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DEAD RECKONING 8:

Life of the Party


"Dude, turn the station," Jo commanded.  "This shit sucks.  Go to 93.7."

"Jo, this is my truck and when I'm driving, we'll listen to what I want to," I calmly explained.  "When you drive the car, we'll listen to what you want to."  93.7 is an all right station, I guess, it's heavy metal.  I just didn't want Jo to boss me around.  

"Fuckin' A," he said with frustration and sat back in his seat.  I knew he was getting antsy.  Any amount of time in the back of the cab of my pick-up truck was no comfy ride, but all four of us had to get to the rager on Wilson Street somehow.  But we were almost there anyway so it didn't really matter.

"Turn right here and it should be on this street," Sophia instructed.  As I turned the wheel, I checked the sign for the words 'Wilson St.'.  Down the road I could see a house with lights on and cars surrounding, practically blocking off traffic.  I pulled up to the other side of the street and parked in front of a red Chevrolet, trying to allow enough room for him to get out later.  Luckily, there was just enough space for me to fit in without blocking the neighbor's driveway.  Sophia and I exited the car as I turned off the ignition.

"Whoo-hoo!" Jo exclaimed.  "Time to get liquored up," he said, jumping out of the car excitedly.


"Jo, you're an alcoholic," Quentin commented.


"No, I'm a drunk," he retorted.  "Alcoholics go to meetings."


My three friends made straight for the house, eager to get into the 'Palace de Dallas'.  The guy holding this party was named Dallas or something, I wasn't sure whether it was a first name or nickname.  About every two months or so he would hold a huge-ass raging party, they were a school tradition by now.  There was more hard liquor in here than in Russia and more beer than in Milwaukee.  Dallas also came from a well-placed family with a strong tradition of football.  He played varsity in high school and his father played pro with the Oakland Raiders so they were well endowed.  Plus they didn't have to worry about the cops interrupting.


Jo and Quentin were already at the door.  I think Jo was yelling to Quentin about something, but I wasn't exactly sure what it was.  No doubt taunting him for something minor.  Sophia waited for me to reach the door to tell me something as I caught up with her.  


"I'm going to the bar to make myself a drink.  I'll catch up with you later."


"OK," I said.  I'm not sure why she wanted to separate, but it wasn't a big deal.  She departed to the left, in what appeared to be a rather richly decorated part of the house.  I went to the right to see what was going on there.  Whenever I arrive at some place new I always stake out the territory, just to see what sort of environment I was in.


The house was filled with students and other peers, all gathered together for a good rowdy time.  Heavy air-filling music added to the clamor.  It was hard to make my way through the halls with so many people blocking my way, but years of walking through a too-crowded high school have helped sharpen my footwork.


The first room I saw was the kitchen, where one of the kegs was set up.  It was surrounded by big kids wearing muscle t-shirts, basketball or baseball players I think.  They stood around the drum like loving parents over sleeping children.  They didn't say much, they just stared blankly at each other and at the keg.  They slowly turned their eyes toward me, I looked back at them, didn't say a word, felt very awkward.  They didn't say anything and returned to their statuesque silence.  I contemplated going up to the keg to get a drink but they looked too protective of their baby.  So I passed them on by.


I walked around the dining room table, moving between the wall and the chairs.  I was trying to get to the back to find out what was in the next room.


"Hey," one of the people in the back of the room said to me.  I turned to see who it was and I didn't recognize him.  He was kind of burly, had on a dark blue surfing t-shirt.


"Hey," I said back.  Who was this guy?  He obviously recognized me.  Why didn't I recognize him?  I ran through my brain trying to put a name to the face.  Was he in one of my classes?


"How are you doing?"


"Pretty good."

"Did you get the paper in English done?"


English, English, where was he in my English class?  Was he in my peer review group?  He might have been, I didn't really remember.


"No, but we've got another week, don't we?"


"I think so, I don't remember when it was due."


"That was a hard assignment."


"Yeah, it was.  You'd think she could have given us something a little easier before spring break."


"Yeah, I know she wants us to have no homework over break, but it doesn't help if every other teacher does that.  It's just over-loading us."


