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Chapter One




The smell of pencil shavings, cologne, and body odor filled the air as I walked down the halls of Derbyshire High School. My gaze drifted around the hallway watching my fellow students congregate in small cliques—the Nerds, the Hippies, the Greasers, and the Jocks. As I was checking out the tight, checkered polyester pants Tom Barker, our school quarterback, sported, an announcement blared over the loudspeaker.

Principal Anderson’s voice echoed from the large speaker hanging from the ceiling at the end of the hall. “It’s October 15, 1973, and today’s birthday students include,” I waited for the sound of shuffling papers to stop, “Shawn Stuart. Hmm. I guess he’s the only one.” His voice remained even. “So, if you see Shawn, wish him a happy birthday.”

I rolled my eyes. I hated school birthday announcements. While some people liked the attention of having their birthday announced to the whole school, I did not.

Dreading the first “Happy birthday,” I lowered my head, hoping that I could sneak to my first class without anyone noticing me, then maybe by second period everyone would forget and I wouldn’t have to hear those two dreaded words.

Stopping by my locker to grab my Government book, I heard the clomping sound of running sneakers come up behind me. As I opened my locker, I felt the familiar punch to my shoulder, the location and pressure revealing the identity of the person; the one person who wouldn’t forget my special day, my best friend Brad De Vries. “Happy birthday, dude! The big one-five.” Brad waited for me to turn.

“Ouch, man.” I grimaced, rubbing my shoulder. “You punch too hard.”

“Don’t be such a baby. Here.” Brad fumbled as he shoved a badly-wrapped record album covered in aluminum foil at me. Tears in the thin metallic material indicated it had not been handled with care. “Sorry, man.” He shrugged. “Mom didn’t have any wrapping paper, so I had to make do.”

“No problem.” I clearly saw the name Pink Floyd under the torn edge as I took it from him. “You didn’t have to get me anything,” I lied. The idea of my best friend not getting me a birthday present was an unforgivable violation of the rules of the “Best Friend’s Contract.”

“Dude. What kind of best friend would I be if I didn’t get you something for your birthday?” Brad said, thankfully remembering his part of the agreement.

I ripped the package open and pieces of foil fell to the floor. “Oh cool! Dark Side of the Moon. Thanks, man! I love it!” I flipped the album cover over to read the credits before checking out Brad’s long blond hair that hung just past his waist. At six foot two, Brad stood several inches taller than my five-eight frame. At one time, we were both the same height, but around seventh grade, Brad zoomed passed me. According to Brad, his great-grandparents migrated to the United States from the Netherlands. He definitely had a Dutch heritage: tall, blond hair, and blue eyes. As far as looks, the blue eyes were the only feature we had in common. The Stuarts were Scottish, although I never thought I looked Scottish with my black hair and dark complexion.

“I almost got you Elton John’s Yellow Brick Road, but I know how you’re all into that space rock stuff.” He said with a smile.

“I’ve got the forty-five of Money, but not the album. Thanks, dude.” I placed it gently between two books in my locker and grabbed the book for my first class. “You’re coming to my party tonight, I assume?”

“I thought it was just your family?” Brad opened his locker next to mine and began digging through his collection of well-used spiral notebooks.

“Man, what are you talking about? You are family!” I scowled at him; we repeated this conversation every single year, knowing both of us hadn’t missed one another’s parties from the first day we met at Mrs. Thompson’s Child Care when we were both three. Brad had been my best friend as far back as I could remember.

“I know.” He shrugged as he struggled to loosen the stubborn notebook from its compacted prison. “I just had to ask, though. Mom says it’s polite to always ask.” He stumbled backward as the notebook came free.

“It’s at six.”

“Cool.”

We began strolling down the hall side-by-side, occasionally bumping into other students as we tried to clear our own path through the jungle of warm bodies that smelled of perfume, hair spray, and cologne. At least before first period, the smells were pleasant; by fourth period, body odor would overpower the senses to the point that leisurely strolls became brisk walks, and classrooms became escapes from a foul odor onslaught.

As Brad and I got into a discussion about the students in our respective classes that were always tardy to first period, no matter how many times they had gotten detention, I glanced ahead at a girl wearing a silky red blouse and bell-bottom blue jeans. With hair as red as fire that hung to her waist, her figure would put a model to shame. She giggled as she stood among her three friends happily chatting.

I leaned over to Brad as the thoughts of Tabitha Fay’s body filled my brain. “She’s a fox.”

Brad gave her a once-over and wrinkled his nose. “She’s okay, I guess.”

“Come on, man. Check out those boobs.” I stared at her ample breasts that looked as though they were about to pop the button of her too-tight blouse.

“They’re okay if you’re into boobs.” Brad shrugged and added. “I’m more of a butt man myself.”

“Butts are nice, too!” I agreed, inadvertently catching a glimpse of Mike Townsend’s butt as he passed between me and Brad. The thought that Brad would look good in those tight green corduroys he wore ran through my mind.

Passing Tabitha Fay’s locker, she turned, smiled, and shouted very enthusiastically, “Happy birthday, Shawn.”

“Thanks, Tabitha,” I shouted back just as enthusiastically before turning to Brad.

I gave him a confused look, swearing I caught him rolling his eyes. “What was that?”

“What?”

“You rolled your eyes.”

“Nah, man. Why would I do that?” He gave me a look as if he thought it was the most ridiculous thing in the world. “Are you asking her to the Fall Dance?”

“I don’t know yet,” I replied. “She’s pretty and I think she likes me.”

“I think we should go stag so we can choose our dates from the lonely girls that mope around under the basketball nets. You know, the ones that are desperate and very thankful for any guy who shows them attention?” Brad suggested.

