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      June 20, 1870

      A bright greenish glow from the soft light of a kerosene lantern flowed out through the open barn door. All at once, the loud voices of two shouting men exploded from the barn, piercing the quiet, June night.

      Inside, one man frozen and wide-eyed, braced himself against a wall of hay bales as another man, gun in hand and finger on the trigger, stood in front of him. The gunman’s index finger wiggled back and forth above the trigger and sweat streamed down his face. The gun was pointed at the first man’s chest. The gunman’s shaking hands flew wildly as he talked. His breath erupted in short rapid bursts.

      “Not yet,” the man with the gun said. He paused, as if trying to catch his breath, and then grunted. “Before you say anything, I shall recount all that I have come here to say.”

      “How can I listen to anything you have to say whilst you have that gun in your hand? I daresay that it renders me more than a tad fearful.”

      The gunman glanced at his weapon but held the gun firmly. “You should know that I would never harm you.”

      “Then please — put the gun down. I beg of you.”

      The gunman’s face burned red. “Not until I have spoken my peace. I shall not allow you to dismiss me once again. Damn it to hell, Eli; you shall listen to me!”

      Before the other man had a chance to respond, the gun exploded. The startled gunman involuntarily jumped back. A pungent sulfur smell filled the air.

      “No!” the other man screamed. He grasped his chest and looked down. Bright red liquid gushed through his fingers.

      The man with the gun gasped, widened his eyes and stared at the pistol in his hand. The other man crashed down to the barn floor, falling hard to his knees. He stared at the gunman for a moment and parted his lips as if to say something but produced only a low gurgling noise as dark blood flowed from his half-open mouth. Then, in one swift movement, he toppled face down onto the wooden floor. Blood gushed out of his chest, staining the hay beneath him.

      A moment later, all was silent in the barn. The blood that flowed from the man’s chest slowed to a trickle, then stopped. He twitched one last time and then was still. He was dead.

      Daniel slowly regained consciousness. His head throbbed. The aftertaste of the vile whiskey he had drunk earlier coated his mouth like thick honey on bread. He groaned and tried to open his eyes. The light stabbed at his pupils, sending a white flash of pain to his head and he quickly closed his eyes again. He filled his lungs with the crisp, evening air. His tongue felt heavy and thick, and clung to the roof of his mouth. His wrinkled clothing reeked of stale booze, the smell causing his stomach to churn. He feared becoming sick. Judging by the odor emanating from his shirt, he suspected it was not the first occasion that evening he had relieved himself of his supper.

      He rolled onto his side. He wanted to sleep some more—needed to sleep some more—but knew that the pounding in his head would not allow him to do so. Hay tickled his face. He opened his eyes once again and squinted. A mountain of hay bales surrounded him. He appeared to be in a barn.

      Where was he? He could not quite remember. He had been at old man Bjorklund’s house, that much he recalled. He had drunk whiskey–a lot of whiskey. The events of the evening slowly unfolded in his mind, flashing back to him in quick bursts although the painful pounding in his head made it difficult for him to think. He quickly sat upright. His eyes grew wide, and he felt the blood drain from his face. He now remembered.

      He was going to kill his brother!

      He looked down. Lying next to him was a gun—his gun. He clenched his eyes tightly and tried to remember what had happened after he left the Bjorklund farm but could recall nothing. He narrowed his eyes and looked around him. There was something familiar about this place. Then the fog lifted and he all at once knew where he was. He was in his brother’s barn.

      “Oh my God,” he said out loud. “Please let this be a nightmare from which I shall at any moment awaken.”

      He picked up the gun, stood up and wobbled around the wall of bales. In the center of the barn, a man was slumped on the ground. It looked like his brother.

      “No!” he cried and ran towards the figure. As he turned the corner, he slipped on some loose hay, and his body plummeted downward. His right knee slammed down hard on the bare wooden floor.

      “Curses!” he cried out.

      Ignoring the pain, he got up and approached more slowly this time. A black, thick pool of liquid surrounded the crumpled-up person on the floor. The overcoat, the boots—there was no doubt about it. It was his brother.

      It was Eli.

      With both hands, he grabbed Eli by his right shoulder and turned him over so that he was face-up. His chest was smeared with red, and his face was a lifeless, pale gray color. Daniel grabbed his brother’s wrist to feel for a pulse. Feeling none, his hand then flew to his brother’s neck and he pressed two fingers against the still vein. Nothing. Judging from the temperature of his brother’s skin, he had been dead for awhile.

