Chapter 4


Another typical party, and yet another night I wished I was elsewhere.


Lots of little kids. Aye, lots of ‘em. Young laddies and lasses, a Scotsman might say. I wouldn’t know. But leaning against the wall near the hall, arms crossed, wishing I didn’t have to go outside to smoke, one couldn’t help but observe how the next generation of kids after us was going down in smoke and blazes, given the intensity of their activities.


I couldn’t go into a room where there wasn’t a case of beer, or several bottles of liquor. Seeing as how drinking was a catalyst for death these days, I refused to touch alcohol unless something really depressing in my life threw itself at me. And yet here it was, gallons of it, everywhere, and it seemed as if there was more alcohol than there was kids; more alcohol than the amount of blood in every single vein of every kid in the house.


The mere sight of such quantities of alcohol made me question us as a species; was it really in our nature to destroy ourselves in such a way? Drinking our livers to death? Going out to a party, passing out, and maybe not waking up due to alcohol poisoning? Maybe one of these kids would get lucky; maybe he’d go get in a car, and hit a tree after falling asleep at the wheel. Or maybe he’d kill someone else, a man with insomnia, out for a walk. Kill him, and wake up wondering, dude, what just happened? And then realize they just took part in the destruction of America and the world. It was a slow, creeping death, but it was coming.


And that was what was truly scary about the next generation; they didn’t care. Party it up, drink up, get crunk in this place. As if that was going to make life a lot better, and make you a happier person.


No sir, there is no stopping to it; the madness rolls on and on and on…


And after what had happened to Mom, posting up at a house whose owner I didn’t even know(nor did I care to know), watching the kids who were supposed to inherit America eventually killing themselves the same way that had killed mom had a sobering effect on me. It made me realize how lucky a person I was that I had the strong will to avoid this nonsense.


But Jessie was around; and so were Mitch and Jake. God knew where they were; I was almost scared to find them, either puking in a toilet in one of the four bathrooms, or passed out after drinking too much, too fast.


I was bored of just standing near the hallway, so I undertook the dangerous task of finding my finds; this required me having to charge through the depths of intoxicated minors, and punks who tried to walk around with a manly strut, their hats tipped to the side.


I pushed through the living room, shoving kids aside, ignoring their curses. One tried to fight me, grabbing me by the shoulder and spinning me around completely. He was shouting incoherently, and I didn’t even care to listen to what he said. I had my fists up, an indication of what I planned to do to him if he tried anything.


Fortunately for me, nothing happened. Mitch appeared out of nowhere, and stepped up right next to me. He was significantly larger than most of the kids here, and I was not surprised to see the kid slink off, talking to his homeboys about how he was gonna fix me later.


“Well, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” I followed Mitch into the kitchen, where it was less crowded. There were maybe six kids in the kitchen, drinking Captain Morgan. “Where’s Jake?”


“Don’t know. He’s around. Last I saw, he was chilling upstairs with some chick.” Mitch filled up a cup of jungle juice. “Whoever’s runnin’ this party, man, they’re pretty cool. I think I’ve seen every brand of beer and liquor accounted for.”


“It’s a Minor’s party; don’t think too highly of them,” I reminded him. “Where’s Jessie?”


“I mean, I know you don’t like kids younger than you, and you think you’re better than them,” Mitch hadn’t heard anything I had said. “But you should really consider coming to more of these. I mean, have you seen everything that’s here? I’ll be drunk for the duration of the break.”


“Where’s Jessie?” I repeated myself, this time making sure he had his eye on me when I spoke.


“Why the hell do you care so much? Go look for him yourself. I’m gonna find someone to dance with.” Mitch was off then; he disappeared into the crowd in the living room, and I knew I wouldn’t see him for an hour at the least.


I continued my search for Jessie. I first checked out the back porch of the house, and found only a few girls and guys trying to get hot and heavy. They weren’t too happy when I burst in on them, saying only, “Where’s Jessie at? Anybody see a fat blonde kid with glasses around here?”


“No,” one little kid said, annoyed, glaring at me. 


I slammed the door shut on them after that, still absolutely clueless where Jessie could be.


Finally, after twenty minutes of frantically cracking skulls throughout the household, I found him upstairs, in the bathroom. He hadn’t thrown up, much to my surprise. 


He was aiding some girl, who was vomiting her entire bodyweight in alcohol. The smell in the bathroom was sickening, and I gagged the moment I entered the little area. 


“You wanna help me?” Looking at his eyes, I noticed a great amount of soberness. I was relieved to see that Jessie wasn’t drunk.


“Help out? You’ve got it, man. It’s all you.” I started to back out of the bathroom. “Just wanted to make sure you weren’t drunk, you lightweight.”