I scowled. “I’m not that desperate, Brad, and neither are you.”

“Just a thought.” He shrugged.

“I gotta book it.” I stopped in front of Mr. Rumsford’s classroom as Brad continued down the hall.

“Later, dude,” Brad said as he waved.




• • •




Mr. Rumsford stood in front of the classroom, erasing the board like a man obsessed with getting every molecule of chalk from its surface. As soon as everyone was seated and the bell rang, he slapped his hands together causing dust to fly forth in a cloud of choking particles.

“Richard Millhouse Nixon,” he began as he turned toward the class and made his way to his usual perch on the top of his desk, “has been falsely accused by his political enemies of betraying the trust of this great country of ours.”

I rolled my eyes, knowing the usual rhetoric that Rumsford preached at least once a week on the innocence of the president. Suzie Golden shot her eyes to me, followed by Darren Bowen, and most of my fellow classmates turned to look at me, waiting on my usual rebuttal.

I raised my hand as per routine, and Mr. Rumsford lowered his eyebrows and glared at me. With reluctance, he pointed. “Yes, Mr. Stuart?”

With absolutely no hesitation, I began. “Nixon was a crook. He lied to the American people repeatedly. He’s a paranoid shyster and the whole Watergate break-in was orchestrated by him because he was worried that McGovern was going to beat him in the ’72 election.”

I watched as Mr. Rumsford’s face went from his normal splotchy red hue to a crimson red. He didn’t say a word, just pointed to the door.

Grabbing my book, I slogged out the door, giving him my usual self-satisfying grin as I headed down to Principal Anderson’s office.




• • •




Peering around the door, I checked to make sure Principal Anderson was alone before I dragged myself to the chair in front of his desk and plopped down. A mix of Old Spice and cigarette smoke assaulted my nose as I glanced down at the lit Marlboro teetering on the edge of the metal ashtray. I focused on the black burn marks on the old oak desk from previously neglected cigarettes. I cleared my throat and waited for him to look up from the ledger he was examining.

Several moments later, he lifted his eyes over his thick-rimmed glasses and crinkled his brow. “Nixon?” he asked, knowing the routine.

“As usual.” I rubbed my hands against the torn vinyl that covered the arms of the heavy metal chair.

He sighed. “Why do you insist on arguing with Mr. Rumsford?”

“It’s not my fault he doesn’t like opposing viewpoints. I’ve said it many times before, he’s a pompous ass,” I said as I picked up the duck shaped paperweight from his desk and turned it upside down.

“He’s a valued member of this staff,” he said as he took the duck from my hand and set it back down.

I laughed out loud at the thought of that idiot being considered a role model for impressionable young minds. “I’m sure he is.”

He pulled his glasses off for a moment. “I should give you detention.”

“Yeah, I know.” I paused and looked up knowing they were empty threats. “How was Fiddler on the Roof?” I asked knowing Dad had given Principal Anderson some extra tickets he’d received from his boss.

“Very entertaining.” He looked down again and went quiet.

I knew it was wrong of me to use the fact that my father had money to get me out of trouble, but when it came to that idiot teacher Rumsford, I was willing to forgo my principles. Besides, Dad was president of the school board, and always made certain we have the nicest sports uniforms in the entire district through his generous monetary contributions to the school’s athletic program.

Picking up my Government book and spiral notebook from the floor, I cracked them open and began working on my homework while I waited for the bell to ring for second period.

“Happy birthday by the way,” Principal Anderson mumbled a few moments after returning to his ledger.

“Thank you, sir.”




• • •




The final bell of the day had rung and Brad and I were untethering our bikes from the rack outside school. I glanced down at my new Schwinn bike and over at my old one I had given Brad last summer. Brad had wrapped the worn, cracked seat in duct tape to secure the foam that had begun falling out. At the time I received my new one, I debated on whether to offer my old one to Brad, but seeing as Brad’s old bike he got on his eleventh birthday was way too small for him, I decided to casually mention that Mom was going to donate it; but if he wanted it, he could have it. From the look on Brad’s face, you would have thought he had just won the lottery.

Brad’s parents were divorced and his mom remarried a guy that had three daughters that were older than him. He didn’t care for his stepfather at all. They lived in the Stone Gate neighborhood in a tiny wood-framed house. While it was a decent neighborhood, the house was way too small for six people. His stepfather was an independent heating and air man, and his mom worked as a housekeeper. When we were younger, I never understood why Brad never received the kinds of Christmas presents I did. I was always getting new toys, shoes, clothes, and just about anything I wanted. Mom finally explained to me that Brad’s family didn’t have money like we did. After that, I felt bad for him and tried giving him all my toys and clothes. I mean, I was five years old and thought I was being a good friend. As we grew older, I learned to be subtle about it so as not to embarrass him.

“You’ll be happy to know that Tabitha definitely likes you,” Brad stated as he put his book bag around his handlebars.

I looked to Brad skeptically, never understanding how he always seemed to know what girls thought about me. “How do you know?”

“I heard Penelope Crosley talking in English today.”

My heart suddenly skipped a beat. “Really?” I pushed up my kickstand with my foot, feeling the excitement over this newfound fact.

“Yeah, thought that would make your day,” Brad said with as much enthusiasm as being told he had a twenty-page essay due Friday.

I frowned at my best friend’s lack of enthusiasm for my good fortune. “Dude, you’re so weird sometimes.” I hopped on my bike. “You should be happy for me.” I shook my head at him.

“Oh, I am, but it’s just I don’t have anyone to go with if you ask Tabitha,” Brad replied in a voice that almost sounded rehearsed.

