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We came into the kitchen looking for a place to put down our bottle of red wine we brought. We’d obviously misunderstood what kind of party it was, and what kind of house. It was packed wall to wall throughout, the music was thumping so deep and hard the floor bounced, and we couldn’t see anyone we knew.

“Hey, welcome new people!” a large deep voice boomed behind us and we both spun around startled.

A very large, athletically-built guy with a beaming smile was leaning against the counter. “Welcome to my home.”

“Oh, this is your place?” Brianna said.

“This is my place,” he said, and then he proceeded to drop his eyes all the way down her body to her platform sandals and back up again, taking what felt like a whole minute before he came back up to her eyes. “And who might you be?”

I half grinned and turned away ready for the bombs. I learned a long time ago that when she locked and loaded, there was nothing I could do unless I wanted to get into the line of fire as well.

But here’s where things went sideways. “Brianna,” she said, and she held out her hand for him to take. She also blushed, I could see it.

He took her hand and kissed the back of it like some knight and all his friends standing around the kitchen burst out laughing.

But he pulled her wrist and took her arm up over her head to spin her like a dance move and she rose on her toes and laughed and spun around for him, landing against him with her back hitting his chest. She brought her arm and both of his down over the front of her body and hugged her in tight against him.

I stood there with my jaw hanging open when she faced me and finally brought her eyes up to mine. They were big bright and sparkling. She curled her arms up and hung her hands from his forearms where they crossed her chest to reach to her opposite shoulders.

This is when he first lifted his eyes to me. I can’t deny the charisma in him. You felt him when he looked at you. The effect was startling, like suddenly you were alone with him. I was wrong-footed by him probably the same way Brianna was. I completely understood in one flash why she behaved the way she did when he took her.

“Boyfriend?” he said down low to her ear in a voice that rumbled clearly even with the kitchen like a full bar, the way everyone was talking and laughing and with the music lifting and dropping the whole house in time.

I shook with a rippling shiver when he nuzzled his face down into her hair, into her neck. “My boyfriend Callum,” Brianna said, but her eyes flickered closed and I saw her chest rise with a double-clutched breath.

“Callum,” he said, and he extended his right hand to me even with his left arm firmly close across Brianna’s chest.

My eyes narrowed at how Brianna so instantly transformed, how she remained where he pulled her, how she so complexly fell into him and didn’t push off, look hard at him, or say a word. She had become instantly soft in the man’s total embrace.

I shook the guy’s hand and he said, “Harry.”

Brianna spun around at that and smirked as though it meant something. The man took her chin in his finger and thumb, twisted her all the way around and tilted her up to him, and with me standing there stunned and paralyzed, he ducked his face down to hers and kissed her on the lips.

It wasn’t a brief touch, either, but full on lips on lips, mouths open to each other, and the motions that suggested tongues were involved. Other people next to him glanced at Briana, the way her head fell back for him, and half turned away, eyes trailing in their corners watching.

He came off her and I watched her stumble on her feet and grip his arm for balance. “I’ll find you later,” he said to her as though in private. “You circulate, I’ve got to finish up talking to these fine people, you okay with that?”

I laughed and screwed up my face at the absurdity of it all, but Brianna only curled her lip inside her teeth and pursed her grin. She stepped out of his embrace and found my hand and entwined fingers with me. Still she glanced over her shoulder at him and smiled.

“Who the fuck is that?” I said to her as we made our way through loud people and I took her out of the kitchen.

“I don’t know, the owner of the house,” she said.

Her voice had nerves in it. “Well do you know him?”

“No!” she replied with instant defensiveness. “How would I know a guy like that?”

“He just seemed to treat you like he knew you, he was like all over you.”

“So?” She shook her head and was still flush in her face. “Some people are just like that, why don’t we just circulate a bit, come on.”

“Circulate?” I said and I screwed my face up again at the back of her head as she went past me into the crowded living room where the live band was playing. I wondered if I ever heard her use that word before.

“So many people here!” she said, and she smiled deeply at me, even as she glanced over my shoulder back toward the kitchen. “Come on, dance with me!”

She pulled me in and threw her arms around my neck. It was so crammed all we could do was sway together.

“It’s just, he totally grabbed you,” I said when we pulled close.

“Callum, let it go, would you? He’s a friendly guy, he didn’t mean anything, he’s just having fun.”

“Having fun with you, you mean.”

She kissed me on the mouth driving her hand through my hair. “I’m sure he’s just like that with everybody, loosen up, Cal, we’re at a party!”

