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Morass


It’s a hot night. I can feel it on the girls’ hands when I weasel my way into more high fives than I deserve. The bar’s closed. We’re stumbling back to the apartment. I almost trip over the curb. My head jerks upward and there it is: the glowing horns of the moon, a sign of what it is to come. It’s hot as hell, after all. I undo my shirt’s top buttons and my chest hair comes a-curlin’ out (well, I think of it that way, but it is really not quite that bad)

“Put that shit away before someone gets hurt,” Laura says, pointing.

“Same goes for your tits.” I point, too, at where her red dress fails to cover up.

“Be nice to me or you won’t get to see them.”

“Oh no. I hope I didn’t pay a ten-dollar cover charge for nothing.”

“Yeah, from the wallet you keep in your front pocket like a—”

“Why don’t you two just skip the lovers’ quarrel and fuck in the street?” Christina interrupts.

I say, “Why don’t we—” and then the girls erupt into shrieks of racial and sexual slurs upon anyone within earshot because, I guess, cousinly bonding? It’s strange to hear their normally mellifluous voices frosted with vodka.

Elise sidles up next to me, bumping my shoulder and shooting me a glare, as if by sticking together we can avoid association with the other two. She and I have developed an understanding because these roommates of hers are like earthquakes, enormities that can still bring people together. We also root for the same basketball team. Se doesn’t go for boys shorter than she is, and there are a lot of those. I’ve been drinking more milk lately, though.

I ponder this and more, retreating into my head to drown out Laura and Candace testing their impunity on the addled swamp-rats of the streets. Is my chapstick still in my pocket? Do I have a non-zero chance of sleeping with any of my companions? Does the afterparty deserve, in truth, to be called the party, and the bar buffoonery beforehand, the beforeparty?

By the time I snap out of these thoughts, we are on the elevator, and a couple screeching girls with glittered faces are denying the door its deep and dire wish to close.

“Shut up,” one of them says. “I just want to know, which one of you was it that called us sluts.” Her pink-taloned hand keeps my girls (…) at bay.

“No, no,” Candace says. “Your douche boyfriend or whatever the fuck started it by shouting at us first.” Said douche must be outside wondering why the hell his woman is following people into plazas to pick fights. In absorbing the situation and muttering to myself if it’s really happening, I miss most of our captor’s response, but I make out (oh…) the words “kick” and “bitch” and a rabid snarl. Clearly some sort of threat has been leveled. I can’t have that. It is beneath me. I step between the two female factions.

“Get the fuck out of my elevator or I’ll punch your nose through your brain and kill your boyfriend too.”

One of them backs off. I shudder with satisfaction, but the aggressive one remains.

“What? Are you kidding me? Your elevator?”

“Tell your boyfriend to buy you a leash,” I say, pointing behind her to a person who is not there. “Hey, come get your girl.”

When she turns, Candace lunges forward like we’ve got a telepathic understanding and shoves her out of the elevator with both hands in a most magnificent fashion. “Seeyuh, bitch!”

Laura mashes the close-door button. The slab of steel gratefully slides into place at last. We are safe now. Her appreciative eyes turn my itchy shirt into the armor of a champion. “Wow, Gabe. What the hell was that?”

“Just cutting through the fog. Cutting the Gordian knot.”

“I don’t know why you don’t come out with us more often!” Elise says.

“I think you do know.”

The door to the girls’ apartment swings open like a game show host’s hand over a winnable sports car. What kind of wonderland lies within? There’s a huge array of empty bottles on the windowsill, wires strewn across the floor to hook up laptops on the coffee table, and a boozy, musty scent of hope in the air. Just me and three glasses of water. I’m bound to drink one of them eventually. This turns out to be a punishing metaphor; I have to pee really badly.

I go to the bathroom. The entire counter is covered by mountains of girly products I do not recognize. There is something egg-like about the glow of the dingy light bulbs and the bobbing of my head and the soft drone of my piss stream, like I’m about to hatch and be unleashed upon the world, this pocket dimension that is the afterparty!

