
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


sacrifice to their gods

by
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It’s 1976, and America has just celebrated its 200th birthday. But Sean isn’t celebrating. He has just graduated from high school in small town Alliance Iowa, and his long time adversary Geoff Spencer just found out that he’s gay. And now the whole town will know. 
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It was still August, but already a soft breeze carried the scent of what was sure to be an early Fall; a too early crispness was in the air. The dusty smell of field corn turning from green to brown stung at my nose. The bleakness of a Southeast Iowa Winter would soon follow.

I wouldn’t be here. I would be in California. California had been the destination of generations of people before me who were looking for a new life, and now like those people, I would find a new life there. A new beginning. That resolve was the only thing that kept my feet moving. 

The decision hadn’t been an easy one, but it sure beat hell out of anything that had come in second place. And I knew when I’d had that final row with Dad last week that I had to do something. It was the worst of countless fall outs that we’d had this summer.

‘You’ve got to quit this damn behavior now and for good!’ he had yelled at me. 

“Coming home all hours, drinking, most likely doing drugs too! You would have probably been in jail if it wasn’t for your family’s standing in this community.”

And I’d talked back to him again. Swore at him. Swore at the Dad who had always been a ‘best friend’ to me.

But there was nothing that I could do to change how things were going in my life. At least not here. Dad could never understand what was going on in my life.

And I’d retreated again. Retreated like I’d done on so many days these past weeks. Ran away in anger. Ran away to sulk.  But this time ran away to make decisions. Resolve to somehow escape this hell that I’d found myself in this past summer. And once I’d made that resolution I knew I had to follow through with it, and I had to follow through with it now.

I stepped from the blacktop road that led from home onto the two-lane highway. I shifted my suitcase from my right hand to my left, and turned to look back at the town. The sign on the other side of the highway announced, "Alliance - Pop.8300".

I looked cautiously up and down the road, ready to stick my thumb out for the first passing car, but it was imperative that I catch a ride with a stranger. 

I reached in my shirt pocket to check for the Amtrak ticket that I would use once I was far enough away from home and the prying questions of anyone who would know me. The ticket was there. So was the letter that I would mail to Mom and Dad just before I got on the train. 

I pulled it out to re-check that it said just what I wanted it to say.

––––––––
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Dear Mom and Dad,

I am leaving for a while because I feel I have to. Not just for my sake, but for yours and for Grandma and Granddad’s as well. I know that you probably won’t understand, but please be assured that it is best.

I’m sorry about college. I know you’ll be disappointed, but I just can’t do it right now.

I'm sorry too for the arguments that we’ve had lately. I know they were mostly my fault, but they too were caused by the reason that I need to leave.

I will phone to let you know where I am, but probably not for a few weeks. Please don't worry, I'll be alright. I know how to take care of myself.

Please! Don't worry!

I love you very much,

Sean

It was enough. I folded it, and put it back in my pocket. 

Everything was Red, White and Blue this year. It was 1976 and America had just celebrated its two hundredth birthday. The things that I thought were really neat, like the concept of ‘Hands Across America’, the plan to have people from the Atlantic to the Pacific coasts actually join hands creating a chain of people holding hands across the nation, had failed to reach fruition. In their stead were millions and millions of artifacts of cheap red, white and blue plastic junk. 

I looked at the scene of the town spread before me and thought it could just as easily have been 1946, or even 1936. Alliance Iowa was the perfect picture of Americana. A Norman Rockwell painting, straight off the cover of an old Saturday Evening Post. The romantic hometown setting of every boy growing up in the good old U. S. of A.

Gerald Ford, after Nixon had finally resigned in the wake of the Watergate scandal, had at long last gotten us out of Vietnam’s incompatible conflict where we had futilely spent the futures of thousands of young lives.

In the rest of the world, Protestant Unionists were still killing Catholics and the Irish Republican Army was still killing Protestants in the streets of Northern Ireland. There had been a relative calm in Israel since 1973, but Arabs were still killing Jews and Jews were still killing Arabs. And after decades of tension, the killing continued in Korea. 

Here in the United States, in the upcoming presidential election between Ford and Jimmy Carter, both platforms included some manner of reaffirming our pledge for equal rights.

And here in good old home town USA, in the vogue trivial-minded spirit of the red, white and blue plastic junk that proliferated this bi-centennial year, good citizens of Alliance were seated in their quasi-judicial chairs passing verdict on lives that they had no way of comprehending. 

I walked backward away from town looking down the highway to where it entered the city limits and became Main Street. The steeple of the old Catholic Church, the church where Alliance’s, mostly German Catholics attended, stood on the left soaring high above the rest of the town. 