Her kiss should have eased me, but all it did was remind me that he also kissed her, and she seemed to kiss him back, too. “He just kissed you, just like that,” I said.

She groaned now and dropped her arms from my neck and spun away. “Sorry,” I called but she waved me off with her hand at her hip. I found her in the adjoining dining room, nearly as  crammed as the living room. But by the time I got up beside her, she’d found some of her friends and was already kissing cheeks and laughing with them.

I tried to find her hand but she discreetly shook me off. When I tried to put my hand around her waist, she turned to me full of innocence and bright eyes, and said, “Why don’t you get us a drink?”

“A beer?”

She pushed herself into me now. “Bring me white wine, I saw some in the kitchen behind where Harry was standing,” she said.

“Okay,” I said, but she tugged on my wrist yanking me back and laughed at how rough she was.

“See if Harry’s still there, okay?”

I screwed up my face at her. “Why don’t you check yourself?”

She squealed at the notion like I said the most absurd thing.

“Who’s Harry?” her friend said, smiling widely, vaguely excited about a new name.

“Just a guy,” she said, and she gestured to me with her chin and sweeping fingers to get on my way. “Just check, okay?”

I rolled my eyes but I scarcely had a choice. By the time I wended and weaved my way through laughing and yelling people back around the other way into the kitchen, I found the bottle of white she meant, but Harry wasn’t there.

“Thank fucking god,” I murmured to myself. I took the bottle by the neck and noticed, of course, it was a cork and not a screw-top. I searched all the drawers, looked in the sink, moved bags and glasses along the counter, but couldn’t find a corkscrew anywhere.

Just when I was about to throw my hands up and abandon the mission, a woman who was telling some long involved story casually reached blindly behind her with a corkscrew in her and put it down. She’d been holding it the whole time.

I pulled the cork out then located, after another search, two clean unused plastic wine cups, and I filled them and looked up for my path back through the bobbing and weaving crowds.

I got back to the friend she was talking to in the dining room, but couldn’t see Brianna. “Hey Flo,” I said.

She looked at me with surprise. “Callum!”

“Where did Brianna go?”

“Who?” She leaned her ear into me.

Who the fuck do you think? “Brianna! Where did she go, did you see? Did she say?”

“She told me to tell you to wait right here!”

“Why did she say that?”

We were both yelling, words were indistinct, I half suspected I was hearing everything wrong.

“Her friend took her to help find you!” She laughed and went back to yelling at her own boyfriend.

I stood there with the two full cups of white wine staring at her uncomprehending. “Her friend?”

She turned back to me now showing some annoyance. “I thought she went with you!”

“She went looking for me!”

“With her new friend!”

“Harry?” I said.

She just nodded with dismissiveness and went back to her boyfriend and nudged him to lead them through to the living room.

I stood in the middle of the sea of bobbing heads lost in the blasting cacophony of the music and realized I knew nobody in this whole place.

I tried to make my way back through to the kitchen. Someone bumped me backing up with laughter and that emptied half of one cup. I drank the other half in one gulp and fit the cups together. I didn’t even like white wine.

She wasn’t in the kitchen, she wasn’t in the hallway, and not in the room opposite the living room. I circulated back through the living room getting jostled all the way but protecting Brianna’s glass of wine nearly perfectly.

There was a hallway up near the kitchen but I dismissed that possibility, it was dark, empty of people, and clearly not part of the party. But it gave me a spot to regroup. I leaned against the wall out of the way of everyone and thought hard again about what her friend said, what Brianna said, searching for anything I might have missed to do with where she could have gone.

Behind me a shaft of light spread out before it shut away again and I spun around to see, of all people, Brianna striding out of a bathroom.

“Holy shit, Brianna!” I said, not believing my luck.

She seemed just as surprised and shocked to find me. But just as we came together, the bathroom door opened again, another moving shaft of light shot across the floor in that darkness, and a shadow came out, made deeper when the bathroom light was turned off.

Brianna sank her hand into my bicep and pushed me, steered me around and out of that end of the dark hallway and back toward the living room.

But I saw what I saw. Stepping out of the bathroom Brianna herself had come out of a moment earlier was Harry. And what was more, he had in his hand scrunched up but not hidden enough, white lace panties. I was sure they were the same ones Brianna was in when she was leaning over the edge of the counter back home putting her make up on and getting ready for the party, her beige suede peep-toe platform pumps at the ready at the foot of our bed, the shoes she complained about buying but never getting to wear.

