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Chapter One




Will







Christmas Day, 1973

Poughkeepsie, New York




Grabbing the long rectangular box covered in pictures of Santa Claus, I began feverishly ripping the paper off hoping it was the one item I wanted the most for Christmas.

“Will,” Mom said, “you’re supposed to unwrap the present carefully so the paper can be reused next year.” She laughed as she sat on the sofa in her gown and housecoat with a cup of coffee in her hand.

“You say that every year. The Depression is over, we can afford wrapping paper,” I teased.

She tilted her head and grinned. “Are you calling me old?”

“Me? No way.” I ran my hand over my head pushing my floppy black curls out of my eyes. “Especially when,” I saw the picture of the Remington Model 700 rifle on the front of the box, “I have far out parents like you guys.” I looked up, smiling from ear to ear.

“I take it you approve?” Pops asked, who sat in his recliner in his robe and pajamas, smoking his usual Marlboro.

“Pops, you better get ready to do a lot of deer skinnin’ next season.” I pointed my finger at him, winked my eye, and clicked my tongue. “This baby is gonna keep our freezer full.”

Dad let out a boisterous laugh.

I thought back to a couple of weeks prior when my look-alike cousin Shawn, whom I’d never met before, came to visit our grandparents that lived just up the hill. Although he and I only spent two days together, we bonded. It just seemed to come naturally that I felt comfortable enough around him to reveal my deepest, darkest secret: the fact I was gay. He also confided in me that he was bisexual and had a boyfriend named Brad.

“I can’t believe Shawn killed an eleven-point buck,” I said as I opened the box and slid out the weapon. “I honestly didn’t think the city boy had it in him. Especially since the only hunting he said he’d ever done was pheasant hunting.”

“That’s what high society people hunt,” Pops said as he blew out a big pillar of smoke from deep in his lungs.

“Did you know Shawn said his parents have three homes? Can you believe that shit?” I suddenly realized my verbal slip and covered my mouth. “Oops, I mean…stuff.” I looked at my Mom.

Mom just shook her head. “Are you sure you want to spend the next few days with him in Connecticut? I thought maybe you’d want to try out your new gun,” asked Mom, looking at me with what could almost be described as concern.

“I can go hunting when I get back. Besides, I can’t miss lying around the pool having servants attending my every need just from the mere snap of my fingers.” I snapped my fingers and looked up dreamily.

“I think you’re in for a big disappointment. Your Great Aunt Mary isn’t one for fancy living,” Pops said.

“I guess. Shawn didn’t like to talk about his family’s money,” I shrugged, “but maybe they’ll at least have a maid who wears one of those little French maid outfits.” I waggled my eyebrows to keep up my appearance as the straight All-American Boy.

“Filter, son,” Pops smiled, before shooting his eyes toward Mom. She seemed to be distracted, her eyes intensely focused on the ceiling.

“What’s wrong?” Pops asked.

Mom reached up with her hand, turning her palm upward. “I think the furnace is acting up again. I’m feeling cold air from the vents.”

“Damn,” Pops cursed and stubbed his cigarette out in the ashtray next to his recliner. “I hate to spend Christmas Day working on that piece of sh—”

“Filter, Pops. Filter,” I interrupted him.

He gave me the stink-eye before starting to get up. Mom jumped in. “No, Pete, it’s Christmas. You’re not working on that thing today. We got firewood. We’ll just keep this room warm and put extra blankets on the beds tonight.”

I glanced at our rarely used fireplace. My father built our house with central heat, but my mother insisted we have an old-fashioned fireplace, mainly for looks. While the thought of sleeping in a cold bedroom didn’t appeal to me, it beat having to hear him banging on the furnace all day while I tried to watch football.

He contemplated a moment before leaning back in his chair. “I suppose I could do it tomorrow.”

Satisfied that we were going to be sleeping in a freezer, I directed my attention to the one remaining package under the Christmas tree and pointed. “Who’s that for?”

“Oh,” Mom said as she stood up. “That came in the mail for you yesterday. It has a Maine return address on it.”

I knew it had to be from Marc. I felt sudden excitement at a present I was not expecting. The last time I had received anything from Marc was a letter two months prior telling me how he missed me and reminding me of that special night last summer in the tent down by Miller’s Pond. The night when he and I went all the way.

I thought back to the first time I laid eyes on Marc when he walked shyly into my first period English class. I felt a stirring like I had never felt for any girl. The fact that he was the only Black boy in our entire school only piqued my interest in him. I made it my mission to become friends with him and succeeded. After knowing him a few weeks, I got the feeling he and I were alike. Call it intuition and the fact he never talked about girls, I decided to test my theory one night while we were in my bedroom doing homework. Lying on the bed next to one another, I had just made a joke about a word problem when we looked at each other, our faces mere inches apart. That’s when I leaned in and gave him a gentle kiss, which he reciprocated without hesitation.