My mother was a Krieg. The Kriegs were German descendants too, but they were protestant, and they had been a prominent Alliance family longer than anyone living could remember. My grandfather Krieg was a major landowner with over thirteen hundred acres of farmland on the northwest side of town. 

And even though my mother had married an Irish Catholic from Chicago and had moved back there with him for nearly twenty years, I was still a Krieg family son. That family esteem had been a part of who I was over the years, but now that had come to an end. And I knew I couldn’t live here. Not anymore. I couldn’t live here for myself and I couldn’t live here for my family.

I hated how things had changed. I hated how this town had changed. The two sides had in reality always existed, the respect for the right families and the contempt for those who didn’t fit in, but now I knew how cuttingly the prevalence of those two sides existed. I knew because I had crossed over that elusive line of approval. And I knew that that old family esteem would mean nothing now. I had become the sacrificial lamb that must be offered up to their god's.

I lifted my leaden feet as I walked away from that familiar past. Reaching up with the back of my hand, I wiped away the wetness that had formed in my eyes as I surveyed the scene of the town, possibly for the last time. And I was aware of the desperation of an animal that would chew off its own leg to free itself from a trap. 

My eyes scanned from the church steeple to the old water tower on the far side of town, where Robby and I had spent endless hours climbing, and I thought, ‘bookends—bookends holding between them the volumes of my eighteen years'.

My thoughts drifted back to Robby and those infinite days of summer when all of eternity stretched before us, and to that spring day just five years ago. And my heart ached for Robby—and for those innocent days.
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CHAPTER TWO 
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I awoke at seven a.m. to the warmth of the early June sun beaming through the window of the bedroom that I shared with my older brother Jimmy when we visited our grandparents’ farm. But today was different. Today was the happiest day of my life, and I was bursting to get to Robby’s to tell him the news. I jumped into what was my usual summer outfit at the farm, cutoff blue-jeans, white t-shirt and barefoot, and ran down the stairs. My thirteen year old boyish exuberance was checked by Grandma as I started through the kitchen for the back door.

“You’ll eat a good breakfast before heading out to your adventures.” She said. “Robby’ll still be there when you’re finished.” 

Robby Ellison was my best friend. He lived just down the road from my mother’s parent’s farm, where I had spent most of my summers and nearly all of my vacations during the school year. We had even made a pact one summer when we were eight or nine. We’d seen it in some corny western movie and agreed to do it. Robby took out his pocket knife, and each of us making a small cut in the palm of our hand, held them together so that our blood would intermingle. It was now official. We were blood-brothers. With me living in Chicago and Robby in Alliance, we would have other friends, but nothing would ever come between our brotherhood. And we had both existed for each vacation together since we were six years old.

Mom, Dad and I had arrived at the farm late last night, but I had to count the hours until morning before I could go see Robby. Guided by Grandma’s insistence, I gulped down farm fresh eggs and bacon, then headed out through the pasture that separated our farm from Robby’s.   

The warmth of the early sun had already started to burn off the morning dew that felt so refreshing on my feet that had grown tender from the winter in shoes. I ran through the tall grass toward Robby’s, knowing he’d be coming out to do his morning chores at any minute. 

I would catch him off guard.

I was the young renegade Indian brave on a lone sneak attack. The unsuspecting settlers wouldn’t have a chance. I slipped through the tall prairie grass, ducking behind an occasional tree to survey the situation. I worked my way beyond the homestead so that I could see the house as well as the out buildings. A door slammed at the house and someone came out heading for the cattle barn. It was the opportunity that I had been waiting for. I squeezed between the boards of the old wooden gate, crossed the road, and ran to the far corner of the barn. Hiding just inside the open door, I waited for my prey.

I didn’t wait long. The settler came unguardedly around the corner carrying a bucket of corn. I leaped, grabbing him about the shoulders, and threw him to the ground, corn scattering across the barnyard. We rolled, wrestling in the tall damp grass, one struggling to the top, then the other. 

Breathless, I had managed to get on top straddling his stomach, holding his shoulders to the ground.

“Where’d you come from city boy?” Robby said, his chest heaving.

“Ain’t no city boy no more! Guess what?”

“What?”

“We’re moving here!” I said, as I let him up.

“What?” 

“We’re moving here—for good—Dad’s transferring here—he’ll work out of the office here instead of Chicago—we’re going to build a new house just this side of Grandma and Granddad’s and I’ll be living here from now on—we’ll go to school together and everything!” I said, trying to cram everything into one sentence. 

“No shit!” his big brown puppy-dog eyes wide. “Why didn’t anybody tell me? How’d they keep somethin’ like that from me?”

“I Had Grandma and Granddad, your parents and everybody sworn to secrecy so I could tell you myself.” I giggled, proud of the fact that I’d been able to keep the secret from him.

