Rave

By Ron Harris

Derek shivered and stomped his boots in an effort to warm his frozen legs.  He stood at a train stop at nearly two in the morning on a windy December night in Boston, with his friends Carl and Dennis, and ten other young men and women.  They waited, white breath pluming into the frigid air, for a bus that would take them to the underground club – the rave.

Derek had been to all types of dance clubs, but never a rave.  He stared at the glossy cardboard flyer in his hand with furtive anticipation.  A funny little bald man had passed it to him and dozens of others as they exited Club Dome.  As two Boston police officers had approached, he had scurried away into the streaming crowd, laughing.  The handbill showed a cluster of oiled-up girls who looked like porno starlets, mouths open and eyes lidded in the heat of raw lust, grinding against each other. It read:

 “Club Sin

 All Ages Welcum

Cum in and Enjoy”

That haiku provided all Derek needed to know.  At twenty-three years old, his sex drive was at its peak, yet terribly unfulfilled.  It wasn’t for lack of trying.  Each weekend he went out with Carl and Dennis and drank until he was ready to talk to a girl who took his fancy.  Often this took five Long Island Ice Teas, seven Rum and Cokes, or six shots of tequila.  He had broken from his dedication to Samuel Adams when he realized that by the time he had imbibed enough beers to get drunk enough to mingle, the bar or club was closing and he had spent half the night waiting to use a urinal.   True, the spirits robbed him of any real sense of self-control or ability to carry on an intelligent conversation, but the trade-off was that at least he wasn't cowering in terror.

Derek wasn’t at a loss as to why women didn’t seem to gravitate toward him.    He actually had a fairly accurate idea.  For starters, he was neither tall nor especially handsome.  His shoulders were narrow and his posture poor.  And even with copious quantities of demon alcohol coursing through his veins, he could not look a girl in the eye when he was speaking to hear.  Then there was the matter of what he said when he was finally face to face with a potential mate.

Usually the first thing a girl wanted to know was, “what do you do?”  It was an easy way to get a conversation started, but Derek didn’t have an answer that many women wanted to her.  In the beginning, he had told the truth:

“I work for the Times, the newspaper.”

Upon further prodding, he was inevitably forced to admit that he in fact delivered the Times.  

“So, you’re like, uh, a paper boy?”

Not many girls were interested in offering up their bodies and souls to a paper boy.  Since those embarrassing first times, Derek had lied through his teeth and concocted a wild array of fictitious occupations for himself.  Sadly, his meager ability to think on his feet was nonexistent when drunk, and he was therefore caught in his lies every time.  His 

claims of being a doctor were usually met with laughter, and his lack of any medical knowledge beyond what was shown on E.R. usually put the nail in the coffin.  At various times he had purported to be a photographer, a professional golfer, a homicide detective, a pilot, and a dentist.  All had seemed like excellent choices at the time, yet soon crumbled into a pathetic shambles just moments later.  Lately he had fallen into a pattern of impersonating a graduate student at Harvard.  Though the ruse would be unconvincing in the face of an educated person, occasionally he would get it past a dolt and at least get a late night dinner companion at IHOP.   The harsh light of the eatery then allowed his would-be prey a better look at his homely countenance, and his exploits went up in a pile of half-eaten pancakes and soggy French fries.   Most nights he let himself quietly into his parents’ home, where he still lived, and jacked off to one of three badly worn porno mags (One with an Asian girl, one with Latinas, and one white chick getting it anally).  On Saturday nights, he often only got about an hour’s sleep before he had to drag his exhausted ass out of bed to assemble the one hundred and thirty-four Sunday editions of the Times that had been dropped off in two huge bundles, to start his route by six.  It was no wonder he took every chance he had on these weekend nights to escape the drudgery of his young life.

“You want to spark that j up?” Derek asked Dennis.

Dennis removed the fat little joint from his billfold.  Carl produced the lighter.

“Let’s go over here,” Derek suggested, nodding to a darkened corner of the platform.

“Motherfuckas be tryin’ to smoke us out and shit,” Carl added, eyeing the strangers waiting with them.  Carl wasn’t black, but he tended to talk this way when he was out and had been drinking or smoking.  They passed the joint, observing the two-hit rule:  take two hits and hand it to your buddy.  This custom was also known as puff-puff pass.

“Fuck man,” Derek commented, checking his watch, “it’s almost three already.  Maybe they ain’t comin.’”

“Prob’ly got pulled over and got arrested or somethin,” Dennis speculated.

Carl did a jerking dance in a vain attempt to warm himself, kicking at a small pile of filthy brown snow left over from a storm nearly two weeks before.

“I’m freezin’ my fuckin’ nutsack off!” he shared.

“You want to forget this shit?” Derek asked his friends.  They looked at each other and silently decided to give up this fruitless waiting.  On the whole, they weren’t a very positive bunch.  At that very moment, the van pulled up.

“Finally!” shrieked a girl with a bad blonde dye job and horn-rimmed Kennedy-from- MTV glasses.

It was a nondescript beige cargo van, the type used to haul furniture and, Derek thought glumly, newspapers.  Looking around at the twelve others with him, he wondered just how they were all going to fit in the back.  One word came to mind – uncomfortably.  With any luck, he would be squished in tight with a hottie.  The driver got out.  He was tall and rake-thin, with wild red hair and unfashionably long sideburns.  He wore a black leather trench coat, almost like an SS trench coat, and a cigarette dangled casually from one corner of his lip.  The man wasted no time, crossing to the rear doors and flinging the latches open.  

“All aboard what’s comin’ aboard,” he barked.  Derek tried to place the accent, and couldn’t decide whether it was Irish or Scottish.  Then again, it could have been Cockney for all he knew.  The British Isles weren’t his specialty.  He and his two amigos strolled over.  Derek had seen that the rear cargo compartment was windowless from the outset, but actually peeking inside and confirming it stirred his claustrophobia in the worst way.  As Carl and Dennis started to clamber in, he pulled them back.

“Let everyone else get in first,” he suggested.  They gave him a strange look.  “So we’ll be the first ones out,” he blurted, amazed at his quick thinking.  The last thing he wanted was to be made fun of for his fear of enclosed spaces.  It was bad enough that they sometimes ganged up on him and teased him about being a “paper boy.”  The three hung back and let the others find their cramped spots inside the dark metal box before climbing up at last.

The ten others made an effort to scoot aside to allow room for them, but this was the tightest of fits.  Sardines in a can couldn’t have had it much worse.  Derek was practically falling out.  The driver reappeared, smiling broadly at the would-be partygoers.

“A right adventurous lot you are.  Look out now.”  Derek withdrew his left side just in time to avoid being crushed by the slamming double doors.

“Does anyone understand a fuckin’ word this guy says?” asked Derek.

“Brother, you’re so fucked up, you don’t even know what you’re sayin’,” quipped Dennis.  The driver got behind the wheel, and peeked back at them all through a small partition that now provided their only light.  The engine started up.