      Tears spilled down Daniel’s face. His body shook, and he yelled until his vocal chords produced only a weak rasp.

      He sat down next to the body, hugged his boney knees and sobbed. He desperately tried to remember what had occurred but could not. He vaguely remembered hiding. And waiting. Then nothing. All was blank.

      Just like the last time he had consumed the devil’s brew. Damn it!

      “I am so, so sorry my brother,” he whispered through his choking sobs. He put his hands on the dead man’s cool cheeks.

      “I….I did not mean to. I never wished for this. I understand not what happened. "How could I have committed such an unspeakable act against my own brother? How could I even be capable of such a deed? Damnable whiskey! Damnable Bjorklund! Damnable life!”

      He stood up on shaky legs and backed away from the dead man. He sat down on a hay bale not far away. He lowered his head and wept until there were no more tears to be shed.

      “I am damned,” he said. “Forever damned.”

      He slowly raised his head and looked at the gun lying next to his feet. He crouched down on his hands and knees, retrieved the weapon and then crawled over to his dead brother. The knees of his pants were now drenched in his brother’s spilled blood. The cold wetness sent prickly chills up his spine.

      He leaned over and kissed the icy mouth of the dead man. Still shaking and sobbing, he lifted his head, raised the gun and rested the barrel against his forehead. The hand that held the gun shook uncontrollably.

      With his eyes glued to the corpse next to him, he whispered, “I am sorry, Eli. As I have taken your life, so shall I take my own. You are now avenged.”

      And then, he pulled the trigger.
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      Bob, the real estate agent, sighed and then crossed himself as the car he was driving veered off of the dirt road and into the long driveway. Randy turned to look at Marek in the back seat. Randy raised his eyebrows and indicated towards the driver with his head. Marek shrugged his shoulders and pursed his lips, trying to suppress a giggle.

      “This is it,” the real estate agent said. He shut off the car engine and checked his hair in the mirror. “I’d forgotten how far out in the middle of friggin’ nowhere this damn place is. It’s been ages since I’ve been out here.” His voice crackled as he spoke. He eyeballed the house then turned to Marek and Randy.

      “Incredible,” said Marek as the three men exited the car.

      “Yep, the old Kelponen farm. I did warn you that the place was pretty run down. Hell, I’d say it looks like absolute shit. Must have been a mighty long time since anyone’s been out here to even cut the bloody grass. Damned landlords, anyway.”

      He looked over at Marek and Randy for a moment, raised his eyebrows, and continued. “The current owner lives in Phoenix and can’t be reached. Or so says the agency. If you want my opinion, I’d say that the owner could care less about the place. He just wants us to sell the damn thing and be done with it. No bother at all on his part. I guess it doesn’t matter though. Our agency’s job is to sell houses and that’s what we’re doing. Someone still could have at least cut the grass, made the joint a little more presentable.” He reached inside of his shirt pocket for a cigarette. He lit it and then threw the still flaming match on the grass. Randy marched forward and stepped on it.

      “You’re right,” Randy said. “It isn’t much to look at.” He turned to glance at Marek, but Marek looked away.

      “You got that right,” the agent replied. “You’d think that since they’re trying to sell the property, they’d spruce it up a little first. Shit, a coat of paint never killed nobody. If the owner were my client, I sure as hell would let him have it. This type of shit only makes my job harder.” He thrust his hand into his pants pocket and retrieved his car keys. He reached toward the door handle on the car.

      “I love it,” Marek said. He placed his hands on his hips and smiled.

      Randy’s eyes widened, and he crinkled his brow. “Come again?”

      Marek turned his head and locked eyes with Randy. He took a deep breath. “I like this place.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Randy said. “Honestly Marek, look at it. It’s a dump. It’s practically in shambles.”

      Marek shook his head. “Uh-uh. I am totally serious. Look at the openness. And this grand old farmhouse right in the center of it all. Look at all those enormous trees. They’re beautiful!” He pointed towards the dilapidated barn. “And check out those five ginormous spruces over there. This place is awesome!” He tugged on Randy’s shirt. “Come on. Let’s have a look around. Maybe you’ll change your mind once you see more of the place.” He turned on his heels and marched toward the house.

      “Or maybe you’ll change your mind once you see the rest of it,” Randy answered. He looked at the agent.

      The agent grinned and crammed the keys back into his pocket. “Well, I’ll be bleedin’ dipped.”

