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CHAPTER ONE
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Stuart Wilmington sat idling in the middle of the road, and stared uneasily out his Jeep’s window, watching the group of teens from his Biology class as they staggered across the street. He nervously tapped his fingers against the navy-blue textured steering wheel cover, regretting the promise he made to his best friend earlier that day. He really didn’t want to go to the house party. It was never his scene. He glanced up, startled, when one of the girls raised her hand and waved at him. Wait. Amber Howell was waving at him? He blinked, too surprised for a moment to react. 

Was she really waving at him? Stuart frowned, second-guessing himself. He swivelled around, and realized there were no vehicles behind his Jeep. Okay, then. Surprising as it was, it appeared as if she was actually waving at him. Amber was one of the most popular girls at Bromley High. He’d barely said two words to her all year, though they were in three classes together. But outside of school, he never expected her to acknowledge him. They didn’t run in the same social circles at all. She was on the student council, and played volleyball. 

He waved hesitantly back, watching her take a swig out of the large bottle of red wine in her hand. When the group of teens had finally made it safely across the street, Stuart pulled up to the curb and parked his baby blue Jeep. He was nearly half a block away from the senior party, and from his parking spot, Stuart could see people streaming in and out of the large house, most of them drinking out of red disposable cups, or like Amber Howell and the other kids from Biology, they were chugging straight out of the bottle. 

Stuart ran a hand through his hair, and sighed. He was about to walk into the biggest party of the year, hosted by his friend and classmate, Lindsay Matheson. It was the first week of March, and the senior class were restless. The weather had only just recently warmed up. Winter had been harsh; Mother Nature had given them storm after storm, dumping an exorbitant amount of snow on Harrison County. When the weather began to change and the snow changed to a cold, slick Spring rain, people were left with flooded basements, clogged gutters, and mini-lakes in their driveways. Harrison was still drying out. The kids at Bromley High were eager to take advantage of the warmer afternoons, and the promise of summery evenings to come. 

The seniors of Bromley High used the weekends to host drinking parties, as a way to blow off steam. Exams were coming up in a few weeks, and the seniors was excited at the prospect of graduating.  On the nights that no one could convince their parents to let them host at their house, someone was always willing to throw a tailgate party on the outskirts of town. There was a particular field just near the graffiti-covered water tower that was perfect for partying – it was secluded enough that they could blast their music without worrying about neighbours complaining, and had enough parking spaces for a dozen vehicles. The tailgaters weren’t as ideal in poor weather, but they were better than nothing. The field was still a bit swampy. It’d dry out thoroughly by summer, though. 

Normally, Stuart didn’t bother going to any of the parties. Being Lindsay’s close friend, he was always automatically invited to every event, but he rarely actually showed up. He always got mass texts from his friends giving him the times and addresses for the parties, though they knew that their invitations were more of a courtesy since he rarely showed. Stuart often couldn’t handle such large crowds. They were sensory hell. He was prone to panic and anxiety attacks, and often found it easier to just stay at home, and play computer games on his laptop. It was less stressful than trying to keep his anxiety in check every weekend, much more manageable. 

Tonight, however, Stuart needed a break from his excessive amount of studying. Did teachers not realize how many hours of homework he had to do? Some nights, Stuart had to stay up until one or two in the morning. Add that to the gruelling hours spent on the lacrosse field, he constantly felt sleep deprived. When he pushed himself too far, Stuart would often get so burned out that he’d come home from practise, and just collapse on his bed for a few hours. Sometimes, he didn’t even take off his shoes or get under the covers; his brain was too exhausted to cope. 

As a kid, his parents had just chalked it up to him needing afternoon naps after a long school day, or being wiped out from playing in the park. But now that he was in high school, it seemed to happen more frequently. He’d fall asleep – practically comatose for a few hours – and wake up with stiff muscles and an incessantly growling stomach. It wasn’t a comfortable thing, having his brain overtaxed after a long day, needing to crawl under a pile of blankets and let his brain heal itself enough to survive another gruelling day.

When he had major assignments to do, Stuart often turned to energy drinks to get that extra caffeinated boost, enough to finish his project or essay. His dad, Kyle, sometimes berated him about the amount of energy drinks he consumed, lecturing him about his habits.  Usually, he only drank one, but sometimes Stuart found himself chugging two cans a night, in an effort to keep himself awake long enough to finish his homework. He knew it was a terrible habit, and those drinks went down tasting like battery acid. But it gave him enough energy to stay awake, until he crashed a few hours later. So yeah, he deserved this break.  Spending Friday night drinking and dancing with his friends should be the perfect way to blow off steam, in theory. If he could envision his life as some sort of MTV music video, with wild parties, fantastic make-out sessions, and overly loud music, then, yeah. It’d be just another teen party. Luckily, though Lindsay’s parties were crowded, they weren’t crazy like that. He’d just go in for a bit, have a few beers, and quietly sneak out when he started to feel overwhelmed. Just as long as he didn’t have a panic attack, Stuart would call the night a success.

He took a deep breath, and quickly fixed his light brown hair in the rear-view mirror. Stuart knew he was a bit too vain about his hair, but if left on its own, it would spring up into untidy curls, and cowlicks that refused to be tamed. He spent a lot of money on product, trying to keep his hair looking half-decent. It was, in his eyes, worth every penny. He liked being able to keep his hair controlled, because when he looked at his reflection, Stuart hated what he saw. Firstly, he was too scrawny; his bones always seemed to protrude through his pale skin like sharp twigs. Secondly, his face was plain, and he didn’t think he was attractive at all. Stuart rarely took off his shirt in public – even in summer. He was hyper aware of how obscenely thin, and unattractive he was, and often felt paranoid that people were staring at him, and judging him. Stuart hated how no matter how many times he worked out at the gym with Scott, his chest and arms still looked like a pre-pubescent teen. In fact, he disliked nearly everything about himself (save for his hair). 

In grade school, Stuart had thought he was okay looking. Not super attractive, or anything – just average. Some of his classmates had taken it upon themselves to remind him daily of just how ugly he really was, until Stuart couldn’t look in the mirror without cringing. Often, walking through the hallways to class, he’d get shoved from behind, and have insults hurled at him. So when Stuart fixed up his hair, he knew that he’d have something in his appearance he could take pride in. It was like a big ‘fuck you’ to the world, having that single aspect of his life that he was able to control and maintain. 

At first, he hadn’t even wanted to go to Lindsay’s party. Initially, when Scott had asked him to go, Stuart had turned him down flat. It was only with a bit of gentle prodding, that Stuart had reluctantly changed his mind.  Scott had pointed out to him, that out of the dozen parties that spring, he’d only attended one. It had been out of pure guilt that Stuart had finally relented. Scott was right; he needed to take a risk sometimes, and step out of his comfort zone. He couldn’t just box himself up in his room every night, and then moan about how he couldn’t find a boyfriend. He had to be more proactive. Stuart knew that Lindsay’s parties sometimes got a bit wild, and were guaranteed to be full of people. He figured he owed Lindsay to go to at least one – he didn’t want to appear rude. Besides, he had promised his best friend, Scott Cortez, that he’d make an appearance. His word was good; he certainly didn’t want to be called a flake.

