“A day without substance
a change of thought
an atmosphere that rots with time
colours that flicker in water
a short term effect”

-The Cure “A Short Term Effect”


The clock read 2:38 p.m.  I rolled across the top of his body, relishing for a moment the feel of his skin against mine—warm, soft, safe.  It was raining outside and I placed my palm against the icy glass, leaning forward to rest my forehead against the panes.  Cold drops splattering against blackened pavement, gray skies releasing their emotions onto dying grass.  I turned; let my eyes wash over him, his black hair splayed out from the pillow, eyes closed in peaceful sleep.  I wished, if only for an instant, that I too could be that peaceful.  Nothing ever bothered Jake: somehow I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d gone wrong somewhere.  Sometimes, things go awry and there just isn’t an explanation.

It started too long ago, I can’t quite say when anymore.  Maybe I was fifteen, maybe sixteen.  My stomach started tying itself into knots, and there was no longer a “why” about anything.  Things just are, so I came to believe.  There isn’t any plan to any of it, especially for me.  You do what you do because you feel you have to, you feel that otherwise you’re doing someone an injustice (but the real question is, who is that someone?).  Things just happen, adding fuel to the fire until the imminent explosion tears apart everything.

---


I lost my virginity on Erik’s bedroom floor; carpet the color of rotten pumpkin, the smell a mixture of musty cologne and ancient cat piss.  Whispers in my ear told me he loved me and reminded me to be silent.  He pushed up my plaid skirt and I bit my bottom lip so hard a drop of blood spilled down my chin.  He stopped only when he saw my face turn white.  We talked about it for two hours at a park down the street where he promised it wouldn’t always be like that.  I just wrapped my sweater around my shoulders, watching children play on the playground, and for the first time in my life I felt completely alone.  I felt like I had ceased to exist.

In ceasing to exist however, I’d created an entirely new reality.  I’d created a new person, a new character of myself that overshadowed my original form.  After the first time, it’s not so hard anymore.  You keep your eyes shut tight, afraid to see his eyes boring holes through your forehead, feeling the headboard slamming against the wall until—finally, he expels one long breath and collapses across your chest.  You’d feel used if you knew what being used felt like.  Instead, you trace your fingertips across his back and run them softly through his hair, your eyes wandering across the room for something, though you don’t know what.  You tell yourself this is what you want, for you’ve wanted so long to hear someone say ‘I love you.’

“I think you’re starting to get fat.”  Erik grabbed my hips and forced me to straddle him.  He grasped my thighs, squeezed so hard he left white marks behind, his thin lips frowning in distaste.  “You need to stop eating so goddamn much.”  He turned his head away, shoving me to the floor, closed his eyes and fell asleep.

I couldn’t say anything, just tucked my knees against my chest, watching him.  I made a mental note to buy some vegetables.  It wasn’t long before I couldn’t force myself to eat a carrot stick without feeling bad.   That was when I started to open my eyes.
We lasted about three years, Erik and I.  He wasn’t so bad, most of the time.  Sure, he’d get mad if I talked the wrong way or embarrassed him, he told me I was stupid and fat, but all in all things just weren’t that bad.  The way I figured it, there wasn’t anything better to hang on to.  By that time, I didn’t have any friends left and most of the time I just wandered around in his shadow.  He never got physical necessarily, just a little agitated now and then.  It didn’t ever occur to me that things had the potential to get a lot worse—wait, not the potential.  The certainty.


Erik let me wear his letter jacket during a pep rally one day.  I liked to wear it because it made me feel special, listening to the clank of the track medals as I walked.  I curled next to him as if in a dream, my hand reaching out to touch his.  


“Stop it,” he hissed.


I turned to look at him and his blue eyes flashed with anger.  He elbowed me, hard, right in the hip and turned back to face his friends.  I leaned over to rest the side of my head against his shoulder.


“Quit,” he elbowed me again.  “You’re embarrassing me.  I don’t like it when you do that.”