“You turkey.” He said, and this time he tackled me. We rolled and wrestled some more until we were both weak from giggling, me flat on the ground and Robby straddling me, pounding on my chest with his middle knuckle. “I’ll get you good for that turkey, turkey, turkey.” He repeated with each pound to my chest.

When we finally regained our strength, I helped him carry shelled corn to the troughs in the barn as we talked on and on about what had transpired and how much fun we’d have this summer. We had to catch up on everything that had happened since Easter vacation when we’d last seen each other.

“Your Mom gonn’a let you go to public school?” Robby asked. “Ain’t no Catholic schools here.”

“Mom’s agreed as long as I keep my grades up. But if my grades drop, she said it’s back to Chi-town and Catholic boarding school.” 

“You’ll do OK. You gotta’. B’sides, you got good grades in Catholic school. Public school should be a snap for you.”

“Hope so, should do OK.”

“We gotta’ tell Mom.” 

“She already knows. Like I said, I had them all sworn to secrecy. But let’s go see her anyway, I haven’t seen her since Easter.”

We walked in the back door of the kitchen to the delicious aroma of Robby’s mom’s home cooking.

“Hi boys” Robby’s mom said as we walked in. “I’m glad you’re finally here Sean. Robby’s been pacing the floor for two days. How’ve you been?”

“I’m fine. Glad to be back though. Grandma tell you we’re going to build a house here?”

“Yes she’s told me. That’ll be nice—and Robby’ll be thrilled. I expect you’ve already told him all about it.”

“Yeah,” Robby chimed in, “We’ll be together all the time now.”

“I’m sure you will. You want to stay for lunch Sean? I’ve got some homemade vegetable soup just about ready.”

“Sounds great—smells good too. C’n I call home and ask if it’s OK?”

“Of course—you know where the phone is.”

I stayed at Robby’s all day, until his mom finally called out the door, 

“Sean! Your mother just phoned. You’re to get home for dinner.” 

“OK Mrs. Ellison. Thanks. I’m on my way.”

“See ya tomorrow Robby. I gotta do some unpacking in the morning though. Maybe we can get together later.” 

I held out my hand in the usual palm-up gesture. 

Robby slapped it. “See ya tomorrow.”

The next day I’d been busy all morning. Or at least busy when I didn’t get distracted by something I found more interesting. I had promised Mom that I’d unpack some of my clothes and put them away in my room at Grandma’s. We’d just finished lunch, and I was back upstairs in my room cramming things in drawers, anxious to get finished so I could head over to Robby’s. 

I heard Gregg Spencer come in, and through my open bedroom door I could hear him talking to my brother Jimmy in the kitchen downstairs. 

“Thought we could go crusin’ for a while;” Gregg said, “maybe go to Wanda’s for a Coke. See what’s happening down there.”  

“Why not.” Jimmy said, “I’ve got my chores done till tonight. I can go for a while.” 

“Bring your little brother along if you want. I’ve got Geoff with me out in the car. I think him ‘n Sean’ll be in the same grade at school; maybe they can get to know each other better.”

“Hey Shawnee.” Jimmy hollered up the stairs. “Get your shoes on. We’re going to Wanda’s for a coke.” 

I almost stumbled down the stairs, the strings of my tennis shoes flying behind me still untied. I liked Jimmy’s friend Gregg, but his Red Mustang Convertible was the star attraction. Any opportunity for a ride in it put everything else in second place. 

“Sean, you know my brother Geoff don’t you?” Gregg said as we got to his car.

“Yeah, think we’ve met. Hi Geoff.” I said, happy that Gregg had introduced me as Sean, instead of Jimmy’s nickname for me. 

“Hi, what’s happinin’,” He said, as I climbed into the back seat with him, “Heard you‘re movin’ here. You goin’ to school here next fall?”

“Yeah—guess so.”

“What grade?”

“Eighth—You?”

“Yeah, me too. Guess we’ll have classes together.” 

Gregg’s driving technique was foot to the floor, which was cool with me, but the wind in the back seat pretty much drowned out any further conversation until we stopped at Wanda’s

“You and Shawnee sit on the inside.” Gregg said to Geoff as we reached a booth inside. “Me‘n Jimmy’ll sit on the outside.” 

“Adam said you’d decided to go to the University of Illinois.” Gregg said to Jimmy as they sat down.

“Yeah. If Nixon ‘n the draft’ll leave us alone anyway. Illinois’ got the best Ag Management program. Adam ‘n I are both majoring in Ag.” Jimmy said.

Jimmy and Gregg sat discussing their college plans while Geoff and I just kinda’ stared at each other. 