“Now I know what those poor Mexican bastards feel like when they’re getting smuggled across the border,” said Derek.

“We’re Mexicans, yo!” Carl exploded in wild laughter at his own joke, while no one else so much as smiled.  The van pulled away from the train station.

“How far do you think it is?” inquired a heavyset girl to her gorgeous friend, a brunette who slightly resembled a young Susan Lucci.

“It’s probably around the corner, but he’ll drive around the block a few times to make it seem further away,” the attractive girl stated.  Several of them strained to see out the windows through the tiny opening to the front compartment, but the driver’s shaggy red mane blocked almost all visibility.   Passing streetlights were merely blips of fluorescent  light that rimmed him wild hair briefly.

Meanwhile, Derek’s sense of claustrophobia was intensifying, in no small way related to the effects of the marijuana on his brain.  It seemed as if the space they were in was actually closing in, compacting; though the reasonable part of him knew this was impossible.  The thirteen of them whispered to each other in little cliques, struggling to maintain discreet conversations about work, plans, and relationships even though strangers were literally so close that they could grab hold of them.   Derek had one shoulder mashed up against the cold steel of the hatch door, the other against an Asian kid with a shaved head who looked about seventeen.  He appeared to have nodded off.  If he hadn’t been so terrified, a little catnap would have been entirely appropriate, Derek thought.  His mind kept returning to the bulky Sunday edition of the Times, and the dread of waking up for it in just a few short hours.  He looked to his watch and his face wrinkled in confusion.

“Hey Dennis,” he asked.  Dennis looked pretty drowsy himself.  “What time you got?”

Dennis didn’t seem to understand the question for a moment, then brought his wrist up just inches from his eyes.

“Two fifty-seven, fifty-eight maybe,” he replied groggily.

Derek perked up, anxiety releasing a slow leak of adrenaline.

“It was almost three when the van picked us up.  It’s been at least ten minutes since then, right?”

“I don’t know, I guess.” Dennis didn’t seem to want to deal with this minor issue now.

Derek held his Seiko watch up to his ear.  “My watch is still ticking, but it must have stopped moving.  Yours must have, too.”

“Ah, don’t worry about it, g, you’ll be home in time for your paper route!” Carl laughed again at his own incredible wit.

Derek almost got angry at Carl for revealing his shameful occupation to the other passengers, but suddenly it seemed inconsequential.  The van went over what felt like several major potholes, invoking cursed protests from the thirteen.  Derek now noticed a different sound from outside, a sort of echoing of their engine.

“Is this the Callahan tunnel?” asked a red-headed girl.  “I’m not from here,” she admitted, embarrassed. 

“Beats the shit outta me,” Derek answered.  “What time do you have?”

The girl shrugged, flashing a bare wrist.  Now growing disturbed, Derek looked to his sleeping neighbor, whose hot breath reeked of beer and spearmint breath mints.  Rather than wake him up, he gently rolled up the boy’s left arm, which was practically in his lap anyway.

“Fuck,” Derek proclaimed.  The boy’s watch read two fifty-eight.  He looked to his fellow passengers, debating on whether his discovery would be greeted with concern, fear, or laughter.  He decided to keep quiet.  Several minutes later, the van pulled to a smooth stop, tires crunching on what sounded like broken glass.

“Thank God,” Derek exclaimed, and the others reflected their relief with similar sentiments.  It had been a most uncomfortable little jaunt.  At last the cargo doors were flung open.  Derek nearly spilled out of the van.  The Asian boy awoke with a start.

“Are we there?” he asked, sniffing the chilly air and rubbing at his sleepy eyes.

Derek’s legs had been cramping from being folded up, and his left foot had fallen asleep.  None of this seemed important as he took in the scene of alleyway the van was narrowly sandwiched in.

“Holy shit,” he muttered, “where the hell are we?”  He turned to look both ways down to see some sort of street life, but saw only a black void instead.

“What’s this, Roxbury or something?” Dennis asked.  Derek shook his head, kicking his foot against the bumper of the van as the rest of the club-goers awkwardly spilled out onto the dark, trash-strewn pavement.  Roxbury was the most feared black ghetto of Boston, roughly equivalent to the South Bronx in New York or South-Central Los Angeles.  

“Even Roxbury isn’t this bad.  This is a real shithole.” Derek stated this somberly.  Indeed the alley was dangerously congested with overflowing dumpsters and piles of trash, much of which appeared to be rotting food.  The boys from the van frowned or crinkled their faces in disgust at the sight, but the general reaction of the girls seemed to be sheer horror.  Squeals and rustling could be heard from several areas and could only be hungry garbage rats up way past their bedtimes.       

“No wonder the location is secret.” Derek expected at least one laugh from this, but got no reaction.  The group’s attention had shifted to recently opened doorway and the man who now beckoned them to it with a gesture and a smile.  The muted thump of techno music drifted across the icy air, which Derek noted with dismay, was significantly colder than when they had entered the van.  The sound of chattering teeth was almost like percussion among them.  Now their main motivation for getting into the club was getting out of this biting cold.  The doorman, a stocky fellow with thinning hair and a great deal of gold jewelry, tipped his finger and nodded to the driver, who waved back and got back into his van.  As he pulled away and they approached the entrance, Derek wondered how they were going to get home.  Were they all supposed to take taxis or something?  And how were they going to say where they were to be picked up from?  This had better be fun, or I’m going to be pretty pissed off, Derek thought.   He was now starving from the effect of the joint as well, and he didn’t think the odds of a snack bar at a rave club were good.  The group pulled out wallets and purses, digging for cash.  Some had also instinctively retrieved driver’s licenses.

“You can put the ID’s away, kids,” the doorman said in a gravelly voice, “I could give a shit. Cover’s ten bucks.”

They each paid, the doorman making change from a fat wad of bills in his coat pocket.

“Down the hall,” he told each of them, as if the deafening trail of the music wasn’t easy enough to follow.  The excited buzz of conversation among them was already becoming hard to hear without shouting, and the dimly-lit hallway seemed to stretch half the length of a football field.  Up ahead, darkness and flashing lights could be made out. As they neared the entrance proper, some of the ravers clogged the hallway, making out or slumped in exhaustion, eyes glazed and in a different world.

“Yo, they’re tripping out big time!” Carl declared with excitement.  “We gonna trip tonight or what?”

Despite their veteran status on the Boston nightclub scene, neither Derek or his friends had ever ventured beyond “the basics,” alcohol and pot.  Derek’s meager income certainly wouldn’t support much more, and Carl and Dennis were wary.  Hallucinogens were a tricky thing.  Each of them had heard horror stories of accidental deaths resulting from bad batches of “E,” “Special K,” and GHB, the holy triumvirate of the rave scene.   Certainly they had all been drunk and stoned to the extreme many times, with no further consequences than vomiting and hangovers with a side order of migraine headache.   Of course, none of them would admit that they were actually afraid to try one of the designer drugs.

“I don’t know,” Derek said, hiding his apprehension, “E is twenty-five bucks a hit, and I hear you need at least two or you don’t even feel anything.”