I glanced up at Pops, who was frowning. I knew he never cared for Marc because he thought he was odd, but while he didn’t really like him, he did buy bus tickets for him, his little sister, and mother to return to Marc’s grandparents in Maine to escape his abusive, alcoholic father. He even gave them an extra fifty dollars. To most people, my father was intimidating at six-foot-five, three hundred pounds, and with a deep baritone voice, but he had a good heart and cared about helping people in need.

I walked over and picked up the small package wrapped in a cut-up paper grocery bag and tore it open. I stared at the front of the book titled, The Picture of Dorian Gray by Oscar Wilde. My mind immediately flew back to last summer when Marc and I would lay together in the barn loft reading it aloud to each other. Marc had deliberately checked it out of the school library when some of the local Christian mothers had started a petition to have it and several other books banned for obscene content. Apparently, the very idea of a man being with another man was “an abomination in the eyes of the Lord.” I flipped through the book looking for a letter or anything from Marc, but there was nothing.

Disappointment filled my heart. At least I took some comfort in the fact that Marc seemed to be doing well enough to be able to send me a Christmas present. I had regretted for months not admitting to Marc that I loved him. He said he loved me more than once, but I could never say it back to him because it just felt weird saying it to another guy. Now I wish I would have told him, because I really did love him.

I looked up at Mom and Pops who read the sad expression on my face.

Mom tilted her head gently. “You miss your friend, don’t you, honey?”

“Yeah. I know you guys didn’t like Marc, but he was a good friend,” I said, then looked up at Pops who actually looked sympathetic.

“Well, he never talked enough for me to get to know him,” Pops said, “but I suppose if you thought that much of him, then I guess he was okay.”

I nodded and gave him a little smile. “Thanks, Pops.”




• • •




Shawn




Wednesday, December 26, 1973

Derbyshire, Connecticut




I slowly opened my eyes and focused on the alarm clock sitting on my nightstand that read seven a.m. Smiling, I rolled over to face Brad—my best friend and boyfriend, who slept soundly. Reaching out, I placed my hand on his bare chest and grinned contentedly about what we had done the previous night and the many times since we became boyfriends two weeks prior. I ran my hand over his smooth firm pecs as he began to rouse from his slumber.

Slowly opening his eyes, he smiled. “Hey.”

I smiled back. “Hey, birthday boy.”

“Oh. Yeah, it is my birthday, isn’t it?” He chuckled.

I shook my head. “You’re so full of it. You know you didn’t forget your birthday. Who forgets their birthday when it’s the day after Christmas, and especially number sixteen?”

“Okay, I didn’t forget. I was just trying to be cool about it.”

I pursed my lips. “I’m so jealous. You can get your driver’s license and I have to wait another ten months to get mine.” Just knowing that my parents would buy me a car for my own sixteenth birthday next October didn’t lessen the awe I feel over Brad getting his license before me.

“Well, don’t worry. You’ll probably have your license long before I ever have a car to drive.”

“Well, at least you can drive your Mom’s car,” I said, thinking about his Mom’s new car she bought with the money she earned from cleaning my parent’s house. While I wasn’t happy with my mother hiring Brad’s mom as our housekeeper, I was starting to get used to it. One lesson I did learn is to keep my bedroom door closed at all times after she caught me in my underwear more than once.

“Dude. That Gremlin is about the ugliest car I’ve ever seen in my life. For Christ’s sake, it’s lime green! I don’t want to be cruising town in that hideous thing,” he scoffed.

I laughed. “Well, I admit, it is pretty bad. Why in the world did she pick a Gremlin?”

“You know why. That asshole John and his penny-pinching,” he spat. “It wasn’t even his money buying it.” I knew she was coerced into buying the lowest-priced vehicle on the market by Brad’s stepfather, John.

“Yeah, I know,” I replied. “Hey! Maybe I can talk Mom and Dad into giving me my Corvette early, then you could drive us around in it until I turn sixteen.”

“A Corvette?” Brad recoiled and looked at me with skepticism. “You really think your parents are going to buy you a Corvette?”

“Well, if they don’t, I know I can talk Grandpa Stuart into it. Six grand is nothing to him and I got him eating out of the palm of my hand.”

Grandpa Stuart was a four-star general in World War II. He retired from the military after the war, got into designing military weapons, and started his own company. It was a big success and he made millions in government contracts. He was now retired and my Uncle Robert ran the company. I knew my grandparents were worth millions. Their house was practically a mansion. Grandpa collected old weapons dating back to Roman times and every time I visited, he had a new one to show me. I loved to talk history with him, and although he’s got two other grandchildren, I knew I was his favorite.