My mind filled with thoughts of Brad standing under the home basketball net with the other lonely sophomore guys, drinking punch while hoping one of the few remaining single girls doing the same on the opposite side would make eye contact and rescue them from the loser’s line. I couldn’t bear the thought of my perfectly attractive best friend standing among those squares.

I cocked my head to the side as I mentally laid out my plan to save Brad. “Maybe I’ll ask Tabitha if she has a friend that would go with you.”

“Cool,” he replied dryly. “Can’t wait.”




Monday, October 15, 1973

Dear Journal,

Mom and Dad threw me a small birthday party tonight with just family and Brad. She had a cake made from Nancy’s Bakery in the shape of Dr. Zanis from Planet of the Apes. It was very cool! I got a reel-to-reel tape deck and a new Pioneer receiver for my room. I think Dad was more excited about the reel-to-reel than I was. He kept going on about the sound quality from the tapes being superior to vinyl. I had to admit that when I listen to the Deodato album they bought me on tape, I almost agreed with him. I was just glad he was able to make it home from his business trip to San Francisco in time for my birthday. Next week he’s in Vancouver, and week after that he’s in Mexico City. I think he’s taking a break during Thanksgiving and we’re flying to our condo in Nassau for a week. I’m certainly hoping so.

~ Shawn




• • •




I made my way downstairs to the kitchen wearing my new button-down paisley shirt and bell-bottom jeans that Aunt Margie had given me the previous evening for my birthday. I had to admit I rather liked the dark-purple shirt with swirls of red that gave it a sort of free-spirit vibe. Of course, Aunt Margie and Uncle Ed lived the hippy lifestyle, which only made sense. After their daughter Purple was born in the back of their Volkswagen Bus during Jimi Hendrix’s performance of Purple Haze at Woodstock, they were so enamored with the place they decided to buy an old farmhouse just down the road from the field where the festival occurred.

Rounding the corner into the kitchen, I spotted Aunt Margie at the table wearing a long-flowing, flowery dress. The sound of my footsteps caught her attention.

“Oh, Shawn!” she exclaimed. “You look so groovy in your new threads! Doesn’t he, Mary?” She sought reassurance from my mother, who sipped her morning cup of tea.

“He looks very nice,” Mom answered flatly at my aunt’s use of the word “groovy”.

I grinned and looked down at my new clothes. “Thanks, guys.”

Aunt Margie looked at my chest. “You wearing the chain I gave you?”

“Yes.” I pulled my collar down a moment to give her a better view of the gold chain.

“You can’t see the peace sign,” she pointed out before standing up and starting toward me.

I tried my best to disguise the fact the gold peace sign at the end of the chain looked better under my shirt than over it. “It’s here.” I pulled up on the chain, revealing the piece of gold jewelry at the end of it.

Unsatisfied, she reached her hands out and started unbuttoning my shirt. I glanced down and watched as my bare chest became more and more exposed as she worked her way down, finally leaving only one remaining button fastened. She pushed my shirt apart, smoothed down my butterfly collar, and stood back.

“Now that’s better,” she said as she spread her arms open as if presenting her latest work of art.

Mom looked at her, slightly irritated. “Now, Margie. He can’t go to school like that.” She gestured toward me with her hand.

“Sis. It’s hip.” Margie grinned at Mom.

“I don’t want my son looking like some kind of gigolo,” Mom said, setting her tea cup down.

“Oh come on, Mary, you’ve got a lady killer here.” She laughed and returned her complimentary stare to me.

I watched Mom roll her eyes as I felt the cool air against my exposed skin.

Clearing my throat, I looked at Aunt Margie. “Umm…Aunt Margie, I appreciate your trying to help, but…this,” I buttoned my shirt back up until only two buttons at the top remained unfastened, “will be fine.”

“Suit yourself.” Her face soured as she whipped herself around and stomped back to the table.

I looked at Mom as she rolled her eyes again, making me smile.

After my usual breakfast of a bowl of Super Sugar Crisp cereal and a cup of black coffee, I threw on my jacket, grabbed my book bag from the kitchen counter, and walked over to Mom.

Bending down, I put my arms around her, waiting for her usual kiss on the cheek.

“Have a good day, honey. I love you.” She gave me a quick peck.

“Love you too, Mom,” I replied.

Just as I pulled away, I saw Aunt Margie open her arms. I hesitated for a moment, but thought it best not to hurt her feelings a second time. Reluctantly, I schlepped around the table and put my arms around her.

“Bye, Aunt Margie.” I rolled my eyes as I placed my head on her shoulder.

“Bye, baby. Have a good day.” She then whispered in my ear, “Your hair is as long as your Uncle Ed’s.” She pulled on a few strands. “Don’t let your parents make you cut it.” She flipped it with her fingers and smiled.

“I won’t, Aunt Margie,” I whispered back to her as she gave me a quick peck on the cheek.

Dad has hated my hair since I let it start growing out last year. It’s thick, black, and straight as a board. Parted in the middle, it hangs past just my shoulders and Dad can’t let a day go by without making a comment about it. There’s nothing my dad would like better than for me to go back to that 1950’s conservative haircut I had when I was twelve. That year for Halloween, I dressed up in one of my suits, slicked my hair down, and put on a pair of black-rimmed glasses just for his benefit. I remembered how Dad’s face lit up when he saw me. He was so enamored with the costume, he had Mom take a Polaroid photo of us together, and I earned his nickname for me: “Clark”, after Clark Kent. The photo now sits in a frame on his desk. He says it’s his favorite photo of us, and I suppose it’s my favorite too in a way. I don’t mean it to sound all sappy, but my dad is my like Superman to me.




• • •




Arriving at school, I came up behind a frustrated Brad, who struggled to pull his Social Studies book out of his messy locker.