"Yeah, they should coordinate their stuff so that they don't give us too much at once.  I mean, I wouldn't mind if they gave us a little work over break.  Not like a test or a paper.  Just don't have the lesson plan so that each unit ends before spring break."


"Exactly," I agreed.


"Have you gotten a drink yet?"



"No, I just got here a little while ago."


"With Sophia and Jo?"


"Yeah, all them."


"Cool, where are they?"


"They all just sort of… split up, I guess.  Went to their respective drinking stations.  They all like different things.  Jo does nothing but fill up on beer.  Quentin likes the mixed drinks and Sophia takes like the gin & tonics and martinis and stuff.


"Yeah, what are you doing?"


"I was just wandering around, seeing what this place is like."


"Is this the first time you've been to the 'Palace de Dallas'?"


"Yeah."


"OK, a word of advice.  Don't go upstairs."


"Why?"


"That's where the bedrooms are."


"Oh, gotcha."


"And he has plenty of them so… you know, wouldn't want to interrupt.  This house is just amazing."


"Yeah, they don't call them overpaid athletes for nothing."


"I guess not.  Man, I could only hope to own a house like this.  And your dad playing pro football too.  And always on the road.  Hell, I'd have parties every day."


"Yeah.  So are you going anywhere for spring break?"


"No, I don't have any money this time.  I'm going to Jamaica in the summer though, with my brother's fraternity."


"With your brother's fraternity?"


"Yeah, I got accepted to the University of Texas in Dallas and my brother pulled some strings and got me initiated into his frat."


"Already?"


"Yeah, it's good, I don't have to live in a tiny dorm room or anything."

"Yeah, but don't you miss out on some of the things from living in a dorm room, like making friends and meeting new people…"


"And 80 people sharing a bathroom and showers and living in a space smaller than this dining room?"


"Hm, that's true," he had a point.  I guess he valued privacy and being closed-off more than I did.


"Well, I'm going to get another drink."


"OK, I'll see you on Monday."


"Later."  He headed off past me.


Well, that was odd.  Pretty long conversation for a kid whose name I didn't even know.  All throughout that chat I wracked my brain to try and remember what his name was.  At least it didn't come up in conversation.


He left, going back the way I came while I proceeded forward, making myself a mental map of the house's layout.  In the corner of the dining room with a bright yellow light emanating forth, I walked down that hallway and found it was a very small hallway with a single yellow light encapsulated in an ugly yellow globe hanging from the ceiling.  There was a door in front of me and a door to the right of me.  Both looked exactly the same, I figured the door ahead of me would lead to the other side of the house, and wanting to explore as much of the place as I could, I opened the one on the right.


Light poured into a room dark and gray and walled with brick.  It was a small laundry room with only two machines and a small shelf.  It kind of reminded me of a solitary confinement prison, obviously not meant to be seen by guests.  The couple making out in the room only emphasized this point. The girl with long blond hair was stripped down to her bra and panties and propped up on the dryer, giving the guy an easier position to stick his tongue down her throat.  As the slowly opening door cast a widening beam of light onto them, they slowly turned towards me, with lips still touching, mouths partially open.  Neither of us made any reaction, although the couple looked too sloshed to react to anything quickly.  We merely stared at each other for a moment, not quite knowing what to do.  Then they started to giggle infectiously.


Feeling more awkward than I ever have in my life for invading their privacy, I reached for the knob and shut the door.  Definitely the wrong room.


"Wait," came the guy's voice from inside, "Come back, join us."


"Scott, shut up," the girl said.


I'd never felt more embarrassed in my entire life.  And that little comment didn't help anything.  I really hoped I wasn't turning red.  I decided it was best to move on and put this little fiasco behind before it got anymore uncomfortable.  


I went through the door I should have gone through before and found the garage.  This must have been the place they kept the vehicles they weren't driving because I swore I remembered them having a front garage too.  I guess they needed space to store their four more cars.  Five if you counted the Harley-Davidson leaning against the wall in the back.  It looked imported, too.  Next to that were a Jaguar S-series and a red Corvette.  And then they had a current year-model Suburban and a Mustang.  Definitely overpaid athlete.  There was no one else in this town who could have more than five vehicles at any one time, if even at any period of time.  What I wouldn't give to try that Jaguar out for a test drive.  I've never driven anything but my truck.  All I've known is slow, bulky, and high gas mileage.  I couldn't even begin to imagine what the reaction would be when I drove that puppy into the school parking lot Monday morning.