“Lightweight? Are you serious?” He shouted at me as I shut the door on them.


Having witnessed that, I concluded one thing; I needed a smoke. I made my way back out to the hall, and then out the door. The warm, humid air outside slapped me in the face as I whipped out a lighter and a cig and lit it up.


Somebody started up the dance music, and the bass could be clearly heard through the walls. I could imagine Mitch grinding up on several girls, maybe two of them at the same time. Jessie would still be helping that girl out upstairs, more for the sex than the respect. Jake would be M.I.A. for a bit; at least until midnight or later.


It was only then did I realize how much of a loner I was sometimes. The friends I associated myself with often more than not were scatterbrained; they weren’t really sure what they were doing in this world. Some of them, like Mitch, just cruised around looking for a fight to justify themselves, or establish their dominance. Men like Mitch had no real voice; they just used their fists instead, because they lacked the smarts to really move mountains.


Jessie was a nomad at heart, having no real desire to pursue anything else besides his partying, girls, and music. I didn’t even know why he applied to George Mason University – it was a surprise that he even got accepted, given that he hadn’t even tried to work hard for good grades in the first two years of high school. He baffled me constantly, despite how much I loved him as a friend. I had no idea what he was going to do when we had to go our own ways after college was finished.


Jake was the only one I saw going somewhere. He wasn’t just an awesome drummer; he worked hard in whatever he chose to do. He wrestled in high school and took fifth place at the state championship. He held a steady job in construction, somehow managing to do that and Juggernaut at the same time. I knew all about his father, too; how the man had been killed in a shootout in L.A. three months after Jake was born. This, in fact, was what brought me closer to Jake. He and I both knew what it was like to lose someone tied to you by blood. 

Jake shrugged this dark cloud in his life off easily, however; he was the only man I knew that acted like it had never happened. The way he spoke about it, the look in his eyes; they were completely calm and serene. His conscience was entirely clear about the issue. He pushed on in life, disregarding what really hurt him. Jake was the only one I really saw going places after college. He was the only one I really saw being a friend in the future.

Indeed, loner I might’ve been, between being shunned by Jake’s successes and Mitch and Jessie’s hazardous approach to everything; and yet I felt a sense of peace in being a loner as well. A confidence that drove me, assuring me that no matter what happened to the others, I was gonna make it through all right. The kind of confidence where, during a time of struggle, when the smoke cleared out of the area of danger, I was gonna be the last man standing. 

So I leaned against the metallic railing of the porch, squinting into the night, not really searching for anything, just looking. Noting the small sliver of the waning moon slowly creeping behind a cloud in the night, darkening the outdoors that much more. Noting the sound of thumping bass, the vaguely-hearable laughs and shrieks coming from inside of the house. The warm night air draped itself around my shoulders, and I felt at peace with myself and everything around me.

It was a shame that my father couldn’t see this; I almost could drape an air of rebelliousness around my shoulders as I stared out into the darkness, wondering what would come next in this violent, drunken world. What would be thrown at me after I finished this cigarette? Would it be a guy who was too high to tell the difference between friend and foe, carrying a gun or knife on his person? A cop watching the house from afar, deciding to make his move soon, when he felt that the partiers would have their guard down? I knew that whatever it was, it would happen soon. Soon things would click into place, and I would have to take charge, dragging my fellow friends’ asses out of the house, away to safety.

This conclusion did not console me at all; it robbed me of my good mood as I pondered what the cops could do to someone like me. I hadn’t touched a single drink, but I was at the scene of the crime being committed by dozens of others, and I had no illusions of being too young to really give a care. I was – most likely – the eldest man here, if not one of them. Could they legally hold me responsible for the whole thing? This dawning realization scared me enough to finish the cigarette quick, so that I could duck back indoors, away from whoever was watching down the street, eyes always glued to the front door, waiting for the right moment to strike.

Back inside, I once again was hit by a wave of loud beats, perhaps some gibberish spoken here and there, and the smell of alcohol and weed in the air; the combination was powerful, and not in a pleasant way. The entire house smelled rank, and it almost made me sick to my stomach. I couldn’t fathom how no one else seemed to notice it; probably because they were all too drunk or high to really care.

Mitch leaped out from the gaggle in the living room, a grin on his face, his shattered stump of a tooth out in the open for all to see. “Dude, this is awesome.” He shouted, leaning really close to me. “We should come out to these kinds of parties more often.”

“Yeah, you go ahead,” I told him. “Not me; too much stupidity in the air for someone like me.” That and I was tired of younger kids as well. They were no fun at all.

“You know Janice and her sister are here, right?” Mitch said before I could start complaining some more. “Jessie wanted to bang her, didn’t he?”

“Who, Janice or Rachel?” 