Jimmy was almost five years older than me, had just graduated high school in Chicago, and had arrived here the week before Mom, Dad and I. He was really into the farm, was the apple of Granddad’s eye, and would take over managing the Krieg family farm after he graduated college. He and his best friend Adam Clayton were going to the University of Illinois; Gregg planned to go to the University of Iowa. It was closer, he’d said, and he wanted to be able to come home every weekend so he could help his dad on their farm.

Geoff sat across from me in silence for several minutes, like his mind was contemplating some profound question; then finally, 

“How come they call you Shawnee?” 

“Jimmy used to call me Seany—then somehow it turned into Shawnee. Guess it just stuck.”

“D’ya hate it?”

“Guess it’s O.K. for Jimmy ‘n his friends. But I’d rather be called Sean.”

“Sean it is then.” as he raised his Coke that the waitress just brought.

She set my Coke in front of me, and I clicked it against his glass. “Thanks.”

"So how come you hang out with that twit?”

“Twit? What’a ya mean?”

“Robby.” 

“What? Robby’s cool.”

“He’s a fag.”

“No he ain’t. ‘N he’s my best friend.”

“Whatever! 

“So you goin’ out for any sports?”

“Nah—don’t think so. Maybe swimmin’, if they got a swimmin’ team.” 

“Didn’t think you’d be goin’ out for any real sports. I’m goin’ out for football. Basketball too, probably.

"Hey, maybe we could get up an archery team. You oughta’ be good at archery Shawnee.” Then “Sean.” as he saw Gregg glaring over at him.

“Sorry.” He said to me, but still with a smart-ass grin on his face.

Geoff was a couple inches taller than me, and in fact good looking. But his smart-ass personality detracted from him anything that his looks did for him. The whole afternoon at Wanda’s and in the car afterward was everything that he was great at. Anything I said wasn’t even worthy of discussing. 

I listened to his bragging and tried to be as nice as I could, but I was really beginning to dislike him. I thought he was an asshole. 

I was actually glad to get back home after the afternoon of his jerk-ass attitude. Even a ride in the Mustang was ruined by his arrogance.

The next morning I was at Robby’s by seven thirty. I was eager to get on to our summer adventures.  

But he acted different. He was in one of his dark moods that I’d seen him in recently. And this time it almost seemed like it was aimed at me.  

“What’s wrong Robby? What’s going on?” 

“Nothin’.”

“C’mon on—somethin’s wrong—out with it. This is me, Sean. I know when somethin’s wrong.” 

“J’st Geoff! You gotta’ choose. You can’t be friends with me if you’re gonna be friends with him!” 

"What? I ain’t friends with him. Why, d’you see me with him ‘n Gregg ‘n Jimmy yesterday?”

“Yeah. I was on my way over to your house on my bike. I saw you guys tooling down the road with the top down. You didn’t even see me though.”

“Sorry. I didn’t see you. And I didn’t go with him! I went with Jimmy and Gregg. Gregg asked me to go with them for a ride in the Mustang and for a Coke. Geoff was just there! I never even talked to him before.”

“What’d he say about me?”

“Say about you! He didn’t say anything about you,” I lied, “your name wasn’t even brought up. ‘N I don’t like him either—he’s an asshole.”

“You didn’t tell him about the bridge did you?”

“Tell him about the bridge? Why the hell would I tell him about the bridge? I never tell anybody about the bridge. We talked about school is all. He’s in our grade” 

“It’s just our place! I don’t want anyone else knowing about it. I don’t want anyone else pushing in. B’sides, I like to have just one best friend and you’ve always been my best friend. I just want it to be you and me. I just want it the way it’s always been.” 

I couldn’t believe how jealous Robby was being. And over Geoff Spencer? I didn’t think I’d betrayed our friendship just by being with him.

“It’ll always be that way Robby. You’re my best friend. Till the day we die. Nothin’ will ever change that—we’re blood-brothers—remember? It’ll always be you ‘n me! And I don’t want anyone else knowing about the bridge either. Especially Geoff Spencer.

“I don’t even tell my parents about the bridge, we just go t’ the river.” 

The bridge was our favorite spot. What had once been a well used road crossing the Beaver River about two miles from home, had become over the years just a double dirt path used only by tractors and farm equipment. It led to an old steel trestle bridge with just enough left of the wood plank deck for us to walk out over the river. We considered it our own. It was our secret place where we spent hours fishing, swimming, and just boy goofing around and climbing its structure. And the warm summer days there would end up with one of us daring the other to be the first one stripped and in the water, then spending the next hour or so splashing and dunking each other. 

After a few minutes Robby seemed to forget about my alleged betrayal.

“Dad’s got the Jeep running.” He said, suddenly in brighter spirits. ”Wanna hear it run?”

“Yeah! Your dad let you start it though?”

“Sure. He’s out on the tractor. Key’s in it—he won’t care.”

