Lightning
It would be so easy.

I stood, arms spread wide, wind rushing through my fingers and hair, miles of rural Arkansas stretching beneath me into the horizon. Nothing held me in place save my own mind - I imagined the electric impulses zapping through my gray matter: ALERT! ALERT! SELF-PRESERVATION INSTINCT VIOLATED! Warning, warning, red lights flashing, sirens wailing - and I could fly. Take a running leap and sail through the air. A few seconds of absolute perfection before I came crashing down to earth, broken and lifeless. How would it feel? To rush headlong into the ultimate terror that kept me mesmerized at the cliff’s edge. Like lightning. In the sky, I would burn like a lightning bolt of passion, fear, life. Those last moments would be pure, I would be completely rooted in reality, alive for the first time in my life - and then gone, extinct, save an all but invisible trace of my existence hanging impossibly in the sky.

I stop by the cliffs every night on my way home because they make me feel real. Standing there, knowing that I am fully capable of bringing it all to a crashing halt, my adrenalin begins to pump and I know - not think, imagine, or believe - that I, John Ryan Coffman, am in complete control of my life.                        

Obviously I’ve never jumped. The time always comes for me to turn around and get back in my piece of shit car, defeated. And usually by the time I get home I’m absolutely miserable with my cowardice. Maybe one of these nights I’ll have the nerve.

Tori sat perched precariously on a tombstone, her pale face resting in her cupped hands, knees supporting her elbows. Some kids go to the movies or the skating rink or the football game on Friday nights. We go to cemeteries. Josh wandered aimlessly in the darkness. When Josh needed to be alone, we left him alone. He’d periodically vanish and eventually find his way back, calmed down, and we’d learned to let him go. Becca paced between the even rows of markers like a caged tiger; Julia sat cross-legged on the ground.

“It’s not unhealthy!” Julia, the five foot tall Vegan, protested against Becca’s attack on her lifestyle.

“All you eat is pills!” Becca spat derisively. Her voice was sharp, a barely detectable note of condescension weaving between her words. Tabatha, who lay curled in my arms like a contented kitten, grinned.

“I tried to go Vegan once,” she said in her breathy, deliriously southern voice. “I couldn’t do it. Too many pills.” I winced, wondering if she realized what she’d said and if that’s how she meant it.

Julia shrugged. “It’s ok, I’ll convert you all in the end.”

Tab rolled her eyes and flashed her wonderful, perverse, sideways smile. “Julia, I bow down to your persistence.”

Julia ran a hand through her dyed Day-Glo orange hair. “I think I’m going to go home and get fucked up.”

Tori straightened a little, looking almost hurt, but decided not to say anything. So I said it for her.

“Julia, you’re drinking too much.”

She smiled sardonically. “So?” Tabatha laid a slender hand on my shoulder, mutely requesting that I stay out of it. I acquiesced. 

“See you guys later,” Julia called over her shoulder, as she got in her car. Tires rattled down the dirt road and Kurt Cobain screamed his anguish into velvety Ozark indifference as she drove away.

“Got to go, love,” Tab purred in my ear. “My parents are going to be pissed.”

“Your parents are always pissed,” I said, affectionately tousling her spiky short haircut. She took my hand and led me toward her car to say our goodnights.

When I returned from the embracing, kissing, and I-love-you-ing, Josh had returned. He gestured emphatically with every other word. “There’s headstones over there from the 1600s!” He exclaimed.

“No body lived in Arkansas then, dumbass,” I muttered. The only way I really knew how to handle Josh was to make fun of him. I think he understood, though.

Because he completely disregarded me and launched into a discussion of burial practices in New Orleans. Tori began to sparkle again at the mention of her pet city. Just when the conversation was really starting to get gruesome, Becca laid a hand on Josh’s shoulder. “Time to go, before you dark, tortured souls get too entrenched in your death obsession.” Becca keeps us connected to reality, probably at more personal cost than she would ever admit to anyone. “Hey, Tori, call me tomorrow, ok?” Tori nodded mutely. Becca mentally struggled with something, probably letting Tori stay out here alone with me, but apparently it was a fight she did not have the energy for.

“Damn, I really need to get a car. Bye, John, bye Tori,” Josh said, his dark eyes lingering on Tori. I really wish those two would just fuck and get it over with.  

Tori and I both watched as Becca’s Altima, nick-named the Silver Blob, streaked away at breakneck speed and disappeared around the corner. 

And there was Tori, sitting there looking like a living statue of a fallen angel watching over the dead, waiting for me to speak.

I opened a dialogue by stating the obvious. “They’ve all gone.”