Mitch shrugged. “No idea. Does it matter? Both of ‘em are pretty good-lookin’ to me. Rachel needs more of a butt, but hey, I suppose that’s the only negative thing about her.”

His commentary got to me; I didn’t even know Rachel, but I suddenly felt defensive, and for no good reason at all. “Leave her be, will ya? Say what you will about Janice, but at least Rachel’s our age.”

“Ooh, hit a nerve, did I?” he was laughing about it carelessly. “What are you so worked up about? I’ve heard you say the same thing behind other girls’ backs.”

I wasn’t going to argue with him; not tonight. I was trying to enjoy myself, but the stench of at least fifty high schoolers sweating and vomiting was hanging high in the air with the weed and alcohol, and the longer we stayed, the greater this wave of stench affected my friends, influencing them to stay longer. Mitch’s lop-sided smile was enough to piss me off. I shoved past him, going back upstairs to make sure that Jessie was still alive.

He was outside of the bathroom, looking relieved, shaking his head. “She okay?” I asked him as I got to the top of the stairs.

“She’s gonna be.” Jessie said. “Hey, where’s Jake?”

“I don’t know. Check the bedrooms if you really want to find him.” Mitch’s comments kept coming back to me, and I couldn’t take my mind off of them; I actually felt my temper rising a little.

I’d had enough of the party, and I wanted out. Fast. “Hey listen, do you think you can drive the guys home?” I nudged Jessie when it became evident he wasn’t listening to me. “Can you?”

“What, take ‘em home? Dude, I’m over the limit. Take them home yerself.” He headed downstairs. I followed after him. 

“You’re serious? I don’t wanna be here anymore man. I wanna go.”

“Go? Go where? Home?” Jessie rolled his eyes. “Pussy. Can’t stand a bit of partying or something? What’s up?”

I couldn’t explain myself properly. Between the overkill of the partying, drugs, sex, and Mitch’s comments, I really had no idea where the line had been crossed. My only instinct was telling me to flee, and to flee soon, because trouble was ahead.

But was I just being paranoid though? Wasn’t this an instinct that had always been whispering inside of me, telling me to run away from all things that were fun and satisfying in life? A curse given to me from some unknown source?

Regardless of when this instinct had been conceived inside of me, I knew that I wasn’t going to make it through the whole night. There was too much anger in me; I resented how Jessie and Mitch had treated me. I slowly started to make my way to the back door, where I could circle around the back of the house and the neighbor’s, and make my way to the car, where then I could get away for a while.

Managing to make it outside, I felt the crushing weight of being alone in my paranoia and lone-wolf persona dissipate. My body relaxed as I breathed in easily.

A voice hailed to me just as I was about to start jogging away. “Hey, hey!” it was feminine, and it came from the shadows of the house, where a trail of cigarette smoke drifted away.

“Sorry, don’t got any more smokes on me.” I didn’t want any kind of friendly banter over smokes. I just wanted to get away for a bit.

“Chad Palma, right?” she finally stepped out of the shadows, and I was frozen in my tracks as I realized that it was Rachel, smiling brightly while she knocked ashes off of the cigarette in her hand. The fact that she was standing there by herself, without a single babbling fool nearby trying to befriend her completely stole me by surprise. I couldn’t believe my luck.

And then I remembered what I was doing outside, and the desire to run away came back even stronger than before. “So how you doin’?” My plan was to slowly make my way towards the neighbor’s house before she delved deep into a conversation.

“You look like you’re leaving,” she said, laughing a little after I shrugged helplessly.

“Kids these days,” I tapped the side of my head as I spoke. “No brains at all; all the drinkin’ they do, it’s gonna catch up to them someday. Maybe not today, but another time it will. Maybe next week’s party, even.”

“Yeah, it’s a shame,” she said casually. “Need to get away for a bit?”

“Mm-hm,” I nodded.

She glanced back at the doorway, as if expecting someone. “Here, you wanna go get something to eat then?”

I nodded again. “Sure.” I once again turned to head in the direction I’d already started on before, but she grabbed me gently by the shirt and jerked me in another direction I hadn’t anticipated going towards.

“We’ll take my car.” She said.

And what kind of a fool was I to argue? Any gentleman at heart would’ve agreed, if only because he had had no time to offer driving her instead. At least, that was a logical idea to me. But given the state I was currently in, shaken and confused, I followed her like a lamb to some unexpected destination; maybe the slaughter. After all, women were dangerous in their ways and decisions. Following after them, most men knew, was a risky game that could ensnare you whole, and take control of your every move and thought if you weren’t careful.

But I obliged in playing the game anyway, accepting the risk, figuring that it was better to try this gamble than stay in the party house for another several hours without a breath of fresh air. 

A wise choice, I hoped, that would pay off.