“Having problems?” I laughed at the disaster that was Brad’s locker. In all my fifteen years, I had never met anyone as unorganized as Brad; he was constantly losing things. Already he’d lost three combination locks he used on the school bicycle rack since the beginning of school, and his bedroom looked like the Tasmanian devil had taken up residence in his closet and came out each night to wreak havoc. I sometimes wondered how he ever found a pair of matching socks.

Brad sighed and glanced back over his shoulder at me. “Stupid books.”

“Why don’t you throw away those old notebooks?” I suggested as I unloaded my book bag.

“Eh, I might need them for something.” He shrugged one shoulder and stumbled backward as the book came free.

Brad never threw away anything. Some of the notebooks in his locker were well over two years old. He refused to discard even one notebook if it contained a single sheet of clean paper. I guess it had to do with the fact that his mother had taught him never to waste anything.

He gave me a once-over. “Whoa, groovy threads.”

“Is it too much?” I looked at him questioningly as I stood back and opened my arms and looked down at my clothes for the hundredth time since I had dressed that morning.

“No, man. Not if you truly believe in flower power.” Brad made a peace sign and laughed.

I gave him a dirty look before brushing a few pieces of lint from the front of my shirt. “I like the shirt. It’s not like I could get away with not wearing it this morning with Aunt Margie here.” I pulled on my shirttail and glanced down.

“She and your Uncle Ed are still living in their own Purple Haze,” he joked.

“Yeah, I know.”

“Can you imagine how much action that old VW bus of theirs has seen?” he mused.

“Ugh. Brad.” I scrunched my face. “I don’t want to think about it.”

“I bet there’s not much shag left in the carpet in the back of that bus, if you know what I mean?” He winked.

“Dude.” I frowned. “That’s disgusting.”

“I still can’t believe your mom and your Aunt Margie are sisters. Talk about night and day.” Brad turned back to his locker, shoved the contents that had come loose with the book back inside and slammed the door.

“I know, right? My mom’s side of the family is…well…different, but I suppose that makes up for how ordinary Dad’s side of the family is.” I exchanged my Science book for my Government book and closed my locker.

“Right on, brother!” Brad laughed.

I cringed slightly at Brad’s continued use of the latest slang.

About that time, I heard laughing from farther down the hall. Our attention immediately focused on the group of sophomore girls, including Tabitha, that were eying us. I never understood why girls always liked to congregate to talk about guys. I don’t think they realized how unnerving it is to us. I smiled as Brad and I headed off to our respective classrooms.

“We hanging out after school?” he asked.

“Can’t. Got swim practice,” I said as we strolled by Tabitha and her bunch of gossips.

“Hi, Shawn.” She giggled.

“Hi, Tabitha.” I smiled back and kept walking.

Although I was tempted just to go ahead and ask her to the Fall Dance, I certainly wasn’t going to do it with a whole gaggle of girls around.

“I see.” Brad tripped over his untied shoelace breaking my stare from Tabitha.

I cut my eyes to my left knowing he was waiting for my usual invitation to stay the weekend. It was rare for there to be a weekend we weren’t together at some point. Most of the time he stayed at my house, but on some rare occasions I would stay at his, which I usually tried to avoid. Two of his older stepsisters, Bella and Nancy, weren’t exactly pleasant to be around. Nancy, a senior, was obnoxious and rude, while Bella, who was a year older than Brad, had a reputation as a tramp; and for some unknown reason, she had, or rather once had, the hots for me. Last time I slept over, she tried to play footsie with me under the dinner table. I almost choked on a piece of chicken when she ran her bony toes up my leg. I tried gently pushing her leg away several times, but she refused to take the hint that I wasn’t interested. Finally, I kicked her in the shin hard enough that she got the message and that’s when her like turned to hate.

Deciding it would be better to ask Brad to stay over rather than see Bella, I gave him what he wanted.

“You want to spend the weekend at my house? Watch TV, maybe swim in the pool?”

Brad brightened up as usual. “Sure, man.”

No matter how many times I’d asked that question over the years, he always had the same reaction.

“Cool.” I stopped to turn into my classroom as another student brushed my shoulder. “I’ll see ya later, man.”

“Keep it groovy!” Brad laughed, making the peace sign while continuing down the hall.

“You’re hilarious!” I yelled at him.




Wednesday, October 17, 1973

Dear Journal,

No conflict with Mr. Rumsford in Government class today. He was too focused on the exciting topic of the Judicial Branch. He never once looked at me. That’s more than I can say for Tabitha. In English class, she kept staring at me like I was a David Cassidy pin-up. Occasionally Brad would glance at me, then at Tabitha, and back to me with a scowl on his face.

At lunch, I kept asking him what his deal was, but he would repeatedly say “nothing.” I’ve known Brad too long and know when there’s something on his mind. I’m going to find out what it is tomorrow.

~ Shawn




Chapter Two




The next morning, I hopped off my bike and proceeded to roll it into the bike rack. About that time, Brad rode up. I could tell from the look on his face he wasn’t in a good mood. When I had invited him to my house for the weekend he seemed perfectly happy, now he looked as though he’d been sucking on a lemon.

Admittedly, I wasn’t in the most cheerful mood myself. I had lain in bed the previous night trying to figure out what Brad was so upset about. I wondered if it had to do with Tabitha, but I wasn’t completely sure since he’d been acting all-around-odd lately, as if something had been bothering him for quite some time.

I waited until he had dismounted before I jumped right into it.

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” I stood back as he pulled a new combination lock from his coat pocket.

“There’s nothing going on.” He pulled the new combination sticker off the back of the lock and bent down to hook the lock through the loop of the chain that secured his bike.

