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DEAD RECKONING 6:

Winter Comes


This has been way too long a night, way too long.  I feel like I'm carrying this huge stone around my neck, and I'm just dragging it wherever I go.  


I was in the mall, my mall.  About midnight.  I had holed myself up in this quiet little corner of the store with all the stuff I had dragged down here to make it my personal center of solitude.  Sophia was supposed to be coming to hang out in a little while, and in the meantime, I had a lot on my mind to deal with.  I had more shuffled and disorganized thoughts than an L.A. riot.  My brain felt like a windy storm or a Japanese subway terminal during rush hour.  Why did he have to tell me that?  Why couldn't he have just left me in ignorance about the whole thing?  It was part of her past.  Why did I have to bring it up?  Why did I have to pursue it?  Was the truth really that important to me?  If only I could get all this straight I might be able to decide what to do, and I had until Sophia got here to do that.


OK, let's recap.  First, Jo tells me that something happened between him and her at the eighth grade barbecue when she was going out with Jo.  I ask her about it later and she says that she just went to a movie with another guy, that's all.  I see Jo to confirm this, and he tells me that she was "all over him like mustard on a hot dog".  What's more, she has a history of cheating on guys, hardcore.  And now I had a decision to make, whether to ask her if this was true and whether she was cheating on me, or not.  


Of course, it was obvious to a normal person what I was supposed to do.  I had to confront her, I had to know, it was the logical course of action.  You have to know that sort of thing.  Any other guy in this situation would do that.  They'd want to know if their girl was cheating on them.


Wouldn't they?


I mean, how much do I really need to know that her past is true?  I have a really good thing going on here.  I didn't know what would happen if I asked her that.  Any shift in the terrain could cause an earthquake that'd shatter the relationship.  If I had never found this out I could have continued seeing her, blissful and ignorant.  But the truth was I did find out and I really should do something about it.  The truth was out there.  It was better to know the truth than to be living a lie.  Wasn't it?


And what about the source of all this – Jo.  Was he reliable?  Was he telling the truth?  Or was he just trying to sabotage the relationship because she's Jo's ex.  But he was still friends with us, despite his bad personality.


How do you ask someone something like that?  How would you feel if you were accused of cheating?  The mere fact of asking that could make her break up with me.  I didn't know what she would do.  


But what if she really was?  I needed to know this.  This was important.  I know that if she's going behind my back, the relationship is over.  It has to be.  I can't function with someone if I know she's seeing other guys on the side.  I'm not going to let what happened with Sarah happen again.


Oh, god, Sarah.  I haven't thought about her in a long time.  God, I can't even think about her without bringing back the pain.  She was, guess you could call her, my first girlfriend, but it's hard to be that serious when you're still in junior high.  The thing I remember most about her was her blinding beauty, the kind that almost made it hurt to look at her, like you were staring into something so pure, like the sun.  The kind of beauty that made you feel unworthy to be in its presence.  Problem was, she was very flirtatious.  She had a lot and liked to flaunt it.  And flaunt it she did, at parties, at school, anywhere.  She wielded her looks and her aggressive personality like a sword around guys, cutting them down to her will.  She went on dates with other guys behind my back all the time.  Except it wasn't really behind my back.  It was more like completely in front of me.


The worst part was, in truth, I just really didn't care.  I was just so starstruck at being in a relationship with someone so beautiful for my first girlfriend that I didn't even see it.  All I knew was she was with me and that was all I needed.  I never really asked her about it.  I never asked her to stop.  I just stood by and watched her use and abuse me in the clever ways a girl can.  I think she chose me because she knew I was the type of boyfriend who would do just that and not make a fuss.  Whenever she needed to have a boyfriend, she had me.  When she didn't, she could just forget me.  She knew exactly who I was and took it to exploitation.  Eventually, we broke up, sort of.  She moved to Greentown, I don't even know where that is, and soon after, I moved to Texas here.  Never heard from her again, never saw her again.


All I remember now is the pain.  The pain of not being a better boyfriend so she wouldn't have to stray.  Just standing idly by while she stabbed me in the heart with each new guy she went out with.  And after it was over, and I had enough time to reflect and mature on the past, I resolved that I would never do that again.  I would never go through that kind of hurt ever again.


So that brought me back to what to do about Sophia.  In my life, I've only had those two girlfriends, those two times when I truly did not feel lonely.  Was I going to risk my happiness now or risk going through the same thing again?  They say destiny is inescapable.  I'm starting to believe that.  But why should I let it happen if I can stop it.  This is not a fate I should be resigned to.  


"Caleb!" a feminine voice shouted from a distance, echoing through the mall.  It was Sophia.


"I brought a four-pack of Kahlua mudslides to keep us company tonight," she smiled.


"Cool," I said smoothly, "Do you want me to pay you back for them?"


"Nah, that's all right.  You can get it next time," she replied as she put the four-pack in the 3 x 3 fridge.  


Ask her now, ask her now, ask her now, my brain kept saying.  Ask her now, ask her now, ask her now.


"This is going to be a good night," she said, "It's the weekend, I don't have any homework.  C'mon, sit down."

I followed her orders and sat down with her on the couch.  

Ask her now, ask her now, ask her now.  


She took the stereo remote and flipped the CD player on.


"I love this new Nine Inch Nails CD you got me.  I haven't put another one in since I got it."  She laid back on the couch and put her head in my lap, looking up at the ceiling.  I took my hand and gently stroked the black-red locks of hair that rained from her scalp.


Ask her now, ask her now, ask her now.


She turned her head to look up at me, with her beautiful green eyes.  "How are you?"


Ask her now, ask her now, ask her now.


I looked at her and shyly smiled, "I'm good."

  
Sophia smiled and relaxed her head as we listened to the CD.


No, I wasn't going to ask her.  The pain of being lonely was worse than the pain of being used.  At least when you're used you still have someone to hold sometimes.  I had a good thing with Sophia right now.  I saw no reason to ruin it.  And if she was cheating it wasn't changing anything.  At least this way I still didn't know for sure, and ignorance is bliss, they say.


I just knew that I loved her.  That was the first time I'd ever admitted that to myself, and the first time I realized it.  I loved her.  I loved her.  I loved her, and I'd still love her even if she was cheating.  That was all I needed.  Damn my fate, damn my destiny.  This was the one thing in my life that was not going to destroy me.  This I vowed.

###

