No Gift Enough

Talking hasn’t helped. Not even a year of therapy. Our holidays ending in sad fiascos. The piano lessons I arranged for her cancelled, the keyboard I bought dusted over soon enough. Even the portrait I slaved over for a month never made it onto any wall, hidden under the stairs, turned from the world. Fear has not left her heart, the whispers in her head barely muted, the silence of our home stretching into years. It’s taken that long just to get her to talk, for the battered child inside the proud, broken woman to gasp for the surface. Her insides are covered in scars, scored by a hand wicked enough to make sure they didn’t show, the kind of force destroyed homes, lives and futures and still came into the kitchen and asked How was school? Years of him reappearing in every male limb, jaw-line and voice. Every man for her an echo, a threat, even me, after all these ages of shared effort. Every trick in the book tried, this approach, that technique, all of it piling up into a useless monument to the futility of the loving touch, of giving it time while she’s put through the full spectrum of suffering without any end in sight. Time’s asked for patience, but we can both hear the floorboards creaking as it moves for the door, getting ready to run out on our home and, what’s worse, whatever’s left of her sanity. 

So here we are, on our rented couch, unsure whether what we’re about to do next makes any sense or whether it’ll just bring more harm. We’ve agreed the rules. No matter what happens, I’m not to lift a finger in self defence, play punch bag while she puts all her heart into this exorcism, all her rage, keeps hitting me until there’s nothing left to fight with. If I manage this, let her have her vengeance and at the same time prove that something with an Adam’s apple can be trusted not to hurt her back, then maybe we can recover from this. Maybe. 

It seems crazy, trying violence on violence, crash-course therapy, but times have got desperate enough, the pain too much, words far too long on empty. I smile, trying to hide fear. It’s not of pain, but of seeing her hurt finally unleashed, her familiar features twisted into a Medusa mask. I’m desperate to help, but also desperately afraid I won’t be able to handle it. For the moment, she just looks pale, the eyes blank. After years of concealment, she’s better at it than me. Doesn’t have to smile, show anything other than a perfect poker face, all that’s left of her vulnerability buried somewhere not even I can see any more. 

But how to start such an exercise? How to choreograph it? Be nice, ask her to hit me, or the opposite? Tease, act the vile bastard she is to take me for, work the hinges of that particular Pandora’s Box? 

The room is silent, the props of home around us an ironic stage set, but who should shout Action? 

Thoughts hum in perfect tautness between us until the first blow is finally struck. Don’t know what sets it off, don’t see it coming, though it is soft, to the shoulder. I keep my eyes open, self-preservation stronger than fear, but shame casts them down. I haven’t hit anyone for years, would like to think I’m innocent and my sacrifice totally selfless, but still I feel responsible somehow. For what someone else has done. And maybe it’s right that I do, that I’m some aspect of him now, some guilty part she can seek justice against. 

The second blow is to the face, but it’s even weaker than the first. The sound of it seems to startle her even more than me. 

There is no third. She’s breathing hard, the air between us charged with something just begging for release, but after all the preparation, all the doubt and discussion, we’re both forced to admit this is not the way. I look up, meet her dejected gaze. Her mouth is stabbing at a smile, but the look in her eyes is hopeless. I smile back anyway. She’s done her best. She should be proud. Should be a million things have nothing to do with demons.

After a minute of tension dissolving around us, I go make tea. When I come back, she speaks calmly, hiding tiredness. It’s not me she wants to hurt. Just the opposite. Violence against someone she loves can’t make pain go away, can only add to its maddening excess. 

We rest for ages afterwards, from explanations as much as anything else, and I grieve over not being able to give her shelter from herself, to reach in and wrench the past right out of her terrified heart. 

Before sleep, we make love with an intensity and abandon her hurt psyche has never allowed before. I can’t believe the strength pouring from her as she nurses and teases me to a climax of unbelievable power, my mind projected right out of the flesh and into a higher state of awareness, surrendered totally to the might of someone else’s will. It’s an out-of-spirit experience, the orgasm absolute, too much for the mechanics of mind. Her gentle smile hangs over me like a benevolent deity, raining down grace like I deserved it, like I deserved to be blessed by beauty. She’s never believed in it, in anything other than the ugly status quo, but for once she reaches right into herself, right through me, deep enough to release a final little spark from the ashes of our bed, a tiny, perfect thank-you.
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