We ran to the barn and jumped in the old Army Jeep that his dad had been fixing up. Robby started it, and we sat letting our imaginations run wild with thoughts of the excursions that we could take in it. 

Their big old black barn cat jumped from the hay loft and streaked across in front of us. We were immediately transported to Africa, where we had been summoned to hunt down the Black Panther that was killing the villagers. 

I stood on the passenger side holding the upright portion of an old bumper jack that became my rifle, while Robby sped through the jungle in search of the killer. Suddenly we spotted it on the other side of the river. Robby hurried through the shallows to the far bank. Speeding along the river’s edge, we spotted the cat on the top of a knoll. Robby turned the Jeep sharply to the left and skidded to a stop at the bottom of the knoll. I took careful aim and fired off one shot. The big cat whirled around toward us, then with a final snarl, dropped. We jumped out and ran to the top of the knoll. The killer panther was dead. 

Robby grabbed its back end while I took hold of the front, and we draped it across the back of the Jeep. We drove triumphantly into the village through lines of cheering people and shouts of admiration.

The villagers were preparing a feast that night in celebration of our conquest, when the sound of Robby’s dad’s tractor outside brought us abruptly back to an Iowa farm.

I stayed at Robby’s overnight that night. We watched the ‘Creature Feature’ show on TV till after ten, but then his mom came in with ultimate commands. 

“OK boys. You’ve stayed up late enough. Up to bed with you.”

Robby’s room was one of three bedrooms on the second floor at the back of their old Country Victorian farm house. On each side of the room, where the wall began slanting into the ceiling at about four foot high, were bookshelves holding the model car collection that was the highlight of his life.

“You haven’t seen my ‘Vett’ since I got it put together have you?

“No, let me see it.”

I’d given Robby a model of a 1962 Corvette, his favorite year, for Christmas, but I hadn’t seen it since he’d gotten it assembled.

He took it from the top shelf and handed it to me.

“Looks great. You did a good job on it.”

“It’s my favorite now!” He said.

“To bed I said boys!” his mom hollered from the bottom of the stairs.

We stripped to our under shorts and jumped in his bed. Robby pulled the covers over to his side and poked me in the ribs. I grabbed them and pulled them back, then got on top of him pinning his shoulders to the bed. We wrestled and giggled until his dad came to the bottom of the stairs.

“OK guys! Quit the horseplay. It’s time to settle down and go to sleep.”

“Ain’t no horse up here Dad, just me ‘n Sean.” Robby replied.

“OK Robby! To sleep!” he said, still good naturedly.

Robby put his hand over my mouth to silence my laughing, but he was still giggling under his breath himself. Then he put his other hand over and slipped it under my shorts.

“You been exercising it?” he whispered.

I started really laughing, and he clamped his hand down tighter over my mouth.

“Umhm” I mumbled under his hand, then “some,” as he loosened his gag.

“With anybody else?” still under his breath.

“No! You?”

“Just my cousin Cody down in Missouri and his friend Michael. But I didn’t do it with them, I just watched them do it and did it to myself. I only want to do this with you. I didn’t even tell Cody we do it to each other.”

“I’ve never done anything with anyone else. Just you.” I whispered back.

Like most boys our age, we’d started experimenting last summer. And considering that we were blood-brothers we’d decided it would be cool to do it for each other. But we’d always been out in the barn, or at the bridge or somewhere, never in his bedroom.

“Your mom ‘n dad’ll hear us!” I whispered urgently.

“No they won’t, TV’s still on. B’sides, they’ll just think were playing with the horse again.” he said, now giggling loud enough for the whole house to hear. 

That summer was the happiest days of my life. We were turning, sometimes rushing, sometimes reluctantly, from childhood to adolescence. There would never again be anything like our days growing up together. We slept over at each other’s houses at every chance, as we had done during my vacations in the past. And as always we talked and laughed until at least the third warning from our parents to go to sleep. We rode our bicycles downtown to the big square with its court house in the center, and poked around in the stores in the major shopping area surrounding its perimeter. We climbed the old water tower on the east side of downtown, getting braver and more daring each time. We hung out some with the other kids in town, but mostly it was just Robby and me. And our favorite pastime was going to the old bridge. 

​
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CHAPTER THREE
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As the summer progressed Robby and I watched our new house take shape. It was an extremely modern house, totally unlike anything in Alliance. 

It had a low sloping roofline with expansive overhangs, cathedral ceilings and an open floor plan. In the center part of the house was the living room, dining room and kitchen on the upper floor, with an open staircase leading to the family room below. Glass covered both levels of the front and rear of the house from the ground to the roofline. Jimmy’s and my bedrooms and our own bathroom were on one side of the house above the two car garage, and opened onto a small balcony that overlooked the family room on the lower level. Mom and Dad’s bedroom and bath were on the opposite side of the house.