Stuart took a deep, calming breath. You can do this, he told himself. It’s just a party. Not a big deal – and besides, you’ll know most everyone there. He tried to rationalize his anxiety away, but it wasn’t really working. He got out of the car, still feeling jittery, like his veins were shot up with adrenaline. He leaned against his sky-blue Jeep, glad to feel the vehicle’s cool metal and thick glass through the thin material of his shirt, and comforted by the familiar solidness of what he was leaning against. 

C’mon, Stuart, he chided himself. You can do this. Don’t be a coward. It’s just a stupid party. Just go in there, hang out for a while, then you can go home. His weak-ass pep talk was getting him nowhere. Stuart felt like he was going to hurl. He put his palms over his closed eyelids for a few seconds and pressed on them, blocking out the annoying, orange flickering light from the streetlight above him. The darkness helped him focus, but he was still distracted by the aggravating buzzing sound the streetlight was giving off. He slowly lowered his hands to his sides, the fingers of his left hand tapping out a comforting, steady rhythm against his upper leg. 

Breathe in with your mouth; count the seconds on your fingers. Breathe out through your nose. Repeat until calm. There – he felt a bit better already.  He pushed off from the vehicle, and jammed his hands into his pockets. No more procrastinating, it was time to go to the party.

Stuart hunched his shoulders, and ambled across the lawn. He went inside, automatically scanning the room for his friends, trying to keep his composure. The place was packed. Already, Stuart was starting to feel claustrophobic, like there wasn’t enough oxygen in the room. His fingers continued tapping out a familiar beat on the seam of his worn jeans, as he took a shallow, gasping breath. He knew he was blinking rapidly, and he was well-aware of how fucking weird he must look from an outside perspective, but he couldn’t help it. The rapid blinking, the finger tapping, it was all very automatic, and very necessary. It was just a way to externalize and cope with all his anxiety, and the noise, and well . . . everything. Sometimes, the world was just too damned loud.

“Excuse me, coming through! “Stuart said loudly, his head swimming. His chest felt tight, as he tried to stay focused.  Damnit, Stuart thought, swivelling his head around. Where the hell were his friends? Between the large, overwhelming crowd, and the music blaring over the expensive surround sound speakers, Stuart thought he was going to have sensory overload problems in a minute if he didn’t clear out of there. Starting to panic, he used his elbows to help him create a path, pretending he couldn’t hear his classmate’s snarky comments as he shoved his way through the mob.

Stuart was used to going about unnoticed, and was one of the quietest kids in his grade, so he often found it a bit disquieting when one of his peers acknowledged him outside of school. He never knew what to say; instead, he’d often stare dumbly at his feet, avoiding eye contact altogether as he struggled to think up a conversation topic. He was well aware that he was on the bottom ranks of the pecking order; he had been stuck at the bottom since kindergarten. Most days, he felt isolated and invisible, and he often moved through the crowded school on auto-pilot, with most of his peers not even bothering to acknowledge his presence. Stuart always got uncomfortable when kids brushed up against him, or elbowed past him on their way to class. His skin crawled and itched at their physical touch. Though he was there physically, he tended to retreat into his imagination, or use fiction as a distraction from reality. It was easier that way; fiction was comforting, and it was much less intense and confusing than the real world, having to constantly decipher everything around him. He always felt a few steps behind everyone else.

Stuart made his way to the dining room, where it was slightly less crowded. Good. He breathed a sigh of relief, and picked up a tiny Styrofoam plate. He inspected the vast array of chips, pretzels, and appetizers, undecided what to try first. Everything looked pretty fantastic – but then, Mrs. Matheson always tended to go overboard. He knew from past experience, that Cathy Matheson prided herself in serving up large quantities of food, and she never bought the cheap, knockoff products from the frozen food aisle at the grocery store. It was always expensive products, some of it purchased as far as Milton, or Beaver Brook. Stuart filled up his plate, silently sending a thank you to Cathy Matheson for her smorgasbord.

He took a bite out of what he thought was a tuna sandwich, and grimaced. Whatever it was, the filling tasted nothing like tuna. It was sweet, and creamy. He turned around. Stuart’s eyes widened when he saw David Rourke, and Jordan Finnegan leaning against the wall. Nope. Nope. Not tonight, Stuart thought, ducking his head in hopes that he wouldn’t get noticed. He didn’t have time for their bullshit right now. If he could just sneak past them, maybe he could find Scott. But it was too late. He’d been spotted. Stuart’s stomach plummeted when David Rourke turned and looked directly at him. David smirked, nudging Jordan in the side to get his attention.

Out of all his classmates, David and Jordan were the absolute worst. Stuart still had bruises on his upper back and shoulder from when David had slammed him up against his locker two days ago during a heated argument. That altercation had landed Jordan Finnegan two day’s detention, after a teacher had witnessed Jordan swinging at Stuart moments later. Though he hadn’t fought back (he rarely did), they’d all three been hauled into the Principal’s office, but only Jordan had been punished as the teacher had only witnessed him actually throwing any punches. Jordan Finnegan had loudly voiced his opinions on just how completely unfair it was to be the only one in trouble over the matter; he’d even gone so far as to get his father involved, trying to waive his detentions. The Principal had stood his ground, refusing to back down. Mr. Finnegan may be on the PTA, and have sway in the lawyer firm he worked at downtown, but the principal refused to turn a blind eye to Jordan’s antics. Not this time. 

Stuart had been watching his back for the past two days, paranoid that the two teens would try and exact revenge. He hoped that by now they’d have cooled off, but he knew it was unlikely, given David and Jordan’s violent tendencies. He wanted nothing to do with them, and Stuart was counting down the days until graduation, so he wouldn’t have to put up with them anymore. The dark look on David’s face made Stuart cringe as he pushed off the wall, and moved towards Stuart. 

“Oh, come on,” Stuart muttered under his breath, annoyed. No. Nope - no freaking way. He tore off a bite of the non-tuna sandwich, and set the plate on the table beside an overflowing bowl of purple corn chips. 

Stuart abruptly turned around, and tried to make a quick escape through the kitchen, but he realized too late that the entrance was blocked by a group of girls sharing a bottle of Smirnoff vodka. Damn. He didn’t want to be anywhere near those two bastards, but it looked like he didn’t really have a choice. As they both stepped forward, Stuart was reminded of one of the many nature documentaries he’d watched with his father over the years – the way they moved menacingly towards him, closing in on him like they were apex predators. It was unsettling, to say the least; especially since that meant he was the defenceless, vulnerable prey about to get torn apart. 

Having barely any room to move around, Stuart was forced to stand his ground as they approached. Stuart kept his hands still at his sides (a feat which took a lot of willpower), otherwise he’d be jiggling his fingers nervously, and just making his anxiety tenfold worse.