      Randy took a deep breath and sighed. Marek mounted the front steps and opened the screen door. He waved the two men towards him.

      “Come on! What are we waiting for?”

      Once inside, Marek surveyed the kitchen. It was evident that the house had been neither lived in—nor cleaned—for quite some time. A thick wall of cobwebs blanketed the paint-chipped yellow cupboards. Set off to the side stood a heavy iron cookstove, its once light-green paint now dulled to a tired, mustard hue. Next to the stove was a dull red woodbox, stuffed full of what appeared to be large pieces of maple. It was difficult to tell as a greenish mold coated the wood. A musty, earthy odor hung in the air. It smelled like freshly tilled dirt on steroids.

      Randy crinkled his nose. “It stinks in here.”

      Marek turned to Randy and pointed at the stove, ignoring Randy’s comment. “I bet you’ve never seen one of these before.”

      Randy shook his head. “That is one weird looking stove.”

      “It’s a wood stove, or a cook stove as some people call it. We had one of those growing up.”

      The agent’s eyes widened. “You’re shitting me! I figured you to be way too young to remember cook stoves.”

      Marek laughed. “I’m from this area originally—about 20 miles from here. I grew up on a farm in a big, drafty old house so we had a cook stove in our kitchen for extra heat. It came in handy for keeping food warm as well. I remember my mother even baking bread in it.”

      “So you escaped off to Chicago and now you’re back? Couldn’t stay away from the farm life, huh?”

      Marek pointed to Randy. “Actually, he’s the reason we’re back. He just got a job at the University here.”

      “At Tech?”

      Randy nodded. “I start at Michigan Tech in three weeks.”

      “Well, how about that?” The agent said. “That doesn’t leave you much time for buying a house, now does it?”

      “We’re staying with my sister until we find something,” Marek said.

      “Are you two brothers then?” Bob asked.

      “No,” Randy said. “Marek’s my partner.” Randy paused. “My domestic partner.”

      The agent nodded sharply and broke his gaze. He cleared his throat and waved his hand in the air. “So what do you think of the kitchen? That’s one thing I like about these old farm houses—the kitchens are enormous, with cupboard space galore.”

      A large yellow table stood in the center of the room directly below a dirty, double-oval light fixture. The walls were painted a lime green which had begun to fade. Randy walked over to the overly tall cupboard and looked inside. It was full of old dishes and covered with dust and cobwebs.

      “Whoever thought that green and yellow was a good color combination?” Marek asked, his hands on his hips.

      Randy chuckled and then gestured to the cupboard. “It’s so weird that all these dishes and furniture are here in this empty house.”

      The agent stomped his foot. “In spite of the age of the house and its contents, the flooring seems to be in good shape. That’s not saying that this place won’t require some work. Yes-sir-ree. I’m talking a major overhaul here. This is one of those properties that shoulda been listed as a handyman’s dream, you get my drift? Now that last house we looked at, you could move in right away. It’s only forty years old, so it’s still in great shape. You fellows liked it, didn’t you?”

      Randy turned to say something to Marek but he had already left the room.

      “Look at the size of this master bedroom!” Marek exclaimed from upstairs. “This is incredible.” Randy rushed up the stairs with the agent tailing behind him.

      Randy and the agent followed Marek from room to room. “This reminds me of the place I grew up in,” Marek said. “Only bigger.”

      Marek reached the door at the end of the hallway and tugged at the doorknob.

      “How come this door is locked?”

      The agent shrugged. “Got me.” He pulled out his key ring and tried both of the faded silver keys, but neither of them fit into the lock. “I only have these two keys. I’ll have to ask the agency if they have any additional ones.” He scratched his head and looked at the closed door. “I’m guessing that this door leads to the attic.”

      “Shouldn’t we check out the foundation?” Randy asked. “An old house like this might have some structural problems.”

      The agent walked past the two men and motioned to the stairs. At the bottom of the staircase, they turned right into a small bathroom where the forest green walls had long since faded and begun to peel.

      “Ghastly,” Marek said. He stuck his index finger in his mouth and made choking noises.

      Randy laughed. “Ah —so we finally agree on something.” He turned to the agent. “Where is the master bathroom? I didn’t notice it when we were upstairs.”

      The agent creased his brow. “This is the only bathroom.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      The agent shook his head. “I’ve been through this place more than a couple of times and believe me, this is the only bathroom.”

      “But there’s no shower or bathtub!”