“Eating out of the palm of your hand. I’ll show you eating out of the palm of your hand.” Brad reached over and began tickling me in my most sensitive spots.

I laughed loudly as tears formed in my eyes. “Stop! Stop!” I yelled.

Relenting, he removed his hands before leaning over and pressing his lips against mine.

I eagerly returned his kiss.




• • •




A half hour later, Brad and I went downstairs. The delicious aroma of chocolate chip pancakes wafted up the stairs.

Entering the kitchen, I spotted Dad sitting at the table reading his morning paper, while Mom was bent over the table, placing a large plate full of pancakes in the center.

Upon hearing our footsteps she looked up.

“And here’s the birthday boy!” She immediately smiled at my best friend.

I watched Brad’s eyes light up at Mom’s greeting. Although Mom knew the date of Brad’s birthday, she still impressed me that she would go through the bother of surprising him with his favorite breakfast.

“Thanks, Mrs. Stuart.” Brad grinned from ear to ear.

“Well, come on, birthday boy. Get over here and sit down.” She waved him over.

Dad put down his paper. “Happy birthday, Brad.”

“Thanks, Mr. Stuart.” Brad took a seat.

“Sixteen years old. Where has the time gone? I still remember when you and Shawn were making mud pies in the backyard.” Mom shook her head.

“I made the mud pies, Brad just ate them,” I smirked as Mom poured me a cup of coffee.

“Only because you dared me,” Brad said.

Mom grinned as she sat the coffee pot down on the warmer. “You boys and those dares. Those dares have gotten you two into more trouble over the years.”

Dad peered over his reading glasses at me. “Case in point: Thanksgiving.”

I recalled with humor, my little dare from Brad to wear a tiny Speedo on the beach in Nassau, and ended up getting drunk and accidentally mooning my parents. It was the result of that incident that I got sent to my Granddad and Grandma Bellums for a weekend on the farm, where I met my look-alike cousin Will.

I gave Dad a cheesy grin. “Yeah…well…I finally got Brad’s General Aldo after three years which completed my Planet of the Apes figure collection.”

Dad smiled before folding his paper and laying it beside his plate.

“What time is your cousin getting here?” Brad asked as he poured maple syrup over his flapjacks.

“We’re picking him up at the train station at ten,” I answered as I took a sip of the freshly brewed black coffee. “I can’t wait for you to meet him.”

“You go on about how much you guys look just alike. I really find that hard to believe,” Brad commented as he picked up his fork.

“Dude. Oh my god, he’s like my twin. I mean, my hair is straight and his is curly, but other than that, we look just alike. I mean, we’re even the same height.”

Brad cocked his eyes sideways at me, the corner of his mouth pulled up slightly. “You mean short?”

“Shut up, Big Foot,” I quipped. At six-two, Brad did tower over my five-nine frame, but his tallness never bothered me. In fact, I found it quite attractive.

“I haven’t seen Will since he was probably four or five when your Great Uncle Melvin died, and your father and I went to the funeral,” Mom said.

I started thinking about the Bellums family secret Will had told me that split the family apart, and that secret being the reason none of Granddad and Granny Bellums’ children never came to visit. 

Pulling an Inspector Kojak, I decided to pry a little. “Hey, Mom,” I stabbed my fork into the stack of pancakes, and began piling them on my plate, “why do we never go visit Granddad and Granny much? Will says none of the family ever comes to visit either. Why is that?”

I saw Mom’s expression sour for a moment as Dad caught her eye and gave her a knowing look. This piqued my curiosity even more.

“Umm…well,” she stammered, “let’s just say there were some disagreements in the past and leave it at that.”

“What kind of disagreements?” I pushed.

She waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, it happened years ago. It’s not important. So, Brad. What did you ask for on your birthday?” she asked, quickly changing the subject.

I felt slighted that my mother refused to reveal any details. Will thought maybe it had something to do with his Grandma Elizabeth, my mother’s sister, who had been locked up in an insane asylum most of her life. Obviously, it must have been one hell of a family disagreement if nobody was willing to talk about it. It really didn’t seem important, so I decided to let it go.

“Nothing, really,” Brad answered. “Mom got me some new clothes for Christmas. I’m not really sure if I’ll get anything else since yesterday was Christmas and all,” he shrugged.

All the years that Brad had received presents on Christmas Day from his mom and John, only to be told they were for both the holiday and his birthday. Most of the time, they didn’t even go through the effort of wrapping at least one of them in birthday-themed paper. His birthday always seemed to get lost in the holiday celebration. “Having a birthday at Christmas is a real bummer.”

“Eh,” Brad shrugged. “It’s no big deal. I’m used to it.”