“Wilmington!” David called out, jutting out his chin. “You’ve got a lot of nerve coming to this party tonight. I didn’t think you’d show your wimpy ass face for days. Not after the trouble you got Jordan into at the school. I thought you hated parties. You’re like, an antisocial hermit or something. Don’t you have arachnophobia, or whatever?”

“I’m not a hermit,” Stuart blurted out. He frowned, going over David’s words. Arachnophobia? What did spiders have do with anything? Sure, they were creepy little things – with their excessive eyes and legs, but he wasn’t fearful of them. Spiders were pretty to look at in their intricate webs, just not something he’d want to find crawling all over him. He wasn’t scared of them. Okay, maybe a little. But cautious would be a better word. Some types of spiders were venomous, after all. “Arachnophobia is the fear of spiders, David. You probably meant agoraphobia. I don’t have that, either. They sound similar, but they have very different meanings.”

“I know the difference!” David said, hotly. “Are you calling me an idiot?” 

“No.” Stuart said, his eyes fixed on David’s rumpled collar. He was never comfortable looking people in the eye when he talked. It made him nervous, unless he knew them really, really well. He didn’t think it was wise to call David an idiot to his face. He could smell the alcohol on David’s breath, and he already seemed agitated. No need to make things worse. In all honesty, Stuart did think the guy was an idiot. He just didn’t think it was wise to tell him to his face. Not this time. “David, did you hear me say you were an idiot? I didn’t say that. I was just correcting you, that’s all.” 

“Well, don’t,” David snapped. “Why are you even here?” 

“I was invited to the party, same as you.” Stuart’s gaze flicked up to David’s face for a micro-second, uneasy. He quickly averted his gaze, and looked down at the floor. “I have every right to be here.”

“Really.” David smirked. 

Besides, if you’re angry with me for the other day, we all know who started that fight. It certainly wasn’t me. I told you guys to leave me alone.”

“Who’d ever invite you anywhere? You’re an ugly freak,” Jordan laughed. “You oughta enter the ugliest dog competition this year on Canada Day –you’ll probably get first place. I’ve seen last year’s photos they posted in the newspaper, and those nasty ass mongrels ain’t got nothing on your sickening face. Nobody wants you here; least of all when you’ve just got me in trouble. My Dad took away my car keys as his own personal punishment. You wanna know how humiliating that was? I’ll make you pay.”

“Not like you care, but Lindsay Matheson invited me,” Stuart said, wiping his sweating palms on his jeans. “Got a problem with me being here, take it up with her. It’s her house, not yours.” He couldn’t give a shit about Jordan losing his car privileges, but he knew better than to say that out loud. Stuart was already in hot water with the two of them as it were. His mouth got him in trouble for saying the wrong thing all the time; he bit his lower lip to refrain from responding any more. He had a thousand things he wanted to say to them, but if he did, they would only earn him a fat lip or a new set of bruises. Stuart flinched when Jordan raised his fist as if to strike him. He stumbled backwards a half-step, eyes widening. Stuart heard one of the girls exclaim as he bumped into her. He ignored the girl, his attention fixated on Jordan.

“Pussy,” Jordan smirked. “You’re a waste of space, Wilmington. I can’t wait until graduation. While I’m off studying to actually contribute to society, you’ll be flipping burgers or something equally as lame. Do you want fries with that?” He asked, mockingly pretending to talk into a drive-through microphone. “Oh, one burger with cheese? Hold the pickle? Sure thing!” He laughed. “But I guess working minimum wage won’t be too bad, in your case. I mean, it’d hardly be a step down in your case – you’re already used to living in poverty.”

“Congrats, Finnegan,” Stuart said, in a monotone voice. “Except, hate to burst your bubble, but I don’t plan on working fast food, so I find your theory highly unlikely. I’ve got big aspirations. I’m going to do something with my life. Have fun at law school, though. The last thing this world needs is another corrupt lawyer like your money-grubbing father.”

David’s hand shot out, and grabbed the front of Stuart’s t-shirt. He pulled him forward. “What’d you just say to him?” He asked, in a menacing growl. “What the fuck did you say?”

Stuart winced, certain that he was about to get the shit kicked out of him. He reckoned he deserved it, after that comment. He glanced around him, hoping someone would intervene. Nobody gave him a second glance. The girls were drinking, talking quietly. The senior class was used to the sight of David and Jordan hassling him. They had a few people at the school they targeted, but unfortunately, Stuart was usually on the top of their list. He couldn’t wait until graduation, where he would hopefully never have to see them ever again.

“You heard me,” Stuart said, nervously licking his lips. “I don’t like to repeat myself.”

“You’re always running off your mouth like a big man,” David spat out. “You’d better watch out, Wilmington. You’re weak. Nobody here gives a damn about you. They aren’t going to protect you, are they? And I’m sick to death of hearing your whiny little voice. I’m going to wipe that smarmy little smirk right off your face,” He threatened, raising his fist. “Freak.”

Jordan grabbed his arms, and twisted them behind Stuart’s back. No matter how much Stuart struggled, he was no match for Jordan. He stamped his foot on Jordan’s sneaker, hoping to step on his foot and force Jordan to let him go. It didn’t do much good, though. Stuart was only wearing rubber and canvas high tops. Jordan’s grip was vicelike, and Stuart could feel his skin crawling at his touch.

“Get off me,” Stuart said, twisting to try and look up at him. “C’mon, you’re hurting me.”

“That’s the point, dickwad,” David laughed. “You’re overreacting. He’s barely touching you.”

“Come on, David,” Jordan said, his breath hot on the back of Stuart’s neck. “Get him.”

Stuart threw his head back, and tried to connect with Jordan’s face. He wasn’t successful. Stuart squirmed, unable to break free of the teen’s grip, realizing it was futile. He stopped moving. He could hear some of the teens laughing in the hallway, and a few shouts of Fight! Fight! broke out, dispersing into laughter. The chant only egged the two boys on further.

“Just get it over with,” Stuart said, resigned. He squeezed his eyes shut. “If you’re going to hit me, make it quick. I came here to hang out with my friends, not to look like I just stumbled out of Fight Club.” He tensed up, and turned his head to the side. Jordan’s raucous laughter was directly in his ear; it was the sound of a mangy, laughing hyena. His laugh grated on Stuart’s nerves way more than the teen’s fingers digging into his arm, or the dread flipping his stomach. Stuart felt like he was going to throw up.

The blow landed on Stuart’s cheek, hard enough to send him reeling back into Jordan. He opened his eyes, and glared at David, his whole right side of his face on fire. His head was ringing, and for a moment he couldn’t hear what David was saying. Stuart slowly shook his head. David was grinning at him, his hand already raised for another punch.

Stuart sighed. He could feel that his cheek was already swelling up, and the corner of his mouth felt slightly puffy as well. He swallowed, tasting a slight coppery taste in his mouth.

