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It's Like A Party In My Closet

By G.R. Richards

––––––––

Life was just one big party. That's what Dustin thought, back when he was in his twenties. Those nights of gay clubbing felt like a million years ago now that he'd turned the big three-oh. Time to get serious about life. He was an adult, after all.

Dustin never thought he'd get old, and, realistically, he wasn't old. But he felt that way, sometimes. Okay, most of the time. The city was getting on his nerves: too much noise, too much pollution, too many people. Somewhere along the line, he'd grown up, and now all he wanted was a quiet place to call home.

So he bought one.

Easier said than done. Dustin wasn't exactly Mr. Monopoly. A big part of the reason he started looking at houses out of town was that he figured they'd be cheaper than the sky-high city rentals. Yeah, right. If there were economical properties out there, Dustin sure wasn't finding them. A guy on a budget couldn't afford those fancy-pants estate homes.

Maybe if he had a man in his life...

But Dustin couldn't wait any longer for his future to begin. So what if he didn't have a husband or a partner or a boyfriend of any kind? The country was calling his name, and the minute he found a house that was even remotely near his price range, he snapped it up. Okay, so he needed his parents to co-sign for the mortgage, but that was pretty common.

"Why's this place so cheap?" he'd asked the real estate agent as she led him through the renovated farmhouse. "I thought it would be all run-down and ratty, but it's nice. Everywhere else I've looked has been twice the price."

The agent flinched and then smiled so wide her teeth took up half her face. "Oh, it's been on the market for a while."

"That's weird. Why?"

Her bright red lips strained, and she clung to her binder. "It's just waiting for the right buyer."

Dustin stepped across the creaking hallway floorboards and into the sunny master bedroom. "Good thing it found me."

***

Funny how everybody was busy when you were planning a move. Everybody except family, of course. Even Dustin's seventy-eight-year-old grandmother insisted on hauling boxes. His sisters and mother, aunts and uncles, all drove up to the boonies to help him unpack and arrange furniture, find homes for plates and forks and frying pans. Dustin would miss living so close to everyone, family and friends.

The move didn't feel real until everybody was saying goodbye, leaving him for his first night alone in his very own house. After the day's long, hard work, Dustin could barely keep his eyes open. The bed was all set up in the master suite. His mother had even fitted it with new sheets. They’d given him more housewarming gifts than he could count.

Aching and exhausted, he crawled under the covers. He was out almost before his head hit the pillow.

Dustin woke with his heart racing, and in his sleepy haze, he wasn't sure what the panic was all about. He blinked again and again, but the country night was so dark he wasn't sure his eyes were actually open until moonlight found its way to him. He had another moment of panic when he couldn't tell where he was, and then it all came flooding back: He'd bought a house. He'd moved to the country. Out here, he was all alone.

The night suddenly seemed too huge to handle, but this strange bedroom made Dustin feel claustrophobic at the same time. Was the ceiling closing in on him, or was he just being paranoid? He could hardly hear the crickets outside over the thundering of his heart.

Staring up at the swirling grooves in his plaster ceiling, Dustin at last realized what had woken him up—music. Music? Was he hearing things? Maybe one of his sisters had left the radio on downstairs. Or maybe there was a car parked out on his dark country road or kids with a stereo out in the fields. He told his legs to swing off the side of the bed so he could get up and check, but they didn't listen. His whole body went stiff, and a chill ran up his spine.

Being alone in a remote house felt... weird. Really weird. Dustin had lived in the city all his life, in the suburbs growing up, and in an apartment downtown for more than ten years. He was used to sirens and voices and music. Even if those sounds drove him nuts at times, the total lack out here made him nervous.

And then there was this strange music coming from somewhere Dustin couldn't pinpoint. Not that the music itself was strange—he thought he recognized it, though it was too faint to say for sure—but he knew in his gut there was something strange about the source. Where the hell was it coming from? It sounded close. Too close.

Damn, Dustin's heart was racing again, like a drum booming in his skull. A cold sweat broke across his brow. He tried not to hear it. He tried to tune the music out, because he knew in his gut it just wasn't right. No luck. He couldn't not hear it.

This bedroom was too small, too dark. It was making him crazy, making him panic. Before he knew it, his bare feet were carrying him down the creaky staircase and into the front room. He flicked on every light along the way. It wasn't until he had the house fully illuminated that his heart finally slowed.

Could he hear the music now? He concentrated hard, but the house sounded like a house: refrigerator buzzing, fan whirring, clock ticking. Beyond the walls, crickets. No radios. No music, not inside, not out. Even so, there was something about being in a house alone that made Dustin's knees wobble.

