Rul e Nunmber One: No Cryi ng.

It al ways happens when he apol ogi zes. When his anger snowballs into a rage of
screans and punches | don't shed a tear. |I'ma statue then, incapable of
feeling the pain erupting in my body. Later when he says he | oves ne, that
he'll never raise his hand again or lock me away or tie ne up, when he

prom ses to treat ne |ike a human being, that's when the tears flow It's
funny how | always believe it for a nonent. | feel a pain in my chest that I
think is love, before remenbering it's just a cigarette burn, a new scar
form ng over an old scar fornming over an ol der scar, the raw skin brushing
agai nst the inside of my shirt.

Even now, hearing himask for forgiveness al nbost nakes me believe he cares
again, that it's another start of a newlife for us. | think about kneeling to
say a prayer of thanks, but the little slices he cut into my knees make
kneel i ng down i npossi bl e.

Rul e Nunmber Two: No Prayi ng.

It nmade himnervous. He | ooked at me as if he really believed it worked. If |
prayed | ong enough and wi shed hard enough, maybe it would come true. Maybe 1'd
be taken out of this house and away fromhim He said it made nme | ook like a
child wishing on a star for some pathetic dream that | was wasting ny tinme. |
sai d, you're probably right.

| try to encourage himoften. To agree and subnit. That's what keeps ne alive.
And of course, not breaking the rules. He says the rules are there to protect
me. It's when rules aren't followed that people get hurt. Wthout them you
woul dn't know why you' re being punished. You'd think the slaps and punches
were just for his amusenent.

Breaking the rules lands nme in here. I'msitting on the floor in the corner of
this small roomstaring at the spot on the wall that used to be a wi ndow The
wooden boards defend against any ray of sunlight attenpting to enter

| usually pace around the roomto keep nyself busy. |'m supposed to think
about why | force himto do this, why | draw the anger out of him But the
pain in nmy foot is getting worse and | can't stand for too | ong. Spots of red
al ready seeped up to the surface of the thick cloth. The bandage is actually a
ragged strip torn fromny favorite wool sweater. Not nuch of it is left now,
just the right sleeve and part of the collar. The soft fabric feels so
soot hi ng agai nst the cuts and scratches.

I need a distraction fromthe throbbing ache so | slide over a few inches,
exposi ng the | oose floor board near the wall. | pry up the board by the small
knot hole and pull out the box hidden underneath, bringing it close to ny
chest. Already | feel safer, calmer, with the old jewelry box cradled in ny
arms. My nother gave it to nme just before | left, her idea of a wedding
present. |'mnot sure why she thought | needed it. But now it holds sonething
nore val uabl e than any jewelry | was never given

I nside the box is ny toe.

Rul e Nunber Three: Never Tal k Back.

The way you end up with a toe hidden in a box is this: defend yourself. Tel
himyou can't take it anynore, that you're | eaving and never com ng back. Pick
up the phone as if you mght call the police this time. Screamuntil your



l ungs ache. Unload the entire nightmare of a nmarriage in one |long string of
obscenities and threats. Stand up to himfor just that one monent, ignoring

the inevitable flood of pain you know will wash over you when you're done,
when the storm qui ets down and he takes back control. It will be worth it. It
al ways is.

This prison was once a nursery. At least that was the idea. | have a blurry
menory of the two of us planning it. A pink wallpaper border still lines part
of the wall just below the ceiling. | trace the edge with ny eyes like it's a
timeline of our lives together. The beginning is flawl ess. The little cartoon
ani mal s |1 ook so happy and carefree. Near the other end of the wall, the paper

is torn and shredded where the glue wasn't strong enough to withstand his
anger. He used to say it was just in his blood, that he couldn't help it, back
when he still felt the need to explain hinmself to me. Hs father made hi mthat
way, he'd say. It was just something |I'd have to get used to.

I can't resist another look so | lift the lid of the box to see if the bandage
needs changi ng. Another strip fromthe wool sweater is wapped around iy toe
to keep it safe. | once read that when the wool is sheared off it's full of

lanolin that acts as an antibiotic. They squeeze this fat and grease fromthe
wool and use it in creans and ointnments. The lanolin is |ong washed away

bef ore the wool ever becones a sweater. At least that's what they say. But
they never felt the soothing touch of the fabric on an open sore. How it cools
the pain down to a dull, distant throb, like a mother's kiss on a scraped
knee. O howit fills the space between the other toes, naking you forget the
bl oody stub | eft behind.

Pain for me is not the way nost people think of it. It's a part of ny life,
intertwined within my everyday routine, the way going to work or reading the
newspaper is a part of any normal day for other people. To truly feel

somet hing, you need to conpare it to an opposite feeling. The frozen air of a
late winter norning bites at your skin after you wal k out of your warm cozy
hone. It's the change, the deviation fromnornmal that arouses your senses. My
pain is always there. It never |eaves or changes. |'ve learned to deal with
it.

