’t sell beer.”

				She laughed.

				He did too, then lapsed into what appeared to be deep thought. “But . . . I dunno. Cell phones are kind of expensive, anyway. You got anything a little cheaper?”

				She looked around. “Oh, I know. What about perfume? We’re having a sale. Right down that aisle.”

				“Which aisle?”

				She pointed. “Next one over. Big yellow sign. Next to the Marlboro poster.”

				Clark started to back away from the counter.

				“No, I see it,” I said, stopping him. “No point in both of us wandering all over the store. I’ll go check it out.” I smiled pointedly at him. “You two just keep talking. Clark, help the lady guard her cigarettes.”

				She laughed. “So your name’s Clark, huh?”

				My brother nodded. “What’s yours?” By now he was leaning on the counter, one hand brushing against hers. 

				I moved down the aisle, my eyes barely clearing the shoulder-high row of well-stocked shelves as I watched Clark continue the conversation. There was the perfume display, just like she’d said, and right next to it a huge blow-up of a tall, macho cowboy, and a bold red-and-white banner urging customers to buy Marlboros by the carton. Special this week only! Two for the price of one!

				“I found it,” I shouted across the store.

				The clerk called back, “If you have any questions . . . ” 

				And then she went back to staring at Clark’s blond hair and blue eyes as they chatted away. She was actually flirting with him. I was stunned. It had never occurred to me that someone might find him . . . you know, hot. 

				“Give me a sec,” I said and squatted down, peering at the various bottles of perfume and kneeling as if to examine them more closely. Once out of sight, I crab-walked toward the stacks of cigarette cartons, quietly unzipped my backpack, and (acknowledging the poster’s generous offer) slipped two cartons into it.

				“You find what you want?” I heard her call.

				Quickly, I crawled back to directly in front of the perfume display, grabbed a bottle, and stood.

				“How much?” I asked, holding it up.

				She told me.

				“Kind of expensive.” I replaced the bottle and returned to the counter. “Tough call.” I smiled at her to see if she thought I was hot, too. “You be here tomorrow?”

				“Every day till six. Another hour.” 

				I tried to look surprised. “It’s five o’clock already? Oh, shit. We’ve gotta get home.”

				“Oh, shit. That’s right!” Clark turned to the girl. “See, our grandmother’s coming for dinner tonight.”

				We both winked at her again as we began to ease away from the counter toward the front door. “See you tomorrow.”

				Outside, we unlocked our bikes as quickly as we could.

				“Well?” asked Clark. “Are we in business?”

				I nodded as we pedaled away in triumph.

				“You are a phenomenal liar, Clark,” I giggled.

				“Yeah. I’m learning.”

				We hadn’t gone more than two blocks when we saw The Go-To Guy climbing out of a brand new Lexus LS400 and waving the driver a casual farewell. As the vehicle sped off, we slowed down and braked, right in front of him. Almost ran him down. I spoke first.

				“Hey, we’ve been looking for you. Where’ve you been?” 

				He shrugged. “Around. You were really lookin’ for me? How come?”

				“Uh . . . It’s a long story.” I began.

				He scratched his freckles. “I got time.”

				I tried again. “See, it’s our folks.”

				Clark helped me. “They’re being real shitheads.” 

				“Parents always are.” He lit a cigarette, right there on the street, but he didn’t offer us one, thank God. “My old man! Don’t get me started. That ole bastard. Soon as I graduate, I’m just gonna pack up and get out. Head for Chicago.”

				“Run away?” The words just sort of tumbled out of Clark’s mouth.

				“Split. You bet your ass. Soon as I get enough money.”

				“You’d really actually leave? Leave home?”

				“In a heartbeat.” 

				Suddenly, he seemed a lot taller.

				“I don’t think we could do that,” admitted Clark.

				A leer twisted the corner of our buddy’s mouth. “But you been thinkin’ about it, huh?”

				I paused. “Sort of.”

				“That bad, huh?”

				“The pits.” 

				“They don’t get it,” added Clark.

				“Then fuck ’em. Go ahead and split.”

				“Our allowance wouldn’t get us very far.”

				The Go-To Guy nodded, paused contemplatively, and glanced around as if about to reveal the secret of the century. “Well, there’s all kinds of ways to make a buck. Easy money. Even in this shitty town.” 

				I beamed. “We knew you’d have an idea.”

				So did Clark. “That’s why we were looking for you.”

				The Go-To Guy grunted, pitched his cigarette, and took a step back as if to get a better picture of us. In silence, his eyes wandered down our bodies, lingering a bit below the belt. That made me kind of uncomfortable.

				“You know, you guys could make a shitload of money. You look so fuckin’ young and innocent. Yeah, a shitload.”

				“How?” we asked in one voice.

				He reached in his shirt pocket and elaborately pulled out a fifty-dollar bill. Neither of us spoke. We just watched as his other hand slithered into his hip pocket, found his wallet, and opened it so that we could clearly see inside it. More bills. We just stared. Satisfied that he had properly impressed us, he tucked the fifty in with the others, snapped his wallet shut, and replaced it.

				“I shouldn’t let you in on this . . . ”

				“Aw, c’mon.” Again in unison.

				“Well. You know the new highway?”

				We nodded. 

				“You know the rest stop?”

				We nodded.

				“Sure, we stopped in there once . . . ” 

				“ . . . to take a leak . . . ”

				“ . . . and get a Coke. Why?”

				“Notice anything?”

				“Whaddayah mean? Just . . . ” 

				“ . . . a lot of cars parked and . . . ”

				“ . . . guys walking around, stretching their legs.”

				“Anything else?”

				“Some of ’em were wandering off into the woods.”

				“Where the hell did you think they were goin’?”

				“To take a leak, so they wouldn’t . . . ”

				“ . . . have to wait in line at the men’s room? Why else?”

				The Go-To Guy didn’t even try to swallow his sneer. Instead, he made a V of his tongue and spat on the ground. “Jesus, you two really are retards. Why, hell, I’ll bet you haven’t even figured out how to jerk off yet.”

				Neither of us answered.

				“Well, have you?” he asked.

				“What’s that got to do with anything?” I demanded.

				“Have you?”

				“Hell yes!” Clark snapped.

				“Lots of times. For years now. Ever since . . . ”

				“ . . . we were ten! Jeez, what . . . ”

				“ . . . do you think we are, anyway?”

				He laughed. “Retards. That’s what you are. Hell, I’ll bet you don’t know the first thing about jerking off.”

				“You don’t know shit,” said Clark.

				“Okay, whaddayah use? Spit or Vaseline?”

				“Both,” we replied defensively.

				He spat again. “Natural born liars, that’s what you are.” 

				He aimed a finger at my crotch, but I pulled back fast. “You didn’t answer my question.” I tried to be firm, not let him see how embarrassed I was. I did wonder, though, if I was blushing, but I hung in there. “What the hell does jerking off have to do with the rest stop?”