Our family was thrilled with the results of the plan they had chosen. Robby and I thought it was really neat. Granddad Krieg thought it looked like an airport terminal. He thought houses should look like their huge old two story brick Victorian.

When Mom and Dad were first married, they had moved into an upscale apartment in the Near North Side, Downtown Chicago. Other than moving to a larger apartment on a different floor after Jimmy was born, our family had lived in that same building until our move to Alliance, Mom’s hometown. Mom had become quite cosmopolitan during those nearly twenty years in Downtown Chicago, and she was somewhat disappointed about leaving. 

Dad had a respectable position supervising the grain buying facilities that Central Mills Company owned throughout central Illinois and Eastern Iowa, but he was traveling a good deal of the time.   

Granddad Branden and Uncle John, Dad’s oldest brother, had both died of heart attacks over the past two years, and Mom and Dad had determined that a slower paced lifestyle would be a wise move for them. Moving to Alliance would enable Dad to be home all but one or two nights a month and he’d still keep his Vice President of operations position.

Jimmy would be off to college in the fall, but all of his free time and vacations would be spent at the farm until he graduated; then he would take over managing the Krieg Farm operations. It was already a given, that he’d be living in Alliance. 

And me? I was ecstatic. I’d be with Robby all the time now.

It was the logical choice for the whole family, but I guess this extravagant new house, along with trading the Olds in for a new Cadillac, was something of a consolation for them having to leave the upscale lifestyle that they had enjoyed in Chicago. 

It was our first Saturday morning of the summer and Robby and I were on our bikes downtown circling the square.  Robby had some letters to mail for his mom, then we were going to Jacobson’s Sporting Goods just to look around. 

Someone hollered from across the street.

“Sean! We’re meetn’ some of the guys at the park to play some baseball. C’m on, go with us?”

It was Geoff Spencer, along with his buddies Dave Jenson, Jon Andrews, and Pete Simmons.

“Got some letters to mail. We’ll meet you over there in a few minutes.”

“Just us guys Sean. Ain’t gonna be no fag team there.”

I remembered Geoff’s remarks about Robby at Wanda’s the other day, but I had no idea he was actually saying things like that to him. But from the look on Robby’s face, this was clearly routine.

He was staring down at the ground.

“Go on if you wanna.” he said without looking up. “I c’n do somethin.”

“No! We’ll do somethin. I don’t want to go with them either.” 

“Got some other things I gotta do,” I hollered,” Maybe some other time.”

We skipped Jacobson’s and headed to the East side of downtown, away from the park where we knew they’d be playing baseball. We rode over to the back side of the row of commercial buildings and parked our bikes by the old water tower. 

I held my hands together making a step for Robby to get high enough to grab the first cross brace and pull himself up, just as we had done many times over the years. Without need for direction, he locked his legs around a vertical beam and reached down for my hand, giving me a pull, as I walked up the angled leg of steel bracing. From there we could reach the bottom of the ladder that stopped just above ground reach, intending to prevent just what we were doing.

We climbed up the ancient steel frame to the catwalk that went around the old wooden tank that was decaying from years of disuse. Robby reached up behind a loose board and pulled his stash of cigarettes from its hiding place. With our backs against the side of the tank, we could see the whole town without being seen as we sat and smoked. 

Robby made no further comments about Geoff’s remarks. I was curious about the tiff between them, but decided not to bring it up either. If Robby wanted to tell me anything more, he would have to broach the subject.

That evening at dinner, Dad said in his nonchalant manor,

“How’s the view from up there Sean?”

“Um—up where Dad?” knowing full well that somebody’d snitched.

“You know where I’m talking about Sean.”

I looked at Mom to see if she was paying attention to the conversation. Of course she was all ears.

“Um—it’s—uh—OK I guess Dad.” 

I concentrated on digging into my vegetables.

“A little birdie down by the Hardware Store was telling me he saw a couple of kids up on the tower. Thought it kinda’ looked like you and Robby.”

“The old water tower?” Mom jumped in.

"I think you better stay down from there.” Dad said, “It’s too dangerous to be climbing up there.”

“Sure Dad. We will.” 

“Said something about smoke coming from the platform too. Don’t suppose someone was smoking up there.”

I tried to swallow the mouth full of green beans without choking.

“You boys were up on that old water tower and smoking cigarettes? I think a little home confinement might be in order for you.”

“C’mon Mom! We’ll stay down from there.”

“And cigarettes?”

“Sure Mom. We won’t.” hoping that would cover all possible infractions.

With a few more promises, Mom relented on the home confinement. She was usually pretty lenient on my punishment issues.

.

Robby and my trips to downtown became pretty limited over the next weeks. Whenever I mentioned going to town, he would come up with some other idea. We spent almost every day at Robby’s, my grandparents’ farm, or at the bridge. 

