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THE PROMISE

 I hear the slap before I feel it. Loud and sharp, it rings in my ear like a baseball hitting a 

metal bat. My head snaps. Books fly. Papers flutter. The air is littered with giant confetti, and I 

land hard.

 He slapped me. My boyfriend slapped me.

 It takes a minute before I rise, before I catch my breath. Each movement is robotic and 

slow. I’m numb, except for my cheek. It burns.

 “I’m ... I’m sorry,” he stammers, voice cracking. “I’m so sorry.”

 He offers me a hand, but I ignore it. He picks up my notebook, the one decorated with 

Terri loves Brett, but the words blur.

 “Please forgive me,” Brett says, head down. “I ... I don’t know what happened.” He kicks 

the ground like a ten-year-old. “It won’t happen again,” he says. “I promise.” He looks up and 

his face is etched in pain, his eyes glisten with tears. Swiping them away, he shakes his head. 

“I’m sorry. So sorry.”  

 My throat tightens to the point it’s scratchy and raw. “Why?” I ask. “Why did you hit 

me?”



 Brett’s face instantly changes from little boy to the popular guy I thought I knew. He 

stares at me, and I see anger replace his tears. “Why?” he answers, taking a deep breath. “I’ll tell 

you why. You laughed at me.” He points a finger, then pulls it back. “You shouldn’t have done 

that,” he says, plucking a nonexistent thread from his jacket. “It wasn’t nice.”

 “But we were teasing each other, joking around.”

 Brett stoops to pick-up my last book. “Don’t worry,” he says. “I forgive you.”

 Forgive me?

 “Hurry,” he says, as if nothing happened. “We don’t want to miss tonight’s game.”

***

 I wipe fog from my bathroom mirror and gawk at the girl that returns my stare—straggly 

wet brown hair, blue eyes, freckles. I rub my nose to make sure it isn’t dirt. It’s not.

 “You shouldn’t have laughed,” I mumble. “He doesn’t like laughing.”

 The girl staring back at me is silent.

 “Don’t you know how lucky you are?” I tell her. “He’s dating you, not Jennie, not Sarah. 

Brett is dating you.”

 The girl in the mirror doesn’t smile. Her lip trembles as she touches her cheek.

 “It’s okay,” I whisper. “It won’t happen again. He promised.”

 ***

 We meet between classes, sit together at assemblies, and walk home holding hands. Brett 

tells me he loves me and I’m thrilled. It’s the first time I’ve heard these words from a boy. I want 

to laugh and shout for joy, but I don’t. Brett doesn’t like laughing, so I smile instead. I am Alice’s 

Cheshire cat.
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 On Saturday, I’m waiting for my friend, Dena, when Brett pulls into our driveway. All 

smiles he gets out of his car and walks toward me like a store model: jeans, gray sport t-shirt, 

navy jacket slung over his shoulder. It reminds me of the first time I saw him. New to the school 

he had already been accepted into the in-crowd. The girls loved him and giggled as they walked 

beside him. Not me. I was the store-front dummy.  

 Dena pulls behind Brett’s car and honks. “Hurry,” she says, through the open window. 

“We don’t want to miss the party.”

 “Party?” Brett says, frowning. “What party?” He grabs my arm. “I thought you were 

going to a girl’s sleepover.”

 “Don’t,” I say, tugging my arm free. “It’s Maddy’s birthday party.”

 He yanks me closer. “Who’s going to be there? What guys?”

 “Hey,” Dena says, opening her car door. “Stop that.”

 Brett only releases my arm when my mom opens the door. 

 “I thought I heard voices,” she says. “Is everything okay?”

 “Yes,” Brett replies. He gives me a one-arm buddy hug and smiles at my mom. “I was 

just telling Terri to have fun.”

 My mom repeats his words, and I run toward Dena’s car. “Don’t worry,” I say not looking 

back. “No guys.” I’m not sure if I say this for Brett’s sake or my mom’s.

 “Speak for yourself,” Dena says, as I shut the door.

 “Wait a minute,” Brett says following me. “We have to talk.”

 I’m not in the mood for a Brett lecture, but I don’t want to be rude either. I reach for the 

door handle, as Dena whips the car into gear.
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 “Don’t worry,” she says, smiling. “You can breathe now.”

  Brett stops and glares at me, throwing his jacket to the ground.

 “What’s his problem?” she asks. 

 I stare out the window, hoping she will get the hint. 