				“First-class retards.” He groaned. “Look, don’t you know anything? There’s lots of guys out at that rest stop who’d pay good money just to watch you guys jerk off.” 

				I think he added something else, like “For starters.” But we were so stunned that I’m not sure exactly what he said. I do remember him asking, “How big are your dicks?”

				“Big enough.”

				“Yeah. Why do you wanna know?” demanded Clark. “Anyway, who goes around measuring his Little . . . his thing?”

				“Out at the rest stop, they like to know what they’re gettin’ before they plunk down good money, y’know?” He jabbed me in the ribs. This time I wasn’t fast enough. He got me. “Hey, dudes, forget it. I better get goin’.” He chuckled and spat again for good measure. “Maybe I’ll see you out there one of these days. If I don’t go to Chicago first.”

				And he was gone before we could give him the finger.
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				After supper, the instant we were in our room, Clark went right to the windows and opened them, then raced about to get the towel and Scotch tape. All I did was stand there, clutching my backpack, watching him. He was quite a sight, whizzing around like some kind of Olympic gold medal marathon man. 

				“Well?” he said, soon grabbing for my backpack.

				Prolonging my surprise, I pushed him away and adjusted my backpack between my legs to unzip it. Very slowly—very, very slowly—I reached into it and brought the red and white carton into view.

				“Ta dah!”

				Clark gasped. “A carton?”

				I just smirked silently and produced the second one.

				“Two?” Clark fell back on the bed and started bouncing up and down and kicking his long Olympic legs in the air.

				Reflexively, I dived for him and pinned him to the mattress. “Shhh. Do you want Mom and Dad up here asking what all the ruckus is about?”

				“I’m sorry.”

				He wriggled out of my grasp and threw his arms around my neck to pull me close and kiss me. It was a nice moment, I gotta tell you. 

				“God, I love you so much,” he exclaimed in passing and promptly sat up to rip open one of the cartons.

				“Here. Let me do it,” I said, taking out one of the packs, peeling off the cellophane, opening the lid, and pulling out the tinfoil, just as I’d seen The Go-To Guy do. Then, in the deepest voice I could manage, I eased one cigarette half out of the box and offered it to my brother. “Cigarette, man?”

				He laughed out loud, then slapped his hand across his mouth to smother his giggles. “Don’t mind if I do,” he replied in his own version of Clint Eastwood and screwed the cigarette deftly between his lips. He looked good. Flicking the Bic twice before it caught, I eased the flame toward him. He cupped his warm, lean hands around mine and inhaled. Then I lit up, and we sat there cross-legged on our bed for a long time just watching each other smoke.

				“Would you actually run away?” I finally asked.

				He shrugged and sighed. “I don’t want you to sleep in Grandma’s room.” He inhaled and slowly exhaled. “Yeah. I suppose if it came down to something as crucial as not sleeping together, I could leave. Could you?”

				“If you came with me.”

				“Well, of course.” He sighed again. That’s all he seemed to be doing recently. “Only, first we gotta get some money.”

				“Well, we could always go check out the rest stop.” I think I meant it as a joke.

				“Do you think guys’d really pay to watch us jerk off?”

				“I would.”

				“But . . . we haven’t even done it yet. Fired off a load, I mean.” He blanched. “What if we still can’t?”

				“Then we’ll just have to keep trying and wait till we can.”

				“By Saturday?” Clark’s voice of doom sounded like Mom’s did the day she told us Grandma had died. “Saturday’ll be here before you know it.”

				I looked him right in the eye. “Clark, I don’t think I could ever fall asleep by myself.”

				“Me either. Look out or you’ll burn a hole . . . ”

				We’d been using one of my sneakers for an ashtray, and I was getting so riled up in the monumental tragedy we were facing that I’d nearly missed it. I stood, brushed off the bedspread, and dumped my shoeful of butts in the toilet.

				“Do you think it’s . . . uh . . . weird to sleep with your brother?” Clark called after me.

				I flushed the toilet. “Not for me, it isn’t.”

				“Not for me either. Do you think we’re abnormal?”

				I didn’t answer; I was too busy lighting up again.

				Clark started flicking the Bic and staring at the flame. “Why do you suppose The Go-To Guy asked us how big our Little Fellas are?”

				“Probably wanted to see ’em. I dunno.”

				“Do you think he’s a faggot?”

				I shrugged. I’d been doing a lot of shrugging lately. Just like Clark. Maybe that’s what puberty is all about.

				“Do you think he’s a fag?” Clark repeated.

				“Maybe. He jerks off for guys at the rest stop, I’ll bet. I mean, he practically told us so.”

				“Does jerking off make you a faggot?”

				“I don’t think so,” I assured him. “Doesn’t everybody jerk off? I mean, as soon as they’re able to?” We contemplated the question for a while. “Maybe we should go to the library tomorrow and check out a book on the subject.”

				“I wonder if “Jerking Off” is in the card catalogue . . . ”

				“Whatever. You just find a book. I’ll swipe it.”

				“Okay.” 

				We lit another cigarette and smoked some more. 

				Clark was the first to speak. “You know, it bugs the shit out of me that he wanted to see our Little Fellas.”

				“Yeah, me, too.” I started to undress. “God-damned faggot.” My voice was assertive. Though I had a vague idea, I still wasn’t totally, one  hundred per cent sure what a faggot was.

				“That’s what he is, I’ll bet.” 

				“No one gets to see ’em but us.” I pulled off my jeans and shirt and tossed them on the floor. “Right?”

				“Right.” Clark got out of his clothes and pitched them on top of mine. “You glad we stopped wearing underwear?”

				“Yeah. It’s . . . ”

				“ . . . nice. Really nice.” He scratched idly at his crotch. “And asking us how big we were. None of his damned business.”

				“C’mon, Clark. It’s a natural question. Don’t you ever wonder?”

				“Well, sure. Don’t you?” He reached down and pulled on his penis, stretching it out as far as he could. “What would you say? Two, three inches?”

				I reached for mine and pulled on it too. “Maybe more.”

				Neither of us let go of himself until Clark finally broke the silence. “There’s a ruler in the desk.”

				I had it in hand almost before I knew it.

				“Okay, here goes,” I said. “Grab ahold of your Little Fella and get it out of the way. I’ll just put the ruler here down at the base, like this. Okay, now lift it up and press it against the ruler.”

				Clark complied. “Well?”

				I bent down and leaned in closer to read the little black markings. “Uh . . . three and . . . three-eighths.”

				My brother took the ruler away from me. “Now yours.”

				I leaned back, spread my legs, and grabbed my penis. “It’ll be the same, I bet.” 

				Clark slid the ruler down into place and leaned in. Deadly silence, and then: “Shit.”

				“What?”