“Right,” Dennis joined in, “plus I saw on TV how they make it at home with all these cleaning products and shit.”  

Each felt a slight sense of relief, as there would clearly be no peer pressure among them to try anything new tonight.  For all their supposed wild and adventurous spirit, they were all creatures of habit.  This night’s expedition was by far the most daring thing they had done since their reckless high school days, which had been marked by drinking, driving, and minor vandalism.  Something told Derek this strange night was only going to get stranger.  Looking at his watch, he was disturbed to see that the second hand was still moving, but the time had not proceeded by a single minute.  He took it off and put it in his pocket where it would no longer remind him that things were not quite right.  The pot is making me paranoid, that’s all, like it always does, he thought.   

Finally they were inside, and each was riveted in place briefly while they took in the amazing scene before them.  “Wow,” Derek pronounced simply.

 The place was absolutely cavernous, roughly the size and shape of an airplane hangar.  Most of them had expected something far more modest.  Secondly, the dance floor and balconies were packed with what looked like a thousand people.  A crowded bar was visible at the far end.  Multicolored beams and flashes of light played all over the dancers as four giant screens displayed rapidly morphing psychedelic patterns.  Many of the guests held glow-sticks in each hand as they danced, swinging and swaying their arms as fast as possible to create blinding, skipping tracks and circles of red, green, and blue light.  As the others from their group  broke into several distinct sub-groups and began cautiously inching their way toward the dance floor, Derek and his friends stood their ground.  They were here for one reason and one reason only – the girls.  Their powerful hormones kicked into mate-seeking mode as their eyes scanned the crowd of writhing bodies in the splashing lights.  Club Sin had more than its share of gorgeous young women.  In fact, it appeared that women outnumbered men here by at least two to one.

Derek, Carl, and Dennis marveled at the assortment of young female flesh dancing with wild abandon to the hypnotic beat of the music.  Most of the girls were white, but there were also Hispanics, Asians, blacks, and every mix between.  The heat of the dancing bodies made for a humid, cloying heat that was a welcome change from the frosty clime outside.  More importantly, it had caused most of the dancers to shed their shirts.  Torsos were slick with running sheets of sweat.  The majority of the girls were down to bras, and a few were even topless.  It was not a modest crowd by any means.  From the carefree abandon of the movements and the amount of fondling and caressing that was taking place, it was clear that most were indeed tripping on something or other beyond the basics.  Derek forgot he was hungry, reveling at the sight of so many beautiful, available young women.  

“I guess we can’t stay too long, Den, ‘cause Derek’s got his paper route in the morning, ya know,” Carl said sarcastically. 

“Fuck my paper route,” Derek spat, “let’s get down with some of these ladies!”

“I gotta take a piss first, man,” Dennis admitted, “nothin’ worse than getting a boner when you have to piss.”

“Tell me about it,” Derek added.

They looked around for any sign of a bathroom, and saw none.  Walking around the perimeter of the packed dance floor, Derek spotted someone that had to be a bouncer.  He had the telltale height, build, and watchfulness.  Actually, he was set apart by seemingly being the only sober person in the vicinity.

“Excuse me?” Derek shouted.  He had to shout to even hear his own voice in this din.  The man looked down detachedly and said nothing in reply.  His eyes were cold and businesslike.  Apparently he didn’t hold the guests of Club Sin in the highest regard.

“Can you please tell me where the bathroom is?”  The man pointed to a dark corner of the club, next to the bar.  

“Thanks.”  Carl nudged him and shouted in his ear to ask about a coat check.  Even though it had only been a few minutes, the heat was already becoming intolerable in their winter coats.  Each of them had theirs draped awkwardly over an arm.  Derek shook his head at Carl’s cowardice.  He had been afraid of all bouncers since he had been forcibly ejected from a club two years ago for trying to skip out on a bar tab.

“Uh, and do you have a coat check here?” Derek added.  The bouncer’s blank expression turned to annoyance, as if this was the stupidest question he had ever heard.  Rather than honor it with a verbal response, he shook his head almost imperceptibly.  

The walk to the bathroom only made their desire to get out on the dance floor more urgent, as some of the girls stole glances at them in passing as they gyrated.  None of them were great dancers, but in the condition most of these women seemed to be in, it probably wouldn’t matter whether they were stars of Dance Fever or  clods with zero rhythm.  They were young men, and that looked like it would suffice.

“Damn, there’s some fine bitches up in here!” Carl piped in.  Derek and Dennis nodded silently.  It was unbelievable how few of the women seemed to be dancing with men.

“Yo, I hope they ain’t all dikes or some shit,” Carl added with caution.  Derek waved away this as pure pessimism.

“If I can’t get laid here, I’m turning my dick in,” he proclaimed.  At least one girl turned from the dance floor at the mention of the word dick.

Carl’s pessimism was misdirected, as the bathroom proved to be the real bummer.  A line led all the way down a long flight of stairs in a narrow passageway from the balcony.

“Shit, man, they only got one bathroom for all these fuckin’ people?” Dennis asked, incredulous.

“It would appear so,” Derek stated drolly.    A shirtless young man staggered out of the bathroom and started perilously attempting to go down the stairs.  His flabby white skin and protruding pot belly may have made him too self-conscious to expose his body under normal circumstances, but some potent combination of drugs and alcohol had rendered any such modesty meaningless.  

“Homeboy is fucked up,” said Carl, stating the obvious.   The inebriated lad only made it a few steps before his perception of where the next stair was turned out to be way off.  He tumbled nearly end over end before a sympathetic soul reached out and stopped him.  

“You okay, buddy?” the Samaritan, a tall blonde guy with a buzz cut and a Southern drawl, asked.  The wasted young man sat in a fetal crouch, his sweaty hair hanging in limp strings over his eyes as he breathed in tortured rasps.

“Eeew!  He smells like barf!” the Samaritan’s female companion bleated in revulsion.  The Samaritan shook his head and moved up a step as the line edged closer upstairs.  A blonde girl, thin as a reed and looking no older than fifteen, had also exited the bathroom and was now trying to get downstairs.  In the tight space, the shirtless young man was blocking her only way down.

“Excuse me. . .” she said as she gingerly tried to step over his legs.  Without warning he reached up and pulled her down into his lap, pressing his mouth to hers.  She screamed and tried to wriggle free immediately, but even in his diminished state, she was no match for his far greater size.  Several of the nearest people in line tore her away, and one girl kicked the man square in the back of the head with a spiked high heel.

“Asshole!” the young blonde girl screeched, fighting hard to hold back tears of rage and shame.

 He grunted and began sliding down the stairs on his butt, the way a toddler might.  His heavy-lidded eyes appeared to register none of his surroundings.

“Somebody should throw that idiot out on his ass,” Derek commented.  Carl winced, no doubt recalling his own humiliating experience.  The line moved quickly, and soon the three amigos had emptied their bladders.  Derek, parched, had scooped some water out of the tap to drink.  He was beginning to appreciate the amenities of regular clubs – like multiple restrooms and air conditioning. 