She brought me to the furthest place in the house away from the bathroom and took her glass of wine from me and gulped half of it. “Flo texted me you were looking for me,” she said. “You don’t have to, just enjoy the party!”

“I had your wine.”

She rolled her eyes. “Of course. But seriously, Callum, you don’t have to stick right beside me the whole night, just go and have fun. There’s lots of pretty girls to talk to!” she said and she laughed. “Don’t pretend you haven’t noticed!”

“Oh look, it’s Rick!”

“Who?” I said, twisting around to where she was looking.

“I think he wants to show you the gaming room downstairs, doesn’t that sound cool?” She came close and kissed my cheek. “You should go down and see it!”

I frowned at her as Rick came up beside me. “Hey bro,” he said, putting his huge hand on my shoulder. “Someone was saying you’re a serious gamer.”

“What?”

“Yeah, I told him you were when we were talking!” Brianna said to me.

“When were you talking?”

“Texting I mean, Rick lives here too, he’s one of Harry’s roommates.”

“How do you know that?”

“Just go and see it, you should!”

“Come on, bro, we’re just starting up a new round, you want to be in on it.” He pulled my shoulder.

I took Brianna’s hand in mine but she pulled back. “You go, I don’t have to see it.”

Rick turned me away from her. “Come on, Brianna!” I said.

She shrugged and said “Maybe a bit later.”

Rick took me through a door off the kitchen and down steep stairs into the basement. There, a circle of people were smoking while 3 or 4 held controllers. There were also two fully outfitted racing seats complete with steering wheels and gas and brake pedals. There was no question the gaming room was cool.

Rick didn’t even tell a guy to get out of one of the seats, he merely nudged him and they spilled out the other side. “All yours bro, strap in,” he said and he laughed a deep and rumbling laugh.

No question it was a great set up. But after three races I felt compelled to offer the seat to someone else. Rick tried to assure me I could race as much as I wanted, but I could only laugh. I saw the others wanting to try.

I got out and took a guy’s place on the couch watching. I texted Brianna: “this is top notch, the best I’ve ever seen.”

But there was no reply. “You gotta come down here and check it out, Bri,” I wrote but there was still no reply. I tried to phone her but it rang through with no answer. This was no huge surprise, the party was so loud. The floor overhead creaked and strained from it.

I got up to go find Brianna but Rick appeared again and threw his arm around my shoulder. ‘Just chill man, it’s nice down here, right?”

I laughed and ducked under his arm and got up the stairs. The smoke was a bit much for me and I went through the kitchen and out the back door. There was a deck and steps that went down to the back end of the driveway and an old garage type of shed there.

A dim light shone through the sagging glass windows. I took a big breath and shoved my hands in my pockets and checked my phone again. There was still no reply from Brianna. I went down the steps and along the stone path and leaned my head back to check out the stars. I filled my lungs with the clean cool air and shook my head.

I was imagining things, I knew. I got like this from time to time, let little things build into big things, connected up unrelated things, let them start to circle around and around in my head until I had whole cloth theories. It wasn’t good for me to be left alone to think to myself too much.

I leaned against the wall of the garage and looked back at the house and the windows spilling out with golden light and saw everyone having a great time talking and laughing with each other, the music spilling out, people dancing in the living room. I laughed at myself for how I got so wound up over little unconnected things.

I rolled over on my shoulders against the wall and brought my face to the small cool glass of the window. Inside was a workshop set up, lots of tools, big wide workbenches, obviously a serious place where someone got deeply engaged with projects. It looked cool.

I twisted further around. There was a lower table, a desk, a computer. But there were also people in there. I ducked back and pressed my head to the wall. But having not been seen, I snuck another peek. I could see the back of a tall-back black leather office chair with someone in it, I could see their arms and legs in part.

I could also see just the bare knees and calves and feet of someone, a girl obviously, kneeling in front of the man sitting in the chair. I gaped and snickered and pulled my face away from the glass.

“Holy shit,” I murmured to myself and I plugged my nose to keep from laughing. I looked back up at the house and leaned back to see down the driveway. Nobody was outside. Nobody could see me. Nobody knew what was going on in the shed. Most of all, Brianna wasn’t stepping out looking for me, even though I texted her I was stepping out the back if she wanted to find me. There was no answer to that text either, and the coast remaining clear, I rolled back over my shoulders to put my face back to the glass.