I strut out of the bathroom, full of optimism and empty of urine, and then I see something that makes me want to jump out of the window and die: guests. Some male, some female, all of them threatening, all of them unappealing. I’m not wearing my competition pants.

A strange thing starts happening. The guests remain mobbed in the kitchen, talking about nothings, while Laura pours shots into fewer glasses than there are mouths, but this is an unscrupulous and infection-free (yeah right) bunch so they pass them around. Meanwhile, Candace and Elise have retreated to the shining safety of their laptops, faces crinkled in drunken dismay. Suddenly it hits me that I am in a room full of people.

My eye-fizz has rendered Candace more voluptuous than, uh, whatever she is normally. She is sprawled in the big armchair facing the TV, pecking glumly at the keys.

“What’s wrong?” I say, tumbling over the back of the chair and into her lap. She doesn’t seem to care. Her face remains compressed into a logo of pain.

“This is my X-boyfriend,” she says, pointing at the screen to a chat window full of bad spelling. Yes, I can somehow tell that she spelled it “X” out loud, not “ex,” though I am not sure what the difference is. I’d heard from Laura that Candace has not had a real boyfriend in a long time, though I don’t know what constitutes a long time to girls like this.

“I don’t trust him,” I say.

“He was looking at pictures I’d uploaded and he said I look like a softball player. So basically a lesbian.”

“That sounds like some serious shit,” I say. She doesn’t move, which I interpret as permission to take a peek. The small text makes this “Brett” person’s words a pain in the hole to understand, but something tells me that at two-thirty a.m., that’d be the case regardless of whether I could make out (oh again) the words.

“And he’s saying all this stuff to me, and part of me wants to believe him, and part of me knows better, and, it’s just all messed up, Gabe.”

“Candace, look at the time, and look at your liver. This guy is using his masculine wiles to cast spells on you to keep you thinking about him and cause drama. I know. I’ve done it.” I point over at Laura. Why do drunk people point so much? “It’s a common tactic that nobody expects. You can’t have productive dialogue right now. Don’t worry, though. I’ve got it under control. I’m looking out for you.” My numb fingertips assume control of her touch pad (oh) but I miss the X (ah, there it is) of her chat window by a millimeter. “You get the idea.” But I keep going, using the little nub on her laptop between the G, H, and B keys to tease the cursor over, click, and kill that useless, sad conversation.

“Wow, Gabe. You worked that like my clit,” she says. “Teasing me and everything. And you know what? You’re right. I don’t need him making me feel like half a fag tonight.”

“Uh, okay.” I’ve gathered that they just use “fag” to mean “loser.”

“You’re so smart. And sweet. You need to hang out with us all the time and protect us from, from… uh…”

“Hello,” I say. She ruffles my hair, her lower lip twitching, on the edge of words, before she relaxes and decides to stroke my hair again. It is like… it is like if a jellyfish could sting for pleasure.

“Okay, get off my body,” she says, getting all handsy under my ribcage, as if she could tickle me out of the chair. “I have to shit like a parade horse.”

Surprisingly I maintain my burgeoning erection. I tumble onto the carpet. I land on a styrofoam cup from a fast food restaurant that probably… Laura had not thrown away. Candace steps over my body, now moving with a winner’s confidence. I lie there briefly and stare at the walls. The huge posters advertise movies I’ve never bothered to see. I clamber to my feet.

Even hunched defensively over her screen, Elise still looks massive. She has a very pretty face which I feel that people ignore because it is too far away to see.

“So, who do you think is going to the Finals?” I ask.

“Who cares,” she says. “I hope everyone loses. I hope plane crashes wipe everyone out.” I can smell her loneliness. Not only is she doubtless also having boy trouble, but she can’t deal with Laura and Candace being themselves all the time; she’s kind of the third wheel, and those two have parties on Wednesdays and are too loud with their fuck buddies (I guess?) and sociopathically selfish.

“What’s wrong?” I say, wielding the phrase like Excalibur now that I know it is a password to affection. But she doesn’t answer. I turn toward a clattering in the kitchen. Most of the guests have already left (did something happen?) except two
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