“Alright, you punched me. Congrats. You happy now?” Stuart asked, annoyed. He rolled his eyes, and glared at David. “I’d say we’re even for the detention, and Finnegan losing his car privileges, huh?”

“Not even close,” David told him, giving him a wide grin. “Think of that like the appetizer. I got a three-course meal of punches to hand out.”

“Yeah, man,” Jordan crowed, gripping him tighter.  “Pummel the little bastard.”

David aimed for Stuart’s stomach this time. The blow hit him like a sledgehammer, and Stuart sank like a dead weight in Jordan’s grip. His legs felt rubbery, and the only thing keeping him from falling to the ground in a heap, was Jordan’s grip. Motherfuckin’ hell – that hurt. Stuart glared at them. “Fuck you!“ Stuart gasped, his eyes watering a little. 

He was expecting another blow, so it came as a complete shock when he felt someone prying Jordan’s grip off his wrist, and yanking him backwards. The two teens dropped their fists, and reluctantly backed up. Stuart turned around, not surprised to discover that his saviour was none other than Lindsay’s girlfriend, Natalie Webster. 
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Stuart gave her a grateful look. He’d never been happier to see his friend before. He reached out, and grabbed her arm, grateful that she was there. With his free hand, Stuart gingerly reached up and wiped the smear of blood from the corner of his mouth. Natalie stood alongside him, broad and imposing, like a superhero. She wasn’t going to let anything happen to him.

Stuart knew why David and Jordan had backed off so quickly; Natalie was stocky, and stood a foot taller than all three of them. She had short-cropped brown hair, and was on the basketball team. She also often frequented the boxing club at the community centre, and had proven herself a worthy opponent in the ring in nearly every fight. Natalie was perfectly capable of sticking up for herself, and everyone present knew it.

“Are Jordan and David giving you a hard time again?” Natalie asked, eyeing the two teens critically. “I heard about your fight at school. They aren’t trying to retaliate, are they?” She placed a hand on Stuart’s shoulder, and squeezed. He winced a little at her strength, but didn’t pull away. Natalie was one of his best friends, and they had nearly a brother-sister type of relationship formed over the years. He trusted and admired her greatly.

“I’m okay,” Stuart said. He took a deep breath. “Thanks.”

“You’re hurt,” Natalie said, reaching out to touch his cheek. “Stuart – “

Stuart shrugged, and buried his hands into his jean pockets. “Yeah. I’ve had worse.”

“You got a girl fighting your battles, Wilmington?” Jordan sneered. “You’re even lamer than I thought. Just give me five more minutes with him, I wanna finish him off.”

“Jordan Finnegan, unless you want to get beat right here in front of the entire senior class, you’d better leave my friend alone. I’ve kicked your ass before in the boxing ring, and I won’t hesitate to do it again at this party,” Natalie told him. She glared furiously at the pair. “You’re a dirty fighter, always going for the cheap shots. I can take you any day. You too, David. Now, I’ve never had the pleasure of fighting you – yet. Don’t give me a reason to.”

“I don’t fight girls,” David told her, sullenly. 

“Only because you know she’d kick your ass, bro,” Stuart told him. He smirked at them, knowing that with Natalie at his side he was safe. Of course, he’d still have to watch his back during school hours. But tonight? He should be golden, as long as he didn’t get caught unawares again. 

Normally, his sarcastic comments would’ve sent David over the edge, and he’d have been toast. Instead, his classmate leaned against the wall, and glared at him. “I could take her on any day,” David growled. “I just don’t fight women. You, on the other hand – you’re dead meat the next time I see you. Mark my words, I’ll fuckin’ pulverize you.”

Natalie rolled her eyes at David, and slung an arm around Stuart’s shoulders. “Let’s get outta here,” She said. “C’mon, Stu.”

She was about to say something else, when Jordan stepped forward, and grabbed Stuart’s arm. “Hey, I’m –“

Natalie released Stuart, and pushed Jordan with both hands against his chest. “Back off, Jordan.”

“You don’t have anything to do with this! It’s business between me, and Stuart.” Jordan took another step forward, a determined look on his face. 

Natalie stepped forward, until they were only a few inches apart. She stared him down, a steely look in her eyes. “You listen good, Jordan. You wanna fight me? I’ll fight you right now in front of everyone, and kick your ass. But you leave Stuart alone. This is your last warning. I don’t want you hitting him, or talking to him. I don’t want you to even so much as look in his general direction, you hear me?” 

Jordan gave her a pained expression, before finally taking a step back. “I hear you.”

“Good.” Natalie gave him a brusque nod, and turned back to Stuart. “C’mon.”

She put her arm around his shoulders, and used her free hand to push through the crowd. Most everyone got out of the way when they saw her coming, so there was a nice clear path through the crowd. He was glad of that, another perk of being friends with Natalie. If it had been just him, he’d have had to try and force his way through the crowd (often with little success), and it would take an eternity to get to his destination. 

“Would you really have fought Jordan?” Stuart asked. He knew Natalie and Jordan had fought a few times in the boxing club. But that was in a formal setting, with coaches, and other boxers around to make sure everyone followed the rules. He didn’t know if she’d actually get in a fight with him at the party, or if she was bluffing.

Natalie glanced down at him. “If he kept pushing you around, then yeah, I would’ve fought him. I don’t think it would ever come to that, though. The threat of me hitting him seemed like enough to stop him in his tracks. He talks a big game, but he only ever chooses to go after people that are smaller and weaker than him. No offence intended. Anyway, I don’t have time to bicker with those losers. They don’t know their ass from their elbow. Fuckin’ numbskulls.”

He knew what that expression meant; when she’d first used it years ago, he’d mulled over its meaning, until finally asking for an explanation. Now, Stuart was used to most of her colloquialisms. Half of what Natalie said was local phrases, but sometimes, she used slang that went over his head. In the past, Natalie had moved around the country quite a lot. She’d lived in nearly all the provinces, before finally settling in Bromley a few years ago. 

“Thanks for saving my neck,” Stuart told Natalie, cupping his hands against her ear to be heard. The party was way too loud for his liking. “I was trying to avoid any confrontation tonight,” He said. “You showed up just in the nick of time.”

Natalie gave him a shy smile, and brushed off his apology. “Anytime,” she said, softly. “I’ve got your back, bro.”

“Have you seen Scotty?” Stuart asked. “I was supposed to meet him here.”

She nodded, and pointed to the den. “Last time I saw him, he was hanging out in there. Lindsay said she doubted you’d ever show, on account of your anxiety,” Natalie said. “Glad you made it.”

Stuart blushed. “Yeah, well,” He said, embarrassed. Geez, Natalie was always so blunt. “I needed to get out of the house for a while.”

His anxiety wasn’t really a secret – not since that mortifying time he’d had a full-blown anxiety attack in the middle of an assembly, and had rushed out of the gymnasium in front of the whole school. It had been the first week of high school, and Stuart was unused to being surrounded by so many people. His junior high had had only two hundred kids. High school was triple the kids, and twice the stress. 