 “Talk to me, Terri. What’s going on? Did he hurt you?”

 “No,” I say, still feeling his fingers upon my arm. “He’s just a bit protective, doesn’t 

know his own strength.” My left hand rubs my upper arm. Dena doesn’t say a word, and there 

are no tunes. I don’t like silence, but I keep quiet. I don’t want to talk about Brett. 

 The drive to Maddy’s seems longer than usual. When we arrive, Pete’s Pizza Wagon is 

parked in her driveway. Bent over the trunk, dressed in jeans with a red Pete’s cap, the delivery 

guy unloads four pizzas. 

 “Hey, it’s Eddie,” Dena says, slamming the car door. “Did Maddy order one with 

pineapple?” She grabs the top box and peeks inside. 

 “Yes and one with extra veggies.” Eddie makes a gagging noise before looking at me. 

“Oh, hi Terri,” he says, smiling. “Step on any toes lately?” 

 “Oh, good one,” Dena says. “Like you should talk.” She tries to peek inside another box, 

but Eddie pulls it away. “I remember your kindergarten dance routine with Terri. You two were 

hilarious. How many times did you guys restart your music? Five? Ten? 

 “Three,” I say. “Eddie forgot his steps.” 

 “Not me. You,” he says, laughing. 

 Maddy opens the door, and Dena rushes inside. I keep it from slamming, while Maddy 

hands Eddie a check, but then I get stuck. Eddie doesn’t leave. He stands in the entry smiling, 
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and I feel wierd. I’m not fluent in boy-talk, not even with one I’ve known forever. So I smile, do 

one of our little dance shuffles, and exit stage right.

 Eddie laughs. 

 The house is alive with loud voices. “Not fair.” Corey shouts. “Samantha took the biggest 

slice. 

 “Too bad,” Samantha replies.

 Dena grabs Samantha’s pizza slice and takes a bite. “Now it’s even,” she says, making 

Samantha shriek. 

 I choose an extra veggie. The cheese is gooey and a stringy cheese-thread dangles from 

my mouth. I’m in the middle of slurping it up when someone pounds on Maddy’s door.

 “It’s for you, Terri,” Maddy says. “It’s Brett.”

 Dena moans.

 “What’s up?” I ask, hoping there’s no sauce on my chin.

 Brett grabs me by the arm and lets the screen door slam. “What do you think you’re 

doing?” he says through gritted teeth. He tugs me away from the front door and shakes me. 

 “What did I do?” I say, pulling away.

 “Don’t act innocent. I saw you flirting with Eddie McBean.”

 “I wasn’t flirting.”

 “Then why were you laughing?” he says towering over me. “Why were you dancing?”

 “It was a joke. Eddie was my kindergarten dance partner.” I step back to give Brett some 

space. I wish I could tell him how silly he’s acting, but I don’t want to push my luck. Brett is in 

one of his moods. I keep my lips sealed.  
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 “I don’t like it,” he says. “Don’t like my girl talking to other guys. Understand?”

 “Yes, now go home.” I turn to go back inside, but he grabs my hair.

 “Don’t ... you ... ever ... speak to me like that,” he says, hissing his words. He drops my 

hair, but turns me so we are face to face. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow,” he says. “Be ready at ten. 

Do you hear me? I don’t want you hanging out with Dena.”

 My heart races as he walks away. My scalp burns. What’s happening? I ask myself. Why 

is he getting so upset? Is it because of Eddie? If so, why take it out on Dena?

***

 In the morning I tell Dena I want to go home early. She doesn’t question me, and we 

leave around nine. I don’t want to talk, but I have no choice.

 “Is this about Brett?” she asks.

 “He flipped out last night, because I talked to Eddie. Can you believe it—Eddie McBean?

At first I thought his jealousy was cute, but it’s more than that now. It’s ... .”

 “Nuts,” Dena answers for me. “Get rid of him, Terri. You don’t need a guy like that. He’s 

a jerk. Kick him to the curb.” 

 I say nothing and am glad when she doesn’t continue. My thoughts attack daily—Brett, 

me, don’t laugh, don’t talk. I dread the days, hate the nights. My stomach hurts. My head aches. 

No Dena?  

***

 Even though I try not to make Brett angry, he is upset daily. He questions everything I do, 

and I can’t seem to shake him for a minute. Outside every classroom, he waits like a vulture 

ready to pounce.
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 “You’re late,” he announces, through clenched teeth. “Why?”

 “I had to talk to my teacher.”