“Where are we supposed to put our coats?” wondered Dennis aloud.  Derek looked around and saw some scaffolding off in a corner.  There were already a few dozen coats and jackets heaped under, on, and around the long-abandoned platform.  He walked over, standing on tiptoes and carefully wedging his coat in a far corner.  Dennis followed his lead, while Carl looked doubtful.  He clutched his Tommy Hilfiger parka to his chest, a concerned look on his face.

“Man, this thing cost me like two hundred bucks.”

“So carry it around all night like an idiot,” Derek scolded him.

“The chicks’ll think you’re wicked cool,” Dennis added, grinning.  Carl grudgingly stood up on a lower board and tossed his coat as far away from sight as possible.

“Anybody takes it, they’re fuckin’ dead,” he warned.

“Are we gonna meet some girls or what?” Derek demanded, impatient.  They set off, the thrill of the hunt invigorating them with thunderbolts of adrenaline.

Derek, for some reason he didn’t understand, was feeling more confident than ever before.  As they made their slow journey around the chaotic dance floor, a smile fixed itself on his face.  He felt as if he couldn’t possibly strike out tonight.  Not here.  The odds were stacked incredibly in his favor.  There were so many pretty girls, and whatever they were on had most of them in a very loving mood.  They were touching men, women, even themselves as they surrendered to the powerful beat of the music.  Derek was itching to get in and see if it was indeed possible for one of these girls to be all over him like they were on every other man on the floor.  It seemed as if they had been circling the crowd for an eternity, searching for some ideal point of entry.  Derek usually let Dennis call the shots in the night clubs, but he could see it was time for someone to step and be the leader.  He refused to miss out on this golden opportunity.

“We gonna walk around all night, guys?  Come on.”  With this, he plunged directly into a seething mass of dancers and kept going.  Dennis and Carl hesitated for a second, then followed.  Derek never even looked back.  He knew that if he did, he might be polluted by their apprehension and lose this edge he had so newly acquired.  It felt good to be the leader, to be unafraid.  He wondered how long it would last.

Derek aimed for an opening ahead that was next to a large group of predominantly girls, and picked his spot.  Now he turned to see how far behind Dennis and Carl were.  They had almost joined  him when he felt a soft hand run down his arm.  He instinctively turned around to see the most incredibly gorgeous young girl dancing and looking directly into his shocked eyes.  Before he could react, she had slid a hand around his waist and was grinding away seductively, dangerously close.  She was perhaps eighteen or nineteen, with exquisite Italian features.  She could have been a model, except that she just a hair over five feet tall.   Shorter girls had always appealed to Derek, he not being the tallest guy himself.  This girl wore tight black polyester hip-huggers with bell bottoms, and the skimpiest of black tube tops.  Her jet-black hair had auburn highlights, and the teeth in her smile would put orthodontists out of business if everyone had them.  Derek was especially mesmerized by her huge brown eyes as she continued to state into his.  Her body was trim and toned as well, with firm curves he couldn’t help but noticing.  He wouldn’t have been surprised if she turned out to be an aerobics instructor.

“Hi,” he blurted out, not knowing if he should even have said anything at all.  She laughed, running her hand over his ass before taking it away.  The girl turned to a friend and gestured that she wanted her green glow sticks.  Derek watched in rapt attention as she turned back to him, slowly running the sticks down her breasts over the nipples, opening her mouth wide.  Derek looked over his shoulder at Carl and Dennis, who looked on in disbelief as they danced with each other.  Derek moved his fingers up and down and mouthed the words ‘bye bye’ to them.  Their jaws hung open.

The girl wasn’t saying anything, so Derek decided to initiate some banal level of conversation.  Unfortunately, they were fairly close to a large set of speakers, so he had to lean in and shout in her ear.

“I’m Derek, what’s your name?”  She leaned in.

“Linda.”  Her hot breath in his air was intoxicating, and spurred him on to keep talking just for that thrilling feeling again.

“Where you from?”

“Deer Park,” she answered. “You?”

“Lexington.  Where’s Deer Park?”  She giggled, as if it was preposterous not to know where Deer Park was.   Obviously she was on something.  Whatever it was, he like the effect it had on her.  He gave up on the twenty questions routine and reverted to a time-honored standby.

“Can I buy you a drink?”  She considered this for less than a second, then leaned into his ear and whispered.  It was so soft that he couldn’t make it out.

“What’d you say?”  She leaned in again and repeated it, louder.

“Trip with me.”  She reached into her tube top, almost flashing an entire perfectly round breast in the process.  Linda came out with a tiny white pill, so small she had to pinch it between the very edges of her thumb and index finger.   Derek had just a split second to decide what to do, and he didn’t even need it.  He opened his mouth and let her set it on his tongue.

She took his hand.  “I’ll take that drink now.”  Derek’s chest surged as he led her away through the crowd, past a dumbfounded Carl and Dennis, who were now at least dancing with girls.  Typically they would stay together, but when a woman entered the picture, all rules were off.  Derek was proud that he was finally the one who looked like he wouldn’t be going home with the boys.  His mind started worrying about where she lived, how they would get there and so on, until a new voice entered his head and said shut up and stop being a jerkoff.  Go with it and don’t try to plan ahead.  Derek decided this was a wise voice, and wondered just where the hell it had been all his life?  Though he wasn’t terribly afraid of whatever he had just taken, the curiosity of what it had been was too much to bear.

“What was that you gave me?” he asked.

“X” She drew out the s sound at the end, and flicked his ear with her tongue.  Derek took in a huge breath, a rush of pins and needles flushing his skin.  He had been hard for awhile now, and he imagined his erection wouldn’t be going anywhere as long as this infinitely sexy woman was anywhere near him.   At last they were at the bar.  Derek squirmed his way in between a few people and set his elbow on the bar, a crisp twenty-dollar bill folded in his hand.  It wasn’t a full-out bar with taps and fancy mirrors, but all the necessities were there.  Two very busy bartenders hustled to serve the patrons, dressed casually in jeans and T-shirts.

“What’ll you have?” he asked Linda, as he caught one bartender’s eye and nodded to him.

“Long Island Iced Tea.   That’s where I’m from.”

He meant to ask her what she was doing in Boston, but the harried bartender was now in front of him and waiting for the order.  He didn’t look like a man with much time for waiting around.

“Two Long Island Iced Teas,” he told the man.  In a flash, the bartender was off to make the drinks.  Derek looked at Linda, still not believing this gorgeous creature had selected him.  God, I hope it’s not just because she’s high, he thought.  Then he decided that it didn’t really matter one way or the other.  I’m here with her now, and it’s great.  He wanted to put his arm around her and feel her warm body, but faltered.  The voice came back.  Forget what a wimp you are for one fucking night, can’t you?  Derek slid his arm around her waist, just over the top of her very firm ass.   It practically bounced off it.  She didn’t flinch.  I’ll forget, he agreed to himself.   The less he acted like the usual Derek, the better time he seemed to be having.  Maybe this was the start of a new way of life?