“That’s a very astute observation,” she teased. “Midnight. Standard curfew.”

“Isn’t it yours?”

She shrugged. “Yeah. You?”

I laughed. “Yeah, me too.”

I plopped down on the ground beneath her. Full moon, bare November branches, light wind rustling in Tori’s dark hair. Album art for some obscure Goth band, I thought, if only she had some body piercings or at least a few sinister tattoos.

“You’d look really good with an eyebrow ring,” I said out loud.

She looked confused for a moment, then accepted whatever chain of reasoning had arrived me at that statement. “Okay.”

“Have you ever even had your ears pierced?”

She shook her head, her layered hair swishing back and forth. “Nope, to this day, I am completely unpierced.”

I couldn’t resist a snicker. She smiled too. “Ok, let’s act like mature adults...”

“Aw, come on, there’s nothing wrong with a little ninth grade perversity every once in a while!”

Her grin faded. I mentally kicked myself, remembering that I had been the perverted ninth grader responsible for the initial act we were joking about now. God, she’d only been thirteen. She’d seemed so much older then. She seemed so much older now.

“Tori, you’re my best friend,” I blurted out.

She laughed a little, that sarcastic little laugh she developed after we broke up and she went to the hospital with a slit wrist. “John, if we haven’t hurt each other enough to trust each other by now, there’s no such thing as friendship.”

It’s answers like that that make her so hard to deal with.

She was right, of course. We had an understanding. She was the one I turned to when Tabatha swallowed a bottle of aspirin and had to get her stomach pumped. It was a mess. I shouldn’t have let Tab off the phone that night, but she was crying and screaming about how I was all she had in the world and how I’d betrayed her trust and I’d had a headache and quite frankly did not want to deal with it. All I did was cheat on her. Surely she wasn’t naive enough to not know it had been going on since the beginning. Christ, girls get so crazy about that. I know it’s not right, but how was I supposed to know she’d try to kill herself over it? Tori used to slash her arms and stomach with razors and whatnot, but that was just because she has anger management problems. I thought Tabatha had more sense than that, so I told her good night.

The phone rang about two hours later. Tab’s alcoholic mom didn’t know what to do. So I called the ambulance and rode with Tabatha to the hospital. I actually cried that night. I usually don’t cry about girls, but Tabby’s so small anyway, and seeing her strapped down and hooked up to all those machines because I couldn’t keep my hands to myself almost pushed me over the edge. Especially since this was the second time I’d driven a girl to this extreme. I’m not a good boyfriend. Hell, I’m not even a good person. So it’s beyond me why all these girls get so attached. But anyway, she looked so fragile, like a little kid, not the cynical, sexy, defiant little Goth girl I was in love with. And I did love her. I love them all, at least for a little while. I wish she’d tried to kill me that night instead. I could have understood that.

So the next morning, I had to go to school, right? The asshole who drove his girlfriend to suicide with his cheating and lying and emotional abuse. I walked through the main doors, down the long front hall, feeling every eyeball assaulting me in my oversized jeans, Suicidal Tendencies tee shirt, Wal Mart shoes, and Tab’s chain necklace. I could imagine the gossip spreading like ebola through the halls:

“Yeah, I heard he did it again. Poor girl. She should have known better than to get mixed up with him.”

“He’s such a dipshit. Failing school, fucking up all these girls’ lives... Remember Tori?”

“Yeah, she was my friend until she started hanging around him. She used to be so sweet.”

“He’s just a bad guy. All he does is hurt people.”

“What a prick.”

“Some people should be drowned at birth.”
Hell, if no one else was saying it, I was thinking it. I, John, was essentially a walking, talking pile of shit.

And then, inevitably...

“Well, I hope you’re proud of yourself, John,” Becca’s emerald eyes were flashing green fire. She’s going to punch me, I thought amusedly, watching her tremble with rage. She was understandably upset with me, but I wasn’t too concerned about it. She’d been pissed as hell when Tori went psycho, also. And two weeks later, Becca and I were necking in the back of her dad’s car.

“You know I fucking hate you, right?” she had asked.

“Yeah, I know,” I had said, sliding my hand up her shirt.

So I knew Becca would get over it. Despite her valiant efforts to disguise it, I knew she was fundamentally all right and would never turn her back on a friend, even a shitty one like me. So I didn’t pay much attention, which only exacerbated her rage. She snorted, a sort of irritated bull noise, and stormed off.