				“Uh . . . three and . . . seven-eighths.” Panic drained his face. “Shit. You’re half an inch bigger. Measure mine again!”

				“Okay, okay. Relax!” I swiveled around and pressed the ruler into place. “Shit. Now you’re four inches. Weird.” Clark seemed to relax a little, but I sure as hell didn’t. “I know I didn’t read it wrong the first time. I know I didn’t! Measure me again.”

				My brother breathed easier now. “Mark, an eighth of an inch isn’t the end of the world. Lean back.” 

				He retrieved the ruler, and I grabbed my dick in my sweaty palm, waiting breathlessly. He bent down, even closer this time.

				“Four inches. Weird. I know I didn’t read it wrong the first time.” He stopped short. “Oh, my God!”

				“What?”

				“I think we’re getting our first real hard-on! Man-size! And it feels different, too. Like it was loaded . . . ”

				Speechless, I looked down at my groin. There was my Little Fella turning into a Man Dick right before my very eyes. The sight, I decided then and there, was truly one of God’s wonders. Yeah, it was actually rising out of my pubic hair and starting to stand tall. Well, pretty tall. Then I remembered to check Clark’s. I looked over. So was his.

				“’Bout time,” he muttered as he ran one forefinger lightly up and down his shaft, almost in disbelief. 

				I squeezed my own stiffening dick to be sure that we weren’t imagining what was happening, then let go.

				“I think we’re ready,” I announced. 

				“I bet we are.”

				We must have been driven by instinct, because I can honestly say we sure as hell didn’t know exactly, for sure, what to do. Or what would happen.

				“Clark?”

				“Yeah?”

				“Let’s have another cigarette and try it, okay?”

				“Okay.” 

				I reached for the pack of Marlboros with one hand and my dick with the other. Soon our cigarettes were lit and we were sprawled side by side against the headboard. Then I dropped my leg over his. My brother made a strange little noise and rubbed his toes against mine. At first I watched my own hand slide instinctually up and down my shaft, but before long, I found myself mostly watching what Clark was doing, working away on himself—just like me. 

				It wasn’t long before our eyes met, and we grinned at each other without breaking our perfectly matched rhythm. Together, we sped up. Together, we slowed down. The more we stroked ourselves, the bigger our dicks began to feel. God, I thought, hard-ons are beautiful. After our second cigarette, Clark suddenly let go of his erection and slapped it gleefully.

				“Now, let’s measure ’em again.”

				“Okay,” I said and found the ruler. “C’mon, hold him still.” I leaned in. “Wow! Six and one-fourth inches.”

				Clark gasped, then giggled. “Oh, that’s right. I think you’re not supposed to measure it till it gets hard.”

				I giggled too and handed him the ruler.

				After a moment he nodded. “Six and one-fourth. I knew it! I knew it! And we’re only just getting started.”

				“That’s pretty damned good, isn’t it?”

				“Well, Mom’s always saying we’re still growing boys.” 

				We both reached for our dicks at the same time and began to stroke again. That was one of the happiest nights of my life, I can tell you, but after an hour or so, my dick was getting really sore. Clark nodded knowingly.

				“You can spit on it. I read that somewhere.”

				I did and smeared my saliva over it. Instantly, he followed suit.

				“Better,” I said.

				He agreed softly and continued what he was doing. 

				I put out my cigarette and looked at him. I don’t know why, but the words just came out. “Do me a favor. Gimme some of your spit, will ya?”

				Clark didn’t hesitate for a second; he leaned over my dick and hocked a big wad of his saliva on it.

				“You have good spit,” I told him, smearing it around.

				“Bet you do, too.”

				I took the hint, swashed my tongue around in my mouth, then leaned over his dick and slowly let my load of saliva drool out. He moaned slightly as he watched it trickle down his shaft, then began to work it around. We smoked another cigarette or two—with breaks every now and then to spit-lubricate each other—until I began to run out of saliva.

				“Me, too,” said Clark. “Do we have any Vaseline?”

				“Maybe. In the medicine cabinet.”

				I quickly found the little jar of petroleum jelly and hurried back to the bed, popping its cap as I flipped back down beside my brother.

				“Here . . . give it to me,” he said impatiently.

				“No, that’s okay. I don’t mind.” 

				I scooped out a glob of the stuff and reached for Clark’s dick. Looking him straight in the eye, I wrapped my fist around his erection and began—very slowly—to stroke him. He gasped. I made him gasp! But the really interesting thing about that moment was the look in his eyes. I can’t put it into words exactly, but I knew I’d never forget it.

				I was so busy experiencing all the sensations of what was happening that I barely noticed his hand sneaking its way into my crotch. When he wrapped his fist around me, it too was slimy with Vaseline, and—yeah—I gasped, too. 

				“Don’t stop,” I managed to murmur.

				“Never,” he promised.

				“You sure are good at that.”

				Clark nodded. “So are you.”

				Looking back, I guess we both knew in one split second that we were natural born jerk-off kings.

				We snickered softly but didn’t stop stroking—just couldn’t seem to let go of each other. We turned, face to face, Indian style, wrapping our long legs around each other’s butt. Each of us placed his free hand on the other’s shoulder and leaned in until our foreheads touched. I have no idea how much time passed before I began to feel warm, warmer than I’d ever felt, then hot, tense, feverish. Some weird electric current began crackling up my spine to the back of my skull and down to my dick all at the same time. We didn’t say a word—didn’t have to. I guess we knew that any second the world as we knew it was going to explode and never be the same again.

				Our eyes locked as we had our first simultaneous orgasm.

				In the next few hours, we charged through three more ejaculations before we collapsed, drained and raw, onto the bed. Neither of us made the slightest attempt to clean up the glaze of semen that caked our chins, torsos, chests, and nether regions. We were too bushed. In fact, I barely managed to slip an arm around Clark, pull him close, and kiss him goodnight. I do remember we fell asleep with our tongues in each other’s mouth.

				[image: 15395.jpg]

				I was awakened a few hours later by a loud rap at the bedroom door. Instantly I sat up and shoved Clark to the far side of the bed. That woke him up.

				“Time to get up!” It was my father’s voice. 

				“Okay, okay,” I muttered in the sleepiest voice I could fake. “Just a sec.”

				“May I come in?” He’d never asked before.

				In panic, we glanced around to determine if further sanitizing of the room was necessary. Clark grabbed our sneaker-ashtray from the foot of the bed and shoved it under the covers; I snagged the near-empty pack of Marlboros and buried it down between my thighs. Then, in tandem, we pulled the bedspread up to our noses and lay back. 

				I tried to sound casual. “Sure. C’mon in.”

				The door opened, and my father stood there staring at us even longer than he had yesterday.

				“What the hell’s going on?”

				“What d’you mean?”

				“We were sleeping.”

				“Sleeping?” Dad repeated.