“Brad.” I frowned. “I’ve known you all your life and I know when there’s something going on with you.”

“I just want to know one thing.” His gaze hovered to meet my own. “Do you like her?”

“Who?” I shot back.

“Charro!” he snipped. “Who do you think? Tabitha.”

Although I usually appreciated his sense of humor, I was not in the mood for his smartass attitude.

Trying to keep my anger at bay, I paused for a moment to collect my thoughts before answering his question. It was a given that I found Tabitha’s looks very appealing, but as far as personality...I really didn’t know her well enough to determine if I liked that part of her. From what I had observed though, she seemed very friendly. Obviously Brad didn’t feel the same way.

“I don’t know, man.” I shrugged. “She’s pretty and she seems to like me.”

I studied his face trying to figure out his angle with this line of questioning. If Brad didn’t approve of Tabitha, why didn’t he just tell me? I, of course, would have expected him to tell me the reasons he didn’t. It made no sense, seeing that Tabitha had never done anything to him to warrant such dislike.

He narrowed his eyes. “Humph! I guess if I had someone like Tabitha who was into me, I’d be happy too, but apparently I have to depend on the help of others to get a date for anything.”

I recoiled at his angry remark. It never occurred to me that Brad could be jealous that a girl was interested in me instead of him. It’s not like Brad never had girls interested in him; at the end of the last school year, Tiffany Boeckman from the drama club came up to him every day in the hallway just to chit-chat. It was pretty obvious she liked him, but Brad never showed any interest in her. When I’d ask him about her, he always replied with “Eh. She’s not my type”, which was his usual response to just about every girl I had ever suggested to him as a possible romantic interest.

“Is this what this is about?” I asked, frustrated with his attitude. “Are you jealous that a girl likes me and not you?”

“You wouldn’t understand.” Brad looked away and grabbed his book bag from his handlebars.

“Dude. Come on. Don’t be jealous.” I tried to be sympathetic toward him. “Any girl would be lucky to have you as a date,” I replied, trying to build up his confidence, although I wasn’t sure my choice of words were the right ones.

“I guess I’m too ugly to get girls like you do.” He stared back.

“Come on, man. You’re a good-looking guy,” I replied, feeling puzzled as to why Brad suddenly felt so insecure about his looks when he had no reason to be. Brad was a very attractive guy.

“You’re just saying that.” He shrugged his shoulders, refusing to look me in the eyes.

“No, seriously, dude. You kinda look like one of the Williams Twins I saw the other day on the cover of one of those teen magazines in the drug store.” I tried to lighten the mood.

With his golden blond hair, and blue eyes like mine, he could easily be a teen idol. He was definitely more buff than me. I was fit and toned like a swimmer, whereas Brad was built more like a football player. I still think he made a big mistake when he quit football when we entered high school last year. He was a star player back in junior high, and was quite popular back then. At the beginning of our freshman year, something changed and he withdrew from all the school activities. He would never tell me the reason, but I suspected it had something to do with the way his stepfather always treated him like shit.

“Oh, I look like a teen idol, huh?” he asked, the corners of his mouth rising slightly.

“Well, you’re definitely not as ‘wholesome’ as those teeny bopper Williams Twins.” I chuckled, seeing my plan was working.

“What do you mean? Just because I have long hair, smoke reefer, and occasionally partake of alcoholic beverages doesn’t mean I’m not ‘wholesome’.” He chuckled back.

I knew exactly how to play him.

“Let’s put it this way: neither of us are Brady Bunch kids, that’s for damn sure.” I punched him on the shoulder playfully before we slung our book bags over our shoulders and started toward the building.

Brad beamed and nodded his head.

As we hit the steps leading to the building, I still felt something wasn’t right with him. His being jealous that a girl liked me over him didn’t fit with the Brad I knew. There was definitely more to it than he was letting on.




• • •




As soon as we entered the main hallway, I spotted Tabitha at my locker. For once she didn’t have her cackling hens around her. With her being alone and standing in front of my locker, I knew she was going to ask me to the dance. There could be no other reason; Tabitha was always surrounded by her friends. I cut my eyes to Brad, who stared at her without emotion.

“I’m going to get a drink,” Brad said evenly as he focused his attention on the water fountain we just walked past.

“Are you okay?” I asked. His sour expression returning again, ruining all the progress I had made in putting him in a better mood.

“Yeah, I’m fine, man,” he replied as he sauntered off.

Approaching her, I broke out my best smile, while she tapped her foot as if impatient for my arrival.

“Hi, Tabitha.” I stopped a few feet from her. For some reason I felt my palms starting to sweat even though I had no reason to feel so nervous. After all, she was going to ask me, not the other way around where the fear of rejection would have been a real possibility.

“Hi, Shawn,” she said cheerfully, hand on her hip, as I discretely wiped my palms on my jeans. “Do you want to go to the Fall Dance with me?” she asked, getting straight to the point.

I studied her for a moment. She tapped her left foot a couple of times against the tile floor and her eyes wandered to the passing students as she waited on my answer. I got the feeling she wasn’t a very patient girl.

“Um…yeah…um…I guess,” I returned shyly, unsure as to why I was feeling that way. I glanced at her purple blouse with the pink polka-dots; the attractive image of Marsha Brady popping in my head.

“Groovy!” she said bubbly. “Pick me up at my house at six. You know where I live right?”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t be late,” she commanded making me wonder if she was about to shake her finger at me to get her point across.

“Isn’t being fashionably late okay?” I joked and immediately felt like an idiot.

“Not with me it isn’t,” she snapped.

“Oh, sorry,” I cowed like a scolded puppy. “I won’t be late.”