OK, no time for foolish fantasy.  I saw a door on the other side of the garage.  My prediction was that it would lead to the outside.  But then again, my prediction about the laundry room was way wrong.  Might as well check it out to make sure.  I maneuvered successfully around the Mustang and the Suburban which were tightly squeezed against the wall and made it to the other side.


I opened the door and found that it did not lead to the outside but another hallway.  The garage must have been in an indented part of the house, kind of like a bridge between one side and the other.  This hallway looked exactly like the one I had just come out of, with the same ugly yellow globe hanging from the ceiling, but this corridor was a little longer and continued to the right.  There were one or two people mulling around at the end.  One of them saw me and stumbled toward me. 


"Hey, you you are yer when you're ma buddy."


What did he say?


The guy fell on me, clutching onto my body for support so he wouldn't fall to the floor.  He was so drunk, I was expecting his liver to pop out of his abdomen and walk out in protest.


"Whoa, easy there," I said as I gripped his hands holding onto my hips for support.  


"Yo yum when I as yu… you are, when I wunna as younquestion…"


"OK, I think it's time to cut you off."  I picked him up to an upright position and turned him around.  I needed to get this guy to a couch or something.  I led him down the hall and turned the corner.  Wherever we were going, it was probably where the music was coming from, because I was feeling some heavy-ass bass in the floor.  There was a room ahead where a collection of people was gathered, I think a few of them might have been dancing, it's hard to tell whether drunk people are dancing or just moving around.

Once I got in the room I saw a couch in the corner no one was sitting on.  Across was the bar where one person was making drinks and on the opposite side was a huge multi-thousand dollar stereo that I could see vibrate with each beat.


I set the guy, who now had a very drugged up look on his face, on the couch.  I just hoped he wasn't going to puke.


"Hey… yu yu are wanna fight?" he slurred as he moved towards me with clenched fists.  I wasn't worried because I knew at his level of intoxication any punch he could throw I could easily evade.


"I don't want to fight."


"Yu when a motrcycl inna capns rig weana hidover the sport."


What?


I slowly took hold of him, turned him around and set him on the couch.  As soon as I let go of him he fell over on his side and passed out.  If this wasn't so tragic it would be funny… well, I guess it was funny anyway.


"--- Caleb."


I thought I heard someone call my name and I turned around.  I saw Quentin holding an orange-colored drink with a little umbrella in it.


"H-, Cal-b."


It was really hard to hear him over the deafening bass.


"Hey, what's up," I said.


"Do --- se- th-- st----, th-- -- the pim---- ----- I ---- ev-r see-."


"Uh-huh."


"It's ---- a D- booth with--- a -J."


"Uh-huh," I barely understood what he was saying. 


"If -- had th-- -a the mall, -- would -- st--k-d."


"Yeah, I figured you'd be where the music is."


Fortunately, the song ended and switched to something with less bass.  Now I had a better time hearing him.  But we still had to shout.


"Dude, this is the best Long Island Iced Tea I've ever had.  You can't even taste the alcohol."


"Really."


"Where've you been?"


"Just looking around," I shrugged.  

"Where's Sophia at?"


"I don't know, I was kind of wondering where she went, too.  She said she was going to the bar."


"What?  This bar?  No, I haven't seen her at all."


"Great."


"Dude, you should try the other bar."


"There's another bar?"


"Yeah, there's one right when you come in the door on the left."


That must have been where she went when we went in.  Has she been here before?  

"OK, thanks," I said.


"Yeah, just go through that hallway there." He pointed behind me to a hallway next to the stereo.


"OK." 


"All right, see ya later."

I headed out of the room towards the door.



There were various other doors on the left and right, but I wasn't too interested in exploring anymore.  Now I was just so curious as to where Sophia went, since she wasn't at the bar with Quentin, that I wanted to find her instead.  Besides, there's a line between exploring and snooping.    