				He ambled over to the bed, leaned down, and before we knew it, he’d tossed the open jar of Vaseline—what was left of it—onto the bed. He started to speak, changed his mind, and squirmed out of the room.
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				By the time we’d cleaned up, we had concocted what we hoped would be a semi-plausible explanation for the jar of Vaseline. (Something about chapped lips, as I recall.) And we started downstairs. Mom was on the phone, red-eyed, quivering, and speaking in funereal monosyllables. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen her crying. She motioned us to hand her the box of Kleenex from the buffet, but once she’d blown her nose, she waved us on into the kitchen. Dad was sitting at the breakfast table, trying to coax a bite of scrambled eggs onto his fork without much success.

				“Who’s she talking to?” I asked.

				“Don’t know. Uncle Clay? Or his daughter, maybe.”

				“Is something wrong?”

				“Sounds like it.” He closed his eyes for a second. “And it isn’t even seven o’clock.”

				“Must be serious if they’re calling this early.” 

				Dad shook his head. “Gonna be one of those days, I can just smell it. Mark, would you take a look at the Ford’s carburetor? It’s acting kind of sluggish.”

				I nodded. Dad managed to get a forkful of eggs into his mouth and sat there munching away but never seeming to swallow, much like one of his prize cows chewing her cud. No one said anything further until Mom came into the room.

				“That was Lily. Clay’s had a heart attack—a massive coronary. They don’t think he’s gonna make it.” She slumped down opposite Dad at the table, doing her best to stifle her sobs. “I have to go. Will you drive me, honey? Or should I call Greyhound?”

				“You’re going? Why?” I asked.

				Clark added, “I thought you hated him.” 

				“You haven’t seen him in years.”

				“Not since Grandma’s funeral.”

				“And you barely spoke to him then.”

				Mom spun around, eyes flashing. “You watch your mouths! He’s my brother. My own flesh and blood. Of course I have to go.” She stood, now back in control of her emotions, and turned to my father. “Well?”

				“I’ll drive you. Cheaper that way.”

				“Good. I’ll go pack.” She pivoted toward us. “Now—you two. I’d like to think we can trust you while we’re gone. No funny business. You’ll have to run things till your father gets back tonight or tomorrow.”

				I know it was terrible of me, but my next thought was that Clark and I’d been handed a reprieve. Saturday was no longer the end of the world. Uncle Clay’s heart attack had taken precedence over Mom’s concern about her sons’ new nocturnal exploits. I tried to stifle a smile, looked over at Clark, and realized he too was doing his best to swallow his joy.

				We retrieved the Vaseline and were bare-ass naked before Dad’s old pick-up truck pulled out of the yard.

				Five orgasms later, one in every room of the house except the kitchen—including one on Mom and Dad’s bed—we fell asleep, as always, in our room, in our bed, in each other’s arms. This time, we’d had the foresight to clean up after ourselves and hide the Marlboros, empty the sneaker, and put the Vaseline back in the medicine cabinet. Just as well, too, ’cause we were awakened early the next morning by the sound of the old pick-up pulling up. Dad honked the horn a couple of times—to warn us he was back, I suspected—and we ran to the open window and leaned out.

				“How’s Uncle Clay?” I called down.

				“Still alive. Least he was when I left.”

				“How long’s Mom gonna stay?” Clark asked.

				Dad climbed out of the car and lifted his hands in an indefinite  gesture. “Till he gets better or dies.”

				I could feel Clark rubbing his palm over my dick below the window sill. I giggled and squeezed his hand. “Give us a minute, Dad. We’ll be right down.”

				“Bet we could get in another one ’fore he misses us.”

				“C’mon,” I said. “We’re good, but not that good,” 

				“Betcha a dollar we could.” 

				P.S. He won.
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				We combed our hair, brushed our teeth, kissed awhile, and made sure our flies were zipped before we started downstairs. Dad was already seated at the kitchen table.

				“Y’know, your mom and I had a lot of time to talk on the drive,” he began at once, as if afraid he’d lose his nerve.

				“It must be awful hard on her,“ Clark began. “Considering . . . ”

				“ . . . she’s been on the outs . . . ”

				“ . . . with Uncle Clay for years now.” 

				“Yeah, how come? Are you ever gonna tell us . . . ”

				“ . . . what’s going on between them?”

				Dad tried to start an answer several times before he finally got one out. “Clay . . . he was a little too . . . wild for her tastes. But . . . ” He motioned us to sit. “That’s not what we talked about. And you know it.”

				I decided to brazen it out. “Oh, the Vaseline. We . . . ” 

				“ . . . can explain that,” Clark added.

				“Stop it!” He took a deep breath and stumbled on. “Do you think I was never your age? Do you think I never . . .?” He couldn’t finish the sentence. There was a long, leaden silence before he tried again. “But that is not the point. The point is that there are things a man does in private—not in front of anyone else. Not even his own brother.”

				I was tempted to ask why but thought better of it.

				“And that’s why your mother . . . and I . . . really must insist that one of you move into Grandma’s room.”

				“Right away?” Clark was always the negotiator.

				“Well . . . That would be best but . . . uh . . . certainly before your mother comes back. You know how she gets.”

				“Sure, Dad,” we answered as one, trying not to grin.
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				Uncle Clay malingered much longer than we thought he would, and Mom stayed by his side. Calling every Sunday night to check in, she mostly talked to Dad, but each time she spoke to my brother or me, her conversation was fraught with unspoken concerns and pointed questions. Had Dad gotten around to having his long talk with us? Were we behaving ourselves? Did we still pray? She came home for Christmas (one day only), and again on our fourteenth birthday in February (half a day), but she never once invited us to visit her at Uncle Clay’s.

				Actually we didn’t mind. Not having Mom around made life a lot easier. I can’t tell you how many jars of Vaseline Clark and I went through while she was away. 

				Dad did get around to installing a shower but never came down to the basement when we were using it, which was fine by us, since Shower Time proved to be even more fun than Bath Time and scrubbing Man Dicks was a lot more fun than scrubbing Little Fellas. And the nights in our bed were even better. I guess that’s the way it goes when you discover a whole new world between your legs.

				I’m sure Dad never noticed a thing. Most of the time, he seemed to be in another place, burying himself in his work and, well, avoiding us. He never came upstairs and, oh yeah, he started smoking again. Sometimes, we’d hear him arguing on the phone with Mom about when she was coming home, but she kept saying that Uncle Clay still needed her. Once in awhile, we even missed her, too.

				Another summer passed, another Christmas, another birthday, and I must confess I don’t remember much about what happened in the year and a half Mom was gone. So I can’t write about it. Mostly, my brother and I spent every waking hour thinking up new ways to turn each other on. We even started coming to supper barefoot, so we could sit opposite each other with our toes teasing each other’s crotch under the table. Once, fully clothed, we even managed to bring ourselves to orgasm during dessert. 