      The agent snickered. “So you noticed that, huh?”

      “That’s insane! How could a house not have any place to bathe?”

      “There is a sauna outside,” the agent answered. “This house has no hot running water. I understand that the previous tenants heated the sauna a few times a week and bathed there.”

      Randy laughed out loud. “Are you serious? There’s no hot running water?”

      “I’m afraid I am,”  Bob replied.

      “Just when I thought I’d heard everything. But I still don’t get it. How do you bathe in a sauna? It’s pretty much a room filled with steam, no? A place meant for sweating.”

      Marek chuckled. Randy was a city boy, and no doubt had never been exposed to a real Finnish sauna. “You’re thinking of a steam room sauna, like the kind you find at a gym. This type of sauna is different. It has a wood stove with a huge kettle of water attached to it. The heat from the stove warms the water so you can then wash. We had one on the farm. After my dad installed the shower, we didn’t use the sauna all that much except for on the weekends. We still warmed it usually every Saturday night for company.”

      “Company?” Randy asked.

      “It’s a local tradition. Saturday is considered Sauna Night, where you and your relatives or friends take turns hosting. My Aunt Shirley and Uncle Jimmy had a really crappy sauna so they’d usually come over to our house every Saturday to use ours—unless we were all invited somewhere else.”

      Randy shook his head. “Weird. It’s like an entirely different world, like going back in time. But still, a house with no running water?”

      “You can easily put in a water heater,” the agent said. “I know a guy and could get you a deal.”

      Randy shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right. I don’t think we need to see any more.”

      “What about the basement?” Marek asked.

      The agent pointed to the door on the right side of the bathroom wall. “Through there.”

      “The door to the basement is in the bathroom?” Randy asked. He shook his head. “This is the craziest house design I’ve ever seen.”

      The agent swung open the creaky door to expose a wooden stairwell leading downwards into darkness. “This is the way to the basement,” the agent said and started down the stairs. “Be very, very careful. These stairs aren’t the sturdiest.”

      They descended slowly as each and every stair on the rickety staircase was loose. Every time they stepped down, the wood step let go of a loud, rusty creak. Finally, they reached the earthen floor below. A pungent, musty smell like that of dirty gym socks hung in the air. Marek took a whiff and then wrinkled his nose.

      “No real floor?” Randy asked.

      The agent shook his head. “Not in this part of the basement. This room houses the furnace and by the looks of it, was where they stored their winter wood as well. Guess they saw no need to put in a solid floor just for that. I think I heard once that earthen floors were preferable in furnace rooms. If you open the furnace door and sparks jump out, there’s nothing to catch fire. Earth doesn’t burn. Now the other room, which I guess was a food storage room, has a cement floor.” He pointed to the far end of the basement. “Looks like they had a coal bin there at one time.”

      “Check this out,” Marek said once they entered the next room. He picked up a glass Kerr jar full of string beans. The liquid was cloudy, and the beans were a faded honeydew color. “There’s still food on these shelves.”

      The agent laughed. “I wouldn’t eat them if I were you. God only knows how long they’ve been there.”

      Marek held up the jar to the light and squinted his eyes. “They’re sealed tightly though. I bet you could eat them.”

      Don’t even think about it.” Randy snatched the jar from Marek before he could react. “That’s all I need is to have to drive you to the hospital for food poisoning.” He placed the jar back on the shelf. He picked up another jar and studied it for a moment. “Hey, there’s some sort of jam here as well. I don’t think I’ve ever tasted real homemade jam.” He squinted his eyes at the jar. “I think it’s raspberry.”

      “My question is, why is all of this stuff here?” Marek asked. “It’s kind of creepy, no? There’s all this food down here, a cupboard full of dishes in the kitchen, linen in the bedroom and we haven’t even checked out the rest of the house yet. Why would someone move and not take their stuff? It’s almost as if they left here in an awful hurry.”

      “Maybe the place is haunted,” Randy said. Marek slugged him in the arm. Randy shrugged.

      The agent’s face turned red, and he shifted his gaze to the jar-lined shelves. He then turned to Randy and Marek.

      “I don’t know the entire history of the place. It’s owned by some distant cousin or other of the original owner and from what I’ve been told, has been in the same family the entire time. Can’t tell you whether the current owner has ever lived here or not, although the agency did tell me that some family members resided in the house at one time. Must have been a while ago though. It’s not all that strange to find a house full of crap. I see that all the time. It’s just odd that the agency hasn’t removed any of it. That’s why the bargain price, I suppose. Or maybe they think that there are antiques to find in this rubble, and a buyer will be more tempted to purchase.” The agent cleared his throat. “The original owner was murdered here, you know.”