I next came to another kitchen.  There must have been two of every room in this house.  This kitchen was much bigger than the first one.  A much larger refrigerator, more cabinets, much larger stove and oven, microwave, and some devices I had no idea what they were.  I think there was even a Ronco Food Dehydrator in there too.  But what I caught was that on the outside, on the deck, they were cooking on the grill and the smell of hamburgers, chicken, steak, barbecued ribs and other meats wafted into the room.  It had been so long since I've had a home-cooked meal that I immediately picked up the scent.  A real, cooked-on-the-grill-by-a-human-person, fresh-to-your-plate meal.  99% of my meals are either frozen, fast food, or end with "and cheese" or "helper".  I'm not a cook, never have been, never will be.  The scent of those ribs cooking out on the patio felt like two aromatic hands grabbed my head and were pulling me towards the delicious food.  It was all I could do to resist and keep my mind off those delicious smelling ribs and steaks, sizzling, flame-grilled, dripping with tangy, hickory-smoked, barbecue sauce…


Dammit, I had to get out of there and find Sophia.  This was too tempting.  I continued down into the next room.  It was yet another dining room, much bigger than the other one.  In the corner was the second keg I've seen so far, people moved around it like bees around a queen.  And who did I see there?


"Caleb, Caleb, wazaaaap!" Jo said.


"Jo?" I said.


"Whaddap, my man, howzu doin' on this verry fine night."


"What?"


"Hey, Caleb, guess what," he drunkenly bellowed as if I were deaf.  "Caleb, they have a keg of Heineken.  A keg of Heineken!" he said, completely amazed as if it was filled with liquid gold.  


"That's amazing," I said quietly, badly shielding my unimpressedness on purpose.



"In here, 's all good, Caleb," he replied.  "The beer flows like the water of… some place."

"OK, right," I commented, rolling my eyes.  "Listen, have you seen Sophia at all?" 

"Have I seen Sophia at all?" he repeated incredulously.  "Well, I'll tell you if I've 

seen Sophia at all… I haven't."

Great, a comedian.  

"Why d'you wanna…" he continued, "Find her… ohhh, I see," he insinuated, "You wanna show her a good time.  First you get her liquored up, then you take-"

"Shut up, Jo," I said.  It really irritated me when he talked about Sophia like that.  

"Hey, asshole, don't… tell me… to shut up," he said as he poked at my chest, just one of the ways to get on my nerves instantaneously.


I shoved his hand away and exasperatedly said, "Just get out of my way."


"Hey… don't shove… my hand when I'm talking to you.  I'll take you down faster than…"


Oh, great, another guy who wanted to fight, and this time one of my friends.


"Jo, shut up, you're drunk."


"C'mon, I'll fight ya right here, right now.  I'll take your punk-ass down."


"Hey, if you really want to fight there's a guy in the other room looking to rumble," I said as I pointed behind me.


"Serious?  Ho dag."  He took off into the music room to find his next opponent in WWF Drunken Brawl.


This was really starting to irritate me.  Where the hell was she?  I must have covered almost this entire house except for the upstairs, and I did not want to go up there.  As soon as Jo left, I exited the dining room, moved through a hallway, and found a closed door.  Nowhere to go but through.


As soon as I opened the door a billow of smoke floated out.  I would have thought it was a fire, ran into the room screaming "get out, get out", found the fire and courageously smothered or stamped it out, becoming the hero of the party.  That is, I would have done that, had I not smelled the smoke and detected a sweet acrid scent, kind of like what a burning plant would smell like.  I had arrived in the hot box.


It seemed like a family room.  There was a picture window above a couch built into the wall.  Other assorted plush couches and chairs were around the room and occupied by people in a very relaxed posture, pleasantly enjoying the atmosphere.  The people slowly turned to me as I opened the door and disturbed their peaceful assembly.


"Heeey," one said, "Shut the door, man."


I promptly shut it, no reason to ruin their fun.  "Hey, do any of you guys know where the bar is?"


One of the two guys on the couch piped up.  "Yeah, man, right, back, there," he said, pointing to a door ahead of me on the other side of the room.  The second one turned back to him.


"Louis… you're trippin'…  And when you're trippin' you lose all sense of direction."


"All right… so where is the bar?" Louis asked.