				Things were just about perfect—until the end of May, just before our fifteenth summer. That’s when two major calamities occurred on the same day: Mom called to say that since Uncle Clay was finally out of danger, she was coming home. And we ran out of Vaseline.
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				Back in our childhood, whenever Mom chose to sit in Dad’s chair at the head of the table, we always knew we were in trouble. And that’s exactly where she was sitting when we came down to breakfast the morning after her return. She’d made French Toast, too. 

				“What did we do now?” I asked.

				“Nothing at all . . . as far as I know,” she replied with a fixed smile. “In fact, I’ll bet you’re gonna be thrilled with my news. There’s money to be made.”

				“Money?” repeated Clark as if he’d heard her wrong.

				“Money,” she repeated. “Your Uncle Clay and I had a long talk. Of course, he’s practically up to speed finally, but he still has to take it easy. He’s neglected the auto parts shop for so long; it’s a shambles, let me tell you. He needs someone to help out his summer.”

				I gasped. “You mean . . . ?” 

				Mom interrupted me even before Clark could. “What he said was . . . he’d pay a man’s wages to a man he could trust. An assistant. It’s the perfect summer job, don’t you think?”

				Clark and I looked at each other in disbelief. He smiled cautiously; I let out a raucous whoop. “We’ll take it!”

				There was a long, ominous stretch of silence before Mom shook her head. “Didn’t you hear me? A man. One man. Not two. Now which one of you wants to go?”

				“But why can’t . . . ”

				“ . . . we both go?”

				“He can only afford one salary.”

				“That’s okay. We’ll split it. We . . . ”

				“ . . . share everything anyway.”

				“No!” Mom’s single syllable was like a gunshot.

				“Why not?” we demanded in unison.

				“Because he’s only got one small spare room.”

				“That’s okay. We . . . ”

				“ . . . could share it, same as . . . ” I stopped short. 

				Mom fired again. “No!”

				Before I could recover, Clark counter-attacked. “Is that what this is all about?”

				“Separating us? Why, that’s . . . ”

				“ . . . that’s bribery!” Clark took his toes out of my crotch and leaned toward her. “Mom, do you really think that if neither one of us would move twenty feet down the hall into Grandma’s old room . . . ”

				“ . . . that either one of us would be willing to move hundreds of miles away, even for money? No!”

				“‘No?’” She stood. “I’m the one who gets to say no. Not you. I’m the Mother. And I say, ‘No!’ No, no, no!”

				Clark stormed right over to the back door. “C’mon, Mark! We’re out of here.”

				Mom spun around. “‘Out of here’?”

				I bolted to my brother’s side. “You heard him. Split. Run away.” 

				“Run away? What’re you gonna do—join the circus?” She sniffed. “Well, let me tell you: Life is no circus.”

				Clark put his arm around me. “C’mon. She’s crazy.”

				“You two walk out that door and I’ll call the police. You’re only fifteen!”

				“They’ll have to find us.”

				“And what will you use for money? The last time I looked, you had $19.73 in your joint savings account and maybe five dollars in your penny jar.”

				I still can’t believe what Clark said next: “There are other ways for two good-looking young guys to make a buck.” 

				“Yeah, easy money. Even in this lousy town,” I added, then winced at our rash response.

				Mom stiffened noticeably. “What do you mean by that?”

				I took a step toward her. “You figure it out.”

				Clark did too. “Yeah, you’re the one with the dirty mind.”

				“Now stop it! You just sit right down and stop talking such filth. We’re doing this for your own good.”

				“Bullshit!” Our retort sounded like a Howitzer.

				“I will not have that kind of language in my house.”

				“Your house? Not Dad’s house?”

				“Not our house?”

				“Maybe we should find a new house!” This from both of us.

				It was one of the few times in my life I’ve ever seen Mom at a loss for words. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Her matriarchal rule had been challenged, maybe for the first time ever, and rebuttal had never before been an option for those who opposed her. Our father was living proof of that.

				He wiped the corners of his mouth with his napkin, leaned back, and interlaced his fingers around the back of his head as if watching TV. No one noticed till he spoke. 

				“Honey, did you mention the bonus?”

				I’ve never seen Mom shift gears so fast in my life. Her take-no-prisoners stance seemed to vanish faster than cold beer on a hot day. A little too fast, I thought, but I let it pass as I watched her instantly transmogrify into Scarlett O’Hara. (Gone with the Wind was her favorite movie.) You could almost hear the Southern accent when she spoke.

				“The bonus. My goodness, didn’t I mention that?” She fluttered her paper napkin at my brother and me. “Sit.”

				We remained standing.

				She didn’t seem to notice. “You know, boys, one of Clay’s sidelines is he’s a repo man. Repossesses cars, trucks, things like that. Well, he tells me he has a dozen old vehicles out in his back shed that he can’t get rid of. Nothing fancy, of course. Fords, Chevies, Toyotas. All just sitting there on blocks gathering dust.”

				“About the bonus, honey,” interrupted Dad gently.

				“Oh, yes, the bonus. Well, Clay says that if the man he hires for the summer does a good job, he’ll throw in one of the cars as a bonus. Even help him get it up and running.”  

				With the skill of a surgeon, she carved out a wedge of her French toast, stabbed it with her fork, and sunk her teeth into it quicker than Dracula himself. 

				My father stood. “Gotta get to work.” He put on his John Deere cap. “Your mom and I just thought it might be kinda nice if you two had wheels, now that you’ll be in high school. You know, for the drive-in . . . dances . . . ”

				“Exactly,” said Mom. “Double dates.”

				He opened the door. “Talk it over, guys. It’s a good deal. And whoever stays can work in the dairy this summer, so’s the both of you can have some spending money next fall. Besides, it’ll give one of you a leg up on running the place. After all, the dairy’s gonna be yours one day.” 

				“There. You see.” Mom smiled sweetly. “Well, you boys better get moving. You’ll be late for school.” 

				“Mom,” we groaned. “School’s out.”

				“Oh, that’s right.” It was strange to see her so schitzy. “Well, then, go swimming or something.” Before we could move, though, she raised a hand to stop us. “Just a sec. Um . . . I hope you two realize one thing. All your father and I want is for you to be happy. Happy isn’t always easy.” She waved us away. “Let me know your decision by suppertime. I promised Clay I’d call before six.”
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				“Clark, I don’t want to go.”

				“Me either.”

				“But I don’t want to stay here anymore.”

				“Ditto.”

				I nodded. We were pedaling our bikes aimlessly down some dirt road. Our T-shirts had long since been tucked into the hip pockets of our cargo shorts, and both our hairless chests were shimmering with sweat under the midday sun. But for the first time in ages we weren’t looking at each other. I kept going over Mom’s ultimatum, trying to put my thoughts into words. 

				“They don’t really want us to be happy,” I began.