Now I could see that the person sitting in the chair had gathered the other person’s long hair in his hands as though to pull it up and keep it out of the way. “Holy fuck,” I breathed against the glass, fogging it. I could see the head the hair belonged to bobbing slowly up and down in his lap. I could see the person’s hands wrap around and grip the arms of the chair. I could see the knees bending as though her whole body was rising and falling.

Brianna had been frustrating me all night. I hated the party, I hardly knew anyone. They hardly seemed like the kind of people Brianna and I would hang around with. I was surprised she was so excited about it. The way she got ready seemed over the top to me, but she did have a point about how we hardly went to parties anymore, hardly even got invites anymore.

Watching what was going on inside that shed, even if I couldn’t see very much, was getting to me. I checked back at the house, but that door was closed and staying closed. Nobody was coming outside. Even if they did, I looked down at myself and calculated that I’d be hard to see, except when my head was in front of the window.

But I had to look, I had to see. I even pushed my hand down the front of my pants, looked carefully at the house, and rubbed myself. I could hardly help it, the way Brianna was ignoring me at the party. I’d be devastated though if she stepped outside. If she caught me doing what I was doing, I can’t even imagine how that would go down.

I slid sideways again and peeked through the corner of the window and squeezed myself and wished I didn’t have to do it. But I had to.

“Fuck,” I groaned. I could see the guy was holding the girl’s head now, was lifting his hips, was pumping himself up into her mouth. My throat went dry and my eyes dilated. I looked back at the house and my heart raced at the stress of Brianna finding me, catching me. I looked back through the window and now fully stroked myself inside my pants. I could see her toes curling, I could see her arms moving, she was probably stroking him into her mouth.

I swallowed hard and shut my eyes. When I looked again, I saw the man’s body shudder, I saw the girl had stopped moving up and down, and I could tell he was holding her head down hard on himself. I knew it was happening, but I couldn’t keep my eyes open. It was happening for me too at the exact same time, inside my pants, inside my fist.

Catching my breath, I thought, Jesus, I’d never had head like that, certainly not from Brianna. She would do it, but not with enthusiasm, and she finished me with her hand, out onto my stomach or into tissues. She said the taste wasn’t something she could handle. She also said the whole position of it was too demeaning.

I pulled my underwear over myself and looked down. I was a mess, but nothing was visible. I looked one last time through the window. What I saw was the legs of the woman now standing as she leaned down over the man perhaps kissing him, but also at the same time pulling her leg up behind herself and fitting her shoes back on. Beige suede peeptoe platform pumps.

Then the man’s hand came up and slapped the woman’s ass so hard I could hear it outside the window. It was Harry’s hand and arm.

I shook like a shiver passed through me. That it was him there was no doubt. But I never saw the face of the girl. I went down the driveway fast and got to the sidewalk and started in one direction but turned around and went a block up the other direction.

I couldn’t just leave her at the party. I couldn’t even be sure it was her. But if it was? What did I just watch? I leaned against a tree and nearly cut my palm on its bark, I fell forward on it and dry-heaved at the ground. I crossed my arms over my chest and a profound dizziness took over me, making me weave up the sidewalk back past the house.

People were outside talking quietly and smoking, but now quiet after watching me pass three times back and forth. “Hey buddy, you okay?” a guy called from the stairs.

“Fine,” I said back in a weak voice. Another person came from the back of the house and up the driveway. He spotted me and headed from me. I recognized it was that Rick guy who brought me downstairs.

I turned away and headed back down the sidewalk. He jogged a bit to catch up and put his hand on my back. “Hey bro,  you’re tripping,” he said. “That was strong stuff downstairs.”

‘I didn’t smoke,” I said.

“You’re still tripping, you need to talk things out, bro? I am here for you, man.”

I looked up at him. I realized I had gob coming out my mouth and my eyes were blurry with wet. I also had filled my shorts with cum. I was a complete mess.

“I saw her in there,” I managed to choke out.

He went “shh-shh,” and looked around to check we were far enough away from anyone and he chuckled. “We see a lot of things, a lot of things,” he said.

“I saw my girlfriend in the shed.” I said.

“Bro they just talking, they sorting things out.”

“What are they sorting out? She doesn’t know him.”

“Him, her, they, us, man, it’s a party, there’s always drama at parties, you know that!” He laughed and slapped my back. “People saying shit, people saying they seen shit, I told you man, you should have stayed downstairs, you could have been playing the game even now, man, racing your heart out. You didn’t have to come back up like that, not a good time to come up looking around like that.”

“I was looking for my girlfriend.”