He could still remember the mortifying incident like it was yesterday; the way he’d stood up on the bleachers, feeling like he was going to keel over. The noise of the hundreds of teens echoed painfully loud in the gym, the sound unbearable. He’d gasped, tiny black dots flashing on his vision as he’d forced his way off the bleachers. At first, his classmates had laughed, thinking he was just messing around. But he wasn’t. Stuart ran, ignoring the teacher’s yells. He’d pushed the panic bar with both hands, and stumbled into the deserted hallway.

The vice principal found him crying in the janitor’s closet, his face all blotchy, hugging his arms around himself. The man had taken pity on him, and called Stuart’s dad to pick him up from school. Stuart still received a bit of ribbing from some of his classmates to this day about the incident, but his friends knew to leave well enough alone. After all, that was years ago. Practically ancient history.

“Well,” Natalie said. “You’re here now. There’s cold beer in the kitchen, if you want it. Most of the pizza is gone already,” She said, giving him an apologetic look. “But feel free to eat whatever you find. You know how the Matheson’s like a well-stocked pantry. They got chips, olives, pretzels, you name it.”

Stuart nodded. “Will do,” He said. “And again – thanks. I mean it.”

Natalie rushed off with two girls from Drama club – Katie Juarez, and Tina Delaney; the trio linked arms as they cut through the crowd. 

Stuart glanced around for Scott, and finally caught sight of him sitting on the couch, drink in hand. His best friend’s long, silky black hair was tied back in a ponytail, and he was wearing an unbuttoned black, pin-striped dress shirt over his t-shirt. Scott’s head was bent, and he was fiddling with his phone, until he saw Stuart emerge from the crowd. Scott waved, beaming at him. 

“You made it!” Scott said, excitedly. “I was just texting you to make sure you were still coming.”

Stuart cautiously perched on the armrest of the couch, his hands folded demurely in his lap. He leaned back until his back was against the wall, and turned his head to watch his classmates dance. There were way too many people coming and going. He tried to take up the least amount of space possible. Stuart unconsciously leaned toward Scott, shying away from his dancing classmates. It would be a massive understatement, to say that he was feeling out of his comfort zone.

“Didn’t know if you’d show, buddy,” Scott told him. “I was getting worried you’d skip out again.”

“I almost did flake out,” Stuart shouted back, over the music. “I was scared this place would be crazy full. And I was right,” He said, giving Scott an uneasy smile. 

Stuart imagined what his night could’ve been like – cold pizza, a few red bulls, and hours of Skyrim. That would’ve been better than this overwhelming crowd. Lonelier, yeah, but less stressful.

Scott shrugged. “Well, you know Lindsay. Her parties are always huge,” He said. “She’s never been one to invite just a handful of guests. Go big or go home.”

Stuart nodded. “I know.”

Scott had been his best friend since they were four years old. They’d met on the first day of preschool, and had bonded instantly over a shared interest in comic books, and toy trucks. Once their parents arranged a few play dates for the boys outside of preschool, the boys had become inseparable. They were like brothers.

Stuart knew that over the years, he had become extremely dependant on their relationship, way more than Scott ever was. Scott was way more popular than he ever would be, and he had dozens of friends, whereas Stuart could pretty much count his friends on one hand. But it wasn’t just that. Stuart always knew he was different; though he tried to keep up with his classmates, most days Stuart felt three steps behind everyone else – both academically, and socially. He could sense that once they graduated, they would both eventually go their own ways (and it was this thought that terrified him, and kept him up at night, knowing that he wouldn’t have anyone to rely on. He’d have to face the world alone). 

He’d googled it once, and found out that most people who had been best friends in high school didn’t stay friends for life. Some of them stayed Facebook friends, but percentages said that he and Scott probably wouldn’t last. Chances were, they’d either be distant online friends who liked each other’s posts on occasion, or they’d lose track of each other completely, and Scott would move on to other people, leaving him in the dust. But for now, he was glad to have Scott at his side. He hoped that Scott wouldn’t be one of those temporary people that drifted away. 

“Hey, penny for your thoughts,” Scott leaned closer in the dim room. “You doing okay?”

“Yeah,” Stuart said, shrugging. “Sorry – I’m miles away tonight.”

Scott squinted at Stuart. “Hey, is that a bruise?” he asked, concerned. 

Stuart frowned. “It’s nothing,” he said, trying to brush it off. “I’m fine.”

“Christ, did someone hit you?”

“Yeah,” Stuart shrugged. “It barely hurts.” That was a lie. It hurt like hell. But Scott didn’t need to know that.

Scott reached out, and touched Stuart’s cheek with two cautious fingers. “Liar,” He said, as Stuart involuntarily winced. “Who did this? You didn’t have that bruise earlier today at school. What happened between then and now? And don’t say it’s a lacrosse bruise. I know it’s not from that.”

“It was nothing,” Stuart said, squirming a little. He hated lying to Scott. Stuart sighed, and looked away. Scott’s deep brown eyes were steadily trained on him, worry lines creased into his forehead. He was still studying Stuart’s face, leaning in a little. 

“Tell me who did this.”

“David Rourke caught up to me,” Stuart said. “He’s still pretty pissed off.” He told Scott what happened, including when Natalie stepped in and saved his neck. “Really, though – I’m okay.” 

Scott tilted his head to the side, like a confused puppy. “I still don’t get why he’s upset and going after you tonight. I mean, they started the fight the other day at school. And now, he’s pissed off, and getting back at you even though it’s their fault they got detention, not yours.”

“It’s David Rourke,” Stuart shrugged. “You’re really going to try and apply logic to that Neanderthal? As Natalie would say, he’s dumber than a box of rocks. He and Jordan Finnegan are constantly doing stupid shit. This isn’t new behaviour for them.”

Scott stood up. “They’re bastards,” he said, hotly. “I’m going to go talk some sense into them. Get them to back off. You coming?”

Stuart knew what that meant. Talk some sense into them. That’s what Scott always said when he was about to use his fists to defend Stuart. Scott was a good friend, but every time he decided to be Stuart’s self-appointed bodyguard, it usually only made situations worse. At this point, the two bullies had backed off because Natalie had intervened. But if Scott stepped in, and caused shit, they’d probably retaliate further. He didn’t want that. He just wanted to be left alone. 

“Scott, no,” Stuart said, shaking his head. He picked at the frayed edge of his sneaker. “You don’t have to do that. If you confront them, it’s not going to make things any better. In fact, it’ll probably make things worse. They aren’t going to quit. But thanks for the offer, though.”

“You’re going to let them walk all over you?” Scott asked. “Rourke’s an asshole. He’s tough, but he’s not invincible. I can take him.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt that – I just don’t think it’s worth it,” Stuart said. “The whole thing’s embarrassing enough as it is. A lot of people saw me out there getting my ass handed to me. Not one of them protested, or tried to stop them from hurting me. Confronting them is just going to make them want to come after me again.”

“You’re my best friend,” Scott said. “I care about you.”