Two young men were arguing with each other, but in the throes of some happy party drug or other, they appeared to be the best of friends.

“I think we’re in Glendale, man, I’m pretty sure we took the five freeway from downtown,” one said.  The other shook his head and clapped his hand on the other’s back, spilling his drink in the process and not caring an iota.

“I don’t know where Glendale is, but we can’t be far from South Beach.  Our van was only on the road for ten minutes.”  The man held up all ten fingers for emphasis.

“South Beach?  Is that near Santa Monica?”  He began to bob his head as he sang the lyrics to an Everclear song; “We could live beside the ocean. . .”

Damn, they’re fucked up, Derek thought.   Still, his vague sense of unease was growing.  Something wasn’t quite right.  He banished the thought as best he could.  After all, things were going more right for him now than they ever had been.

He looked out at the dance floor and marveled at the freedom and total abandon of the tripping dancers.  While most moved in some accordance to the actual beat of the music, many others seemed absorbed in some fluid inner rhythm.   Derek mentally kicked himself in the ass for waiting this long to check out the rave scene.  He didn’t know if he could swing this every weekend, but it would definitely have to become a regular part of the rotation.   The bartender returned with his drinks and change.  The plastic cups weren’t very large, Derek noted with disapproval.  A quick sip off one overflowing top, however, proved that they made up for it in potency.  There was a lounge area made up of beat-up sofas, love seats, and coffee tables nearby.   Young men and women made out or simply relaxed, floating in some cushioned reality with big, dopey smiles.  Derek led Linda over to an empty love seat, careful not to spill their drinks as they deftly maneuvered through the crowd.  They fell deeply into the loose stuffing, Linda laughing.  For the first time, Derek noticed that the pupils of her eyes were dilated far beyond what they should have been.  In fact, only a thin ring of brown outlined the giant black pools.  He had heard something about this being a side effect of Ecstasy a while ago, but seeing it right in front of you was a bit unnerving.  She caressed his cheek.

“Feel anything, Daryl?”

“It’s Derek.  No, nothing.”  He took a huge gulp of the drink.  The sugar in the beverage went a long way toward satiating the gnawing hunger in his belly.  “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to feel, anyway.”  

“Trust me, you’d know if it was hitting.”  She grinned the grin of the blissful.

She produced yet another tiny white pill.

“It goes by bodyweight.  I only need one, but most guys need two.  Open wide.”

She stuck the pill on the very tip of her tongue, where it stuck effortlessly.  She moved in and darted her tongue up under his upper lip, transferring the drug.  He was apprehensive, but would never let her see it.  Another big gulp of alcohol and the second pill was down the hatch.   Derek had almost argued that he only weighed a hundred and forty pounds, lass than the average male bodyweight, and therefore might wait a bit longer before opting for a second pill.  That would have only pointed out his short stature, and he’d be damned if he was going to do anything to fuck up the roll he was on right now.   That’s when the e started to hit.

“I think I feel something,” Derek said cautiously, a wondering look on his face.  A tingling buzz was starting to work itself outward from the base of his skull, just above the neck.  

“Finish these, we have to dance,” Linda commanded.  She chugged her drink in just two long swallows, and Derek followed suit.  As if it had been coordinated, a new song started up.  The beat was trance-like, hypnotic, beautiful.  Suddenly he wanted to dance.  Derek had never wanted to dance in his life.  Now he didn’t just hear the beat as he had before, he seemed to feel it in every cell in his body.  It called to him.  It was part of him.  The frenzied patterns of the glow-sticks now were starting to display a cohesiveness.  He squinted in the dim light so that he could focus more purely on the arcs and loops.  They were beautiful.  How long had it been since that first tab had been swallowed?  Had it been fifteen minutes, a half hour?  All of a sudden it was exceedingly difficult to accurately gauge the passage of time.

“Come on!” Linda commanded, dragging him into the fray.

They were dancing now, and Derek now understood completely why this drug was called Ecstasy.   Not only did he feel none of the self-consciousness that usually clung to him like a wet suit, he was actually feeling quite euphoric.  Everything was heightened and amplified in a positive, dream-like sensation.  The music was the best dance music he had ever heard, positively heavenly.  The flashing lights, psychedelic screens, and the dancer’s hand-held glow-sticks enthralled him.  They were fascinating, an exhibition of kinetic colors that changed by the split-second.  Linda was the most beautiful woman he had ever met, and he felt more love from her than from any previous female in his life.  Derek loved her with all his being.  She touched his chest, brushing his nipple, and he nearly jumped.  Linda laughed a lovely, flirtatious laugh that made him respond by laughing with pure joy.  He was beginning to feel the love of all the people in the club, warm, lapping waves that made his skin tingle.  Derek reached out and pulled her to him, grinding without a care and immensely enjoying each sensation of her warm body on his.  This was almost better than any of the sex he had ever had.  How incredible would sex be right now?  He wiped at the sweat running down her face and sniffed at it.  It smelled of apples and perfume, and it was intoxicating. 

“I have to go to the little girl’s room, lover,” she announced.  He didn’t want to stop dancing now, but he didn’t want to leave her side, either.  They started making their way through the dancers to the bathroom.  Derek was lost in lovely sensations.  As he passed beautiful girl after beautiful girl, he couldn’t avoid brushing their bodies in the tight space.  He found that he didn’t want to avoid contact, and neither did they.  Several even reached out and grabbed, squeezed, or rubbed various parts of his anatomy.  Truly this was the best night of his life.

While they had been waiting for just a few moments, (the line was even longer than it had been before) Derek spotted Dennis and Carl walking away from the general direction of the bar, fresh drinks in hand.  

“Dennis! Carl!” He screamed at the top of his lungs, but in this cacophony of thumping music and people, it carried no further than a few yards.  

“Those are my friends,” he told Linda, pointing, “I have to see what they’re doing.”

“Come right back to me,” she said, kissing him wetly and slipping he dainty tongue inside his mouth.  His whole body felt an electric shock of delight at this.

“Don’t go anywhere!” he commanded, and ran to his friends.

He caught up to them, breathless, and nearly tackled them in his exuberance.

“Guys, guys, I am having the best fucking time here!” he bubbled.  

“What happened to that fine little honey you were dancing with?” Carl inquired.

“She’s over there, waiting for the bathroom.  I fucking love her!  She loves me!  I want to marry her, I’m serious.”  Dennis looked at him askance, taking a long draught from his rum and Coke.  

“What the hell are you on, anyway?” he asked accusingly.

“X man, X.  She gave it to me.  It’s awesome.  Everything is awesome.  I love you guys, man, I’m so glad you’re my friends!”  He bear-hugged both of them at once, nearly knocking them down.

“Easy, Derek, take it easy,” Dennis said.  “Are you gonna be okay?”

“Okay?  I’ve never been better in my life, really.”