With those words, I looked to Mom and Dad knowingly. “Umm…I need to run to the bathroom.” I made an excuse to leave the room. Jumping up, I scrambled toward the hallway, where I laid my eyes on the brand new Huffy bicycle leaning against the wall with the big blue bow tied on the handlebars. Smiling, I walked over, grabbed it, and wheeled it into the kitchen, where Brad busied himself wiping his mouth with his napkin.

Upon hearing the clicking sound of the wheels turning, he whipped his head toward me.

“Happy birthday!” I yelled.

Brad’s eyes bulged and he pointed. “That’s for me?” he asked, his voice high.

“Yep. From me. No more duct tape on the seat.” I laughed thinking of my old bike I’d given to him a year or so ago that was literally on its last wheel.

“Oh wow, dude. You didn’t have to do that.” He stood up.

“Eh. That’s what best friends are for,” I said, knowing it was much more than that. I would have given him the moon if I could. I loved Brad more than anyone else in the world. My gold chain I gave him for Christmas acted as my promise ring to him.

Dad cleared his throat. “Brad. Mrs. Stuart and I have gotten you a little something as well.”

Mom reached into the pocket of her housecoat and pulled out what looked to be a birthday card-sized envelope and held it out for Brad. I tilted my head at Dad curiously. This was definitely something I was not expecting. He and Mom had given Brad a turtleneck sweater for Christmas, but I wasn’t expecting them to give him much more than a scarf for his birthday.

Surprised, Brad reached out and took it as Mom smiled at him gently.

Tearing open the envelope and sliding out the card, he unfolded it. I watched as he read the card before lifting what looked to be a check. Taking it in his hand and staring at it, his eyes widened.

My pulse raced and my excitement grew. “What is it?” Brad looked at me in stunned silence. “What?” I reached over and grabbed the check from him.

I stared in disbelief at the check made payable to Brad De Vries for one thousand dollars.

“Holy shit! A thousand dollars!” I exclaimed.

Brad looked to my parents. “Is this really for me?” he asked with a quiver of emotion in his voice.

“Of course,” Mom said. “You’re like a second son to us and we wanted to do something special for you for your sixteenth birthday. That’s yours to spend however you want.”

Brad, who had tears forming in his eyes, moved around the table and gave my mom a hug. “Thank you, Mrs. Stuart. You don’t know how much this means to me,” he said.

I sniffled as Mom gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “We love you.”

“You’re a fine young man, Brad. We’re proud Shawn has you for a friend,” my father said.

“Thank you, sir,” he replied.

“A whole grand!” I yelled. “What are you going to do with it?”

Brad wiped his nose with his sleeve and a knowing grin appeared on his face. “Well. It’s kinda obvious, isn’t it?”

I grinned widely, knowing exactly what he was thinking.

“What?” Mom asked as if she didn’t know.

Dad laughed. “Think about it, Mary, he’s sixteen.”

Mom sighed. “Oh boy, now I’ll be worrying myself sick with you two out there on the road.”

I glanced at my present to Brad. “Well, I guess you won’t be needing the bike.”

“Nah, dude. It’s not like I’m gonna rush out and buy a car today,” he laughed. “Besides, I like it when we go ride in the park.”




Chapter Two

Will







Wednesday, December 26, 1973

Derbyshire, Connecticut




The click-and-clack of the train on the tracks slowed as we neared the station. I glanced out the window at the station coming up on my right, before turning my head to the elderly lady sitting next to me.

“Home at last,” she creaked. “It’s always good to visit my daughter, but mercy…my grandkids wear me out.”

“Yes, ma’am. I can understand that.” I smiled and set my copy of Breakfast of Champions aside.

She sentimentally patted me on the knee. “I enjoyed hearing about your great-grandparents’ farm. Brings back a lot of good memories growing up. I miss the old farm place.”

“I’m glad I could help bring back some good memories,” I said as the train came to a stop.

I felt a slight twinge of nervousness at staying with my cousin Shawn’s family for a few days. I’d never met his parents. All I knew is that they were rich but weren’t pretentious. At least, that was the impression I got from Shawn. While I normally blazed headstrong into any situation without fear, somehow this felt different. I really didn’t know any of my extended family, having only seen them a few times in my life. None of them ever visited my great-grandparents or the farm.

Distracting me from my thoughts, the elderly lady stood to reach up for her bag in the overhead bin. I jumped up and pulled down her small blue Samsonite suitcase along with mine. “No, ma’am, let me get it.”

“Thank you, young man.” She grabbed her walking cane just as the porter came to assist her. “Hope you enjoy your stay with your cousin.”

“Me too. Thank you, ma’am,” I said, before she hobbled away.