“I know you do. But really, just let it go. It’s not like I’m super hurt or anything. I mean, it’s just a small bruise. I’ll be fine.”

“Yeah, but if Nat hadn’t stepped in when she did, it’d have been much worse. You don’t have to take anything from those two.”

Stuart huffed in annoyance. “Look, I know you mean well, but seriously – just sit down. I came here to unwind, not to get lectured on how wimpy I am, or get punched out.”

Scott sat back down. “Sorry. And I don’t think you’re a wimp. I just don’t like seeing you get hurt, okay?”

“Yeah,” Stuart said. “I know.” 

It took Stuart half an hour before he finally worked up the courage to venture back out into the party. Hanging out in the den with Scott meant that he could sit unnoticed in the back of the room and watch everyone else interact without drawing attention to himself. He liked people watching, it was fun. The noise level was quieter and muffled in the den, and the lights were dimmed. Stuart liked it; it was easier on his eyes. He would’ve stayed curled up on the couch all night, if given the choice. But the room was stifling hot, and he quickly got parched. 

“I’ll be right back,” Stuart said. “You want anything?”

“Nah,” Scott said. “I’m good.”

Stuart stood up, and walked back into the living room. The change in noise levels hit him like a brick wall. Stuart could barely hear himself think; someone had cranked up the stereo to full blast, and people were yelling over the music to their friends. His eardrums ached. He could feel the bass pounding through his sneakers, his whole ribcage vibrated in a rather unpleasant manner. No sign of Rourke, or Finnegan. Their spot in the dining room was currently taken by Amanda Yorke, grinding up against Nick Fletcher, her boyfriend. They both looked plastered, as they moved unsteadily to the beat. Stuart kept moving, his eyes fervently scanning the crowd.

As he stood in the centre of the room, feeling overwhelmed by the stimuli, someone tapped him on the shoulder. Stuart flinched, and turned around, hoping it was either Natalie or Scott. It wasn’t. On the plus side, it wasn’t David or Jordan either. Stuart didn’t recognize the man – he looked older than the high school crowd. Mid-twenties, maybe. He said something to Stuart, but the man’s words were lost in all the noise. 

Stuart blinked rapidly, staring up at the man curiously. “Sorry . . . what?” Stuart shouted over the music. He shrugged his shoulders to mimic the question. “I didn’t hear you!”

The man didn’t repeat himself. Instead, he gave Stuart a sheepish look, and tilted his head to the side. And then the man smiled broadly, a dimple appearing in his cheek. It was the sort of broad smile that made Stuart go a little weak in the knees, and he felt himself smiling back, although his was a lot more cautious, a crooked smile that made him a little self-conscious from the sudden interaction with this stranger. 

The man looked him up and down, before settling back on his face. He was eyeing him, a strange sort of gleam in his eye. If Stuart had to take a guess, he’d say the man looked romantically interested in him. But that couldn’t be right – nobody was ever going to think he was hot. Not when he looked like a scrawny kid with barely any muscle tone, who could barely run the required two KMs for gym class without heaving for air. Even at lacrosse practise, he was always the slowest on the field. Stuart knew he wasn’t hot, and he certainly wasn’t brilliant. He had nothing going for him whatsoever. He was at the bottom of the pecking order. He was just Stuart. 

The man mouthed something to him, then pushed a drink into his hands. The glass beer bottle was covered in tiny beads of condensation from the ice it’d been sitting in. “Drink up!” The man mouthed, giving Stuart a broad grin. 

“Thanks,” Stuart mouthed back, nodding politely. He took a small sip, still feeling a bit confused by the attention. Not usually one for drinking alcohol, he found it tasted sour. Definitely something he’d have to get used to. He’d had a few coolers on holidays, and had tried whiskey a few months back, but that was it. According to his friends, beer was an acquired taste – some people enjoyed it immensely, while others did not. So far, he wasn’t exactly sold on the bitter taste, but he didn’t want to appear rude, so he downed half of the bottle. 

Shuddering at the taste in his mouth, Stuart watched the man grin at him, and turn away. He moved easily through the crowd; the man was broad-shouldered, and people quickly made room for him to pass. Stuart watched him go. He still didn’t recognize him, and if he had to venture a guess, maybe he was someone’s older brother, or cousin. The man looked older than most of the kids, and he towered over most of them by a foot. It bugged him, not knowing. It was strange, though. Nobody else batted an eye at his presence. They didn’t seem perturbed by him partying with them in the slightest. A few guys even nodded at him as he passed. One guy pulled him into a side hug, before patting him on the arm as he kept walking. Stuart wondered how many times this man had partied with his friends over the past year. Everyone seemed to know him. 

He’s kind of cute, Stuart thought, eyeing the man’s broad shoulders, thick black hair, and olive skin. Like some kind of model in a magazine, or something. The kind of picture he’d often ripped out of magazines over the years, and plastered to his wall; shirtless men staring seductively at the camera, their hair windswept, selling perfumes, and deodorants, and all sorts of regular, mundane items. He was hotter than the men in his pin-ups. Smoking hot. Stuart didn’t realize how obvious he was being at checking the man out, until the man glanced up, and locked eyes with Stuart. The man grinned and raised his eyebrows.

Startled, Stuart dropped his eyes to the floor. Busted. Stuart panicked, cheeks burning. Abort! Abort! He choked down a gulpful of beer, twisting his hand nervously into his pocket to clutch his metal fidget toy. He rubbed it frantically between his fingers, a pained expression on his face as he tried to reduce his anxiety. 

When Stuart finally ventured another look, the man was still openly grinning at him. He lifted his drink in the air. “Cheers!” the man mouthed, his grin broadening as he watched Stuart turn beet red, and cautiously return the gesture. Embarrassed, Stuart fought his way through the crowd and sprawled on the seat beside Scott. 

“You’re drinking beer?” Scott asked, surprised. “I thought you hated that stuff. What, you finally got a taste for it?”

“Not really. It’s still disgusting,” Stuart admitted. “I was heading to the kitchen to get a drink, and some random guy just came over and handed it to me. I think he was . . . flirting with me? I don’t know for sure, though. Sometimes, it’s hard to tell if someone’s just being friendly, or if it’s a bit more than that.”

“Who was it? Someone from school? Hey, go easy on the alcohol tonight, alright? You’re our designated driver tonight,” Scott reminded him. “You promised, remember?”

Stuart nodded. “I know,” he said. “Don’t worry, man. After this drink, I’m going to stick to ginger ale.”

“You didn’t say who flirted with you! Anyway, I was just texting Freddy Campbell. His little brother, Ty, kind of likes you. He told Freddy he wanted to ask you out this summer.”

“Did he?” Stuart asked, surprised. “The kid’s like, twelve or something, isn’t he? I can’t date him. That’s fucked up.”

“No, man. Ty’s sixteen. Anyway, I told him you weren’t interested. You aren’t, are you?” 