"It's… that way!" he quietly exclaimed and pointed in the same direction as suggested before.  I rolled my eyes, said my thanks, and went to the other end of the room.  Never try to ask advice from stoners.


I closed the door to keep their little party private.  I had to be getting close, since I know I'd covered a lot of ground, and the house was not that big.  I was now in another hallway that turned a corner, I wondered where this would take me.  I started down the corridor, when suddenly a sickly-looking guy jumped out at me from around the corner.


"Dude, where's the bathroom!  I'm gonna spew."


Without hesitation, I pointed directly behind me.  He ran off into the wacky weed room.  Hell if I knew if there was a bathroom back there.  I just wanted him as far from me as possible.  Some people just don't know when to say when.


I turned the corner of the hallway and found the second bar.  This one was a lot more professional looking, very sophisticated.  I saw Sophia leaning up against the bar on a stool, chatting with some guys and girls.  She turned and saw me standing in the doorway.


"Caleb, hey, it's Caleb," she drunkenly exclaimed.  Sluggishly, she climbed down from her barstool and sauntered over to me.  "Isn't he cute," she commented to the others in the room as she wrapped her arms around my waist in a hug.  Damn, this girl gets drunk fast.  "How yedoin," she said, looking up at me.


"I'm fine.  I'm glad I found you."


"That's good," she gently slurred, looking back down tiredly.  "See this, guys?  This is a real man.  This is a woman's man.  This is the kind of boyfriend every girl wants, and I have him."


Others in the room raised their glasses to her with praises of "You go, girl" and "You right up, Soph."


I had no idea where all this flattery and praise was coming from, nor what I had done to deserve it, but I wasn't about to stop her.


"Hey, Caleb," she turned back to look up at me with half-closed eyes, still hugging me about the waist.  "I want to give you something."


"All right," I said.


"I want to give you something special."


"All right," I said.


"I want to give it to you upstairs."


Oh… my… god…  This cannot be what I thought she was thinking I thought she thought, I thought.  Oh god, I was so shocked I couldn't even think straight.


"C'mon," she began to step back and tug on the lapels of my trenchcoat.


All I could think was I'm not ready for this, I'm not ready for this, I'm not prepared, I don't even have… protection with me.  I had no idea something like this was going to happen.  I was nowhere near ready.  We haven't even talked about it yet.


"C'mon," she beckoned in a sing-song voice as she began to tug on my arms towards the stairs.  I had no idea what to do, should I or shouldn't I.  I was not planning to have to deal with this question tonight.  I let myself be led by her reluctantly.  I had just a gut feeling of wanting that let me continue following her.  But then a little voice inside me said 'no, no, you can't do this, not now, she's drunk to hell, it wouldn't be right' and my little voice is hard to ignore.  Even if I did it, my little voice would still be there and I wouldn't enjoy it.  I had to stop this now before it went too far.


"I think you need to go home," I said, as I took her about the waist and began leading her to the door.

"Why do we need to go home, we might as well just stay here," she explained.  "I know there's plenty of spare bedrooms."


I didn't say anything.  I didn't want to make a fuss that would draw attention to us.  If I told her why we were really going home, she would have yelled at me and denied that she was wasted, and I have no doubt the people would have been on her side.  Luckily, she was too inebriated to think of putting up a struggle.  She just felt my guiding arm gently nudge her along the hallway and out the door, which turned out to be nearby.  Sophia was right near where I had started the whole time.


"What about Quentin and Jo?" Sophia questioned as we went down the sidewalk path.


"They can find rides on their own," I said, making up some quick logic.  "If they can't, I'll come back for them."  


We crossed the street and made towards my truck.


"Come on, what are you being so uptight about?"


"I'm not being uptight," I said.  Of course, I was being uptight, but I was also being responsible.  You can't have sex with drunk girls.  I hate when conflicts of conscience happen with me.  


I opened the door for her on the other side and pushed her into the passenger seat.  She crawled in like a baby on hands and knees.  As I closed the door, she was struggling to get upright.  I went to the vehicle's driver side and got in.  She didn't say anything as I started the car and drove onto the road.


