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DEAD RECKONING 10:

Dinner for One


*Ding*

The oven timer went off.  I picked up the potholder from the countertop and opened the oven door.  Peering through the charcoal blackness the Chicken by George didn't look quite done yet.  The directions on the box said the edges should be golden brown, and it didn't look golden quite yet, although I didn't exactly know what I should be looking for.  I should have tried making this beforehand so I wouldn't screw it up.  Everything had to be perfect tonight.  If I didn't get this right this whole night could be ruined.  It's not as if things weren't bad enough with Sophia already.  What with finding out about her checkered past, and the fight after the party, this relationship was as tense as a rubber band.  I figured a nice romantic candlelight dinner would fix things up.  I'm no romantic guy, I just mostly treat her like a friend.  I only know what I know from watching movies and TV.  I'd like to be more romantic with Sophia, I just don't know how, I'm not that comfortable with it.  I just wanted to do something special for her, just to let her know I cared, just to strengthen the relationship.


I reset the oven timer for ten minutes and went back to the yearbook I was looking at before it had gone off.  The conflict at the movie theater with those four kids last week had been rolling around in my head and I knew that we would come into conflict again.  I just knew it.  Every time I saw one of them in the halls they flashed me the dirtiest of looks, like they were going to kill me.  


The problem was I had no idea what these people's names were, so I had to search through the yearbook to find these people.  I figured they were seniors like us so I started in the back and worked my way forward.  The first person I found, it was obvious who he was.  In the football photos next to all the other players, he looked like the model for Where's Waldo for Complete Morons.  This was the 300-pound guy who liked to antagonize Jo.  His name was Bruce Warrick.  Under his picture it said his nickname was "Butch" and he had a bunch of football commendations.  He looked like one of those people completely loyal to the coach.  I flipped back a few pages and immediately the next one caught my eye.  And of course, the way she was dressed was meant to be eye-catching.  Her name was Krisi Sullivan.  I had no idea how to pronounce that.  Kry-see?  Kree-see?  Krees-eye?  Why can't people name their kids normally anymore?  Why do they think they're being creative by changing all the letters from a real name?  This was the letter-jacket wearer's preppy girlfriend.  She looked just like the girl in American Beauty.  The yearbook listed her achievements as cheerleading captain, dance line, and choir.  These were definitely starting to look like people we could easily hate.


I continued flipping back through the pages of dances and friends grouped together in silly poses.  Ah, there was the one who seemed to know Quentin.  Her name was Miriam Palmer.  She looked like a hot nerd, sort of.  Her glasses were thick and black, trendy, but beneath them she didn't look half bad, kind of like in Lisa Loeb.  I looked under her picture.  Oh boy.  There wasn't enough room on the page for all her achievements: National Honor Society, newspaper editor, debate club, mock trial, quiz bowl, speech team, yearbook editor, student council, prom committee, basketball all-state, tennis all-state, cross-country all-state.  I had to take a breath just from reading her list.  But I still hadn't found their "leader" yet.  I continued flipping back through the O's and N's, the M's, L's, K's, still nothing.  The J's, the I's, the H's, the G's, the F's.  God, this was boring.  And where was Sophia?  She was supposed to be here fifteen minutes ago.  

Ah, here he was, back in the B's.  His name was Victor Blackwell, and his name matched his hair – jet black, slicked with gel.  He looked like a combination of Freddie Prinze Jr. and Casper Van Diem.  No wonder girls flocked around him.  This guy did it all too.  Track star, basketball star, football star, NHS, student council, homecoming king.  This was so disgusting how active these people were.  Society worries so much about the chronically depressed, they should be more concerned about the chronically active.  This wasn't natural.  These were the same people who volunteered to stay up the whole night doing dance decorations then complain how tired they are the next day.  No wonder we hated them.


I heard my door open, it must have been Sophia.


"Hey," she called out.  "Caleb, you here?"


I dropped the yearbook and popped out of the kitchen.  I didn't want Sophia to find out about my little surprise just yet.


"Are you cooking something?" she said as she sniffed.


Damn, oh well, couldn't keep it a surprise forever.  