“Your girlfriend is going to be fine. She’s doing fine, she’s just busy, she’s just talking, you know girls, they never stop talking, am I right?” he said and he laughed some more. “You come back inside the house with me, I tell you what, I’ll hang which you, anything you want to drink? I got the good stuff hidden away, but you can have at whatever you want, you want a shot of some fine bourbon? Should we go inside and you and me break out Harry’s bourbon?” he laughed. “You get a little back from him that way!”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He just laughed his big barrel laugh and turned me by the shoulders and took my back through the front door. He kept his arm around my shoulder, even as he made people sitting on the stairs inside pull their knees aside to let us pass and go upstairs.

“Just hang in my room a bit, bro, I got a couch in there and everything, I do it all the time, these parties man, sometimes, am I right? You need a break sometimes!”

He brought me through a door and guided me to a couch. It was a bedroom with a desk, in addition to the couch. Clothes were everywhere. He kicked some under his bed, swept armfuls up and threw them in the closet and laughed. “Wasn’t expecting company so early in the night,” he said.

He pulled off a shelf a bottle of bourbon and searched around and found two glasses, pouring an inch into each one. “You drink that you start feeling a whole lot better, I guarantee it.”

We clinked and I sipped it and felt it burn me on the way down. He pulled out his phone. “Hey look now, why don’t you stay right here and I’ll see if your girlfriend is ready to come up and then you and her can just take all the time you need in privacy up here and sort yourselves out.”

“What do you mean, if she’s ready? Where is she?”

“She’s going to come up, she’s on her way, look, see?” he showed me the face of his phone.

It said what he said it would. It didn’t even hit me right away that it wasn’t her responding to him, because it said, “She’s coming, hold on,” not “I’m coming.” I notice little things like that, I see through things and pick up on the tiny details other people overlook.

Rick slipped out the door and held it closed without letting go of the knob. I heard a hushed conversation in the hallway between two men whispering and then laughing. And then Brianna came in the door and shut it behind herself.

“Hey babe, Rick said you weren’t feeling good, is it your tummy?” she said.

“My stomach, no,” I said.

“He said he saw you like dry heaving on a tree,” she said and she stifled a chuckle. “Maybe you smoked too much down stairs he said.”

“I didn’t smoke at all, I saw you in the garage,” I said and I looked up at her finally with eyes that felt red.

She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Sweetie, I was just talking to a friend who’s going through things, you wouldn’t believe what! He just needed somebody to talk to.” She pushed her fingers through my hair, cupped her hand around my jaw. “I’m sure you’re just imagining things,  you’ve been doing that all night!” she said and she shrugged and laughed.

“I saw you on your knees,” I said.

She looked at me seriously now, but then she softened and tapped my shoulder. “Do you want to go home?” she said sympathetically.

“I think it’s time, don’t you?”

“I can meet you at home later.”

“You’re not coming?”

“But babe, it’s a fun party, you should’ve just relaxed and had fun downstairs with the game, or have a few drinks, so many people here!”

“You won’t come home?”

“Just later, I’m having fun, you should too, but if you want to go home, you definitely should do that,” she said and she nodded rapidly and firmly.

“Was that not you on your knees in the garage?”

“Babe,” she said, and she grimaced at me, closed her finger and thumb over her lips. “There’s a lot of things going on around this house, I don’t know if you noticed, but like,” she said and she raised her eyebrows high and looked sideways. “I’m just saying, lots of things going on all over, I don’t know what you think you saw.”

“I saw you, I saw your shoes.”

She looked at them admiringly, tilting them on their side. “They’re right here, babe, on my feet.”

“You had them off.”

She hugged me to her and pushed my hair off my forehead. “Are you going to go home or are you going to try having some fun again?”

“Stay with me,” I said.

She made a show of pouting. “Oh babe, you know I want to, but I have to talk to my friend, he’s in really bad shape.”

“What could be so bad?”

She took a big breath and popped her eyes wide letting it out through puffed cheeks. “The worst thing you can think of.”

“What? Somebody died?”

She threw her shoulders up and laughed. “What? No! Not that bad!”

“Just tell me.”

She put both hands on my shoulders and turned me to face her. “Swear to me you won’t tell a soul.”

“For fuck sakes, Brianna, I don’t know who it even is.”

“Okay I’ll tell you, but no laughing.”

“Do I look like I’m in a comic mood?”

She held my face by my jaw, squeezed me. “Oh you, I could just eat you up when you get like this!”

“Mad you mean? Pissed off?”