“Groovy, then.”

“Groovy.” I replied, trying to ignore my thoughts that Tabitha might be a bit bossy.

I shifted my eyes toward Brad, who was waiting impatiently by the water fountain, frowning. I looked back at Tabitha as she started to walk away.

“So, do you think you might have a friend that would go with Brad?” I asked, hoping I was doing the right thing by attempting to fix my best friend up with one of her brood. She sized up Brad, wrinkling her nose a bit.

“Eh.” She paused. “He’s kinda a fox. I suppose I could get Penny to go with him.”

The thought of Penelope Crosley with her long brown hair, her thick-lensed glasses, and that hideous pink cardigan she wore even during the summer flashed through my mind. Brad definitely deserved better, but I supposed she would do for the one occasion.

“Yeah, sure,” I replied hoping Brad wasn’t going to kill me for not running it past him first. “That would be great.”

“Cool!” She tapped her pink saddle-shoes on the concrete floor, before turning and jotting away.

Brad came up beside me. “So, I guess you’ve got a date for the dance now,” he said with an icy voice.

“Yep.” I looked at his brooding eyes. “And so have you.”

“What?” He gasped. “Who?”

“Penelope Crosley,” I replied, hoping he wasn’t about to let loose on me with the fact that I had fixed him up with No-Personality Penny.

“Poison Penny?” he said in a raised voice, making several students turn and look

My gaze darted to the small group of cheerleaders loitering by the senior lockers. “Shh…not so loud. She’s a girl and you need a date.”

Brad lowered his voice. “But Penny?” he whined.

“Man. Come on. She’s not that bad looking and I need you to do this because Dad will be more likely to rent a limo if there are four of us going instead of just me and Tabitha,” I pleaded.

Brad hesitated before finally sighing. “Fine. I suppose she’s better than nothing.” He glanced at Penelope standing next to Tabitha. “I hope she doesn’t wear that ugly pink sweater.”

“Oh come on, Brad, you never know. She might turn out to be your Cinderella.” I poked him with my elbow as we aimed for our lockers.

“Ha!” Brad barked. “I’ll take a sledgehammer to that glass slipper before I touch Penny’s foot.”

I laughed. Brad could always find humor in just about any situation.

As we walked past the group of girls, I could tell from the look on Penelope’s face she wasn’t exactly thrilled with the news of her upcoming night out with Brad. I could only guess that Tabitha applied her Queen of the Roost power to get her to agree. Thankfully, it seemed Brad was too preoccupied with his own thoughts to notice.

“So, what are we going to do this weekend?” he asked.

“Swimming, I guess. Make sure you grab your swimsuit when we stop by your house after school. I need the practice for the swim meet next week.”

“Man, you know I can’t swim like you,” he complained.

“I know, but I need competition and you’re all I have.” I shrugged.

He huffed. “Gee. Thanks.”

I ran my eyes over Brad. His bulkier frame weighed him down in the water, and he really didn’t offer much in the way of competition for me, but at least he gave me the feeling of having competition which is what I needed. Having an indoor heated swimming pool at home afforded me the advantage of being able to practice any time, all year round, which definitely helped with my swim times. I supposed one of the benefits of having a psychiatrist for a mother and an executive for a father was that they could afford a big house with an indoor pool. I know we were considered rich by most people’s definition, but my parents, especially my mother, refused to act like it. My parents weren’t pretentious. My mom grew up poor and she said she would never raise a son that acted like some of the children of her and dad’s colleagues. When Dad wanted to send me to the most prestigious private school in town, my mom refused and told him I would attend public school. She claimed that I needed to see how ninety-eight percent of the children in this country lived in order to appreciate how fortunate I was.

Going to public school did help me realize one thing: I cannot stand to be around spoiled rich kids. All they want to do is show off their expensive new toys and talk about their fancy vacations around the world. A few times I’d taken Brad along to some of Dad’s work-related family functions. We would sit back and make fun of their snobbish behavior. One time Brad came up with the idea that we should play along. He told everyone that his father was the inventor of the toilet plunger and spent the entire time talking in a posh accent while casually dropping toilet puns into his conversation. I almost lost it when a group of trust-fund kids were bragging about their bank accounts and Brad mentioned his father liked to drop off a large deposit every morning.

I grinned to myself and glanced to my left at Brad, who was picking at his worn sleeve cuff.

“You want to go see The Wicker Man tonight?” I asked. “I heard it’s good.”

“What’s it rated?” Brad wiggled his fingers, letting the string fall to the floor.

“R. I was hoping Pauline could sneak us in through the back?” I asked referring to Brad’s oldest stepsister.

Out of Brad’s entire stepfamily, Pauline was the only one that seemed to actually care about Brad. She lived in an apartment across town and attended nursing school during the day and worked at the theater at night. She and her boyfriend Gary moved in together a few months ago, much to the protest of Brad’s parents. Brad’s stepfather claimed they were “living in sin”. I admit, they were the first couple I’ve ever known to actually live together and not be married, but I guess if you’re happy with each other, why do you need some legal document like a marriage license to recognize it?

“Maybe,” Brad answered, interrupting my thoughts.

I noticed he seemed distracted as we stopped in front of the school trophy case. “You don’t seem too excited about it.” He bent down to tie his shoe.

“I don’t know. You know I’m not crazy about scary movies,” he replied as I stared at the photo of last year’s championship football team sitting in a frame in the trophy case, lamenting the fact that Brad wasn’t in the picture. He was such a great player.

“Oh come on, Brad.” My attention went back to him. “I heard there’s a scene where a bunch of girls dance naked.” I crinkled my eyes as he stood up, trying to build his excitement at seeing exposed boobs.