      “Murdered?” Marek and Randy both said in unison.

      The agent nodded. “I don’t know any of the details. It was at the end of the 1800’s I think. Like I said, some of the other family members lived here for awhile after the incident but never stayed for very long according to the property records. The house has mainly been empty all these years.”

      “Maybe it was a ghost who scared off the last people who lived here,” Randy said. “That would explain why all their stuff is still here.”

      Marek looked at the agent. “So do you have any idea whose stuff this is? Could it have belonged to the original owner?”

      “Some of it could, I imagine,” the agent answered. “Of course, that’d make it over a hundred years old. My guess is that the last people who lived here had to move in a hurry and didn’t give a damn about leaving their crap behind. As I said, you see that a lot around these parts.”

      “I remember when I was a kid, my brother and I found an old abandoned house down the road that reeked of urine and mold,” Marek said. “It was full of stuff, just like this, although everything was strewn all about the place. Probably ransacked by various people over the years. We discovered a diary belonging to a girl who was just fourteen when she wrote it. I held onto it for years, though now I’ve no idea where it ended up. I always thought it was strange that they’d leave all their possessions behind. Not many teenage girls would leave their diaries.”

      “I’ve never heard of anyone doing that before,” said Randy. “Perhaps it’s an Upper Michigan thing?”

      Marek punched Randy again.

      “Ow!” Randy said. He rubbed his arm. “Marek, you seemed to have developed a bad habit of hitting me.”

      A serious look crossed Marek’s face. He took a deep breath, looked at Randy and said in almost a whisper, “I want this house.”

      Randy flinched. He looked at Marek wide-eyed and raised his eyebrows. Marek could see his neck tense up.  “You’re not serious, right? Please oh please tell me that you’re kidding.”

      Marek shook his head. “I’m serious.” He glanced briefly at the agent and then turned back to Randy. “I want us to own this house.”

      “Now hold on a minute,” Randy said. “We need to talk about this first. We can’t make a huge decision like this on the spot without⁠—”

      “I’ll go upstairs and let you two talk this over,” the agent said. A huge smile was plastered on his face. “I’ll be in the kitchen so give me a holler if you fellas have any questions. Oh—and remember to watch the stairs on your way up.”

      Randy shook his head. “Marek, we need to think this through carefully. I mean look at this place. It’s a bloody wreck.”

      Marek stared at him, wide eyes unblinking. “I can’t explain it, but there’s something about this place. I get this funny feeling—as if I somehow belong here, like I’m meant to be here. It’s a bit odd.”

      “How could anyone feel like they belong here? The place is falling to the ground. I’d almost say that it’s past the point of repair.”

      “Sure it’ll require some work but I’m willing to do it. I was a carpenter for many years, you know.” Marek glanced around the room, his hands on his hips. “It’s definitely doable.”

      Randy stared at Marek with defeated eyes. “I don’t know, honey. Can’t we think it over? There are other houses closer to town that we have yet to look at. This house is over fifteen miles away from where I’ll be working. It might be difficult getting out of here in the winter. From what you’ve told me, the winters here are murderous.”

      Marek narrowed his eyes. “It was not my idea to move back here. I was quite happy in Chicago.” He sucked in a deep breath. “I know this new job at Michigan Tech is important to you, but you have to remember that I uprooted my life to follow you here.” He paused. “I almost didn’t either. Especially after what happened.”

      Randy looked at him sharply. “Now don’t go making it seem that you’re the one who sacrificed here. For years, all you’ve talked about is how much you hated the city and how much you wanted to move out into the country. That’s one of the reasons I applied at Tech. Remember? You wanted to return to your hometown, back to the country. So here we are.”

      Marek stood in silence, his hands clasped. Then, “I don’t ask for much. But I’m asking for this house.” He almost said, ‘you owe me that much’ but bit his tongue.

      Randy took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He studied Marek’s face for a moment and said nothing. He looked around the basement and rolled his eyes.

      “This is our first house. It’s a big decision.”

      “I know,” Marek said.

      “We should at least sleep on it.”

      Marek broke from Randy’s gaze. He shrugged his shoulders and said nothing.