He pulled boxes off his couch and took their place, turning on the TV, even though his cable wouldn't be hooked up for another three days. The snow gave off more than enough white noise to settle him into sleep, despite all the lights being on. He woke again when morning broke. The sunlight came as such a comfort that he made his way out to the yard and lay in the morning light until he felt revived.

Everything was fine until nightfall. As soon as the sun went down, Dustin felt on edge. He couldn't pinpoint why. Was it just the fact of being alone in a remote location, or was it the house itself? He popped a DVD in the player and turned up the volume, hoping that would take his helpless fear away.

No such luck. By the end of the movie, his heart was beating even faster than before. He didn't want to go upstairs, but it was stupid to sleep on the couch when he had a nice big bed all to himself.

Every sound spooked him, even when he knew it was just crickets, just an owl, just a... oh God, what was howling in the distance? No, it didn't matter. Those things were all outside his door, part of nature. Nothing could harm him. He just had to breathe deeply and trust that he'd be okay until morning.

After a day of unpacking more boxes and shifting furniture single-handed, sleep ensconced Dustin fairly quickly. He fell into it like a bed of feathers, sinking deeper, deeper still, until something brought him back to the bedroom.

What was it? What was that sound?

Music again, and not just any old music. It was a techno beat, a remix of some popular song. In his half-sleep, he wasn't sure which one. He could feel the rhythm in his aching muscles, and it irked him despite his curiosity. Where the hell was it coming from?

Dustin opened his eyes. When he spotted a strange pink light flickering through the gap under his closet door, his lungs seized up. He tried to breathe, but his body wasn't working. All he could do was stare at that door, at those supernatural lights. Were there aliens in his closet? Aliens who listened to techno music? Because, the harder Dustin concentrated, the more certain he was that the sound was coming from right across the room.

It didn't matter how close Dustin was to the source of the booming music and flashing lights. He couldn't check the closet if his life depended on it—which was, hopefully, not the case. His muscles seized. He only managed shallow breaths, enough to keep him alive, but not enough to relieve his panic.

Finally, Dustin's muscles loosened enough for him to dive under his covers and hide his head beneath a pillow. "This isn't happening," he chanted to himself. "It's just a dream. It's just my imagination." Dustin laughed at himself, but the reaction was premature. He could still hear the music from his closet. At the top of his lungs, he sang, "Oh it's just my imagination running away with me."

He sang the chorus over and over again, and at some point he must have fallen asleep because the next thing he knew, the sun was in the sky. Morning had broken, and he was still in one piece.

In a haze, he thought how nice and comfy his mattress felt, how great these new sheets were. It took a moment or two before he remembered about last night, the lights and the music. 

The terror.

Dustin had taken time off work for the move, but he was getting antsy alone in the house. After last night's weird experience, he wondered if he might be going crazy. Maybe a little early-onset cabin fever? The best thing for it was to put on his uniform and get a jump on his commute.

Everybody had warned him the drive would be a pain in the ass, and they weren't kidding. Dustin should probably look for a restaurant job closer to home, but the tips wouldn't be as good and he'd miss everyone in the city. It was nice, the way the other servers greeted him and hugged him and said, "How's the house?" and "I'm glad you're back. It's been chaos without you!"

He didn't tell anyone at work about the music or the weird lights from his closet. He didn't even tell his mother when she called that evening to check in on him. It was just a dream. Must have been. That's what he kept telling himself.

Until it happened again.

The music roused him from a deep sleep. He was dog tired after his restaurant shift, but that fell away when he heard the music. He was wide awake, then.

Dustin sat up in bed and stared at the closet, feeling oddly mobilized by the noise. The lights were back, too, even brighter than before. Had he stashed a strobe in his closet? Maybe one of his sisters had put a radio in there?

His sisters! Suddenly it dawned on Dustin that they must be playing a trick on him. Maybe they'd hooked stuff up on a timer to scare him. That was exactly the sort of game they used to play when they were kids, always scaring each other. Well, he wasn't falling for it one second longer!

Jumping out of bed in just his plaid pajama pants, Dustin marched to the closet and yanked open the door. A light as bright as the sun flashed in his eyes, and he had to cover them with both hands. Club music pounded between his groin and his ears. Sensory overload. Even in actual clubs, Dustin had never been so overwhelmed.

The music died down a bit when he felt a hand on his wrist. Had he gone crazy for real? Was he in hospital now, with his mother at his side, worried and consoling?

No. This place was
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