That day was the exception

He tied ne to the bed and left the room letting the nystery boil inside ne. |
knew he needed to top hinself this tine. | took away his dignity, his contro
over my actions during those few nmoments when | said everything | wanted to
say to himfor years.

| knew he wouldn't kill ne though, and that's what scared me in those nonents
while | wi ggled ny hands around waiting for himto come back, the abrasive
rope shaving tiny patches of skin fromnm wists. For the first time in so
long | felt real fear, wondering how he would not kill me. How he would try to
bring me to that fine line between Iife and death, only to pull ne back into
an exi stence worse than any hell that awaited ne.

| inmediately recogni zed the object he held in his hands when he returned to
the bedroom In a former life | rather enjoyed gardening, sitting in the sun
on a spring day, planting a new bed of flowers and waiting for those first
buds to push up through the soil. | accunulated a collection of tools over
many years and was quite proficient in using them So my stomach |urched when
| saw the bl ade of the pruning shears glinting in the light fromthe dresser

| anp as he wal ked by. Before he ever got near the bed |I knew that | was about
to experience a whol e new kind of pain.

The inportant thing to renenber about pruning shears is to keep themrazor



sharp. Even the small variety, small enough to fit in your pocket, can cut
through a tree branch the diameter of a nickel. You nay need to put a little
nmuscle into it, but it'll cut. And never leave themout in the rain. The rust
dulls the blades all to hell.

He knelt at the foot of the bed and fromthis distance | could tell the shears
saw many rai ny days.

He took a long time deciding which one would go. | felt his rough fingers
sifting through ny toes like he was deciding which piece of chocolate to eat
first out of the box, giving each one a squeeze.

When the cold bl ades finally wapped around one of nmy middle toes | squirned
nmy hands around, hoping to build up enough pain in ny wists to divert ny
senses away fromthe new pain. He began to squeeze the handles, the rusty

bl ades trying mightily, and finally succeedi ng, at penetrating the skin. |
think I actually shocked himwi th how | oud | screamed. He | ooked up at ny
face, surprised at first, but then satisfied that he achi eved such a reaction
fromme. | considered begging himto stop, but before I pushed the thought to
my mouth he squeezed again. | pulled ny arns so hard fromthe headboard

t hought the rope mght pull the skin off ny hands |ike a gl ove.

Al'l those techniques and tricks for dealing with pain that | devel oped over
the years all went out the wi ndow as the edge of those bl ades pressed agai nst
the small bone in nmy toe. The grating sound vibrated through my entire body
like getting a tooth drilled. He twi sted the shears around as he squeezed
harder, apparently having trouble cutting through

| passed out just after | heard the metal clap of the two bl ades cl osing shut.

The tel evision woke nme up sonetinme later that day. He lets me watch it after
the really bad puni shnrents. My hands were untied and my foot was w apped in
gauze. Spi kes of pain sliced up through my body and pounded agai nst the inside
of my skull. | felt too weak to nmove or peek at the gore beneath those
bandages. | tried to focus on the tel evision. Sone people debated whatever
topi ¢ nmade headlines that day. In between the throbs of pain | heard snippets
of a conversation

"...an abom nation of the creation of life..."

...of course there's nothing wong with it. It's not evil. It's progress..."
"...science gone mad..."

Eventually | realized the subject of the discussion. Somewhere far away in a
lab in some other country, far fromny world that exists only in this house,
away fromthe pain and m sery and forgotten dreans, a team of scientists

cl oned a sheep

Fromthe video clip of the animal running around a barn, | could tell she was
happy.

I"mback in my roomsitting in the corner clutching the box in my arms. A
snmle fornms on nmy face, something | used to think could never happen again. |
peek inside the box, unable to resist another |ook. The tiny appendage, now

i ndependent of ny body, |ooks so feeble yet holds so nuch hope. It's the new
begi nning I've been waiting for. My second chance.



New Rul e: What's Good for the Sheep is Good for M.

Maybe one day those scientists will decide it's time to try a human. "1l get
it out somehow. 1'Ill figure out a way. A box will arrive on someone's desk,
someone that might see the value of what's inside.

Fromthat box, to a test tube and then to a wonb, that toe will be born again.
She'll be free. She'll live in a happy hone where people | augh and smle and
care for each other. She'll fall in love with the perfect nan and he'l

cherish her. She'll have dreanms that come true. She'll beconme a doctor or
teacher or |awer. She can be anyt hing.

That goddamm toe will be the first femal e president.