      “Fine,” Randy said, his expression softening. He threw his hands up in the air. “If you want this place that badly, we’ll get it—as long as you promise to do all the repairs. I want no part of that.”

      “I’ll put this place together in no time. Trust me.”

      “Maybe then you’ll let the other thing go,” Randy added.

      Marek tensed. “That may take some time yet.” He turned with a sudden jerk and sprinted up the stairs.

      He heard Randy slowly climb the stairs behind him.  Marek glanced at him for a moment, gave him a half smile and then turned back to Bob.

      “So Mister Agent,” Marek asked, “when do we sign the papers?”
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      The bright orange moving truck rolled down the long driveway and came to a stop in front of the old farmhouse. The two men exited the vehicle, and both gazed at their new dwelling. A frigid wind blustered in from the North. The belt of cold caused Marek to shiver.

      “It’s ours, baby,” Randy said, eying the house. “I am so glad to be out of your sister’s hair finally. Thank goodness. I don’t think I could’ve stood her another day. She’s not the happiest of campers, is she?”

      Marek laughed. “She can be a bit challenging at times, I’ll agree with you there.”

      “Her son’s a hottie though.”

      Marek feigned indignation. “Hey! That’s my nephew you’re talking about.”

      Randy snickered. “I was just commenting on what a good-looking young man he is. He’s going to be a heartbreaker in a year or two. What is he, 15?

      “I think he just turned 16. Yeah, that’s right. I sent him a birthday card not too long ago.”

      Randy took another look around the property and bit his lower lip. “I sure hope that this is what you really wanted because like it or not, it’s what you got.”

      Marek nodded. “Now that I see it again, I think it’s going to take a bit more work to get this place in shape than I’d originally thought.”

      Randy laughed. “You sure you’re up for it?”

      “I’m ready for a challenge,” Marek answered. “This certainly isn’t anything I can’t handle.”

      Marek continued to scrutinize the new dwelling. His eyes moved to the top window, which he guessed to be the attic. He creased his brow, and for a moment, he could have sworn he saw a flash of movement at the window.

      “What is it?” Randy asked. “Is something wrong?”

      Marek blinked his eyes and looked back at the window. He shook his head. “Nothing.” He reached into his pocket and retrieved a ring of keys. “Let’s go inside. I’m just dying to poke around, now that it’s ours.”

      They unlocked the porch door and after a moment, found the key to open the paint-chipped door to the kitchen. The room was strangely warm as if someone had recently been burning a fire in the cook stove. A light trace of cedar perfumed the air.

      “I think this place will grow on me after all,” Randy said, looking around the kitchen. “And it looks like there’s more than enough to keep you busy while I’m away at work until you’re ready to build up your own business again.” He turned to his lover and smiled. “You wanted a life of simplicity, well here you are.”

      “This is exactly what I had in mind. I’ve wanted to get away from the city for awhile. Funny though, I never thought I’d end up back here. When I was a teenager, I couldn’t wait to get away from this town. I felt so isolated and alone, especially being gay. And look at me now—a few years later, and I’m running back here with my tail between my legs.”

      A half-smile paraded on Randy’s lips. “I guess we don’t realize how good we have it until it’s gone.”

      “Something like that,” Marek said. He curled his hand behind his ear. “Randy, listen.”

      “I don’t hear anything.”

      Marek stood frozen in place. “Exactly,” he said at last. “No busses. No cars. No people shouting. No sirens. No constant racket. Just blissful quiet.”

      “Yeah, but I think too much quiet can drive you nuts after awhile, too.”

      Marek shook his head. “On the contrary, the constant Chicago commotion and street noise frayed my nerves almost raw.”

      Randy chuckled. “Marek, sometimes I swear you’re an old man in a young man’s body.”

      “And what of it?”

      “I’m kidding. The constant noise kind of bugged me too.” Randy creased his brow and thrust his hands into his pockets. “But I have to admit that I’ve never understood this whole simplicity thing of yours. At least in the city, everything was there and with all the people around, one felt a sense of belonging. Out here, there’s nothing. Zilch. You have to drive fifteen miles just to buy a pair of socks. Remember you left this when you were young for a reason. You said that this was no place for anyone who is gay. And even then, you didn’t live this far out in the boondocks. Look at us—we live a mile down a bloody dirt road. After a while, you might discover that this kind of life is not for you after all.”