Stuart shook his head. “No. Ty’s not my type. Besides, he’s kind of an asshole. Even if he were a few years older, I wouldn’t date him.”

“Yeah,” Scott agreed. He glanced down at his phone, distracted. Stuart glanced up, and saw the older man had moved position. He was now standing in the doorway between the living room and the den. The man was not too subtly watching him and Scott from across the room. 

Stuart turned to his friend, and discreetly tilted his head in the man’s direction. “Do you know that guy over there?” Stuart asked, leaning closer to his best friend to be heard over the music. “The oldish-looking guy.”

Scott scanned the crowd, his eyes resting on the man. “No. Should I?” He asked, bemused. 

“He’s the one who gave me the beer, and I think he was flirting with me. Is he Lindsay’s friend?”

“I don’t know,” Scott said, shrugging. “I vaguely recognize him. The guy’s shown up to a few parties this year. I think he’s friends with some of the lacrosse players. He knows pretty much everyone’s names. Maybe he’s one of her brother’s friends.”

“Oh,” Stuart said. “How old is he, do you reckon?”

“Why, are you interested?” Scott asked him. He grinned. “Stu!”

“I dunno – just curious,” Stuart said, taking a sip. “He’s pretty.”

Scott glanced back at the man, tilting his head to the side. “Well, he’s attractive, I guess. Old, but easy on the eyes.”

Stuart blushed. “Yeah,” he agreed. 

“You gonna go talk to him, or just stare at him from across the room?” Scott asked. “Wallflower,” He said, affectionately ruffling Stuart’s hair.

“What – I – I can’t just go up and talk to him! Like, ‘hey, man. You’re pretty hot, let’s bang’!” Stuart said, sarcastically. “Jesus, Scott.”

“Well, you don’t have to say that, exactly. But you could chat him up. Get to know him a little, and then you could consider sleeping with him, if you want. Firstly, get to know him. Ask him his name, talk about his interests, that sort of thing.”

“I-I can’t!” Stuart said, choking up. “I wouldn’t know what to say, what to do.” 

Truth was, Stuart had never been in a relationship; he’d always been too shy to ask anyone out. There had been a few guys he’d been interested in over the years. Most of the guys he’d crushed on were straight, and he’d never stood a chance. He had always figured he’d always be single.

“Oh, go on. What’s the worst thing that can happen?” Scott asked. 

“I could say something stupid, and he would think I’m an idiot.” Stuart took another sip of beer, and grimaced. “It’s better to just not even talk to him. I’ll only embarrass myself.”

“Stuart, just go on and talk to him. It’ll be okay –“

Lindsay showed up while they were talking, and she sat down beside Scott. “Hey guys,” she said, grinning one of her trademark dazzling smiles. Lindsay’s bright red hair was thickly braided down her back, and her pale blue eyes sparkled as she watched her classmates dance.  “You two hiding out? Party’s in full swing.”

“To another great party,” Scott told her, clinking his beer bottle against hers. “As always.”

“Same,” Stuart said, copying Scott’s actions. It was a great party – everyone was having a nice time. Stuart hung out with Scott and Lindsay for awhile, downing a non-alcoholic blackberry cooler, and a ginger ale. He tried to push the idea of talking to the handsome stranger to the back of his mind. It would never happen. The man was a stunning ten. He was a four on a good day.

Shortly after midnight, Stuart slipped back into the party to fill up his plate. He selected a handful of star-shaped crackers, and three cherry tomatoes. He heard someone behind him, but paid no notice until that someone grabbed his wrist. Stuart dropped the Styrofoam plate on the floor, and watched with dismay as the cherry tomatoes bounced and rolled under the table. 

“Fuck,” Stuart muttered. Mrs. Matheson would throw a fit if anyone messed up her cream-coloured carpets. He’d have to duck under the table, and pick up all the tomatoes and crackers before someone stepped on them. But worse than a few crushed tomatoes, was the fact that Jordan was holding his wrist in a vice-like grip, and staring down at him with a mean expression. He tried to pull away, but Jordan just grinned, and squeezed his wrist tighter.

“Fancy running into you again,” Jordan said. “Where’s your bodyguard?”

“Let go of me.” Stuart glanced over Jordan’s shoulder, hoping to see either Scott, or Natalie. But he didn’t see either one. Just David, walking over to them, a shit-eating grin on his face. Stuart frowned, and looked back up at him. “Jordan, seriously. Again? What is your problem? I’m just trying to grab something to eat, minding my own business.”

“Stuart,” Jordan said, clucking his tongue. “You are my problem. You keep turning up like a bad penny. I told you that you don’t belong here. I bet Lindsay only invites you as a pity invitation ‘cause you’re such a loser. You know what? I got a pretty good idea,” Jordan said. “I think this party would be a hell of a lot greater if we didn’t have to see your face for the rest of the night. How about you, David?” 

“Sure, sounds good to me,” David agreed. He grinned, and helped dragged Stuart towards the kitchen. “Stop fighting the inevitable, Stuart. You couldn’t hide from us forever.”

They were both laughing like it was the funniest thing ever, but Stuart didn’t share the sentiment. David yanked open the pantry door, and peered in at the shelves of canned and jarred goods. The remainder of the floor space was filled with a silver garbage can, and a few boxes. Stuart caught a quick glance of mops and brooms, as well as a bucket of cleaning rags, and a large variety of cleaning supplies. David kicked the large bag of paper towels aside, and waved a hand towards the cramped interior.

“Your room awaits. In you go, loser,” David said. He cackled, and grabbed Stuart’s arm. “Come on.”

Stuart fought. He dug his heels in, determined to keep his freedom. The pantry closet stank of a pungent mixture of pickled onions, bleach and pine sol, and it was so full that there would be very little space for Stuart. But he knew that they were going to cram him in one way or another, the same way they did at the school when they shoved him into the lockers. 

“Wait, wait, don’t do this,” Stuart begged. “Come on. This isn’t funny, guys.”

“Yes, it is!” David said, giving him a wide jack-o-lantern grin. “It’s hilarious. We won’t have to see your ugly face for the rest of the party. It’s perfect.”

Out of all the punishments they could’ve picked, Stuart knew this was pretty tame. After all, being locked in a stuffy old closet during a party wouldn’t kill him. He’d been stuffed into lockers before, and although he might get a panic attack from the enclosed space (and Stuart knew the experience would definitely upset him), eventually someone would hear him yelling and let him out. 

“Stop fighting and just accept your punishment,” Jordan told him. With one swift shove to the chest, he managed to finally force Stuart into the cleaning closet. He half-fell against the large yellow mop and broom resting against the wall, and they clattered down to the floor behind him. Stuart surged forward, wincing in pain as Jordan grabbed his wrist. 

“Now, you stay put,” Jordan told him, barring his exit. Stuart tried to put his foot in the door to prevent them from slamming it shut, but he was unsuccessful. The closet door slammed shut, and Stuart found himself engulfed in darkness. The pervading stench of bleach invaded his nostrils, and Stuart raised his elbow to his face in the dark, and coughed. His chest felt tight and achy, and Stuart closed his eyes, and focused on his breathing.