And I avoided any mention of Geoff and his group. Whatever lie they chose to tell about Robby didn’t matter. I knew Robby better than anyone. Probably even better than his parents.

By mid-August our new house was finished, and by my insistence Robby stayed overnight almost every night. His mom kept insisting that he was imposing on our hospitality, but my parents assured them that it was fine. They enjoyed having him there. In fact Mom had insisted that we have twin beds in my room precisely for Robby’s overnight stays. Once the TV in the family room was off and Mom and Dad went to bed, it was like we had our own private wing of the house. We didn’t bother Mom and Dad, Robby and I were delighted, and Jimmy didn’t mind. Besides, Jimmy and Adam were already starting to spend time in Champaign Illinois, at the University.  

August was flying by, and Robby and I took advantage of the last days of summer by going to the bridge almost every day. We made a few feeble attempts at our old game of Union Soldiers protecting the railroad bridge from Rebels, but we were quickly outgrowing that game. Mostly it turned into a day of fishing, skinny-dipping, and the uninhibited freedom of running completely naked in the warm summer sunshine.

Summer soon came to an end though, and school started. Robby’s parents insisted that he sleep at home on school nights, but our evenings after dinner were spent at one another’s house studying, usually at our new house.

When I was a little kid and went with Dad to the Central Mills grain elevator, I was fascinated with the built in desks and high stools where the truck drivers filled out their paperwork, and Dad had surprised me by having similar desks made for my bedroom for Robby and me to study at. Robby thought they were great. He almost even enjoyed studying there.

The first day of school, my English teacher asked me to stay after class to discuss what I had been studying in Chicago. When I came out the front door afterward, Geoff Spencer had Robby by the front of his shirt and was trying to coax him around the corner of the building. 

“C’mon Robby,” I could hear him saying, “let’s go back here behind the gym. I got somthin’ for you. You’re gonna like it too.”

His buddies Dave, Jon and Pete were standing nearby laughing and goading him on. 

I was never much into fighting, and I knew I wouldn’t have a chance if all of them stepped in, but I was getting sick of Geoff’s smart-ass comments about Robby.

Geoff didn’t see me until I grabbed hold of his shoulder and spun him around.

“If you’re going to fight with Robby you’re going to have to deal with me first.” I said as I readied myself for the first punch.

“Sean!” his mouth dropped open, obviously surprised. “I wasn’t going to fight him; I was just joking. Just having a little fun, I wouldn’t really hit him or anything.” 

“From now on you can have your fun with me. Leave Robby alone.” I screamed.

“Hey—I don’t wanna fight with you Sean. And I know you two are buddies, I wouldn’t really do anything to him.”

He put his arm across my shoulders as we started away from school, like I was another one of his buddies or something.

“How’s the first day in a new school going for you Seany?” he said, totally ignoring the fact that Robby was even there.

“Alright.” I said, deciding to let the dispute drop for now. “First day for me in a public school though. Guess I’ll like it OK.”

Robby just walked on the other side of me in silence. Whatever their past grievances were, it was obvious that he and Geoff would remain enemies. 

It was clear too that Geoff would always be a credible foe; not only to Robby, but to me as well. He was intelligent, but it was a crafty intelligence. He would always be ready to pounce on any weakness that he perceived. And he would portray the Geoff that he wanted others to see. The real Geoff he would keep hidden inside. 

I didn’t like him, and I guess I felt somewhat the same about Dave, Jon and Pete, merely by association. But I felt that I needed to be vaguely friendly to keep the peace. Jimmy was friends with Geoff’s older brother Gregg, and I didn’t want to create any difficulties on their relationship. 

Besides, I liked Gregg. He had a considerably different personality than Geoff, and he had a red Mustang Convertible that I liked to go riding in. But I would forever have to be on the alert with Geoff.

“We’re all four going out for Football.” Geoff continued as we walked, punching me in the shoulder in his buddy gesture. “Wha’d’ya think o that? We’re gonna kick some ass this year!” 

“Great! We’ll be rootin for you.” I said, obviously including Robby in the ‘we’. 

We reached the town square where we would split off in different directions. Geoff lived on a farm at the north edge of town, with the house just inside the city limits.  Dave, Jon and Pete lived nearby. Robby and I were heading west of the square to the blacktop road on the far western edge of town where we lived.

“See you guys tomorrow.” I said as we started our separate ways.

“Same time—same station.” Geoff quipped.

“Yeah—same time tomorrow.” Jon, Dave and Pete parroted as they headed north along the business side of the square.

Robby still said nothing.

“What’s the word?” I heard Geoff yell across the street.

“Thunderbird!” his buddies replied in unison.

“What’s the price?”

“Fifty twice!”