				“But they think they do. Only it’s got to be their idea of happy.” 

				“Do you think they’re happy?”

				Clark shrugged. “Happy enough. She runs things; he lets her.”

				I nodded. “Very good. Smart. Maybe even wise.”

				“Maybe.” 

				I glanced over. “Are you happy?”

				“Happy?” With a laugh, my brother abruptly tossed his head back and forth in spastic double-time, like a spaniel shaking himself off after a bath. Little droplets of sweat whirled into the air like a splash of tiny diamonds. “Dog happy. Well, till today, anyway.”

				“‘Dog happy’? What kind of happy is dog happy?”

				“Totally happy.” He panted extravagantly at the blazing sun and howled like a werewolf. “Is that an answer?”

				I crowed with laughter. “That’ll do.”

				“Seriously, I’ve never been happier in my whole life.”

				“Me either. I like puberty.”

				“I like your hard-on in my hand.”

				“I like my tongue in your mouth.”

				“Think we’ll ever get tired of kissing each other?”

				I snorted and tried to keep my eyes on the road, but mostly I watched the trickles of sweat shimmying down the smooth skin of my brother’s ribcage. I was beginning to realize what it meant to be mesmerized.

				“Earth to Mark. Where are you?”

				I looked up, almost but not quite embarrassed. “Where do you think?”

				“In my pants.” It was not a question. 

				I nodded. “Let’s go find a field.”

				“Okay.”

				Five minutes later, we selected a spot down the road and padlocked our bikes to a fence post. I started off into a row of waist-high corn; Clark didn’t.

				That surprised me. “What?”

				“Relax,” he said. “We’re gonna play soon enough.”

				“When?” I demanded, moving back to grope him.

				“As soon as we’ve settled what we’re gonna do.”

				“Oh, that.” I let go. “Okay. Talk.”

				“Well. I’ve been thinking. Do you realize . . . You’ve been right here next to me every day of my life? Every single solitary day.” 

				“Never missed a day.” I ran a fingernail down his upper arm. “Or night. Never missed a night. Not one.”

				“Ditto. We’ve always done everything together. Everything. That’s why I’m not . . . sure I could handle . . . being alone.”

				“Me either.” I touched the golden fringe on his upper lip. “You think I haven’t been thinking, too?”

				“I know. I could almost hear you.” He touched my lip. “I wanted us to shave together the first time.”

				“We still can.”

				I slid an arm around his slimy shoulder. 

				“This isn’t solving our problem.” He pulled away to sit on the hard ground. “You, too. Sit!” I dropped down. “No, not so close or we’ll get sidetracked. C’mon. Please, Mark.”

				Begrudgingly, I sprawled on the warm ground, opposite him, trying my damnedest to concentrate on the very real catastrophe that had to be resolved in less than six hours. 

				“Okay. We’ve got to negotiate a deal. You know, a deal the folks’ll take, but one that we can live with, too.” 

				He leaned back on his elbows, his butt and legs flat on the baked soil. I did too, mirroring his position.

				“Such as?”

				I pressed the soles of my sneakers against his and spread our legs apart, so that together our long, lean limbs formed a perfect diamond. Reflexively, he pressed back.

				“Now the first question is, how much do we want a car?”

				“A lot,” I answered. “Not for the prom or the drive-in, but so we’ll have a way to escape when things get worse.”

				Clark nodded. “And they will.”

				“Hey, would you mind putting on your T-shirt?

				“Why?” he asked. 

				“’Cause I’m having trouble concentrating. All I can think about is playing with your nipples.”

				“Mark, shut up! Now the second question is . . . Let’s say you and I, we agree—theoretically—that one of us’ll go. Then part of the deal’s gotta be that we get to take turns visiting each other every single weekend all summer long.” He paused. “How do we make Mom and Dad buy that? All that travel costs money.”

				“But five nights a week sleeping alone.”

				“I can count.” He groaned. “That’s the price of a car.”

				“Okay, then we don’t mention weekends. Maybe whoever goes can just show up the first Friday night. Surprise!”

				“Well, sure. But there’s still Grandma’s room. I keep waiting for Mom to bring that up again.” He groaned some more. “The only way this is gonna fly is if we convince the folks their plan is working, that we’re not so anti-social, not so . . . joined at the hip. Be the sons they want us to be.”

				“Like, show an interest in the dairy or . . . ”

				“ . . . invite The Go-To Guy for Sunday dinner or- . . . ”

				“ . . . those girls from Ankeny, the ones . . . ” 

				“ . . . with braces. They asked us if we wanted to go to the movies with ’em once.”

				“Perfect. And, oh yeah, we gotta start talking a lot more about tits, at least in front of the folks.”

				“Right. It could work.” Clark nodded to himself as much as to me. “Sure, then probably they’ll leave us alone.”

				“It’ll all be bullshit,” I added, as much for me as for him, “but we’re both getting to be pretty good actors.” 

				Clark nodded. “If we play our roles right, shit, I’ll bet we can at least be together weekends.”

				“Yeah, but what about weekdays? We’re horny all the time—weekdays, too.” I groped myself. “Like right now.”

				He grinned and groped himself, too. “Almost done. The only real question left is: Who goes, who stays?”

				“You want to go?” I asked.

				Clark shook his head. “Probably you should. You’re the one who knows about cars. I could never fix one up without you; I just read magazines about ’em.”

				I swallowed. “Okay.”

				“Well, that’s that.” His elbows collapsed, and he was now flat on his back. “You want to see something?”

				“What?”

				In answer, he threw his long Olympic legs in the air and scooted out of his shorts. All I could see at first was his butt lift off the ground, and I wondered briefly why I’d never paid much attention to it before. It was—there’s no other word—nice. 

				I kept looking. The next thing I noticed was that it was framed by two thin, white straps. I looked again. He was wearing his jockstrap! Then he lowered his legs slowly to reveal the mesh pouch. It seemed filled to bursting, as if loaded with yeasty bread rising in a hot oven.

				He kneaded himself lazily. “Guess I’m kinda horny, too . . . ”

				My mouth dropped open. “You shit!” Now it was my turn to throw my own legs in the air, peel off my shorts, and reveal that I too was wearing my jockstrap. I glanced down; my pouch was also packed. From the look in his eyes, I knew I wasn’t the only one who liked what he saw. I spoke first.

				“I wanted to surprise you.” 

				“I wanted to surprise you.”

				We dove for each other, and as the noonday sun baked our flesh, we worked each other to orgasm twice before we heard a tractor chugging near, then saw it only three rows over. Breathlessly, we used our jocks to clean up as best we could and made our escape. Clark stuffed mine in his hip pocket and tossed me his.