Stepping off the train, I peered down the platform. People coming off the train blocked my view for a few moments before a clearing opened up and I spotted my look-alike cousin and a tall guy that had the longest hair on a dude I’d ever seen in my life. It had to be my cousin’s boyfriend Brad.

Seeing me, Shawn waved excited. “Hey, Will!” he yelled excitedly from halfway down the platform. My nervousness eased for the moment upon seeing the friendly face of my new favorite cousin.

Moments later, they were both standing in front of me grinning from ear to ear. Before I could speak a word, the blond guy’s mouth dropped. “Holy shit! You weren’t kidding. You guys are twins!”

“I told you!” Shawn laughed giddily.

“Wow.” Brad looked from Shawn to me, studying both of us.

“Will. This is Brad. Brad this is Will,” Shawn said.

“Cool hair, dude. I bet your parents really dig that,” I chuckled, observing the hair that hung just below his waist. “My pops would shit bricks if I grew my hair that long. Probably sheer me like one of our sheep while I slept.” I made a buzzing sound and gestured with an invisible set of clippers over my head.

“Yeah, man,” Brad shook his long-flowing hair, “I stopped cutting it five years ago just to piss off my asshole step-father,” he said proudly.

“Fight the power, man. Fight the power.” I raised my fist in a gesture of solidarity.

Brad did the same. “Right on, brother!”

Shawn rolled his eyes. “I think you two are the twins.”

As they led me from the station and to the parking lot, I chatted about my morning struggling to get ready and having to depend on Granddad Bellums for a ride to the train station since Mom and Dad were both on the farm. Ahead, I spotted an attractive black-haired lady sitting behind the wheel of a Volvo. She looked vaguely familiar, and I could only assume she was my Great Aunt Mary. I felt my nervousness wanting to return, but made up my mind that I was not going to let my rich aunt intimidate me. Instead, I turned to humor. “What? No limo?”

“Nah, it’s in the shop,” Shawn shot back. He had quickly caught on to my sense of humor over the days we had spent together on the farm.

I gave him a mischievous grin. “I came to be pampered.”

“I can tell you that won’t be happening,” Brad stated very matter-of-fact.

I let out a boisterous laugh. “I’m kidding.”

As we approached the car, the lady in the driver’s seat opened the door and stepped out. She looked at Shawn before focusing on me. Immediately, the blood drained from her face as her eyes went back and forth between me and her son. I found her reaction very concerning. The look on her face was exactly like my parents’ when they met Shawn.

“Um…Wi…ll…iam?” she stuttered.

Glancing at Shawn, I took notice of the confused look on his face.

“You okay, Mom?” he asked, all his previous excitement at seeing me gone.

She gave him almost forced smile. “Yes…I just wasn’t expecting you and William…to look so much alike. It just came as a shock.”

Shawn grimaced. “I told you we looked alike.”

“I know.” She waved her hand dismissively and laughed nervously. She smiled. “Never mind me. I’m your Great Aunt Mary. You probably don’t remember me.” She held out her hand.

“No, ma’am. It’s nice to meet you,” I said, watching her face beginning to warm again as I shook her hand. “Thank you for letting me come visit for a few days.”

“We’re glad to have you, William.”

“Please call me Will,” I replied, not really liking people to call me by my given name. Granddad and Granny had called me Willy since I was little, and I didn’t mind it from them since they were old, but for some reason William always seemed too formal for my liking. The name seemed more fitting for a prince than for a farm boy like me.

Shawn grabbed my suitcase and placed it in the trunk of the car. “You can ride in the back with me,” he said as he closed the lid.

I took the seat behind Great Aunt Mary and Shawn took the seat behind Brad. He looked to his mother. “You should let Brad drive, Mom,” he said as she started the engine.

A skeptical laugh escaped her lips as she put the car into drive. “Not until he has a driver’s license.”

Shawn turned his head to me. “It’s Brad’s birthday today. He’s sixteen.”

“Oh, happy birthday.”

“Thanks.” Brad glanced back.

“Oh!” Shawn spoke up. “Speaking of birthdays. I was going to ask you. When’s yours?”

“October fifteenth,” I replied.

Immediately his jaw dropped and his face became ashen. “Ummm… what…year?”

“1958. Why?” I replied with a confused expression on my face.

“That’s…my…birth date,” he said in a very soft voice before turning to look toward his mother. “Mom, did you know Will and I were born on the same day?” he asked in a very solemn tone. Admittedly, I was shocked as well.

Without missing a beat, his mother answered. “Oh, yes, I seem to recall that you two shared the same birthday. That makes three Libras in the car including me.” She let out a nervous laugh.

Shawn looked at me again. He wasn’t smiling and neither was I. It all seemed a bit too coincidental to me.