I got my morning Pepsi and rounded the corner into the commons area. Students slumped over, lamenting the hour, scribbling last minute homework assignments. I envied them. It’s so easy to imagine that you’re the only one with “real” problems. The anorexic cheerleader, the rapist star athlete, the drug addicted valedictorian, and the closeted skater/poet will all tell you the same thing: YOU CAN’T UNDERSTAND ME OR THE WORLD I LIVE IN. I briefly entertained a fantasy of the entire student body rising up, pitch forks and a length of rope in hand, dragging me into the gym, and lynching me from the rafters. I grinned a little at the thought, and shuffled over to our group’s morning table.

They were arranged in typical Monday morning fashion. Julia, surviving remnant of the grunge era and guerilla animal rights activist (“I wish that every time you bit into that hamburger, it screamed the way that cow did when it died.”), sat by the window on the left in her Nirvana tee shirt and thrift store jeans, blue-green eyes alert and watching. Julia loved to watch people. She’d talk, and she loved to argue, but she preferred to just watch. I still wonder what she was seeing, and if she found something redeeming in the day-to-day bullshit surrounding her. Next to her, Josh, wild-eyed and good-naturedly dangerous (“I don’t know why people are afraid of me. I’d never hurt them unless I forgot my medication.” Josh, when was the last time you took it? “Three months ago.”), flipped through a High Times magazine, blissfully disregarding the danger of authority. Josh didn’t really care about the things the outside world told him should be important, namely himself. Becca, insane hippy/punk/socialite/poet child with a nice ass and a flaring temper saw me coming and immediately relocated. And there was Tab’s empty chair at the furthermost corner.

And Tori. Tori sitting there in a black tee shirt and baggy jeans, struggling to keep her eyes open. Tori who’s been sleepy ever since I met her. Tori with the exaggerated eyeliner and the shyness she uses as an excuse for her inability to communicate. Tori who’s never not been willing to listen and forgive.

She saw me coming, and of course she’d already heard from Becca, who was probably off telling the entire school about my innately evil nature. She got up, almost knocking over a blue plastic-y chair and kicking Josh in the shin in the process, and met me before I reached the table. Not looking up. That’s her strategy: wait for the other person to start talking.

I gulped a little, surprised by a rising sob, and caught the words in the back of my throat. She already understood. I didn’t have to explain.

So I took a deep breath and sheepishly opened my arms. She flashed me sympathetic rainy ocean gray eyes and hugged me tightly. I held on for dear life, almost crushing her. She never asked about it and I never told her. That’s me and Tori.

Our group formed mostly to protect ourselves. Alone we were freaks. Together we were THE freaks. And by pooling our personalities we managed to land on peaceful ground with everybody else. Becca’s outspokenness and caustic sense of humor won her many admirers. Besides that, anyone who knew her knew not to fuck with her or her friends. And a significant percentage of the school had at some point needed to copy Tori’s homework (“It’s not cheating, it’s cooperative learning,” she explained to me once.), and in return, left us alone. We also functioned as a sanctuary. Like when Julia got kicked out of her house or Josh decided to quit taking his medication. Tori was the only one of us in a stable home environment, and so became our base of operation. Her house was also situated on a hill so that she had both a basement room and a door to the outside. So when one of us had a fight with a legal guardian, a traumatic break-up or break-down, a night of drinking and no ride home, or whatever, her door was always open to us at all hours.

I’d spent the night down there once or twice. Tori’s room is a trip. It’s big, dark, and hopelessly messy.  Pictures of Trent Reznor and Nine Inch Nails posters plaster the walls, junk litters the floor (and when I say junk, I mean like a miniature knight in rusted armor, handcuffs with no key, Chinese food boxes, a “Scream” punch doll, garter belts, and a talking Care Bear), and stacks of mail from colleges. Her mom wants her to shoot for Yale..

“I don’t want to go to Yale,” she told me with large, fearful eyes. “Christ, look at me. People that go to Yale like to go yachting and shit like that.” 

Our bunch’s relationships to each other? It’s a pitiful little soap opera. Josh liked Tori who went for a series of the wrong guys including me who wanted to fuck Becca ever since she called me a chauvinistic pig who lusted after Josh who told me he wanted to kiss me which freaked me out who was dating Tabatha who was best friends with Julia who felt Tori up while she was asleep who’s sort of had an uncertain crush for years on her best friend Becca who I still think secretly wants me.

But me and Tori. She’d been so different when I met her. Nice clothes. A would-be prep, even. A cute little eighth grader with no self-esteem and no self-control. It’s hard to remember after the sex, tears, pregnancy scares, suicides, and psychiatrists that for a few months we had a really good time together. I was something new, something dangerous to her. She was something pure to me. Even if it was a bullshit Junior High relationship, for a while we were both passionately serious about the business of living. Immaturity? Call it what you will, I’d trade reality in to get it back in a heartbeat.