“Confused. When you’re confused and think you figured some hugely bad thing out.”

“Brianna, I don’t think, I know.”

She got up from the couch and saw a mirror on the back of a closet door and pulled her dress straight and checked her lips and hair. “I’m going to go to talk to him and try to make him feel better, you should go down when you’re ready.”

I got up and joined her at the door.

She tapped my cheek with her open palm. “You’re strong, you can do this, I won’t be too long, you’ll see, and then don’t come up again, I’ll come down and find you.”

“You’re not coming down?”

‘He’s just,” she said, and she gestured with her head to further up the dark hallway to another of the rooms up there.

She opened the door and I stepped half out. “So what’s his big sad humiliating problem everybody is going to laugh at anyway?”

She hesitated and glanced up the hallway like he was waiting for her there. She pursed her lips at me and raised her eyebrows. “His girlfriend was cheating on him, can you even believe that?” she said.

I stared at her. But she felt compelled for some reason to go on. “Right here at this party!” she said with big glowing eyes and half a grin.

I stepped out and she pushed me toward the stairs. “Remember, don’t look for me, I’ll find you, go and have fun, I won’t be too long.”

I took a few steps toward the stairs and she turned and went the other way down the hallway. As she opened and slipped through the door, I saw a dim light on inside, and I heard her voice and her laugh, light and shushed.

Rick was at the top of the stairs. “Yeah man, all cool with it then?” he said.

“With what?” I said.

He laughed and said, “Exactly!” He took me around the living room and found two women in super short dresses who immediately turned to him and stopped talking and smiled. “Rick!” one said, petting his chest.

“Hey Charlie, meet my good friend…  What’s your name again, bro?” he said and he laughed.

“Callum?”

“Meet my good friend Callum, Callum is big on gaming, I saw him myself, he handles a curve at speed like nobody else,” he said and he patted my shoulder and turned away and was gone before I turned.

“So what games do you like?” one of the girls said.

I spotted him sitting on the bottom steps below the bedrooms upstairs.

“All of them,” I said to the girls, and I dipped and turned and went back to the kitchen. When I looked down the hallway, I saw Rick leaning on the wall beside the stairs, not looking up the hallway to me but still in visual range of me.

I got a beer from the fridge and opened the basement door and went down to the gaming room again. I found a place on the couch and some guy who appeared to be sleeping or so stoned it was the same thing, fell over half into my lap. I shoved him the other way and slipped his hands from his controller and by wiggling it spotted which car was his. It was stalled out against the guardrails.

About 10 minutes later, I saw Rick come downstairs. But he didn’t stay long, he just made as though checking some pipe or something, and went back up. I put the controller back in the hands of the passed out guy and crept up the steps. I opened the kitchen door and gazed innocently around. I went through to the dining room but glanced down the hallway as I passed.

I made my way through the people heaving as one in the dance in the living room, the band kicking it up with new set. I hung at the bottom of the stairs like I was watching the band with admiration back through the archway.

“They’re pretty good,” I said to a girl sitting on the bottom two steps.

“You got a light?” she said.

“Nope,” I said, and I stepped around her and with hands in pockets and in no great hurry, I slinked up the steps. At the top I looked back down. The two girls closed the gap between their shoulders.

I stepped sideways and leaned against the closet door making one end of the hallway, now out of sight of anyone peering up the steps. Rick’s bedroom was the first door on my left. There were two doors down the right side, doors closed, no light underneath them. But next door to Rick’s room at the other end of the hallway, there was light coming out from under that door.

I crept up the hallway, my heart pounding louder than my steps. I breathed slower to try to control my sweating and shaking. My adrenaline was spiking through the roof.

I looked behind me at the top of the stairs and crept further down the hallway deeper into the dark shadows that obscured the end. I went past the door with the light coming out the bottom and stood against the back wall virtually beside it, barely able to breathe through my constricted throat.

I shut my eyes and tried my best to calm my heart that felt like it was going to explode with pressure. And then I turned my face toward the door and examined it from two feet away. It was too hard to hear anything, the rumble of many people talking and yelling and laughing plus the band banging away made any sound from inside impossible. I studied the light coming from under the door, but there were no passing shadows or reflections.

I began to think Brianna was right, I was imagining things. I was putting unrelated things together. I was jumping to unwarranted conclusions. If Rick came up looking for me, or anybody came up at that point, or god forbid if someone came out of the bedroom I was standing beside, I would have no excuse for what I was doing there. If I was busted, I was done for. I didn’t know anyone in the whole party, I’d be rightly accused of being a creep.