“We’re gonna kill these,” he said, taking another big gulp, “and get going.   You okay to get home?”

“You gonna go to her place and knock it out?” Carl threw in.

“I don’t know what we’re doing after this.  Why don’t you guys stay?  Aren’t you having  a blast?”  Dennis laid his hand on Derek’s shoulder.

“Without the stuff you’re flying high on, it’s just another night at a club.”

“I’m sweatin’ my balls off, too, g,” Carl added.    They were walking to the corner where they had left their coats.  Derek wondered how long they had been there and looked to his watch.  It was gone.  He panicked before remembering it was in his pocket.  He dug it out and tried to read the time.  At first he thought a glare was making it impossible to read, then he realized that the face of the watch was now blank.  There were no numbers or hands, just a white circle underneath the glass.  He looked up to his friends in horror, but they were digging through clusters of coats and jackets to find theirs.  

“Man, if my Tommy coat’s gone, some dumb motherfucka’s gonna. . .here it is,” Carl trailed off.  Dennis had already found his coat.

“You wanna come with us, bring her and get something to eat?” asked Dennis.  Suddenly this was exactly what Derek wanted to do, but he hesitated and looked back toward the line for the bathroom.  He couldn’t see her.  She was around the corner by now, slowly making her way up the stairs, no doubt.

“He don’t wanna go eat at no IHOP, fool, he’s gonna knock that fine shit out!” Carl laughed.  Ecstatic as he had been feeling, Derek was now filled with sadness and dread.  He felt that if he let his friends leave here without him, he might never see them again.

“How are you guys getting back to the car?” he asked them.  Dennis shrugged.

“Gotta be a pay phone somewhere around here.  They always have the address on ‘em.”

“Don’t go guys,” he pleaded, “I really wish you’d hang out a little while longer.”  Dennis grabbed him by both shoulders and looked directly into his eyes.

“You’ll be okay, kid.  Just don’t say anything stupid until you’ve already closed the deal, okay?  Gimme a call tomorrow and let me know how it went.”  

“See ya later, mack daddy,” Carl said.  They looked around for a moment to find the way out, and then they were gone.

Derek trudged back to the bathroom line with a heavy heart.  Her didn’t know how he could have gone from feeling so wonderful to sadness so quickly.  Unless this drug cleared the system very rapidly, he should have still been flying on a happy trip.  Well, they do make this crap in bathtubs, he thought, it’s not like it’s guaranteed or anything.  He was at the bottom of the staircase, and Linda was no longer in line.  Now panic did overtake him.

“What the fuck!” he exclaimed, and ran up the stairs.  Several of those in line thought he was trying to cut, and shouted objections and expletives.  How did the line move that fast?  Where was Linda?  He was at the top of the stairs, trying to open the bathroom door.

“Linda!  Are you in there?” he shouted.    

“Fuck off!” a man’s voice boomed, muffled by the door.  He heard what sounded like a woman struggling.  It sounded like Linda.  Adrenaline rushed through him like a bright red river.  Without thinking, he backed up and rushed at the door, aiming one shoulder just above the knob.  It wasn’t much of a door, a flimsy thing really, and it flung open with a little spray of splinters from the broken lock.   A giant of a black man had Linda bent over the sink and was penetrating her from behind.  Both of their pants were down around their ankles.

“Do you mind?”  Linda shouted, “Shut the fucking door, you little asshole!”  Derek’s jaw dropped in disbelief as he searched her eyes for an answer.  She sneered at him and disgust and turned her attention back to the sex.  The black man didn’t seem to care whether he was being watched or not, as he resumed pumping away with a piston-like motion,  grunting with satisfaction  Derek shut the door.  The next young man in line, a tired-looking redhead with clothing several sizes too large, asked in a hoarse whisper,

“Are they fucking in there?  Shit, man, they should get a room.  Some of us have to take a fucking leak!” His volume increased at the end, with the intention of shaming the couple inside to leave.  

Derek decided to go up a few more stairs to the balcony.  Each step was a Herculean task, as his feet now seemed to weigh a hundred pounds each.   He had no idea what he would do now.  Carl and Dennis were long gone now, and it was all he could do to keep from crying.  Linda had shown him so much love in such a brief time, then turned on him with zero warning.   Now self-doubt and insecurity were rushing back into him like seawater in a torpedoed submarine.  The balcony was really just a few more sofas and love seats overlooking the dance floor.  One couple was still making out, but everyone else was crashing hard.  He walked over to the railing and looked down on the sea of dancers, still free and delirious in their movement.  That was how he had been just moments ago – a new Derek, with a grand new life ahead of him.  Now he felt like the short paperboy who still lived at home with mommy and was destined to live an insignificant loser’s life.

“Something’s wrong with this place, you know,” a slurred voice whispered to him, and Derek turned.

It was the young man who had been shirtless and out of control earlier.  He was slumped in a love seat, looking half dead in the dark.  At least now he wore his shirt, though it was soiled with vomit.  Derek was repulsed, and his instinct was to ignore the drunk, but instead he walked over and sat next to him.  The man breathed noisily, as if he had asthma or was short of breath.  Derek had been feeling the same way about the club, and he wasn’t about to pass up the chance to share his suspicions.  The fact that this man had made a complete fool of himself earlier had to be dismissed.  He was an ally.

“My watch stopped on the way here,” Derek said, “Now look at it.”  He fished the watch out of his pocket and handed it to the drunk.  The man inspected it, yet seemed nonplussed.

“The face is blank now,” he pointed out.

“That’s nothing,” the drunk said.  “Where did you come from tonight to get here?”  

Derek had to think a moment.  “It was the Trombley Square stop on the Red line.”

The drunk shook his head emphatically.

“What city!”  he demanded.

“Boston,” Derek answered.  The drunk nodded.

“A van picked you up?”

“Right.  An Irish or Scottish guy.  Real tall.  Sideburns”

“I know, I know.  He picked me and my friends up, too.  From Chicago.”

Derek felt like he had been hit by a truck.  He recoiled from the man and started to get up.  The man reached out and grabbed his arm.

“Listen to me.  I’m not fucked up anymore.  When I got here I was just barely drunk.  I started trying to talk to every piece of ass in the place, buying them drinks.  I always ask where girls are from, you know, just to say something.  People here are from all over.”

“Boston’s a college town,” Derek interjected.

“No! You’re not getting it, or you don’t want to get it.  These kids all started out in different parts of the country, and a little van ride brought us all here, to the same place, tonight.”  

“That’s crazy,” Derek said, unconsciously shivering despite the oppressive heat, “What place is that close to everywhere?”

The drunk seemed to sink deeper into the cushions of the love seat.  

“Nowhere.  We’re nowhere.  No place, no time.  I don’t know if we exist, if we’re dead or alive.”

“My friends left a while ago.  They would have come back if something was wrong.”

The drunk now seemed completely sober.

“If they could come back.  If.” 