				“Here,” he said. “I’m keepin’ yours.”
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				On the way home, we stopped at Walgreens. While Clark flirted with the Asian girl, I did the shopping: two cartons of Marlboros, two Bic lighters, two copies of Motor Trend, three more spiral notebooks (plus another ballpoint pen), two cans of Burma Shave, and a packet of disposable razors. My backpack was bulging, but Mr. Johnson didn’t seem to notice.

				Mom was on the porch waiting when we pulled up.

				I barely stopped to kiss her cheek as I passed her on my way into the house. “Relax.”

				The screen door slammed behind me.

				My brother added, “Mom, why don’t you go find Dad? He ought to be here, too.”

				“Your father?” She seemed genuinely surprised.

				Clark kissed her on the forehead. “You know. Your husband. Doesn’t he have a stake in this?”

				“Or is it all your doing?” I asked through the door.

				She wheeled around. “What do you mean by that?”

				Clark opened the screen door and joined me inside, his arm dangling over my shoulder. The door slammed shut.

				“Nothing. Don’t be paranoid. Now if you’ll excuse us . . . ”

				“ . . . we have to go shave and shower.”

				“Shave? You boys are shaving now? I didn’t know.”

				“Why should you? It’s a private matter.”

				“A man thing.” 

				“Don’t you use that tone of voice with me, young man.” She sputtered a moment before reaching for the screen door. “What in the world has come over you two? Why, you’re acting like . . . Uh . . . ”

				“Men?” Clark offered.

				Mom was silent. She couldn’t even sputter.

				I raised a finger as if to a child. “Mom, you’re the one who started this.”

				“Yeah, insinuating we were doing dirty things . . . ”

				“ . . . upstairs in our bedroom. I tell ya . . . ”

				“ . . . accusations like that make a kid grow up real fast.”

				“Boys, this kind of talk is completely unsatis. . . ”

				Clark cut her off. “Oh, one more thing. Don’t call us boys. We’re not boys anymore.”

				“But you are. You’re only fifteen.”

				“No,” he said sharply. “We grew up the day you accused us of doing dirty things with each other. We don’t do dirty things with each other.”

				I smiled helpfully. “If you have to call Uncle Clay by six, you’d better go find Dad. See you in the kitchen. Twenty minutes.”

				The moment we were out of her sight, both Clark and I began to shake at our own temerity. Clark’s hand found mine. All he said was: “God, that took balls.”
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				Down in the basement, we stood under the makeshift shower Dad had rigged up, our airborne dicks locked in each other’s sudsy fists. An old mirror had been hung directly behind the shower, and we were staring into it, watching ourselves kiss. Little puffs of steam floated through our line of vision, but we kept our eyes wide open, storing up memories, I guess. Have you ever watched yourself kiss someone? Have you ever watched yourself being kissed?

				“Time’s running out,” said Clark, letting go of me and reaching for the Burma Shave.

				I nodded, reluctantly released him, opened the cellophane packet with my teeth, and took out one of the razors. I was surprised at how lightweight the plastic handle felt. I’ll always remember it was orange.

				I watched him spray a dollop of shaving cream into the palm of his hand. He smiled, leaned close, and let his tongue lick slowly across the golden fringe on my upper lip. And then, as gently as he had ever touched me, he began petting the cool, pine-scented cream into my sideburns, my jaw, my chin, my cheeks, and last of all, my upper lip. He motioned me to face the mirror, and we exchanged a nod before he took the razor from my hand and traded it for the Burma Shave.

				I squirted out an equal portion of the creamy foam onto my palm and motioned him to watch in the mirror. He nodded. I stared down at the golden fringe on his lip and shook my head sadly. In a few moments it would be gone forever. I kissed it half a dozen times before I set about coating the lower half of his face as he had mine. That done, we studied the image of the two selfsame men in the mirror until the portrait was fixed in our memory.

				Finally, Clark took the Burma Shave and set it aside. “You first,” he whispered and handed me back the razor.

				I’d watched my father shave dozens of times, maybe hundreds, and I was confident that I could execute the task with a certain amount of skill. Still, it had to be perfect, and I took my time, until finally there was no unshaven area left but my brother’s upper lip. I looked at him and then at his reflection in the mirror. It urged me to proceed. In five seconds, Clark’s promise of stubble was gone.

				After rinsing off, Clark extracted a fresh razor from the cellophane packet and began the process all over again, on me. I did not watch him do it, except in the mirror. Consciously but not calculatedly, I began to slide my nervous erection across his stomach. He responded to this new sort of slow dancing even as he continued to give me my first shave. Neither of us entertained the slightest concern that he might slip and, in the heat of the moment, nick me. That was not going to happen. Even so, as he finally completed the last razor stroke across my upper lip, I exploded without touching myself. 

				I looked down. So had he.
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				“Sorry. That took a little longer . . . ”

				“ . . . than we thought it would,” we said as we entered the kitchen, garbed for battle in nothing but fresh tees and jeans.

				Mom and Dad were standing face to face at the stove. Warily, both acknowledged our greeting. Each clutched a mug of coffee in both hands, clearly not quite sure how to proceed. At once, Clark crossed to the breakfast table, pulled out Dad’s chair, and sat down. My mother stiffened, but Dad touched her arm, and she bit her lip, both literally and figuratively. Clark motioned them to sit.

				They did, in the chairs usually occupied by us. Momentarily taken aback by my brother’s calm audacity, I tardily slipped into the last empty seat. I had barely pulled my chair up to the table when I felt Clark’s big toe gently nuzzling my balls.

				He glanced at the clock on the wall. “Okay, we’ve got a lot of ground to cover and not a lot of time to do it, so let’s get started. First things first. Mark and I had a long talk this afternoon, and we tentatively agreed that one of us will go to live with Uncle Clay this summer. More specifically, Mark will go. I’ll stay here and work for Dad in the dairy. Any problems with that?”

				Dad shook his head amenably. Mom looked from Clark to me and back again, her eyes narrowing.

				“What’s the catch?”

				“Well, we do need to work out a few things.” He smiled. “Dot a few i’s, cross a few t’s before we go to contract.”

				“Contract? This isn’t . . . ”

				“Oh, yes it is, Mom. That’s exactly what it is. You want a commitment from us. We want one from you. Fair is fair.”

				“I’m listening.” 

				“Good, good.” God, Clark was suddenly ten years older. A man. “You see, we’ve really thought a lot about your concerns. Maybe Mark and I shouldn’t need each other so much, shouldn’t love each other so much.”

				“I never said that!”

				“Okay, calm down now. Let me put it another way. Maybe each of us needs to discover his own space, his own self. Frankly, we don’t think so, but we’re willing to give it a shot. Try to make some new friends. Start dating.”

				His toes were twiddling away at my crotch as if they were laughing. I didn’t pull back.

				“Sure, Mark and I, we’re very close. But what’s so unhealthy about that? Y’know, all twins are really Siamese, even if you can’t see any visible link that locks them together. But the connections are there, so you can’t expect Mark and me to cut ourselves in two just because you once found a jar of Vaseline on the bedroom floor.”