      Marek’s smile faded. “Don’t forget sweet-thing, that you are the reason we’re here in the first place. It was not I who landed a job here. I know I said I’d love to eventually move back to the area where I grew up, but you didn’t have to apply for work here specifically.”

      “While that may be true, you’re the reason that we bought this farm.”

      “Am I mistaken, or didn’t I just hear you say a moment ago that this place could grow on you?”

      “And I’m sure it will,” said Randy. “But we could have looked for a place closer to town like I originally wanted. We don’t necessarily need to live in the middle of friggin’ nowhere.”

      “Why are we going over this again? This is a pointless conversation. We signed the papers. We closed. The house is ours.”

      Randy took a deep breath. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I guess the stress of moving to a new house and starting a new job is getting to me.”

      Marek studied his face for a moment. “Randy, I needed this. And I think it’ll do us both good.” He crossed his arms and glanced toward the moving van in the driveway. “Let’s start lugging. That truck isn’t going to unload itself.”

      “First we’re going to have to decide where we want to put our stuff.”

      They turned around and marched inside through the open kitchen door. Randy stopped and turned around. “What about all this junk that’s already here? Shouldn’t we haul some of it out of here first?”

      Marek hesitated and looked around the room. He shook his head. “Not just yet. It belongs here. It’s part of the character of the house. Let me sort through it, and then we can decide afterward what we want to do with it. We paid for it after all.”

      Randy shrugged his shoulders. “Whatever love wants.”

      For the rest of the afternoon and into the early evening, the two men worked steadily, taking only a short break for lunch. By the end of the day, both the kitchen and living room were piled high with boxes and furniture, leaving only a narrow pathway available for maneuvering. The sun was on the verge of setting when they removed the last box from the truck.

      “I’m ready to die,” Marek said, rubbing his aching biceps. “Next time, we hire movers.”

      “Next time? What next time? There is to be no next time. I’ve moved way too many times in the past few years. Oh no, this time, we are staying put.”

      Marek nodded in agreement and snickered. “Don’t worry. I’m not planning on moving anytime soon, either.”

      Randy glanced at his watch. “We need to get at least the bedroom set up.” He paused and stuffed his hands into his pockets without looking at Marek. “I think we should take the master bedroom, the one that overlooks the front yard.”

      Marek said nothing. He reached down and snatched a long gray gym bag that was perched on the arm of the couch. He turned and started up the creaky stairs. Randy was behind him.

      “So what do you think?”

      Marek stopped halfway up the stairs and stared straight ahead.

      “About what?”

      “About moving into the master bedroom.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll take the one on top of the stairs then.” Marek continued to climb the stairs.

      Randy stopped. “I thought that this would be a new beginning for us. For God’s sake Marek, can’t we just forget the past already?”

      Marek turned to meet Randy’s gaze. “I’m not ready yet. It’s going to take some more time.”

      Randy sprinted up the rest of the stairs. Once on top, he gripped Marek’s arm.  “It’s been many months already. Okay, so I made a big, stupid mistake. I screwed up big time. But I’ve told you over and over that I’m sorry. I love you Marek and want to spend the rest of my life with you. Why can’t you forgive me and let us move on with our lives?”

      Marek clenched his jaw and shook his arm free. “It’s not as easy as that.” He locked his eyes with Randy’s. “I trusted you, and you broke that trust. You lied. You cheated. How do you think that made me feel? Like a fool, that’s how.”

      Randy threw his hands into the air. “What more can I do or say?”

      Marek stood motionless, saying nothing.

      “How long is this going to go on?” Randy asked. “My God Marek, we just bought a house together.”

      “I don’t know.”

      Randy sighed. “Marek, please.”

      Marek looked up.

      “You know that affair meant nothing,” Randy said. “It was just a dumb, drunken one-night, one-time fling. It was bad judgment on my part. You’re the only thing in my life that matters to me. You know that. Let’s not ruin this moment by fighting. This is the first night in our new home so let’s make it a special one. I want to start fresh. Let me prove to you that I want only you.”

      Marek turned his head and continued up the stairs. He stopped outside of the large bedroom at the top and gazed inside. In spite of himself, he felt his groin stir.

      “So what do you think?” Randy’s voice was almost a whisper.

      Marek’s breath came faster. He bit his lower lip and then brushed his hand on Randy’s cheek.

      “I’m sorry, Randy. Not yet. I just can’t. Not now. Just give me a little more time.”

      Randy jerked his head back as if Marek’s touch were fire.

      “It’s been months since we had sex.” His voice bounced loudly off the walls.