 “About what?” He grabs my book and walks beside me.

 “My science project, it’s ... it’s due on Friday.”

 Eddie walks past us and does a little dance shuffle. I smile and a tiny giggle escapes. I 

quickly clamp my mouth shut, but it’s too late. A pain shoots up my leg. When I look down, I see 

Brett’s heel print on my shoe.

 “Well, well, well, if it isn’t Eddie McBean. Didn’t I tell you to stay away from him?”

 I don’t look up or say a word. I’m tired of fighting. I keep moving forward, taking one 

step at a time. “Please, don’t make a scene,” I mumble, glancing at the students racing to class.

 “You say something?”

 I shake my head and keep walking. When the one-minute bell rings and the hall clears, I 

pick up my pace.

 “What’s the rush?” he asks, his face turning bright red. “Hey, don’t walk away from me.” 

He throws my book and grabs my arm.

 I try to twist free. “Stop this, Brett. Leave me alone.” He blocks me and my heart thumps 

into overdrive. “This isn’t working. I don’t want to see you anymore.” 

 Brett shoves me backward into a locker. The crash thunders down the hall. “You’re dating 

him. That’s why your breaking up with me. Isn’t it?” he says, slamming me again.

 “No, it’s you!” I try to shake free. “I don’t want to see you.”

 “You’re lying,” he shouts. 
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 Out of the corner of my eye, I see his fist. I jerk right as the punch swishes by my face. It 

hits the wall and Brett’s little finger juts out at an odd angle. His knuckles bleed, but he doesn’t 

notice. His face is purple and little drops of spit glisten on his lips. 

 “Hey,” someone shouts from the end of the hall. “What’s going on?”

 A tear trickles down my cheek. “Stop it, Bret. Please.”

 “Look what you did,” he shouts holding up his hand. He rants as if he’s a rabid dog. Spit 

flies. “This is your fault. My finger is probably broken.” He lunges toward me, but I get away. A 

boy grabs him on the left. Brett screams. A teacher holds his hurt arm. Flinging his body back 

and forth, Brett bucks and kicks. 

 Beads of perspiration form on my upper lip, as my breath grows short and choppy. My 

heart pounds in my ears. It feels like I’m inside a tornado. I see people, but I can’t hear their 

words. The edges of the hall dims to a tunnel. I stagger backward, as the hall spins and fades to 

black.

***

 I wake up in the nurse’s office with Dena by my side. I cry ugly sobs, and my nose runs. 

“It was awful. He ... he flipped out, went crazy.”

 “I know,” she says, eyes red.

 “He said it was my fault.” My body shakes. “I tried not to laugh or talk to other people, 

but ... .”

 “Don’t blame yourself,” Dena says, pulling me close. “This has nothing to do with you. 

It’s not your fault. It’s him. There’s something wrong with him.”

 “Maybe if I ... .”
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 “What?” Dena asks. “What?”

 “I don’t know. I keep thinking it’s my fault.”

 “Quit saying that.” Dena turns my head so she can see my face. “Brett is a bully, Terri. 

The only thing you did was try to be his friend. You can’t solve his problems.” 

 I cry harder, and Dena pats my back. Keeping everything locked inside for so long has 

been hard—muffling my thoughts, hiding opinions, second guessing all actions. It felt good to let 

go. “I tried to do what he wanted,” I whisper. “But he always found other reasons to get mad.”

 “It wasn’t about you, Terri. It’s a control issue. The guy needs help.”

 We sit quietly for several minutes, and I relax for the first time in months. 

 “Terri,” Dena says, breaking the silence. 

 “Yes?”

 “I need to ask you a question.”

 I look up and see tears in her eyes.  

 “Why did you stay with him?” she asks. 

 This question echoes inside my head, mixing with my own thoughts. Why? I ask myself. 

Was it because he was popular? Was it his tears? Was it his constant apologies?  

 “I guess I believed him,” I say resting my head on her shoulder. 

 “But how could you?” she asks.

 “He promised.”
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Teen Abuse Warning Signs

 *         Pressures to make the relationship more serious - sex
    
 *         Jealous and possessive - because he/she loves you

 *        Control issues - tries to keep you from family and friends

 *        Verbal and emotional abuse - manipulates you to make you feel guilty

 *        Blaming the behavior on drugs and/or alcohol - didn’t know what he/she was doing

 *       Threatening physical violence - on you and/or  your possessions

*       History of abuse - or defends violence by others
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