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DEAD RECKONING 5:

The Leaves Flourish


I pushed one of the double doors open and squinted as I stepped into the bright light of the gymnasium.  It was Wednesday at about 8:00 p.m., open gym night.  I'm sure I looked out of place, me in my black trenchcoat and everybody else in white gym shorts and tank tops.  I really didn't want to stay any longer than I had to, I never liked gym.  Especially with military trained gym teachers barking orders at you, trying weakly to convince you that this is somehow a class you need.  

Anyway, I knew I would find Jo shooting hoops in the gym with his friends. Good thing I only needed to talk to him for a second.  I walked over to the half court Jo and his friends occupied.  I could hear their shoes squeaking, their grunts and shouts, as they tried to maneuver the ball around to each other.


"Josiah," I called.


Jo, in his black tank top, stood in front of his opponent with the ball.  He twitched back and forth, trying to match his movements.  The ball carrier jerked and moved swiftly around Jo, sinking the ball with a lay-up.  


Jo began to curse, "Goddammit!  Mother fuckin' shit bitch-"


"Jo!" I called again.


"What?" he yelled back ragefully.  He turned around and saw me.  


"You wanna come over here for a second so I can talk to you?" I said, returning the attitude.


He jogged over.  I could see he was sweating terribly under the bright lights.  "What do you want?"


"I asked Sophia about what happened at the eighth grade barbecue."


"And you drove here just to tell me that?" he yelled, bending over to catch his breath


"Quentin asked me to pick up some homework for him today and I left it in my locker so I had to come back and get it.  Figured you'd be here."


"OK, so what?"


"I just wanted to let you know you were wrong."


"About what?"


"About the eighth grade barbecue," I replied, incredulous at his bad memory.  Exercising must take the blood away from your brain.



"Oh, yeah?" he smiled, "What'd she tell ya?"


"She said it was nothing.  She just went to a movie with some guy because you ditched her somewhere."


"Ha," he laughed, "That's what she said?"


"Yeah, I don't know why you were so up about it."


Jo just laughed and laughed.


"That's what happened, isn't it?" I asked quizzically.


"Yeah, minus a few details."


Details?  

"What details?"


"Oh, I don’t know, how about the fact that at the movie she was all over him like mustard on a hot dog."


She was WHAT?

"They were making out all in the theater," Jo continued, "Then they went to the parking lot and made out there for half the night."


Oh my god, I am not hearing this, I am not hearing this.


"Yeah, she didn't tell you that part, did she?" he finished.  

"You're just making this shit up," I said with quiet anger.

"Sorry, not this time.  Oh, and it was more than just him.  While she was going out with that guy, she was dating a senior from North Calhoun High and another guy from our school."

No, please, stop.

"And I can tell you she was definitely riding the barge down Love Canal on them.  And none of them knew for a second about the others."

"Oh, god," I thought vocally.

"Oh, yeah, you didn't know your girlfriend had an 'Open 24 Hours' sign stamped on her forehead, did you?" he said sarcastically, every word punching a bigger and bigger hole in my stomach.

"Hey, Mark," Jo called to one of his friends.  "You know Sophia Price, right?"

"Yeah, of course.  Senior slut."

Make it stop, please, make it stop.

"Can you remember if she's ever gone out with just one guy at one time?" Jo asked.

"Pfft, I don't think she even knows how to do that.  She can be dating five guys at once and none of them'll know about the others.  Either she's really good at it or the guys she dates are real dumbasses."

Oh great, that makes me feel a lot better.  

"Why?" Mark asked.

"Oh, no reason."

"OK, are you coming back?" Mark asked.

"Yeah, in a second."

Mark nodded and ran back to the half-court of basketball.

"See?  God, I can't believe you never heard about any of this."

"Uh-uh."  Frankly, I was still in shock from hearing it all, so communication wasn't my strong point at this moment.

"She never stays with one guy at a time.  She's the high school mattress back.  She's like a sailor, she's got a guy in every port.  Why, she's probably cheating on you right now… and you'd never even know it."

I rubbed the bridge of my nose and sighed.

"Well, have a good night," he said as he jovially slapped me on the back and jogged back to his game.  He seemed to delight in knowing this was causing me pain. 

I turned around, not ever bothering to reopen my eyes to look back at Jo.  God, the one person I care about the most turns out to be unfaithful, a cheater, someone completely different from who I thought she was.  Everything I knew about her was wrong. 

It was going to be a long night.
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