Aunt Mary immediately changed the subject. “Brad. Your mother said that she’s giving you a little birthday party this evening.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Brad let out a long-winded sigh. “Mom’s making a cake and John is cooking burgers on the grill.”

“Grilling when there’s snow on the ground?” Aunt Mary asked, amused.

“Weather isn’t going to keep John from grilling,” Brad answered. “He sees it as an excuse to drink beer. Like he really needs another reason.” He rolled his eyes as I recalled the conversation on the train station platform concerning his stepfather’s disapproval of his long hair. Obviously, he and John did not get along. I cut my eyes to Shawn, who slowly seemed to be recovering from our common birth date discovery. I reached over and poked his leg with my finger, giving him a questioning look. “You okay?” I mouthed.

He nodded before saying aloud and wrinkling his nose, “Beer is so nasty.”

Aunt Mary cleared her throat. “I don’t know whether to be glad you dislike it or upset that you’ve tried it.”

“Be glad I don’t like it. Do you like beer?” he asked me.

“No. I’m with you on that one. That stuff tastes like sh…” I started before realizing my Aunt was sitting in the front seat and might not appreciate my bad language, “…garbage.”

Brad and Shawn laughed and Aunt Mary chuckled slightly.

“Sorry,” I apologized. “My mouth is always getting me in trouble. Dad says I was born without a filter.”

“It’s okay. We all have our little vices,” she replied. I noticed her looking at me in the rearview mirror.

It took around ten minutes before we turned off onto a long brick-paved driveway leading to an enormous two-story modern-style house. It definitely confirmed what my own parents had said: Shawn’s family definitely had money. I studied the architecture of the large home as we drove closer to the house; it looked like a series of interconnecting cubes. I guessed that each “cube” was a separate room; most of them had no window coverings, making it very plain to see what was inside each one of them. I assumed the windows that did have coverings were probably bedrooms. Probably designed by some famous architect, the thought ran through my mind. I whistled.

Shawn looked at me and laughed. “It’s not that impressive.”

I laughed. “Maybe not to you, cuz. How big is it?”

“I have no idea,” Shawn replied.

“About ten thousand square feet,” his mother answered.

“Ten thousand square feet!” My eyes widened. “That’s like ten times the size of my house.”

My father built our house with only two bedrooms, a kitchen, living room, and one bathroom we all shared. It was tiny, but adequate for the three of us. Sharing one bathroom was a pain, especially when you had to go and Dad was camped out on the toilet with his newspaper and cigarettes. Many times, I would end up going behind the house to take a leak.

One of the four garage doors began to rise. Next to the empty spot Aunt Mary pulled her Volvo into was a red 1972 Corvette, a white 1973 Ford F-100 Pickup, and a 1969 or ’70 Range Rover. I couldn’t figure out the year of the Rover since the years’ models so closely resembled each other. “Whew. I love that ’72 Corvette.” I whistled as we came to a stop.

“That’s my dad’s baby. I want a new ’74, maybe a ’75 if the new models are out by my birthday. Hint, hint, Mom. Hint, hint.” He aimed his voice toward his mother.

She sighed. “I hear ya, honey. You remind me and your dad of that at least once a week.”

“Granddad says he’s giving me his ’41 Ford when I get my license,” I said.

Shawn laughed. “Riding in that thing is like riding in a tank! I kept bumping my head on the ceiling that entire trip from the train station to their house! Why would you want that old thing?”

“It’s a classic,” I argued, although it did ride rather rough.

My cousin scoffed, “If you say so.”

Entering the house through the garage, I was blown away by the enormous kitchen with the double oven, avocado green refrigerator, and orange counter tops. The recessed lighting added to the very modern look of the full kitchen. I ran my eyes around the room.

“Mom says you’re staying in the guest bedroom next to mine,” Shawn said.

I nodded before he led me up the carpeted stairs leading off the kitchen with Brad in tow. Entering my room for the next several days, my eyes were assaulted by the dark red shag carpeting, the red velvet chairs, and the crushed red velvet bedspread. The plush décor made the room look like one of those hotel rooms I’d seen advertised on TV in some fancy New York City weekend getaway.

My cousin pointed back toward the door. “The bathroom is at the other end of the hallway.”

“Fancy.” I checked out the very modern dresser and chest of drawers. “Where’s my chamber maid?” I teased.

“She’ll be along shortly,” Shawn replied without missing a beat, “She’s busy fluffing my pillows.”

I clicked my tongue at him, impressed that he could hold his own with his witty comebacks.

“Well, I need to be getting back home for my ‘little party’,” Brad said, looking down at the leather-banded wristwatch on his arm. “I’m not looking forward to this. I wish you were going to be there.” He walked over to Shawn and put his arms around him.