“Hey Thunderbird, how many gallons today?” Geoff’s question directed at old Tom weaving across the court house yard.

“What the hell’s that all about?” I asked Robby.

“They just can’t leave anybody alone!” He said. “Tom’s alright!”

“What’s Thunderbird got to do with anything—how come they call him that?”

“Thunderbird’s the name of a cheap wine Tom drinks. It’s only about a dollar a bottle, ’n they think they’re cute to call him that

Robby and I walked the rest of the way home in silence. I still figured that if Robby wanted to tell me more about he and Geoff’s conflicts, he’d have to decide how much and when.

“See ya after dinner, OK?” I said, as we reached my house

“Yeah—your house?” 

“Yeah. We’ll catch up on our homework, then watch some TV. About seven, seven thirty?” 

The standard hand slap. “Cool. Be there.”

That evening, Mom, Dad and I were sitting at the dining room table. Mom always insisted that we have dinner together in the dining room, with the good tableware. Just because we had moved to the country, was no reason to get lax on civilities, she had put it.

“Who’s Tom?” I asked, as we were half way through dinner.

“Tom who?” Dad questioned.

“Tom! You know—uptown! The guy they call Thunderbird.

“Who called him Thunderbird?” Mom asked.

“Geoff, ‘n Jon, ‘n Dave, ‘n Pete. They hollered, ‘How many gallons Thunderbird?’”

“I don’t ever want to hear of you calling him that! Or ever speaking disrespectful of him in any way” she said. “I’ll skin you alive.”

“I didn’t call him anything. Neither did Robby. We knew Geoff was just being a smart ‘A’. We don’t do anything just because Geoff does.”

“That’s a pretty good plan,” Dad said, “Geoff’s pretty full of himself. Induces his friends to act the same.”

“Tom Henson’s a World War II veteran.” Mom said. “He spent almost two years in a Japanese prison camp. He’s a nice man. Going through what he went through would mix up anyone’s mind. 

“You boys remember to always respect him for who he is, and for what he’s done.”

“Sure Mom. I’d never want to treat him badly. Robby wouldn’t either. 

"How come Geoff’s such a jerk? Gregg’s always nice. I always liked Gregg. You wouldn’t even think they were brothers.”

“He’s just spoiled. He was the baby of the family, and Mrs. Spencer’s always doted on him. Insisted that his father did too.” Mom said, always ready to forgive everyone everything. “You boys just keep on doing what you’re doing. Treat him nice regardless of how he treats you. You can avoid him as much as possible.”

And that’s what we did. School progressed, Geoff pretty much kept his word about leaving Robby alone, and we associated with him and his gang as little as possible. I made a few other friends at school, mainly this girl, Gail Weisland. She always seemed to pop up wherever I was, kinda like she wanted to be my girlfriend or something. But I wasn’t interested in having a girlfriend just yet. We remained casual friends, as I did with the others at school. Most of the time it was just Robby and me.

The latter part of winter, Robby began missing school quite a bit. He and his parents were going to Iowa City to visit an Aunt who lived there. Sometimes they even stayed overnight. I was surprised that he was allowed to miss school as much as he did, but I was glad to have him home during most nights and on weekends.

By spring Robby seemed to take on a new attitude. Not that our friendship changed any, just that he became more and more the daring one. He didn’t seem to be happy unless he was taking on evermore dangerous risks. It was almost like he was trying to prove something.

School was finally out for the summer, it was our first free Monday morning and we were on our bicycles by nine.  I had finally talked Robby into going downtown, but as we reached the business district we could see Geoff, Dave, Jon and Pete hanging out in front of Jacobson’s. 

By Robby’s insistence, we headed around the opposite side of the square and straight to the old water tower.

Robby was more full of energy this morning than I’d seen him in weeks, and he was running around and around the catwalk like a Greyhound out of the starting gate. Then suddenly the thud of his footsteps stopped somewhere on the far side of the tank. 

I ran around to see what he was up to, and he was already almost to the top of the tank, using its steel bands for hand and footholds.

“What the hell you doin?” I hollered. “You’re gonna fall and break your ass!”

“Gonna make it all the way this time.” He said. “It’ll be neat up there.”

“No it won’t. Get back down, you’re scarin the crap outa me.”

Of course he ignored me. And the next thing I knew, he was on the top of the tank, and it was obvious that he was making sure Geoff and his friends saw him up there.

“No more heroic feats like that!” I said as he made it back down. “You don’t need to prove anything to those guys.”

“They think I’m sissy. Bet they wouldn’t climb clear up there.”

“You gotta forget about what they think. Who cares what they think.”

Of course somebody snitched again. And I’ll never be convinced that Geoff or one of ‘em didn’t have something to do with it.

Dad started before he even got sat down in the chair.
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