Then I noticed the door was not all the way closed. The latch hadn’t clicked in place. I wished I hadn’t seen that. I moved my foot forward, let it swing by the heel from the toe of my other foot. It was like nothing to let it touch, let it push even so gently the bottom of the door.

It opened an inch silently. It was like a dream, the way it moved open for me with the lightest touch of my foot. I was ready to run if I heard anyone from inside come to investigate the open door. But no one inside seemed to notice. If there was in fact anyone inside.

I moved sideways to now lean against the short wall between the end and the opening end of the door, and leaned my head back. Now I heard it, sounds from inside, just barely audible over the steady clamor of voices from down below and the beat of the band in the living room. I heard a brief high pitched gasping cry, and another and another, in a steady, rhythmic and torturous metronome.

I shut my eyes hard. I knew what those sounds were. Like Brianna said, people were doing things all over that house. She didn’t have to say it, and she wouldn’t, she doesn’t like mentioning stuff like that. But I knew what she meant, and what I heard coming out the one inch crack in the door beside my straining ear was nothing but.

The voice was high and getting higher. It was the voice of someone getting throttled. It was the cry of someone being thoroughly thrashed but eight feet away from me.

I twisted around and faced the one inch gap head on. Inside was an incomplete image. I saw a bare foot sticking up in the air and pointing at the ceiling, the toes curling, the foot muscles straining, the calves hard. And I saw the whole leg flex up and down. I saw the slice of the foot of the bed as the mattress was depressed and sprung back in time with the high pitched cries coming from somewhere further up unseeable. And then I saw a hand drop down to the edge of the mattress and grip it, pull it, and yank the under-sheet free in its white knuckles.

The bodies inside moved, I heard laughter, hers, and a deep voice, his, and I flung myself back into the wall and made myself breathe, unaware that I had held my breath the whole time. Things settled down again, and I heard the laughter and murmuring stop, I heard her grunt and then start to cry in time again. There also came the slap of flesh hammering flesh and now the cries muffled as though into a pillow.

I swallowed hard and rubbed my burning eyes. “Bro!!” I heard from down the other end of the hallway. “What did I tell you?” It was Rick.

Out of time, I spun into the door again. I saw an ass offered up, a body on its knees and elbows, hair fallen around the face where it was obscured into the mattress and pillows. Behind the ass was a body high on its knees, slamming itself into the other.

Rick took my bicep in his viselike hand, and he shook his head at me, he narrowed his eyes. He brought his finger up to my face close enough to touch my nose. I pushed the door open with my foot hard, but Rick had already got me in a headlock, had my face twisted down to the floor, and was dragging me down the hallway.

He said nothing, but he dragged me down the stairs nearly on my ass. “I keep trying to tell you, bro, some things are just best left alone, I tried to warn you.”

I was too spun up in my head to think or reply. People watched me as he pulled me roughly around the bannister and took me out onto the front porch. He shoved me at the top of the steps and I backed up and tripped and fell down and into the night-wet grass.

I got up and staggered backward and fell again, and people outside on the porch laughed. When I got up, Brianna appeared at the door. Then Harry appeared behind her, and guided her to the porch directly under the light in the centre of the ceiling.

There, with people looking at me and snickering, and looking at Harry and Brianna, he took her face in his hands and sunk his tongue in her mouth. She raised herself to him, wrestling his tongue with hers, and sucking on it. He rubbed her lips with his thumb, slapped her face lightly, and she gasped and lashed at him with her open mouth.

It was not Brianna in any way. She eventually pulled her jacket on, Harry having ducked inside to get it, and now holding it for her, the perfect gentleman, and she came down to the lawn and took my arm in her hand and walked me out to the sidewalk.

“That was so embarrassing for me,” she murmured.

“I saw you,” I said.

“We’re going home, you ruined a perfectly good party.”

“Brianna, I saw inside the room.”

“I saw inside a lot of rooms, okay?” She sounded pissed which threw me completely off. I thought I was going to be the pissed one.

“I saw what you were doing in there.”

“I already told you, I was talking to a friend and helping him with his problem.”

“That wasn’t talking. And anyway, that was no friend, you just met that guy when we got there tonight.”

“You don’t know that.”

“What? You knew Harry before?”

“I don’t think I even know you anymore.”

“I think it’s me who should be saying that about you.”

“Sneaking around upstairs in the dark like some creep, Callum, seriously?”

“I knew you were in there!”