“Me too, but it’ll be okay.” Shawn looked him in the eyes before leaning up and giving him a kiss.

I admit I was a little taken aback from watching two guys kiss. While Marc and I had kissed many times, seeing two other guys do it for the first time made me feel a little weird.

“I guess,” Brad sighed as he pulled back. “Just hope John doesn’t get drunk and start going on about my future in air conditioning repair.”

Shawn looked him in the eyes. “Don’t listen to him. You’re going to college with me.”

I could see from the look in Shawn’s eyes he loved Brad. Not revealing my true feelings to Marc filled me with regret.

“Okay,” Brad smiled. “If you say so.” He looked at me. “Later, Will.” He turned and walked toward the door.

“Later,” I replied as he disappeared around the corner.

“So, I think Mom is making lunch. I thought after we eat, we could go for a swim. Did you bring your swimsuit?” Shawn asked me.

“I don’t wear one. I prefer au naturel,” I said in an even tone.

“Well, Mom requires a minimum of underwear at her table, so strip after we eat,” he said smoothly.

I couldn’t help but laugh. Shawn definitely got my sense of humor.

After a quick lunch of tuna sandwiches and potato chips, Shawn and I decided to forgo the swim and head straight to the hot tub that sat adjacent to the heated swimming pool. I sat with my arms stretched out around the edge of the pool. The warm, steamy water relaxed my tight muscles as beads of sweat formed on my forehead. I gazed out the large glass windows to the beautiful view of the snow-covered trees. “This place is like a palace.”

“A palace?” Shawn laughed, stretching his arms around the opposite edge of the tub. “Not hardly. I’ve been to a palace in Saudi Arabia and this is nothing.”

“Ooh fancy,” I sassed. “Just where all have you been?” I reached for my Coke bottle.

He gazed upward. “Umm…let’s see. England, Saudi Arabia, Germany, Japan, Mexico, Belize…ummm…France in ’70…oh and Australia, but I was two and don’t really remember it,” he shrugged a shoulder.

“Damn, dude! The farthest I’ve been was the Jersey Shore and it wasn’t all that great,” I laughed. “In fact, it was kind of a dump.” I wrinkled my nose recalling the local guys that hung around the beach looking all tan and muscular with brains the size of a pea.

Shawn shook his head in disgust. “Yeah, Brad and I got into a run-in with some of those Jersey Dudes when we were there with my parents last year. They were assholes. Brad stomped this one guy’s ass.”

“Brad looks like he could kick some ass.” The first thing I had noticed about Shawn’s boyfriend, other than his extremely long hair, was his size. At least six-two and at least two hundred and twenty pounds, he was definitely someone I wouldn’t want to mess with. He was handsome, but not really my type.

“Dude, he’s all muscle and doesn’t take shit from anyone, except that asshole stepfather of his,” he said, dismayed. “He used to play football…and was really good at it.”

“If he was that good, why did he quit?” I asked the obvious question.

“I’d asked him that same question for two years, but he would never give me an honest answer. He finally admitted to me just the other day it was because he kept getting turned on in the locker room, and he was afraid some of the other guys would catch him,” he chuckled.

“Been there, done that,” I said, recalling many times in the gym locker room I had to keep my eyes glued to the floor, the wall, or anywhere else but at the naked bodies of my teammates. On the few occasions when things did rise, I’d just start complaining about my girlfriend not putting out. That always seemed to quell their suspicions.

Shawn rolled his eyes. “Haven’t we all?”

I looked at my cousin for a second and debated to ask him the question that was on my mind. “Can I…oh, never mind, it’s none of my business,” I said, deciding it best not to pry into that aspect of Shawn and Brad’s relationship.

“What?” Shawn smiled. “Go ahead. You can ask me anything.”

“Well…Brad seems like the type that likes to be in charge. Doesn’t that bother you?” I asked. “Personally, I could never let anyone boss me around, especially another guy.” Although Marc and I were never in a relationship, he always looked to me to make the decisions, such as where to go or what to do. Marc was naturally a very shy and timid person. It was fairly obvious from Brad’s behavior and the fact that, physically, he was so much bigger than Shawn he was the dominant one in the relationship.

“Brad doesn’t boss me around. I mean,” he shrugged, “he likes to be in control, but he’s just that type of guy. I let him lead but he’s certainly not going tell me what to do and he knows that.”

Reading between the lines, it was obvious my cousin was the Marc in their relationship.

The conversation lulled for a moment as the sound of bubbling water made me feel as though I was floating. I’d never actually sat in a hot tub. I’d only seen them on the television as a luxury found in fancy hotel rooms or rich people’s homes. As a kid, my friend Reggie and I used to fill one of Granddad’s horse troughs with water and let it sit in the hot sun for a few hours, then get in and pretend we were rich. Reggie would convince his little brother to be our butler and have him bring us bottles of root beer served to us on a scrap piece of plywood.