I still remember one February day - one of the good ones, where the smell of wet snow and warm sun is all mixed up in your bloodstream - when she showed up at my house. My dad was being a real dick that day, but Tori made me stop feeling sorry for myself and go outside with her. We walked downtown and did cutesy couple stuff like holding hands, eating ice cream, making out in the public library. 

“I could marry you,” I told her, and I sincerely meant it.

She blushed a little, and grinned up at me. “I’d drive you crazy.”

I smiled and said, “I know.”

We wandered under the bridge across Crooked Creek, the focal point of downtown Harrison, America. I kissed her. She didn’t stop me from touching her. I’ve always liked that about her. She stared at me for a while, and said, “Whatever happens to us, I don’t think I’m ever going to be the same again.” 

I thought about her saying that with her big, serious gray eyes when I dumped her.

I had to do it. I didn’t want to be with her anymore. It wasn’t fair to me and it wasn’t fair to her. 

It’s not like I meant to hurt her.

And it’s not like I didn’t feel shitty when I went to her house the next day and fucked her.

She didn’t have to let me in.

And she didn’t have to cut herself with scissors at night or slit her wrist in Becca’s bathroom.

It wasn’t my fault.

“Cigarette?” I asked in the cemetery, shaking loose from the memories. It’s an important skill to learn. Shaking off the past. I don’t run from it, I don’t bury it. I throw it away.

“No, I quit.” she said. You got me started once, don’t do it again, I mentally finished the sentence for her. She jumped down from the gravestone lightly, deftly maintaining balance. 

“Hey Tori? Did I ever say I’m sorry?”

“Nope,” she said, absent-mindedly tracing the engraved letters on a headstone.

“Oh.” Uncomfortable silence. “I am.”

“For?” I don’t think she was listening.

“For fucking you up, I guess.”

She stood and turned away from me. “Don’t give yourself too much credit.”

 Neither of us spoke. I mean, what the hell do you say? Then suddenly Tori snapped up straight. 

“Holy shit! It’s the Big Dipper! I’ve never seen it before! Do you see it?” She grabbed my hand and pulled me up, pointing into the sky, full of an energy I’d never seen in her before. A little kid excited by something new. And sure enough, there was the constellation, poised to sweep out of the darkness and collect a small grove of spruce trees by the road.

And at that moment the sky opened up to Tori. She used to pore over star maps and astronomy books, unable to make any sense of the jumbled night sky. We’d sat on her back porch for hours trying unsuccessfully to read the stars. Even if it was a little belated, her determination was finally paying off. Now she could see.

“There’s Cassiopia! She was a real bitch. And there’s Draco! And the Swan! Oh my god, did you see that? It was a shooting star!”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her it was only a plane.

“Look! Can you see him? It’s Orion!” She jumped up and down, waving her arms in the air like she’d gone mad. “Hi!” she yelled. “Can you see me? I’m right here! I’ve been looking for you! Have you found me yet? I’m here!”

I wanted so badly for the stars to come to life for my friend. Tori kept jumping like a bird with clipped wings,. My little alien waiting for someone to come and take her home. And I realized that we were all poised to jump, just waiting for the courage. 

Eventually Tori found her way back to reality and slunk back into her usual slouched posture. I reached out and took her wrist. 

“Why’d you do it?” I asked quietly, gesturing at the whitish pink scars on her wrist, arm, and shoulder, bare and vulnerable in her black tank top.

She pulled away. “What do you want me to tell you, John?” She asked casually, the way she does when she doesn’t want to talk about something. “I could tell you about sitting in my room waiting for a call I know isn’t coming. I could tell you about knowing that at any given moment you were out fucking someone else, probably telling them the same things you told me. I could tell you about being alone. I could tell you about being hurt. I could tell you about wanting to hate you so badly I started hating myself.” Anger was rising in her voice.

Then she stopped and sighed. “But it wasn’t about you. None of that really matters. It happens to everyone at some point or another. It wasn’t about anything. It was about feeling like something was real. It’s like... there’s so much bullshit. I needed to know that I was feeling something. Something that everyone else wasn’t telling me to feel. It all seems so fake sometimes. It hurt and I didn’t have to question the sincerity of that feeling. I was in control, you know?”

“Yeah, I do know.”

I stared her and she stared at me. An electric bolt of mutual understanding. A crackle of connection. A brilliant flash of awareness. For a single moment, lightning.
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