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For J.J., who holds me up when I am heavy.


At the end of my suffering

there was a door

– Louise Glück
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Prologue

Here’s the thing about getting hit: sometimes you don’t remember if you asked him to do it or not. Or if you did ask, you must not have asked for it to be that hard. No one would ask for that, you think, you wouldn’t want someone to notice in the morning when you were sober and tired and on your way to shower at home with all your own products. You don’t want to be looked at with pity by strangers, by anyone. When you ask to be hit you want him to at least be a little reluctant. Like he can’t bear to hit you, but he’ll do it because you asked and he knows it turns you on. As it is, he doesn’t behave that way at all. He acts like a dog let off a leash, you can feel his rabid excitement. His enjoyment is derived not from seeing how the slap turns you on, but from the cringe of your body in pain. You realise this when he ­follows up the first slap with a second and a third. You remember being unsure if the third hit could even be classified as a slap. You remember little else.

Your body documents it for you, the smears of dried brown blood on your thighs.

‘Oh, did you get your period?’ he asks casually in the morning, he wants to show you he can say the word period, that it doesn’t scare him.

You laugh nervously, this is the default sound you make, you don’t actually say anything. You reach up to rub your eye but when you touch it, it is hot and enlarged, Why is it hot and enlarged? you think. In the bathroom mirror your lip is swollen and bruised. All you can think about is leaving the house like that, what will your friends say, how will you explain it? There is nothing to be done. It feels like your mistake, like maybe you fell down the stairs, maybe you slipped and hit the coffee table, maybe you got in a fight you don’t remember. Your body catalogues more information, there are large floral bruises on your side, your arms, your legs. You don’t know what to do, so you take out your phone and take pictures, you will think about this later, you decide, you will think about this later, maybe never, maybe you will never think about this again.

Leaving the flat is not difficult, because by this point your mind is on another plane, maybe you make excuses, maybe you just pick up your things and leave. You can’t remember which of these things you do, because you know he is indifferent to your presence by this point and all you are thinking about is being outside and walking away from the building that contains his flat. Walking away and forgetting what it looked like, where it was, what the street was called. You remember the vague sense that somewhere there would be a train station, and if you got on a train and maybe two or three more you could end up back at your place and lock the door. That your flat would wrap its arms around you, and no one else could get in. Not for the first time you wish you had a bathtub, there would be something healing, baptismal even, in immersing yourself in water, if only you were rich enough to live somewhere with a bathtub, if only the bathroom wasn’t shared with the other people on your floor.

By the time you are home you have only the faintest sense of how you got there. The door closes behind you and it’s as if you have woken up. You don’t understand this phenom­enon, this forgetting that has nothing to do with alcohol or injuries. These gaps in time. It is dark by the time you realise you are in the shower. The sky is gorgeous and wrong, deep blue streaked with pink. Your whole body has become cold on the walk, the hot water is painful. The water gets into all the places where you hurt, you sting and ache. You want to understand the bruises but you can’t, there are scratches you didn’t notice in your first assessment, in private and soft places – the underside of your forearms. It’s like you’ve survived a horror, it’s as if you’ve crawled through the woods.

You slowly turn the tap to make the water cold, to force yourself to get out, you rub moisturiser methodically into the dry parts of your skin, you look at yourself in the mirror. You recognise the little crease in your forehead, your tensed jaw is twitching a little, you try to relax your face and shoulders. You have a horrible thought: with a face like this you can’t go to work, you imagine being sent home from the catering shift because of your banged-up face and for a second feel a sadness so physical a searing pain develops in your brow bone.

*

You are in the crisps and snacks aisle in Sainsbury’s, several weeks later, when a section of the evening crashes over your head. I said no. The words come to you so fast it’s as if someone else has said them to you. You remember sitting on the sofa, the fabric felt itchy on your legs, you were too drunk to get up.

The man at the party was incredibly handsome, so handsome that his interest in you felt like a joke. He had been staring at you all night with an intensity you found interesting and annoying in equal measure. It reminded you of the way strange men look at you on the tube sometimes, they eye you like crocodiles in a glass tank. He was on his way over to you before you noticed, you said no, you protested, you had excuses, then a whole lot of nothing, then a series of events you struggle to name. You open your mouth and then close it again.
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