				Dad shook his head. “Clark. Don’t go there.”

				“We’re already there, Dad.” He turned to Mom, who was chewing on the inside of her cheek by then. “Sometimes I think you’d rather have us knock up some local virgin in the back seat of a car somewhere than love each other in our own home—as you have always urged us to do.”

				“Clark, you’re twisting things . . . ”

				“Not now, Mom. We’re running late. It’s almost six” He paused. “Bottom line: We agree to go our separate ways this summer. In return you agree never to make innuendoes about us again or say another word about where we sleep, not this summer when Mark comes home to visit, not next fall—if he comes home at all.”

				Mom gasped. “Not come home?”

				“Isn’t that what you want? For him to make a new life? For me to, too? Away from each other. Suppose he does?”

				“That’s not what I meant.”

				“No? Well, you have to be prepared for all eventualities.” He looked at the clock again. “It’s almost six.” And then he nailed her. “One last thing: Don’t ever mention Grandma’s room again.”

				Dad breathed a noticeable sigh of relief. “Uh . . . That doesn’t seem unreasonable. Uh, honey?”

				Mom just waved the air with her hand and walked out of the room.

				“Don’t forget to phone Uncle Clay,” called Clark. “And, hey, find out what kind of money he’s talking about.”

				Dad stood. “You are something else, Clark. How old are you two now?”

				“Fifteen. You should know.”

				“Fifteen going on thirty’s more like it.” He patted my brother’s shoulder. “Your mother’s a good woman. She’ll come around, she’s just never had her balls cut off before.”

				Clark snickered and gave him a light poke in the gut before he left. Jubilantly, I raised an imaginary glass to my brother. He found one too, and we toasted in silence. 

				My toes found his crotch. “God, Clark, I could almost believe everything you were saying.”

				He was as hard as I was. “Why not? Some of it was almost true.” 
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				As we all hovered nearby, Mom’s phone call to Uncle Clay produced two big surprises. One: My wages were going to be more than expected. The other: He needed me there by tomorrow afternoon. The situation wasn’t hypothetical anymore. I looked at Clark, determined not to cry, but if I’ve got a soul, it was bawling. So was his, I could tell. 

				Once the phone call ended, Mom went into her bedroom to comb her hair and wash up before she started dinner. Dad dropped into his favorite chair, an overstuffed eyesore that had come from his own childhood home, and it was as beat up and worn down as he was. He settled in before he spoke.

				“Clark?”

				“Dad, don’t say, ‘This is all for the best.’” 

				Our father winced. “I just thought maybe you’d like to come along for the ride tomorrow.”

				“I wish you would,” I murmured.

				Clark shook his head. “I couldn’t handle it. No, we’ll say our good-byes tonight.”

				I wanted to go to him, comfort him, but at that precise second, Mom sailed into the room, clearly re-energized. Humming softly. Humming! That’s when it hit me. We may have won the battle, but she’d won the war. She’d managed to separate us for the first time in our lives.

				She cooked up her fried chicken for supper and spent the entire meal prattling on, trying to convince us (and herself) that the summer promised great opportunity for all concerned. Every time we asked her to talk about Uncle Clay, though, she detoured with a description of his house (the family homestead where they’d grown up), his business (where she’d met my father the day he came in to buy a muffler), and the city to which I was being exiled (too close to that toddling town of Chicago to suit her).

				Finally, I put down my fork. “Why won’t you tell us about Clay? At least tell me. I’m the one who’s gonna have to go live with him. I can’t even remember what he looks like.”

				“Of course you do. He’s a very handsome man. Always was. Of course, that was his curse.”

				“Curse?” Clark and I both looked up from our plates.

				“His looks. His charm. Everyone was in love with him. I know I was—well, not in that way—after all, he was my brother.” She blushed and quickly moved on. “The problem was that he had no willpower, if you know what I mean.”

				“No. What . . . ”

				“ . . . do you mean?”

				“Oh, come on now. You ask us to treat you like adults.” Leaning forward, she barely mouthed the words. “He couldn’t keep his zipper zipped.” That said, she gnawed clean an entire ear of sweet corn before she continued. “He’s calmer now. Not so wild. Otherwise I would never have agreed to let you go.” She nodded to assure herself. “Yes, not wild at all. A heart attack’ll do that to you.” She took my hand. “Mark, you do realize: this is privileged information. I’m only telling you these things on a need-to-know basis. I just want you to be on your guard in case he starts bringing his wild women into the house again. If that happens, you call me the minute the rates change.”
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				My brother and I didn’t say much as we packed my stuff for the trip. We’d never divided things up before. Still, there were no arguments about what clothing stayed, what went. One T-shirt was little different from another, one pair of jeans like the next. We even wore the same size sneakers. Clark wanted to keep the ashtray pair.

				“Are you ever gonna let me read our memoirs?” he asked.

				“Sure.” I produced the notebooks I’d been working on for the last two years. “You keep ’em here. Only don’t show ’em to anyone else.” 

				He nodded. I stuffed one carton of Marlboros in my backpack; Clark hid his in our Boy Scout gear at the back of the closet. I divided the throwaway razors that were left, and he put his (along with one can of Burma Shave) in the medicine cabinet. I buried mine in my backpack. 

				“You want to take this?” he asked, holding up the remains of our current jar of Vaseline.

				I tried to smile. “Not unless you go with it.”

				“I’ll save it for your homecoming.”

				“Not for tonight?”

				He shrugged. “I’m not really in the mood right now.”

				“Good. Me either.”

				“Weird.”

				“Weird.”

				I glanced down at our clock-radio, surprised by the time. “Funny. I thought by now we’d have at least two rounds under our belts already.”

				Clark shook his head. “It’s not a game anymore.”

				“Nope. It’s a lot more than that, isn’t it?”

				He nodded. “Tonight I just want us to hold each other . . . ”

				“ . . . as close as we can.”

				Clark nodded. Moments later, we were both naked.

				“Do you suppose we should say our prayers?” my brother asked. “We haven’t . . .” 

				“ . . . for a long time, I know. Only can we . . . ”

				“ . . . skip the dull parts? Sure.” He moved closer and ran a fingertip over my shaved upper lip. “God bless Mark.”

				I responded in kind. “God bless Clark.”

				And then we kissed.

				It was the first of many kisses that night. Our tongues explored each other’s flesh in a sort of languorous slow motion until, maybe an hour later, we found ourselves in what we later found out was called the sixty-nine position. My head was lying on his inner thigh, his on mine, but the curious thing, in retrospect, was that neither of us was even slightly  tumescent. Without discussion, we kissed each other’s cockhead goodnight and began to doze off. To this day, I’ve not been able to figure out why it never occurred to either of us to suck cock that night.
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