 “There you are, you foul bastard!” a voice thundered.  They both turned to see the bouncer, pure violence and threat in his eyes, mounting the last stair to the balcony.  “Let’s go, you’re outta here, now!”  Tired as he must have been, the drunk’s fight-or-flight instincts kicked in.  He leaped off the couch and made a run for the opposite set of stairs.  Unfortunately, there was still a great deal of alcohol in his system, and his loping stagger was no match for the bouncer, who closed the distance between them in just a few vigorous bounds of his long legs.  He tackled the drunk and put him in a headlock, choking his air supply off.  The man’s eyes bulged as his mouth made little gasping motions like a fish out of water.   Terrified as he was, Derek couldn’t just watch silently.

“Hey!” he yelled, “Let him breathe!”  Several groggy club kids watched with detached interest.

For a split-second the bouncer turned to him, and his face changed.  It took on a distorted look of rage, like a crude but scary Halloween mask.  His eyes turned pure jet black, like two glistening black pearls.

“Care to join him, soul?” the bouncer hissed, his face turning back to normal as he dragged the drunk away.  Derek looked around.  Had anyone but him seen that?  Apparently so, as three or four of the kids were now clambering down the opposite staircase.  This was all he needed to see. Derek decided that it was time to get the fuck out of Dodge while the getting was still good.  
Derek hadn’t heard a DJ all night.  In fact, he realized for the first time that he hadn’t even seen any evidence of a DJ booth, though he had been all around the club several times.  Most clubs displayed their DJ’s prominently on platforms or balconies.  After all, the DJ’s were the real stars of the whole affair.  They controlled the mood, the tempo, the virtual life flow of the clubs and the dancers who writhed to their musical commands.  It was as if they were kings ruling their subjects below, even gods of sorts.  Though he had never been to a rave before, Derek knew that DJ’s commanded even more respect in that scene, where the quality of the drug trip was often dependant on the background music which shaped and guided it.  Club Sin didn’t seem to care whether or not the DJ was given his proper credit.  This isn’t a real club, his brain chimed in.  

“Make some noise!” the unseen DJ boomed over the throbbing techno beat.  The crowd answered with a dull roar.  The dancers had to be tired, drugs or no drugs.  Derek estimated that it had been at least three hours since he had entered the club with his friends, possibly five.  He wondered how much time had passed in Boston since then.  A second?  A million years?  By some strange instinct, he now understood that he was somewhere where time didn’t really exist, at least not in the way he had always understood it to be.  It was another dimension or something crazy like that.  Normally he would have laughed at even the hint of possibility for such phenomenon, but he had to believe what he had seen and heard tonight.  Though the Ecstasy (if indeed that was what it had been) had certainly clouded his senses and perceptions for a time, he had still maintained contact with reality.  It was the reality here that just made no sense.

“I can’t hear you!” the DJ chided, and the roar repeated with  slightly improved volume.

A migraine headache was rapidly rumbling into Derek’s brain like a noisy train, crushing pressure building up just above his right eye.  A nasty side effect of the drug, perhaps?  It didn’t matter.  It was quickly becoming unbearable, regardless of the source.  It felt like two strong, merciless hands molding his poor brain like Play Doh inside his beleaguered skull.

“Say, I wanna rock all night!” the DJ commanded, and the crowd echoed the statement.

“Say, I never wanna stop!”

Derek walked fast, with intense purpose, down the long cement tunnel that he had traveled down in such a different frame of mind just a brief time before.  After a bit he began to run.  He had left his coat inside.   This was no time to worry about things like that.  All he felt now was danger and evil, as if something worse than he had ever imagined was just about to happen.  Every cell in his body screamed at him to get far away from Club Sin.  He decided that if the doorman or anyone else tried to stop him from leaving, he would fight.  Despite his small stature and inexperience at fighting, he would battle to the death if need be at this point.  Sweat running down his face and back, he came out of the tunnel and into the lobby.  He hesitated for a split second, finding it hard to believe escape was going to be this easy.  Then he bolted out the door and into the cold night.

It should have been daylight by now, he thought.   Grimly, he understood that this place was wrapped in a shroud of eternal night.  It was still brutally cold, and the wind whipped around him and bore through his flimsy shirt with ease.  He hugged himself and tried to curl up, walking hunched, in a fruitless effort to stay warm.  Derek felt a slight sense of relief.  Now that he was actually out of the club, things couldn’t be so bad.  He wondered with dread just what was happening in there now, but he had no intentions of finding out.  He pitied the others, who like him had been duped into visiting this fabricated trap.  What the purpose of it all was, he had no idea.  Right now he just wanted to go home.

It was an industrial area, as far as he could discern, a maze of warehouses and factories.  He assumed all this, though he couldn’t see a single sign or address as he walked along.  There were no sounds but for the occasional rustling and squealing of the rats that moved among the refuse.  Each building looked identical to the next, filthy red brick or cement.  Even the sky offered no direction, black and without stars.  If only he could make it to a street and find a payphone.  He didn’t know who he would call first, his mother or the police, but he craved to hear just one voice that would connect him back to his world.  Derek promised himself  that he would never take drugs again, never go to a club again.  He was going to go to college and make something of himself.  Tonight’s experience had given him a new appreciation for life and what he was capable of.  Though the encounter with Linda had ended quite badly, it had nonetheless endowed him with a sense of his own worth.  His ears and nose were stinging, certainly in the first stages of frostbite.  Even though he hadn’t found a way home just yet, he had to get out of this cold for awhile.  He saw a door up ahead and went inside.

It was the lobby of Club Sin.  Just as he realized this and turned to leave, two sets of meaty hands clamped down on his shoulders.  It was the doorman and the bouncer.  He struggled to break free, but it was no use.  They had him, and they were both very strong.  In desperation, Derek bit down on the doorman’s hand, which was wrapped around his wrist.  The skin was tough, like leather.  Rather than shriek in pain, the man simply chuckled.  

“Let me go!” Derek howled.

“Where you gonna go, kid?  It’s cold outside,” the man said, sounding insincerely concerned.

“Go on out there if you want to,” the bouncer said, opening the door with one arm while restraining Derek with the other, “but all things considered, it’s still better in here.”

They marched Derek just a few steps outside.

“This is what you become if you stay out here,” the bouncer said, and whistled.

From out of the garbage piles and dumpsters came dozens of little creatures.  At first Derek thought they were small dogs or large rats, but even in the meager light spilling out from the lobby he could see that they were nothing that walked his world.  They were twisted, hairless things with lumpy deformed bodies.  They crawled along on all fours on fat, stumpy little limbs,  The faces were clearly human, distorted as they were.  These were the “rats” he had been hearing.  He felt sick to his stomach.  They now sat up on their haunches like prairie dogs or begging dogs.  The bouncer threw something like a biscuit into the group, and they dove for it.  They squealed and attacked each other with sharp little teeth, ready to die or kill for that one morsel.  It sounded like garbled English, but only in the way some animals often approximate the sound of human language.  There was very little human left in these miserable creatures.  Derek tried to look away, but the doorman firmly guided his chin back to watch.  One of the creatures scampered over to the bouncer, mewling pathetically.  Obviously, it was pleading for food, or mercy, or something to relieve its suffering. 