(This was the same guy that insisted on copping a feel in the bus on the way home from track meets.)


It’s interesting.  Even when you’re living in some alternate reality, you can sometimes peek out and see the light.  That was one of those moments.  I put my head into my hands and felt the hot, salty tears creep down my cheeks.  When the rally was over, I got up and walked away without a word.  He grabbed my shoulder in the middle of the gym floor.


“Give me my coat back,” he said, jerking me toward him.  “I don’t want you wearing it anymore.  People see you in that, you know.  I don’t want you making me look bad.”

I let the coat fall to the floor and kicked it across the sparkling wood panels.  I considered spitting on it for a moment, then turned and walked away.  As I walked through the door, I slammed my fist into a row of lockers, tears dripping off the end of my nose.  Sometimes I just didn’t understand why I made him so mad.  Sometimes it just never made any sense.  He let me have it later for showing emotion in front of half the school.  He told me it made him look like a jerk.  I realized I’d stopped caring how he looked in front of other people.  It was then I knew I was free.


He’d make up these stories, excuses to break up with me for a few days to chase some other poor freshman around.  When she turned him down he’d come back to me and beg my forgiveness.  I worked about 30 times before I even started to see the pattern.  Once he actually told me he had to break up with me because his brother told their parents Erik and I were having sex.  It turned into a big mess because I chewed his innocent brother out and Erik had to put all the pieces back together.  His brother was a really nice guy.  Sometimes I wish I would have been his girlfriend instead.


I still don’t understand how people can worm their way into your world, manipulate you in ways you’d never thought possible.  There comes a point when you don’t know who you are anymore, unless he tells you.  You don’t know where you are, what you’re doing, nothing.  He tells you how to dress, how to talk, how to act, what to say, where to go, who to be.  And you do it all.  Because…because…because what?  Why?  You do it because you’re just too damn scared he’ll walk away.  Nobody’s ever been in love with you before.  Nobody’s ever made you feel special.  You’re not sure you could handle going back to being alone, though you can’t seem to see you’re even more alone right now.  You’re delirious with the poison of lies.


So we broke up.  He came to my door one day and I told him I didn’t want to see him anymore, told him I was tired of putting up with his crap, that I was free.  He cried—got down on his knees and cried.  It was the sickest thing I’d ever seen…I didn’t even feel sorry for him.  All I felt was hate, pure and unbridled hate.  

---


Josh leaned over me at the lunch table to grab a napkin.  His hair smelled really good.  I smiled at him and acted a little coy, batting my eyes and touching him for that extra emphasis.  It was going great; he was really eating it up.  He had a genuine smile, an easy-going manner and delicious green eyes.  He looked at me a lot with them over the rims of his small silver frames—when he looked at you, you felt like you were actually being seen.  It doesn’t take much to fall for somebody—all they have to do is notice you.  That’s all you want, after all, somebody to know you exist.  That way, you know you really do.

We sat on a chair in the living room of a friend’s house, crowded together in a leather recliner, my legs over his, his arm around my waist.  He started kissing me, his hands reaching their way up my shirt, cold, calculating, determined.  I pushed his hands away—I didn’t want it to be like this—not with so many people around.  He laughed, his eyes flashing in an odd way, his mouth turned into an eerie smile.  Something wasn’t right.  I jumped up from the chair; he grabbed me by the belt-loops and pulled me back into the chair, onto his laugh, breathing in my ear, his breath hot and foul.

“Let’s go somewhere.”


I shook my head—no.  He laughed, snickering in my ear and pushed me off his lap.  I thought maybe I’d escaped, but realized I was wrong when he grabbed my hand and pulled me down the hallway.  I jerked back toward the living room, still shaking my hand.


“Come on.”


“No, no, not here.”


“Come on.”


He opened the door to a bedroom, the bed covered with stuffed animals and I realized it was my friend’s room.  I jerked back again, but he held tight and swung me onto the bed.


“Seriously, stop, this isn’t funny.”