“In where? Harry had to come find me, he told me you were creeping around the bedrooms, even after I warned you there were things going on!”

“It was you in there!”

“Oh my fucking god,” she cried out loud. “Please god no, not this again.”

“But I saw you fucking him!”

We walked nearly a block in silence. She finally turned to me, slid her hand around my arm. We were near the car. “I believe you saw someone fucking someone, I have no doubt about that,” she said in a lower, more calm tone. “And I’m sure you enjoyed yourself very much,” she murmured to herself.

We got in the car and I started driving toward home. “Well if you weren’t in there, where were you the whole time?”

“See? This is what I was saying. You follow me around, you monitor me, you check on me, you follow me, you’re making it hard for me to breathe.”

“You used to not want me to leave your side at parties!”

She rolled her eyes. “And this is why we don’t get invited, right here.” She turned to me. “For sure we’re never getting invited to a party at Harry’s again, that’s for sure.”

“I’m pretty sure you will,” I murmured.

“Now you’re accusing me of something, when it was you that got us thrown out for spying in the bedrooms upstairs?!”

I curled my hands around the steering wheel and gritted my teeth.

“I can’t keep doing this Callum.”

I took a deep breath. I centered myself. I controlled my heart rate. “We can’t, can we.”

“What do you mean?” she said.

“Neither of us can keep doing this, maybe.”

We drove another few miles before she reached over and put her hand over my hand on the console. I looked over at her and she raised her eyes to mine. “I’m sorry if I made you feel something tonight,” she said in a low, soft tone.

I took a big breath. “I’m sorry if I was wrong, if I accused you of things you didn’t do.”

She leaned over and kissed my cheek. “We can get through this.”

I put my hand on her thigh. She smiled and ran her tongue over her lips. “Maybe someone isn’t getting enough, is all,” she said.

I slid my hand further up her leg and she smirked and chuckled. I slid it under the hem of her dress. I had forgotten what I saw when she came out of the bathroom, and I think she forgot too. There was nothing on her under her dress. I knew then for sure that I saw correctly.

I moved my finger over her folds. She instantly curled her knees up, gasped, and smiled at me as she melted deeper into her seat beside me. She was wet, yes, but she was more than wet. She was goopy.

We got home too wrung out, too emotionally stressed to do anything but go to bed. I helped her with her dress. The zipper was broken, and it was new too, had hardly even been worn before that night. She showered, and then I did, and I found her in bed on her phone. She put it down face down on her side table when I came in.

I wrapped my arms around her and she kissed me gently and soft. I pulled her arms open, pushed her onto her back, and slid a knee over her leg.

But she closed her knees, covered herself with her hand under the sheet. “Can we not tonight?” she said in a soft murmuring voice and she kissed me with sympathetic eyes. “I might be feeling a little bit sore down there, I don’t know,”she said. “Maybe I need to check for a yeast infection…”

“Roger that,” I said, and I rolled onto my back.

She rolled up beside me and kissed my nose. “Maybe tomorrow, okay? I promise. Just too much tonight.”

But the next day, after hanging around languidly sprawled on the couch reading and playing on our phones, she told me suddenly, “Oh, I have to run back to that house last night, I lost my charge cord there I think.”

“Use mine,” I said.

“I might as well just go pick it up, Rick said he found it.”

“How did he know it was yours?”

“I asked him if he found one when he was cleaning up.”

“You can just buy another.”

“I won’t be that long, why don’t you start making one of your fantastico dinners, and I’ll just be like an hour or so.”

“It’s just ten minutes from here.”

“I might have to look for it.”

“I thought you said he found it.”

“He said I was welcome to come find it,” she said, and she rolled her eyes, kissed my nose, and went to the bathroom.

I stayed on the couch flicking through games on the TV. I lost track of how long she was in there, but when she came out, she was made-up all over again, if not even more so than last night.

“Holy shit, I thought you were just going to find your charge cord.”

“Um, Harry said he wanted to treat me to dinner, and I couldn’t say no,” she said. “We haven’t eaten yet.”

“I was going to make dinner.”

“You can!” she said. “He’s just being nice.”

“Because of how you helped him, talking with him so much last night.”

“Exactly!” She slipped on a pair of high heels. “I’ll be home later, but… “ she scrunched her nose up at me. “Can’t really say when, you’ll be okay, right?”

I didn’t answer and nor did she expect me to, or wait for it. She waved at me over her shoulder and blew me a kiss. “Don’t wait up, maybe, okay?” she said.
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