“Eh.” He shrugged and we continued our walk.

After a few steps, I glanced at Brad again and could see he was a million miles away.

“What are you thinking so hard about?” I asked.

“I don’t have anything to wear to the dance.” He stopped and looked at me. I could see the worry etched on his face.

“Pfft. Is that all? You can borrow one of my tuxes.” I had almost said “old” tuxes, but thought that might make Brad feel worse. “That turquoise one my Grandpa Stuart bought for me earlier this summer to attend that military ball with him and Grandma is too big for me, but it should fit you perfectly.”

The corner of his mouth pulled to the side giving me an uncertain look. “Do you ever get tired of me because I’m poor?”

“No!” I answered, taken aback. “Why would you even ask me that?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “It’s just you could have friends that don’t have to borrow your shit all the time or at least could buy their own Coke and popcorn at the movies.”

“Brad.” I shook my head, not understanding where this was coming from. “No. You’re my best friend.”

Brad nodded. “I guess.” He sounded depressed.

“Besides, we always share a bucket of popcorn. You know if I eat too much of that fake butter it gives me the runs,” I joked, trying to cheer him up.

“I guess.” He lifted the corners of his mouth ever so slightly.

“Are you okay, buddy?” I asked with concern in my voice.

“Yeah.” He looked up at the clock on the wall. “I need to get to class. I’ll see you after school.”

“Okay, man.” I tilted my head and looked at him concerned. “You sure you’re okay?”

He nodded and scurried away.

I stood and watched as Brad dodged his way through the crowd of students. In all our years of friendship, Brad rarely brought up the differences in our parents’ income in regards to our friendship. I knew Brad’s family was poor, but it never made any difference to me. I’d rather have a not-so-well-off friend like Brad than a dozen rich friends where friendships are based on how many yachts your parents own.




• • •




It was well after nine p.m. when Brad and I arrived back at my house from the movies. Mom, sitting in her favorite chair drinking a cup of hot tea and writing, looked up as we entered into the den.

“Hi, guys,” she greeted.

“Hi, Mrs. Stuart,” Brad returned.

“So, what did you boys end up seeing?” she asked as she removed her reading glasses, folded them, and clipped them on the neck of her blouse.

Brad and I looked at each other, and at the same time yelled, “American Graffiti.”

Although I talked Brad into watching The Wicker Man, I certainly didn’t want Mom to know we watched a movie containing nudity. While most moms wouldn’t have known The Wicker Man might contain content inappropriate for kids of a certain age, my mother read a lot, including the entertainment section of the daily newspaper.

“Again?” She laughed. Brad and I had both seen that movie at least three times since it came out.

“That movie never gets old.” I laughed.

“Yeah, Mrs. Stuart. It’s the funniest movie I’ve seen in a long time,” Brad added.

“I’ve told Mr. Stuart that I’ve wanted us to go and see it, but it seems every time we plan it, something comes up with his work.” Mom’s smile quickly faded.

I gave her a sympathetic look. “Isn’t Dad going to be home this weekend?”

“Yes. So he says.” She forced a smile.

“Maybe you guys can go then,” I suggested, knowing that it probably wouldn’t happen.

Dad worked a lot. I knew how much I missed him and I was sure it was worse for Mom. My parents have been married for twenty years, but when they were together, they still acted like newlyweds. I’ve never seen a couple so much in love, especially compared to Brad’s parents who were always fighting. I’ve only seen my parents argue once in my life, and that was due to my father having to miss some community service banquet where my mother received an award for her volunteer work. I remembered how upset Mom was that he was called away by his boss, Mr. Logan, for an “emergency” at the last minute.

“Yeah, maybe.” I could hear the sadness in her voice.

“Well, if Dad won’t take you to see it, I will.” I offered in an attempt to cheer her up. “I mean, if you don’t mind riding on the handlebars of my bike.” I shrugged.

Mom chuckled. “I haven’t done that in thirty years.” She ran her hand through her salt and pepper hair. “I think those days are behind me.”

“You’ll never know until you try.” I cocked my head to the side and gave her a big grin.

“I’ll think about it, and thanks for the offer.”

“Anytime.” I walked over and gave her a peck on the cheek as she placed her hand on the back of my neck and patted.

“You’re a good son.” She returned the peck, making me feel guilty over lying about the movie I had just seen.

I stood back and focused on Brad who stood grinning from ear to ear. “You ready to head upstairs?”

“Yep. Goodnight, Mrs. Stuart.”

“Goodnight, Brad,” she replied, reaching for her glasses again and putting them on.

“Goodnight, Mom.” I hollered as I exited. “Love you.”

“Love you too, honey.”




• • •




Entering my room, Brad immediately went to my desk chair and flopped down and I did the same on the bed. Flipping over onto my back, I spread-eagled and stared up at the ceiling thinking about that movie we had seen earlier.

“You know, I hated the way that movie ended.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

“Yeah, me too. So, what do you want to do now?” Brad asked as he picked up the Cornelius action figure from my Planet of the Apes collection that I had yet to place in its designated spot on my bookshelf.

“Umm…want to play War?” I suggested.

War was one of our favorite games to play. Sure, it was simple and childish, but we had been playing it since we were little kids. It was kind of like our “game.”

“I guess.” Brad positioned the arms of the plastic figure and hung him from the edge of my desk.

“Cool.” I sat up. “I’m going to get ready for bed if you want to grab the cards off the top of the bookcase.” I pointed.

“Cool.” He stood up.

