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DEAD RECKONING 22:

And the Challenger…


"…And no one I talk to seems to understand that.  This was the most important thing in the world to me."


"Quentin, calm down.  This is not the worst thing that could happen to you."


"Yes… it is.  And no one seems to realize that."


We just got off Life Science and ever since Miriam broke up with him that's all he's ever talked about.  Miriam, Miriam, Miriam.  You'd think she was a supermodel or something.


"Quentin, this'll pass and you'll get another girlfriend."


"No, I won't.  I'm never going to get one.  Never."


"Quentin, look, I understand-"


"No!  You do not understand!  You do not!  This was my one chance to be happy.  You don't care.  You've already got a girlfriend."


"Just because I have one doesn't mean I don't know what it's like.  Everybody's got problems."


"How dare you try to console me.  You go on and on about your 'problems' with Sophia, with your girlfriend, when some of us aren't even lucky enough to have one.  You're on the other side.  You're one of the special ones who can get a girlfriend."


"You do not -"


"Shut up!  Just shut up!"  His eyes began to tear up.  He fought viciously to keep them back.  "Don't ever talk to me again."


Quentin turned and walked down the hall, disappearing amongst the throngs of people traveling to and from.  He disappeared and that might as well have been the last time I saw him.  


'Don't ever talk to me again'.  


Goddammit!  If there was dirt on the ground I would have kicked it up like an angry baseball manager.  Goddamn Miriam.  She was not fucking worth this for anything.  Goddamn Miriam and all her fucking friends.  I grunted with frustration, turned around in the hall and stormed off-


-And ran smack into Miriam.


"Ooooff."


"Ooooff."


We both went down to the ground, spilling books and backpacks along the breadth of the hall.


"Ow, watch it," she said.  


"Get the hell out of my way," I responded as I got up.


"Hey, you bumped into me, asshole."


"Fuck you and fuck all your fucking cum-guzzling, cock-sucking, lesbian, fish-eating friends."  Whoa, did I just say that?


Miriam looked taken aback for a second, then went back on the offensive.  "Don't you ever talk to me in that way.  I can break you like a twig."



"You had no intention of going out with Quentin. You never liked him.  You were just using him to get what you wanted.  You just want to turn us all against each other."


"I don't know what you're talking about," she said frowning.


"Oh, did Blackwell tell you to say that too?"


"Did someone mention my name?"


Blackwell appeared behind Miriam, touched her about the shoulders, acting like her shroud, her protector.  Miriam glanced back at me with a smug confident look on her face.


"Do you have a problem, Caleb?" he said.


"I got a problem with your friend messing around with my friend's head."




"I think you better get to class, Caleb."  He stepped out from behind Miriam and came nose to nose with me.  I noticed then he was about an inch taller than me and way more muscular.  I guess I wasn't angry enough to be blind to those things right now.


"Get out of my face before I rip yours off," I said.


"Oh?  What're you gonna do, punk?"  He shoved me by the shoulders, the challenge of the adult male.


"Get outta here."  I shoved back, answering the challenge.


"Watch it, punk."  He shoved me again, confirming the challenge.


"Hey, what's all goin' on here?"


The assistant principal came in and stood in between us, holding us apart by his feeble wrinkled hands, despite the fact we were staring each other down like a pair of wild jackals.  He came in just at the last second, otherwise we would have started fighting right there in the hall.  


"Are you two in the middle of having a conflict here?"



"It's nothing to be concerned about, Mr. Gollum," Blackwell replied, regarding Gollum with a brief glance away from my raging eyes.


"I think we better go down to the office and have a little discussion about this."


Damn.


He led us down to his tiny office, nothing more than a cubicle with walls that connected to the ceiling.  He sat down and clasped his hands on top of his paper desk calendar in an apparent gesture of peace.


"Now I know you kids don't think I know what's going on here in the school but I do.  And I know that your gang," he pointed at me, "And your gang," he pointed at Blackwell, "Have been having some kind of turf war at school."


Gang?  Turf war?  Was this guy getting his info from West Side Story?


"Now, I want both of you to diffuse this tension immediately.  Conflicts like this bring the entire school down when two of its finest students are fighting like this."  


Finest students?  I bet this bastard didn't even know my name.  He must've been talking about Blackwell.


"Also, I want you to understand this school takes discipline very seriously.  So I'm going to give both of you one day of detention this Friday."


Oh, Jesus Christ, this was fuckin' bullshit.  Why does this shit always happen to me?  Fuckin' bull shit detention.  Well, at least Blackwell would have to endure it with me.


"Uh, actually we have a game that day," he said.


"A football game?  Oh, well, Thursday then."


Thursday?  I was going out with Sophia Thursday.  We were going to go to a new restaurant that day.  An actual restaurant.  A real date.  Not just watching movies or getting fast food – a real date.


"Thursday's not good for me.  I've got something planned that day," I complained.


"Detention's not supposed to be good for you."


"You changed it for him!  Why not me?"


"His schedule deals with the progress of the school."


"It's fuckin' football!" I replied incredulously.


"And you can have Friday detention too for cursing in my office."


Oh my god.  If I hadn't stopped myself from fear of even more detention I would have cussed him out so bad.


"Don't worry Mr…. uh…"


After a long mean look, "…Caleb."


"Caleb.  Victor will be serving his fair share of punishment.  But we need to work together as a team.  We all want to see this school rise to the top of the game, and we all have to play our part.  Victor plays his as our team's quarterback.  You play it by your academic achievements.  We're all doing different things to attain the same goal.  Just like when I was in country.  We were heading out after the Tet Offensive.  Just gotten the word.  Commander Kevin Matthew was giving the briefing from HQ about a spy post in the area.  Me and the 105th got a day of R & R and then headed out on the Kikko River in our platoon boat.  We were about two miles away from enemy territory.  Scott was setting up the radio, Blackhawk was loading up our guns, Magnum was reading the mail from his girl back home in Ohio, she… she just had a baby.  And then Charlie came… came outta nowhere.  Snipers.  Blackhawk got it in the neck, blood sprayed everywhere.  And Scotty… Scotty…" 


His eyes glazed over and he began staring at the wall behind us.  Neither of us said anything.  We waited for him to either snap out of it or say something.


"…Oooooooookay," I said.


Victor said slowly and cautiously.  "Can we go now?"


"Go… go…" he said softly, still staring at the wall.


Victor left first.  I got up very warily, keeping my eye on him, and went out the door.

###

