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Smoke


Shortly before what some people but not everyone would call a fight, Tim Goolsby was in an argument with Jeff Halsdick’s dad about plumbing. Yes… this was what everyone was dealing with. They were arguing about hot and cold and whether they were on the right or left. In fact, they were yelling. Why was Jeff Halsdick’s dad even at a party full of people that were on average twenty-three? Wasn’t he at least fifty? It was so awkward. Smoke was very uncomfortable and stayed way back nursing his drink, almost bumping into Sarah’s TV. He was shitfaced after a drinking game. He thought the point of a competitive drinking game like Vietnam War beer pong was to drink less if you performed well which he had but maybe he had misunderstood. He held his bottle protectively against his lips so no one would think he was smirking or something; he’d been called out for something like that before and the charge had been total trumped-up bullshit.

Gabe Gomez was there and clearly psyched. He kept looking back and forth between the argument and other people, trying to catch people’s gazes and grin excitedly at them. When Gabe looked at Smoke, Smoke just nodded upward quickly and noncommittally. He had enjoyed talking with Gabe and Kevin Plasma about video games earlier, before any drama happened between guests or on the beer pong battlefield. Now Gabe was with Kevin and Anjali and was doing an impressive juggling job of flirting with Anjali while still making sure Kevin the introvert was still involved with the conversation. Smoke, just as much of an introvert, must have seemed more content or less vulnerable.

The only thing Smoke enjoyed about the faucet argument between Harry Halsdick and Tim Goolsby was that it made his drunk mind think of the bright red and blue handles for really old sinks, which were pretty colors. Until now, the party had been pretty low-key despite all the drinking. Sarah’s friends weren’t the type of people who did hard drugs or anything nefarious. There were even people like Gabe to talk about books with.

Tim Goolsby eventually freaked out and wanted to leave, but Sarah’s friend George took his keys. Smoke had not been to many parties in college and watched the events unfold like a crow. Surely this was the right thing to do, because as Sarah and George and others explained in increasingly loud voices, Tim was too drunk to drive. Or to think straight.

“Fuck you! I’ll call the police and they’ll make you give me my keys back!”

“Good, call them!” Sarah said. “Somehow I don’t think they’re going to side with you.”

Since he was yelling at Sarah and there was alcohol involved, a lot of the men’s pale, livid skin was starting to shimmer like shining plate armor. Sarah could have taken care of herself because she did tae kwon do or something and Tim was an artsy kid with fucking earrings.

Sarah’s current boyfriend, Dan, was a huge man. Literally a bodybuilder. Yet he was lurked strangely on the side of this test of manhood. Smoke wondered if perhaps Dan were the sort of guy who drew people’s ire because they wanted to test him, and only someone like Sarah could get an idiot like Dan to not actually bother to indulge them.

Surreptitiously Smoke made eye contact with Sarah’s fellow engineering friend Hadas, the tall Jewish girl with short hair and big tits. She smiled at him but Smoke just— well, he didn’t know exactly what he did in acknowledging her. Maybe just raised his bottle or fluttered his eyelashes. He didn’t want to smile because he didn’t want to make it look like he was enjoying the drama because he wasn’t a court-jester psycho like, say, Gabe.

Smoke made his way over to the kitchen to dispose of his bottle and possibly get another one and what happened? Tim Goolsby started freaking out even more. It was like he invented a new martial art called cryfighting that made you look like a whiny bitch— possibly for the purpose of being underestimated? No. George and Sarah’s other friend Will, who had also gone to high school with Gabe and Kevin and Smoke, now had Tim Goolsby’s arms wrapped up by the time Smoke turned around with his new bottle in hand. They dragged him straight out the door and threw him onto the wet grass.

“You can cool off!” Sarah said.

At this point Smoke was thinking that he really didn’t understand how parties worked. He thought the point had been to keep Tim Goolsby indoors and away from his car, though that really didn’t matter if he didn’t have his keys. Probably. Sarah’s remark was perhaps the clue to it all. This was a sort of timeout for a baby-man that needed to change out of his emotional diaper.

Now Frank was talking. Foaming at the mouth, really. Yes, his name was Frank even though he was this age in that year because he was named after his father, no-shit a no-bullshit FBI agent who was constantly disappointed in him. Frank Watts was half-black and half-white and probably autistic. Now let’s make something perfectly clear— there’s usually nothing wrong with that. This was a party with a lot of engineers and computer people present, all right? A lot of people there were probably on the spectrum to some degree, including and perhaps especially the ones that were Sarah’s high school friends rather than her college friends— Gabe maintained a meaty and colorful online database pertaining to Culinpon, those collectible monsters from the video games, Kevin Plasama’s used his old instant messenger screenname to claim that he had assassinated a President of the United States twenty-six years before he was born, Smoke shit a brick whenever he illegally downloaded a music album and found that the short words like “to” and “the” were capitalized in titles, all that sort of thing. So there were spectral eccentricities all around and what was about to happen with Frank Watts probably didn’t have that much to do with autism but more, maybe, with how Frank Watts, Sr. was a big jerk.

Smoke had not been present for the event from like ten years ago that Gabe Gomez had previously brought up to troll Frank Watts, because he went to middle school with Sarah, not the likes of Gabe and Kevin. Gabe had asked Frank if he had joined the FBI yet, especially since now that, at twenty-three, he had just become old enough to do so. This was because everyone knew his dad was a federal agent on account of how Frank Watts, Sr. had come into an eighth-grade class on career day and talked about it. Gabe was explaining to Frank that after all these years he felt bad for Frank because Gabe (going to graduate school, a future psychotherapist, though he didn’t invoke this to hype up his powers of emotional observation) noticed that the actual connection between Frank and his dad seemed rather cold. Smoke sipped his hard iced tea and listened and formed his takes carefully. Gabe seemed like the kind of guy who was constantly teetering on a fence and if he fell off on the right side he would be, like, religiously compassionate and if he fell off on the left side he would be kind of a bastard and, well, his left nut was just slightly heavier. Denser, perhaps with a small mass that would need to be checked out. Like intertwining curls of cigarette smoke, Smoke studied these throughlines of character reaching deep into the past, coming out only through hazy high school memories and whatever happened to be brought up in conversation tonight.

The “Vietnam War beer pong” game from earlier had been very useful for this. It had been Gabe’s idea, he had read about it on the internet. It was asymmetrical. The American side was arranged in a standard, patriotic beer pong triangle and the Vietnamese cups were full and scattered. And the Americans had the power to just keep replacing themselves. This, Smoke surmised, had allowed Gabe to show off a little historical literacy and an edgy sense of humor all in one. Kevin Plasma was into it, doing the “duh, duh-duh duhhh, duh,” from the helicopter scene of the famous movie. The conversation turned to violent video games and machinima— using a video game’s existing assets to create animations. A great passion of Frank Watts’s and a medium passion of Jeff Halsdick’s; he was too cool (sludgy
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