I entered the adjoining bathroom where I proceeded to strip down to my briefs. I stood back from the mirror that ran along the wall behind the vanity. I flexed my arms slightly and started imagining the way that Tabitha saw me. Thanks to my swimming, I had really toned up; finally having a visible set of defined abs that I worked on all last summer. My pecs were significantly more muscular than they were a year ago. Not to sound too vain, but I was proud of my body. I’ve studied the other guys in the locker room and I was definitely in better shape than most of them.

I ran my fingers through the thick, black trail of hair just below my navel. I was beginning to think the only hair I was ever going to have on my upper body was under my arms, but finally puberty hit me full-force this past year and it couldn’t have been soon enough for me. I’d even started growing chest hair. I beamed at the one part of my anatomy I was most proud of before I turned off the light and exited.

My eyes focused on Brad sitting on the floor in his blue pajamas shuffling the cards. His eyes widened as he looked up at me.

“Umm. Where’s your pajamas?” His voice quivered slightly as I sat down in front of him in a lotus position.

“Only little kids and old men wear pajamas.” I smirked. “No offense.”

Brad remained silent as he began dealing the deck into two even stacks, fumbling them every so often. I thought it odd that Brad didn’t have his usual snappy comeback after a good putdown. Catching a glimpse of his face as he paused to push his long hair back over his shoulder, I could see that he was brooding again.

I cocked my head to the side. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing. It’s just a little weird playing cards with you sitting there practically naked.” I noticed he refused to look up at me, instead keeping his eyes glued to the cards he was having a hard time dealing.

“Practically naked? Dude. You’ve seen me in my underwear hundreds of times. What’s the big deal?” I leaned back on my elbows.

“I don’t know.” He shrugged as he dealt the last card. “It’s just weird that you suddenly want to ‘hang out’ in your underwear.”

“Dang, dude. Since when do you care about modesty? We used to take baths together.” I threw back my head and laughed, remembering those days when we were little and played in the creek beside my house. We liked to cover ourselves in mud from head to toe. Mom used to make us strip at the door and head directly to the bathtub.

“That was a long time ago,” he said with a serious tone in his voice.

“Don’t be such a prude, Brad.” I sat back up and placed my hand on my stack and readied myself to turn over the first card.

Acting as though he hadn’t heard me, he put his hand on his own pile of cards. “Are you ready?”

“Yep,” he snipped.

“One…two…three…war!” we said in unison as I flipped over a jack and Brad flipped over an ace.

Not saying a word, he grabbed my card, keeping his eyes firmly on the floor. Since I had sat down, he hadn’t looked at me once. I struggled to reason why he seemed to be ignoring me all of a sudden and why my underwear had suddenly thrown him back into his mopey mood. I leaned my head down and turned it up to look at him.

“Why are you acting so weird?” I asked as his eyes remained focused on the floor.

“I’m not acting weird.” He was obviously irritated.

“Why won’t you look at me?” I asked, determined to get an answer before we continued the game.

Brad finally lifted his eyes and met mine for a brief second. “There. I looked at you. Now, can we finish this game?” he snapped before looking back down.

Seeing as once again I wasn’t going to get any answers from him, I straightened back up. “Fine, be that way then,” I snapped back placing my hand on my stack.

An awkward silence filled the room as we finished the one game. Occasionally I’d catch his eyes wandering around the room, but never once did they land on me. I was beginning to think he must have found my body quite repulsive.

Immediately after the last card was played, Brad jumped up and headed straight to the bathroom. I moved to the bed and waited for him to finish his business. I heard the toilet flush, water running in the sink, and finally the sound of him spitting after brushing his teeth.

A few seconds later, the door flew open. My eyes followed him as he marched directly to his side of the bed, threw back the bedspread, and climbed under the covers.

He let out a long sigh and folded his arms behind his head never once looking at me.

I sat a few seconds watching him stare at the ceiling, occasionally scratching under his arm; but remaining in the same position.

Seeing he wasn’t going to speak to me, I made my final visit to the toilet, flipped off the overhead light, and copied Brad’s position. The tension in the room was thick enough to cut with a knife, and I still had no idea why it existed in the first place.

Unable to stand any more of his silent treatment, I relented. “Do you want me to put on my pajamas?” I asked, going back to the beginning of this whole “argument” or whatever it was we were having.

“Just forget it. It’s not important.” He sighed.

“Damnit, Brad! What’s wrong with you?” I eyeballed him and waited for his answer to why he was so sullen.

“Nothing. Just having a bad day,” he answered, still refusing to look at me.

“Did I make you mad about something?”

When it came to fighting with Brad, I could count on one hand the number of times we fought over the years. The only real one we ever had happened when we were both ten and he deliberately broke my toy Lost in Space spaceship because he was upset that his parents couldn’t afford to buy him the one toy he really wanted for his birthday. We didn’t speak to each other for three days. That was until my mom couldn’t stand seeing two best friends not talking and went out and bought me a replacement, plus a second one just for Brad.

“No. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Would you quit telling me ‘I wouldn’t understand’ and just try me?” I said with exasperation in my voice.

“I don’t want to talk about it, Shawn. I’m just ready to go to sleep,” he slammed his palm against the mattress before turning his back to me.

“Whatever,” I replied, turning my back to him. I tried to decide whether to keep pushing him to talk, but I knew it wouldn’t do any good. If there’s one thing I knew about Brad, he won’t talk until he’s ready, and all the coaxing in the world will not get him to open up.

This situation reminded me of last year when he was failing Algebra. He was so worried that I would think he was dumb, he refused to ask for my help, although he knew it was my best subject. It was only when Mr. Birken told him if he didn’t pass the class and he would fail ninth grade did he finally ask for my help. This time I felt whatever was bothering him went beyond that. I felt both angry and hurt that he wouldn’t open up to me. I just wanted to be there for him.
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