He walked over to the door, shut it, locked it.  Turned back to me and I saw the look in his eyes.  My stomach started turning, hands began to shake.  He climbed on top of me and started kissing me—hard.  I felt his teeth mashing against mine and the grating of our jaw bones as they slammed together.  I shoved him off me and sat up.

“Josh, stop.”  I wiped a hand across my mouth, saliva sticking to my fingertips.  “Let’s just go back in the other room.”


He laughed low and shoved me back against the mattress.  “You know you want this; you know you want this now.”  He crushed my body into the bed and I struggled for breath.  I couldn’t think, I couldn’t scream, I couldn’t even move.  


“Stop…” my breath was uneven now, ragged breaths struggling to fill my lungs.  “Please, stop…”


He just laughed again.


I felt him pull my jeans down to my ankles, and the tears started falling down my face.  “Josh, NO!”  It took all the energy I had to attempt to push him once more.  He just grabbed my shoulders and shoved me against the bed again.


“Stop, you fucking whore.  You know you want this.  You’re just a fucking whore, anyway.”  His eyes were empty except for some gleaming fire that made my stomach turn to ice.  I knew it was over.


“No…”  I was whispering now, weak arms flailing against his back.  “Please.  Please no…”


After that day, I lived in pure fear.  I could have, should have, just walked away—but I didn’t, I stayed.  I stayed, hoping somehow I could make things change, that I could make a difference in his life.  I naively thought that, if I just did it right, he’d change his ways and things would turn out all right.  Nothing like the stupidity of the young, I suppose.  You don’t want to admit that you’re somewhere you never thought you’d be.  You don’t want to admit that you put yourself here, that you placed trust in this individual, and that you’re scared to death of what he might do if you left.  You just close your eyes and continue on.

Sitting over at a friend’s house, listening to music, smoking cigarettes—a typical evening with Josh.  I sat, feet tucked under me, on the couch next to Josh, who acted as if he’d never seen me before.  He usually did that when anyone else was around.  When Tim walked upstairs, Josh turned to me and smiled.  He reached out and grabbed my side and pulled me close to him.  


“Ouch, stop,” I shoved him away.


“Excuse me?”  Josh stood up and looked down at me.  “What the fuck is your problem.  Quit being a bitch.”


“That fucking hurt.  I wish you wouldn’t do that.”


“Oh you do, do you?”  His eyes flashed, and I felt a nervous tinge in my stomach.  

He suddenly grabbed me and shoved my face against the couch cushions.  I felt his hand against my back and struggle to breathe against the force. He just stood there laughing, now and then pinching my skin as hard as he could.  My eyes were watering, I felt sick.  

“Stop!”

“What’s the matter?  Does that hurt?” Josh was still standing there, smiling down at me with cold eyes.  “Dumb bitch.”

I dealt with all of that for merely a month, but in that time I learned—I learned how to act.  I learned to never say what I really thought, I learned to never get angry, never argue, and most of all never do anything without permission—without some sort of approval.  It never occurred to me at the time that I was being dealt years worth of pain and problems.  I figured the day I finally told him to fuck off, I’d ended everything that day.  I couldn’t even imagine what the aftereffects were.

---


Sterling was the one who technically took me away from Josh.  He was the mysterious, artistic type who never said much, but just had this feel to him.  He’d walk through the hallways of our high school in black pants, black coat and combat boots, black hair over his face, sketchbook in hand.  He did some work with the theater department, so on a whim I signed up to help out.  I almost had a heart attack when he asked me what my name was the first day I was there.  Little by little, I became friends with his group of friends, and we found ourselves spending a lot of time together.

The first time he kissed me was like Christmas.  We sat there on his bed, holding hands, and he told me he’d never met anyone like me.  I was so happy I could have cried.  He leaned in and touched my lips, slid his hand down the side of my face, and for once I felt like I was safe.  I just held onto him, afraid to let go—terrified I’d open my eyes and realize I’d merely been dreaming.


Sterling was, quite honestly, one of the kindest individuals I’ve ever met.  He 