Stuart could hear them laughing, and though he tried to turn the door handle, he knew it was futile. They’d locked it from the outside. He was trapped.  Stuart banged his fists on the wooden door, calling out their names. Deeply frustrated, he sunk down to his knees, and peered under the door. He could see two pairs of sneakers. Jordan and David were still standing about a foot away from the closet. 

Stuart put his hand in the tiny rectangle of warm, yellow light, and sighed. Maybe he should’ve just stayed home. He knew he’d risk running into them when he drove to the party. And now look at him, sitting on the floor of the Matheson’s pantry, surrounded by mops and brooms, and all kinds of foul-smelling chemicals. Well, at least he wouldn’t starve, Stuart thought. What a night.
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Stuart pulled his phone out of his back pocket, and checked the signal. One bar. Maybe it’d be enough – he could text Scott, and ask him to let him out. Stuart started to type out the message, when he heard someone approach the closet. 

Startled, Stuart dropped his phone to the floor with a clatter. He peered under the door. It wasn’t a very good view; he was essentially staring at eye-level with the Matheson’s kitchen floor, and the backs of Jordan and David’s shoes. But his heart leapt when he realized he could also see another pair of shoes. He didn’t recognize them. They were brown steel-toed boots, with dirty red laces. The boots were flecked with dried mud, as were the bottoms of the person’s grey-washed jeans. 

“What are you two up to?” The man asked. “I thought I heard shouting in here.” 

“Dude, mind your own beeswax,” David responded, snottily. “We’re having a private conversation here.”

“Yeah, man,” Jordan piped up. “Get lost.”

Stuart watched with a sinking heart as the man took a step backwards. No! Don’t leave! He rapped on the door with two knuckles, and waited with bated breath. He made a fist, and slammed it against the door, trying to make as much noise as possible. The man turned back towards the pantry door. 

“Hey! Let me out, please,” Stuart called out, panicky. “C’mon.”

“Is there someone in there?” The man asked. He took a step towards the closet. 

“Yes!” Stuart called out. He stuck his fingers under the door, and wiggled them. “They locked me in!”

“Alright, let him out,” The man said. 

“Fuck right off!” Jordan said, annoyed. “Who do you think you are, coming in here and barking orders at us?” 

“Get out of the way.”

Stuart pulled his hand back from under the door, and peered through the tiny gap. There was a bit of a scuffle, and then Jordan and David walked away towards the dining room. Stuart heard the click of the lock on the other side of the door, and he pulled himself away from the door. It swung slowly open, and he had to blink at the sudden bright light. He looked up, surprised that it was the man he’d seen earlier, the one who had given him the beer. 

“Hullo,” The man said, reaching out his hand. “We meet again.”

Stuart was on his feet in an instant. “Thank you,” He whispered. Stuart felt dizzy, like the whole room was spinning, and he wasn’t sure if it was because of his anxiety, or the alcohol he’d drunk earlier. Maybe a bit of both. He reached out, and gripped the kitchen counter, trying to steady himself. 

The guy put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey, are you okay?” he asked, concerned. “You don’t look so great.”

“I – I need air,” Stuart stammered. His head swam, and he licked his dry lips, gripping the counter with a tight grip. “It’s hot in here.”

The man frowned, and grabbed a can of ginger ale out of the fridge. “Here,” he said. “Drink something.” He popped it open, and held it to Stuart’s lips. “I think you’re dehydrated.”

Stuart took a sip. Then another. The sugary sweet liquid hit his stomach, and for a second, Stuart worried that he might throw up. Stuart studied the man from the corner of his eye as he continued to sip the cold drink. He could hear the overwhelming buzzing sound of the kitchen lights flickering above them, and the constant pounding of the music in the next room. 

“Better?” The man asked. 

Stuart nodded. “Yeah.”

He gave Stuart a sympathetic look. “Why did those two idiots lock you in the pantry?”

Stuart’s eyes slid back down to the floor. “Ah- yeah. That’s kind of a long story,” Stuart said. “I go to school with them. I pissed them off, so they’re retaliating. They’re just mad at me because they got caught messing with me at school, so they got in trouble.”

“I take it they’re not your friends, then.”

Stuart barked out a short laugh, then shook his head. “God, no!” 

“Well, good.” The man smirked. “They’re douchebags. Well, I’m glad you’re okay. You looked a little green around the gills. I thought you were going to either throw up, or faint.” 

“Hah, yeah,” Stuart agreed. “I-I thought so too.”

Stuart blushed furiously. He could barely look the man in the eye; his slate-grey eyes were enchanting to look at. He could get lost in them, like roaring ocean waves during a storm. Stuart blushed even deeper, until he felt his face must be cherry-red, exuding heat. God, it must be so noticeable. The man was super attractive. He was charming, with a fantastic smile. Stuart cringed. He could barely string together a coherent sentence, stammering like mad. He probably looked like a fool. 

“You, uh, you wanna dance?” The man asked. He flashed Stuart a smile, and reached out and placed his hand over Stuart’s. His touch was soft, gentle. “I’d love to dance with you.”

Stuart raised his eyebrows. “Dance?” He asked, drawing away from the man. He suddenly got a mental image, of him and the stranger dancing together. Closely. Grinding up on each other, like many of the teens were doing in the living room. The thought of doing that with the man made him nervous. He wasn’t a good dancer, and he didn’t know the man. 

“You know how to dance, right?” The man asked. 

“Uh – I don’t – I- “Stuart gulped. “I mean, I can. I just – No, thank you.” 

Face burning, Stuart clutched the cold can of pop against his chest, the cold seeping through the thin material. He slid past the man, blushing furiously. “Thanks, but I just – I need air. I’m just – argh – sorry.” 

He ducked his head, embarrassed at his lack of a proper articulate response to the man’s questions, and stumbled outside onto the porch. It was thankfully empty, which pleased him. The cool air hit his overheated skin like a brick wall, and he closed his eyes for a second, basking in the change of temperature. He was still feeling buzzed, and the party was still going strong. Drink in hand, Stuart took a seat on the empty wooden porch swing. The metal chains made a light rattling sound in the breeze as he slowly rocked the swing. He was drenched in sweat, his t-shirt sticking to his damp skin. 

Stuart sighed, his sneakers digging into the dusty floorboards. He desperately sucked in a mouthful of fresh air - Lindsay’s house was stiflingly hot, and made it difficult for him to breathe. With so many people vying for space, he often quickly become anxious and fidgety to the point where he felt on the verge of a panic attack. It was one of the primary reasons Stuart normally avoided Lindsay’s parties. He didn’t want to appear rude by constantly skipping out, but he got overwhelmed so fast, that it was usually easier to avoid large crowds altogether. Stuart took a few deep, calming breaths and tilted his head back to look at the night sky. 

The clouds had dissipated, and Stuart was glad that he could finally see the stars. He tried to keep his anxiety
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