"Yes," I said with a sly smile.


"Why?" she asked.  "We usually just get McDonald's or something."


"I know, but I thought, tonight, we could do something different," I said as I led her to the dining room.


She just shrugged affirmative and took a seat at one end of the kitchen table.


I quick popped back in the kitchen to see how the food was looking.  I flipped the lid on the pan of Uncle Ben's rice.  It was looking good.  I love minute rice, it looks just like something restaurant style, and tastes it if you get it right.  I opened the oven door, the chicken looked about done.  I took it out with a potholder and placed it on the top of the stove.  I got two plates out and started putting the portions on them.


"Is it ready?" Sophia asked from the other room.


"Just about," I replied.  God, I hoped this was done.


I took the plates into the dining room and set them down before each of us.


"Wow, you're definitely a keeper, I didn't know you cooked."


"I don't."  Sophia looked back at me confusedly.  "I just thought I could do something nice for you," I said as I dimmed the lights and lit the candle with my flip-top lighter.


"Ooh, nice, fancy."


I smiled and sat down.


"Is there anything to drink?"


"Uh…" Dammit, I hadn't thought about that.  What do you serve with a meal like this?  Wine?  I don't have any wine.  "Uh, I think all I have is Coke and milk."


"That's it?  What kind of Coke do you have?"


"Mountain Dew and Sprite."


"Can you get me a Sprite?"


"Sure," I got up from the chair, went to the fridge and found a Sprite, one of the last two left, I'd have to go to the store tomorrow.  I got myself a Mountain Dew.  Slight imperfection, but it'll have to do.


I went back to the table and set her drink down.


"This rice is kind of watery still."


"Oh, sorry."  Goddammit!  "I guess I should have let it sit a little longer."


"S'okay, don't worry about it."


I sat back down.  There was always something that had to go wrong.  At least the chicken was cooked right.

We ate our food in silence for a while.  A long while.


"So," I said, "How's Chemistry going?"


"Fine, I guess."


More silence…


Still more silence…


Feeling very awkward…


Why aren't we talking…


"Is it good?" I asked.


"Yeah." 

This was not as successful as I had thought.  I thought that doing something special like this would win back some favor, open up the communication lines a little.  Didn't all girls want to be romanticized like this?

"What did you do today?"

"Nothing."  Sigh, one-word answers.


More silence…


Still more silence…


God, I wish I was better at this.  This was so fucking frustrating.  What could I say that would get us talking and not sound lame.  I didn't want to discuss the night of the party .  I just wanted to go back to the way things were.  


"Do you like all this or would you rather eat at McDonald's?"


"No, this is fine, really."


Sure it is.


"Are you sure?"


"Mm-hm," she said as she took a sip of Sprite.


I wished she would just say something.  Even if it was to complain or to bitch, which she did all the time.  It got on my nerves but anything would be better than this.


And the phone rang.


I stood up to go get the cordless in the kitchen.


"Hello?"


"Is Sophia there?" a girl's voice said.


Why would it be for her?  "Uh, yeah, hold on."  I offered the phone to Sophia.  "It's for you."


"Oh, I told one of my friends I'd be here so I gave her your number."


"Oh… OK."  I don't know if I like her giving out my phone number to people I don't know, but I guess I had no real beef with it.


She got on the phone.  "Hey… uh-huh… why… what are you doing there? … What? … all right, all right, stay there.  I'll get you… all right… bye."


She put the phone down and turned to me.  "I have to go, I promised my friend I'd pick her up."


"Uh, OK."


"Thanks for dinner though.  Call me tomorrow."  She headed for the door.


"All right, see ya later."


"See ya."


She shut the door.


Well, that was less than productive.  God, why doesn't she appreciate anything I do for her?  I go to all this trouble and she just leaves in the middle of it.  Maybe because it was different from our normal routine of junk food.  But still, all she said was thanks as she went out the door.  It's like, I don't even know if we're a couple or not sometimes.  Why did she have to be so cold with all the one-word answers and barely saying two words?  Why did I let myself put up with this?  Why did she have to be so mean to me?


I blew out the candles and threw the rest of the food away.

###