Growing up on the farm, we always had to be creative in finding things to do with little money. My parents and I lived with my Great Granddad and Granny Bellums until I was around ten years old. My maternal grandfather passed away on my tenth birthday leaving my mother enough money for my father to build us a little house down the hill from my great-grandparents. My maternal grandmother died before I was even born. There were many years we survived on wild game and the vegetables from our garden. Growing up poor was not fun, but I knew my parents loved me and gave me what they could. We’d been lucky in the past few years that the farm did well enough for us to afford a little more. I certainly grew up differently than my cousin.

Shawn interrupted my inner thoughts. “You know? Don’t you think it’s weird that we look so much alike to be distant cousins? I mean, we learned about genetics in science and the chances of us looking this much alike are…astronomical.”

“Yeah, I know. Other than my hair is curly and yours is straight, we’re practically identical twins.” I shoved my mop of curls over my head and stared at his face.

Shawn glanced down at the part of him below the water before nodding toward my waist “So, umm…I noticed something else we have in common.” His face became slightly flush.

I laughed, knowing immediately what he was talking about because I had noticed it, too, changing into our swimsuits.

“Oh yeah,” I laughed. “The guys on the basketball team call me Python.”

“Anaconda. God, I hate that nickname.” He rolled his eyes.

I let out a loud laugh. “Hey, dude, embrace it.”

“I try! I mean, it doesn’t bother me as bad as it did in like seventh grade, but it sometimes gets to me.”

“Dude, they’re just jealous.” I waved my hand dismissively. “Say something like ‘your Mama sure enjoyed it last night’ or some shit like that. The worst thing to do is act like it bothers you.”

Shawn shrugged. “I suppose.”

“Listen, dude, trust me. Fight back. That goes with anything. If you don’t like something or someone pisses you off, do something about it. Don’t sit back and take it. My pops taught me that.”

I thought about the time that my pops threw an encyclopedia salesman out of our house by the seat of his pants when the guy refused to take “no” for an answer.

“Yeah, but your pops is like a giant,” Shawn laughed.

“Size doesn’t make any difference. Look at me. I’m five-nine and a hundred and fifty-five pounds and I’ve kicked a few asses in my time.” I recalled the last time I punched out this guy in my class for picking on Marc for his skin color.

“Eh,” Shawn shrugged his shoulder. “If I need an ass kicked, I’ll just get Brad to do it.”

I laughed. “Whatever works, cuz.”

I roamed my eyes around the poolroom once again and decided to change the subject. “I just can’t get over this house. Our house isn’t much bigger than your kitchen and living room put together. Wish my parents could afford a place like this.”

“I suppose I’m lucky,” Shawn said.

“You’re very lucky. There’s been a couple of years where Dad almost lost the farm and the house after a bad growing season. If we didn’t have that deer meat in the freezer, we might have starved to death.”

“I’m sorry,” he frowned.

“Eh. It’s okay. The last couple of years have been good. For the first time I actually got something I wanted for Christmas: a Remington 700 rifle.”

“Cool,” Shawn said. “I got mostly clothes…oh, and an autographed guitar that belonged to Jimmy Page from Led Zeppelin.”

My eyes bulged. “You’re shitting me.”

“My dad’s boss is friends with his manager.”

“Rich boy,” I teased.

“Yeah, I know, but really, I don’t like to brag about it. If there’s one thing my parents have taught me is not to act like privileged asshole. Going to public school and being around Brad’s family…I see things differently than those stuck-up asshole kids of some of my parent’s friends.”

“I can tell you’re not like those other kids.” I became reflective. “Well, I don’t care if my parents have money or not. I’d rather be poor and have parents who I know love me.”

“With you there, cuz. I know my parents love me as much as I love them,” he said softly.

“Another thing we have in common,” I said, “our parents are the best!”




• • •




Shawn




Thursday, December 27, 1973 A.M.




“Shawn. Wake up.”

I felt a hand on my shoulder shaking me as my eyes slowly opened. The last memory of me and Will sitting up late the prior evening watching some old sci-fi movie on TV flashed through my head.

“Shawn,” the voice repeated. This time I recognized it as belonging to my mother.

“Yeah,” I moaned, “What time is it?”

“It’s eight a.m.,” she answered. “I need you to get up and get dressed.”

I immediately recognized the tone of her voice as being one that she only uses when there is something wrong; the last time being when my father’s car got stranded in a snowstorm while driving to D.C. for a business meeting. Luckily, he was able to find a payphone and let us know he was okay.
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