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DEAD RECKONING 21:

No Brand Heroes


"Man, I can’t believe you been with Sophia this long and still ain't fucked her yet," Jo tactfully said as he snubbed his cigarette in the makeshift ashtray I had scavenged.


"Shut… up… Jo."


"I mean, are you going for a new world's record or something?  Banging her is like prom or something.  It's like one of those things you have to do before you graduate."


"I am this close to smashing you in the face right now."  I held up my thumb and forefinger to illustrate my point.  "If you don't shut your hole, I'll fill it with fist."


Jo just smiled and laughed.  Thankfully, he wasn't being as serious as I was.  I let my guard relax a little and unclenched my fist under the table.


"But getting upset just because she smokes, man, that ain't nothing.  I got her to stop when we were going out."


"No, you didn't," Quentin said.  "She smoked all the time when she was around me.  Blew it in my face until I thought I would cough my lungs out."


"Aw, bull shit."


I love it when Jo gets pissed off, when he finds out someone put one over one him.


"Four."


Quentin's turn to pick the game.  Actually it was his turn to pick the game five or six times ago, but he always picked lame games.  He just bugged us so much we gave in to his pleas to play Sorry.  I swear to god, one of these times he's going to suggest we play Jacks.


"Man, I warned you in the beginning.  You don't take control.  She's gonna walk all over you."


"Did it ever occur to you that maybe she's changed?  Maybe she's not the same as she was when you first knew her?"


"No, not really.  Eight."


"I don't understand it myself," Quentin said, "But hey, if I can be friends with Miriam, anything's possible."


"Man, I don't understand it either."


Quentin said, "Hey, I think we're really going places in our relationship.  Last night I talked to her on the phone for nearly an hour.  That's longer than I've ever talked to her before.  I think I'm really beginning to establish a connection with her or something."


"Whatever.  Two," Jo said.  "I must be the only one who finds it weird you picking up with one of those pricks."


"Heh, you ain't the only one," I added in.


"Aw, you just don't understand.  It's like one of those things where at first you hate each other, then you like each other.  Like in The Taming of the Shrew," Quentin said.


"The what?"


"It's a Shakespeare play."


"Man, we're not in school.  You don't need to be quoting stuff like Shakespeare in here."


"Seven," I said.  


"I come here on the weekend, I do not need reminders of all that shit in there.  And I do not need to hear about the Asshole Clique."


"Here, here."


"Someday, we'll get those guys.  One of these days," he leaned over to me.  I think Jo was getting a buzz, he was starting to get misty-eyed like a war veteran.


"I know, Jo, I know."


"Do you know all the shit those four have put us through?"


"It's criminal, I tell you," Quentin added.


"Caleb, it's a good thing you weren't here before high school.  They probably woulda hacked on you just as bad."  Jo started rolling up his sleeve and pointed to a small scar below the inside of his elbow.  "See this?  Got this in third grade.  Blackwell pushed me down the slide before I was ready.  Cut my arm on the metal.  And this was before all the plastic safety crap they have now."


"Are we comparing old battle scars now?  Like in Jaws?"  Quentin pulled up his shirt just below his torso line.  "All right, well, you can't see it, but we were playing 'king of the hill' and Butch and Victor double-teamed me and slammed right into me at the same time, knocked all the wind outta me.  I thought I was dying.  I thought my abdomen was collapsed.  I had these two huge bruises here and here," he pointed to the sides of his stomach.


Jo turned around in his chair and pulled his shirt down below his shoulder to show three red slashes.  "I got this one in kindergarten or something.  Tried to kiss Krisi Sullivan.  I turned around and she slashed me right here like a fuckin' cat or something."


Quentin pulled down the top of his shirt to show a brown-red slash under his breastbone, which jutted out of his skinny frame.  "This I got on the swing set in second grade.  I was twisting myself around and the chain got caught in my shirt and pinched my skin."


"That's nothing."  Jo pulled his leg up on the table and took off his sandal to show a red circle on the bottom of his foot.  "See this?  I have no feeling in the bottom of this foot right here.  Fifth grade, I was walking down the railroad tracks.  Stepped on a nail.  Went all the way through my foot.  Hurt like a mother-fucking bitch.  I was lucky I didn't get tetanus or whatever."


Quentin opened his mouth up wide and leaned in toward Jo.


"What's that?"


Out of his still open mouth, he replied, "Sixth grade.  Tonsillectomy."  He started giggling elatedly as Jo rolled his eyes.


"Hey Caleb, got anything that can beat a tonsillectomy?"


I pulled up my shirt to show a red scar that ran parallel to my lower ribs on my left side.  "Seventh grade.  Knife fight."


Their faces dropped.  "Knife fight?"


"It wasn't mine.  I walked into it.  There was a fight in the middle of the hallway after school ended.  I had to get to my bus and they were blocking up the whole path.  I wasn't in a very good mood that day.  I pushed one of them out of my way.  He pushed back.  I swung my arm kind of half-heartedly, too concentrated on getting to my bus, but I hit him in the face.  He sliced me on my side.  I think he knew he had an open shot and got scared, that's why he didn't gouge me.  But I quick turned around and smashed him in the face.  Knocked him to the ground.  So I booked it to my bus.  When I got on I looked down, I was bleeding right through my shirt.  There was a huge red spot and a tear there.  It didn't hurt much at all, not as much as you'd expect it to.  I just kept it covered under my jacket and held my arm against it, tried to be inconspicuous."


"Didn't you have to go to the hospital or anything?"


"Didn't tell my mom about it.  Didn't think I needed to go, didn't hurt that much.  I just washed it off and taped it up when I got home.  It was a clean wound.  Had to throw my shirt out though."


"Dude, if I got cut up in a knife fight, I wouldn't be worried about my fucking shirt," Jo said.


"Not a big deal.  Whose turn is it?"


"Dude, you just told us about how you were in a knife fight in seventh grade and you just want to keep playing?" Quentin asked.


"You are a hardass, Caleb.  I'll give you that," Jo said.


I shrugged modestly.


*RiNg*   *RiNg*


"I got it," I said.  I stood up and went to the kitchen to get the cordless phone.  "Hello?"


"Is Quentin there?"  A girl's voice.


"Uh, yeah, just a second."  I offered the phone to Quentin.  "It's for you," I said with a quizzical look.


He returned the look and took the phone from me.  "Hello? … Hi, Miriam.  Hey, how'd you know I'd be here? … oh, okay…" He stood up and went into the kitchen to talk privately.  "So how are you doing?…"


"Should we just skip him?" I asked.


"Hell, I'm about ready to skip you," Jo replied.


Even though he was in the kitchen, we could hear Quentin just fine.


"You… what?…  No…  No…  Miriam, I can't do that," he said in a stressed voice.  "Miriam, you know I can't do that to C-… I-…  C'mon…  You're not being fair…  …  I've done tons of stuff like this for you, but I'm not…  Just because I don't want-…  Y-…  Well, can you at least tell me why?…"


Jo and I looked at each other.  We knew what was going on.  We knew it would happen eventually.  We knew.  We just didn't want to ruin Quentin's happy moment.  I'd tried warning him, but he didn't listen.  I knew it was going to happen and I tried to tell him.  And now it was happening, it was coming to a head.  Swallowed, hollowed, sharp about everyone but himself.  


"But I-…  Well…  all right…  But… well, can I see you again?…  all right… well, I just don't… Can… Can't we just talk abou-… all right… bye."


I heard the phone beep as he clicked the ringer.  He came back to the table and sat down sluggishly with the phone in his lap.


"Miriam broke up with me."

###