      “I know.”

      “Do you think that this is really helping?”

      Marek considered this briefly. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I swore to you that it would never happen again. I bought a house with you in the middle of nowhere so you could fulfill your dream. Anything you’ve wanted I’ve tried to give to you. But,” his voice trailed off into almost a whisper, “I am only human. If you won’t have sex with me,” he paused, “then eventually I’ll have to do something about it.”

      Marek turned around so quickly he almost lost his balance. “Please tell me that I’m not hearing what I think I’m hearing. Randall, are you threatening to have another affair?”

      “Let’s be realistic for a moment.”

      “No!” Marek shouted. He felt hot anger rush through him. His cheeks burned. “You are the one who needs to be realistic! You cheated on me with some punk, and now you expect me to act as if nothing happened?”

      Randy winced. He locked his moistened gaze on Marek’s eyes. “Marek, we have a chance here to make a new, fresh start together.” Tears now rolled down Randy’s cheeks. “I want for us to be together more than anything. Why can’t you give me another chance?”

      A strange calm fell over Marek, and then a rush of guilt hit him in the gut. He tried to fight off his own tears. He walked over to Randy and put his arms around him. He breathed in the familiar smell of his lover. His erection pushed against his pants. He hoped Randy wouldn’t notice.

      “I know,” said Marek. “It will be just a little bit longer.”

      Randy pulled away. “Just a little bit.”

      Randy stomped out of the room as if he were in great haste. Marek heard him tromp down the stairs, open the kitchen door and then slam it shut. He sighed and parked himself down on the hardwood floor. It felt good to stretch his legs.

      Randy was right of course. Marek knew that he was being uptight and perhaps even more than a tad unreasonable. If he didn’t come around soon, it would be the end of him and Randy, and they both knew it. He did love Randy, after all. Didn’t he? He wasn’t certain. For the past few months, he hadn’t been sure how he felt. All he could think about—and imagine over and over—was what Randy had done with that damned kid. Just thinking about it still made his blood boil. But punishing Randy by withholding sex was not the way to go. It was stupid and childish. Moreover, it was not only hurting Randy but also hurting himself. As much as he hated to admit it, he ached for his lover’s touch.

      An abrupt movement at the door caught his eye. He jerked his head up. Nobody was there.

      “Randy?”

      He rose and shuffled to the door. A strange new feeling crept over him, and goosebumps rose up on his arms. He shivered. Strange how cold the bedroom had become all of a sudden. He glanced both ways down the long hallway. Nothing. He could have sworn he’d seen someone at the door.

      All at once a strange odor attacked his nostrils. It was a foreign cologne, one he hadn’t smelled before, at least not in this house. Where was it coming from?

      “Randy?” His voice echoed in the empty house.

      He spun around and walked back into the bedroom. He stretched out his arms and looked out the window. Randy was leaning against the van and smoking a cigarette. Marek’s chest tightened as he sucked in a ragged breath.  When had Randy started smoking again? Was it because of him?

      He turned, walked back to the door and gazed down the hallway once more. Nothing. He took a deep sniff. The piney fragrance that he had smelled earlier seemed to have disappeared.

      “If that isn’t just the darnedest thing,” he said out loud. He shook himself and shrugged his shoulders. It was time to try to warm things up with Randy. He didn’t want their first night in the house to be spent in total silence. He was just about to start down the stairs when he heard a loud click.  He turned and looked behind him.

      The bedroom door at the end of the hall was now closed.
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      Randy grunted and threw his briefcase on the couch. It slid off of the cushion and crashed onto the floor, the abrupt noise piercing the calm of the room.

      “It was a mistake coming here,” Randy said. He kicked the briefcase and sent it sailing across the floor. “We should’ve never left the city. What in the hell was I thinking? Of all the godforsaken places for me to end up. Bunch of backwoods assholes.”

      Marek looked up from the book he was reading. He raised his eyebrows and studied Randy’s face for a moment. “The job’s not going well, I take it?”

      Randy snarled and nodded. “I’ve never worked with a lot of more horrible egotistical jerks. It’s nearly impossible to get so much as a word in during meetings, and the few times I do speak up, I’m shot down immediately — and not very politely, I might add. One guy walked right up to me, told me that he was a Republican and said that if I don’t like it, I can kiss his ass. Imagine! I’ve never even met him before, and he knows nothing about me. This gives you an idea of the kind of idiots I have to work with.”
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