“Filthy fucking wretch!” he bellowed, and booted it like a football down the alley.  It screamed, and the scream did indeed sound human.  The creatures scattered back into their dark world of stinking trash and freezing cold.

“Soon as you fall asleep, you’ll wake up one of them,” the bouncer informed him, “and you have to sleep sometime.”

“It’s a helluva long night, ya know,” the doorman added, and they both laughed at Derek’s expense. 

They walked him down the hall, back to the club.  

“People will miss us, you know.  They’ll come looking for us all,” Derek sulked.

“Doesn’t matter.  They’ll never find you.  Not in a million years,” the bouncer countered.

“It’ll be a different club next week.  Club Lust or Fuck or something, who the hell knows.  You stupid kids will go anywhere for pleasure,” the doorman added.

“This is Hell, isn’t it?  I knew it.”

“These are all your words, things you humans invent to try to make sense of things you can’t understand with your puny brains.  You have Hells on earth, you have other Hells like this one that are both closer to and further away from earth than you will ever know.  Only one thing links them all.  You’re all sinners.  That’s why you’re here.”  

Derek wanted to argue, wanted to defend himself, but he knew it was all useless at this point.  Abandon Hope All Ye Who Enter Here.  That’s what it was supposed to read on the entrance to Hell.  Derek looked inside himself for a shred, a splinter of hope, and found none.  He felt empty.  The spark of goodness that had always burned inside him somewhere had also departed.  Perhaps it had been poisoned to death by the choking evil around him.  All he felt now was tremendous sadness, a mourning for his own life and soul which were now no longer his.  

“Another night, another great catch,” the doorman said as they at last came to the club.  The music was lower now, and people were starting to look restless.  The doorman and the bouncer kicked him into the club and slammed the double doors shut.  Derek pushed at them weakly.  He already know they were locked.  A flicker of light above caught his attention.  Next to the exit sign, a second sign had blinked into life.  It read, “No.”  The sign now read, “No Exit.”  

Derek walked over to the corner with the coats, just wanting to bury himself in them and block out this nightmare as best he could.  The music stopped.  Derek didn’t look, but he could already hear kids pounding on the exit door.  Little did they know just how trapped they all were, he thought, and envied them these last few moments of blissful ignorance.  

“Party’s over, kids,” the formless DJ announced, “Only nobody’s going home  Ever!”

A clamor arose from the exhausted teenagers and young people, frightened shouts and protests.  Derek collapsed on his stomach in a pile of coats, sobbing to himself.  He peeked out from beneath his arm, unable to contain his curiosity.   There was the sound of a flashbulb popping, one of those old-time ones that made more a “whump” sound.  For a second they were all in utter darkness.  Then the lights from the screens came on, glowing a sickening  piss shade of yellow.  They were all crowded together now.  Somehow, the club had shrunk into a perfect cube of roughly one third the size of the original club.  Derek looked around.  Gone were the bar, the exit, anything but four walls, and a high ceiling.  Each wall still had an enormous screen.

He saw Dennis and Carl.  Their faces were red, as his must have been, from being out in the cold alleys.  He met Dennis’s eyes for a brief second.  In that second, they communicated to each other an eternity of sorrow and regret for having chosen this place.  Both knew where they were, and the horror and despair mirrored in each other’s eyes was almost too much to bear.  Both mouthed a pathetic “I’m sorry” to the other across the sea of chaos, as people panicked and beat against the walls.  

“There you are, lover boy,” a sweet voice said behind him.  

It was Linda.  She looked exactly as she had hours ago, young, beautiful, and fresh.  Yet now there was something unmistakably sinister about her.  Her smile was pure cruelty, the epitome of sarcasm and gloating.

“Wanna dance again?” she asked, and before Derek could move away, she clutched her to him.  In an instant, she was no longer human, but instead a slug-like , slime-dripping thing with snake eyes and a giant mouth full of shark’s teeth.

“Still want to fuck me, little man?” it asked, smothering him in a powerful, slippery embrace as he fought to break away.  It stunk of dead, rotting flesh.  He screamed, as did several people around him who ran at the terrifying sight.  Suddenly, it released him, tossing him aside.

“Pathetic little things you are.  Enjoy your suffering.”

They were all plunged into darkness yet again, and now their screams were bordering on the insane.  The sound of the flashbulb erupted several times in succession, and Derek fell to the ground.  His body felt weak, and pains shot through his head and joints.  The screens lit up again.  He was no longer in a room of young people.  Now he was surrounded by a sea of decrepit, aged men and women, their nude bodies a revolting mess of drooping, wrinkled flesh marred by liver spots and varicose veins.  He looked down at his own hand and was not entirely shocked to see it his fingers were gnarled, arthritic talons.  He felt his wrinkled, sagging face and bald head.  Such vast, powerful youth and beauty that had danced joyously moments ago was now a miserable, wailing ocean of wasted bodies.  

Derek laid down on the floor and curled up in a ball.  The stench of decay, urine, and bowel movements was already apparent in this tight crowded space.  
“Attention please!”  the ‘DJ’s’ voice boomed.  “Time for your entertainment, damned souls.  The screens will now be showing selected highlights for your viewing pleasure.  And don’t worry, there will be plenty of time to get to all of you!”

Derek looked up to a screen, as a spotlight from some unseen source beamed onto a woman near him.  She shrieked and tried to run, but it was futile.  It followed her perfectly wherever she tried to flee.  Now the screen began to play images.

A little blonde girl, no more than four, was fellating an older boy who resembled her.  It was probably her brother.  The old woman, no doubt the subject of the screen’s shameful vision, screeched in utter misery.  If she hadn’t already been dead, she would have surely perished from shame.   Now it showed her as a teenager, pulling out a bloody tampon and sniffing at it.   She picked her nose and ate the booger.  She blasted out loud farts, alone where she thought nobody would ever see or hear her.   It just went on and on.  This was the ultimate embarrassing candid camera show, with not a single second of one’s life going unrecorded.

Derek knew his turn would come.  Maybe not now, maybe not for a hundred years.  He also knew that these ‘films’ would be played over and over, forever and ever, without respite.

He was hungry.  There would never be any food.

He was thirsty.  There would never be anything to drink.

He wanted nothing more than to leave.  He would never leave.

He wanted to seek some comfort in the others.  Each was too absorbed in their own shame and suffering to ever be of any comfort.   

He wanted this nightmare to end.  It was no nightmare.

A group of ten kids waited on a balmy dock on the Greek island of Deimos.  A small ferry boat was supposed to take them to a rave party on some nearby island.  Soon, a weathered old cargo boat came chugging along and pulled up.  The tall, red-headed man with sideburns helped each aboard.

“Down in the hold, mates,” he instructed the excited young men and women, “it’s a right secret location we’re off to, you know.”

End with kids waiting for van