"I promise you'll like it," she said pleadingly.  I tried to ignore her, mentally looking the other way.  She laid down on the seat, I thought she was going to take a rest.  "Look, I'll give you a little head just to show you how good I am," she said as I heard the unzipping of my jeans.


WHOA!  Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa.  No, no, no.  This is not gonna happen now.  This is not happening.  This is totally wrong.  I wasn't going to let this happen, not like this, not when she's pissed out of her head, and not while I'm driving.  I took hold of her shoulder and pushed her up as best I could while keeping my eyes on the road.  I think I might have pushed her too hard because I heard her slam against the door.


"What the FUCK is your problem?" she scoffed in disgust.


"Well, for one thing, I'm driving," I said with conclusion.


"Some fucking man you are," she complained.  "Guess I was wrong about you."


"Sophia, the reason I'm not going to… do anything with you," I have a bad habit of not being able to say certain words in certain situations, "Is that you're drunk and I'm not going to take advantage of someone who's drunk."


"Fuck what's right.  Just do what feels good, loosen up, be bad once in a while.  We're teenagers, we're supposed to get drunk and have sex.  You never do anything fun, you never do anything me, Jo, and Quentin like to do.  You don't like vandalizing buidlings, you don't like making fun of people."


That would be a bad argument if it were anyone but me listening to it.


"Well, I'm not doing anything tonight.  Not when you're like this."


"Well, you're certainly not getting any from me now."


"Good, I didn't want any in the first place."


"What kind of man are you?  Is your dick microscopic or something?"


These were shots below the belt, but I wasn't going to let her challenge my masculinity to get me to sleep with her.


"Just because I don't want to have sex with you for the first time right now doesn't make me-"


"The first time?!  Oh my god, you're a virgin?!"


Actually, I had meant having sex for the first time with her.  But I was a virgin, I couldn't lie.  Damn freudian slips.


Sophia just belted out in unmitigated laughter.  And it was unmistakably at me.  "I should have known.  You've never had any friends or girlfriends, so why would anyone have sex with you.  You're just a wuss, that's all."


What happened to all that praise at the party?


"You're just a fuckin' wuss," she continued.


"I'm not going to argue about this with you right now, Sophia."  Even trying to ignore all the shots she was taking at me right now, I was getting pissed off.


"Wuss," she repeated.  Now this was just childish, so I chose to ignore it.  Besides, we were close to her house anyway.


As I pulled up into her driveway, she was acting like a baby with her arms crossed and staring straight ahead.  I stopped the car and ran over to her side to help her drunk ass out of the car.  She had the door opened already when I got over there and was trying to get out herself.  She leaned forward and put a foot down on the step which inevitably slipped and brought her careening down into my arms.


"Stop touching me, I can get up myself," she said with quiet anger.  "Besides, you obviously don’t want to even touch me."


"Soph, don't act this way."


"Just leave me alone, VIRGIN!" she said, publicly declaring it with no regard for the sleeping neighbors.  I watched her step up to her door and fumble in her pocket for the keys.


"Soph, don't go like this," I asked.

"Fuck off," she said, under her breath I could hear her mutter 'loser'.  She unlocked the door and entered her house, making sure to slam it shut for extra emphasis.


I gritted my teeth, clenched my fist and slammed it on the hood of my truck.  Goddammit, mother fucker.  What the fuck was that bitch's problem.  I was so fuckin' mad, this was the angriest I've ever been in my life.  Fuck everything and everybody, fuck the world.  I needed someone to fight right there and now so I could tear the shit out of him, fuckin' rip him apart.  There was no fucking reason this should have happened.  Why does she have to be such a bitch sometimes.  I do every fuckin' thing, I'm the nicest boyfriend I can possibly be and she just throws it right back in my face.  I needed someone or something to kill right now, or just scream at the top or my lungs with blasting rage.  Right now, I just hated her.  I didn't want to have anything to do with her, I didn't want to know her.  My life would be better if she wasn't in it, or never came into it.  She can go back to fucking every guy on the block and leave me the hell alone.  Dumb fucking bitch.  I hope she burns in hell with the rest of them.


With unbridled emotion I turned on the car again.  With no reserve or regard for what was behind me I shot it into reverse and backed out of the driveway way faster than I should have.  I downshifted the gears and headed out.

###

