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In the aftermath of my marriage, one of the hardest things I’ve had to work through is that my 

ex-husband was both a monster and a man. Two conflicted creatures twisted up within a single 

form. When he would scream at me, in my head I’d go back to the forest of my childhood, a little 

barefoot fairy. I’d run my hands along fiddlehead ferns, hear my mother’s voice call us to lunch, 

my dog running beside me … but it was so very far away. Like an entire scene under water. The 

problem was I couldn’t tell which side I was on. I felt like I had become a walking ghost of that 

childhood fairy and I was slowly drowning. 

Growing up on a small island on the West Coast of British Columbia, my childhood was 

magic. When I look back, an irresistible canopy of thoughts blankets my memories. I see the lush 

green of the forests I ran through, the moss soft beneath my feet. I feel salt tickling my nose and 

sand dusting my sun-drenched skin. Birds, cedar, flowers, waves, rain, and stone. These things 

are always scenting my thoughts, like mental aromas. Holding buttercups to chins. Falling asleep 

in the bottoms of boats. Running through the trails our family had cleared, we were woodland 

sprites and legendary, mythical soldiers. I could never tell how many hours passed in those 

woods. But no one gets to stay a child forever. No one gets to stay in those safe, innocent, 

unencumbered places. At some point, in one form or another, we all have a war coming. 

My war came in the form of my ex-husband. When he raged, I would dig my nails deep 

into my flesh and focus on the white heat of pain to escape the heaviness of his hate sucking the 

air from the room. From the words spewing out of him, like knives slashing me to pieces. I 

would pinch harder and harder, silently screaming for it to stop. 



But it never stopped. 

It’s hard to look back now when it seems so painfully obvious. I knew what he was doing 

was wrong. Or some deep part of me knew and yet I didn’t fully know. And that is a very hard 

thing to explain. I tried to rationalize it away. All couples fight; all couples have their ups and 

downs. He had a traumatic childhood so I could understand his brokenness and wasn’t love 

accepting people as they are and trying to help them through? Wasn’t it my commitment as his 

wife to forgive him and help him be better? These were the things at war in my head and heart. 

Leave him. You want to leave him. Stay. You want to stay. On an on, like a tug-o-war growing 

increasingly violent. 

It is also hard for me to reconcile his terrible darkness with the times when he was sweet 

and loved me and it showed. He could be a comfort: someone to talk things out with, share a 

laugh with, share a life with. I did love him once. But it was like being too close to a painting, 

my nose to a canvas and I could just make out a flower.… I loved that flower. But as 

each explosive blast of anger pushed me further back, I would see more of the view before me 

and my perspective grew. I saw more of what I did not want to see. In violence and destruction, 

loathing and pain, that flower grew smaller and smaller as I backed away from it. Eventually 

there was so much to take in, so much ugliness that the flower was swallowed up. And then? My 

back was right up against the far wall, no more backward steps to take. I needed strength and 

courage to smash that wall down and get out, but I was paralyzed in place. 

It is one thing to know that you are lost yet quite another entirely to know what to do 

next. Survival training tells us if we are lost we should stay put, and that our best chance of 

rescue is to stay where we are. I stayed where I was in my marriage. I don’t know if somewhere 

in the back of my head I thought that eventually someone would rescue me or if I was just too 



afraid of what to do next. I think I blindly hoped for a change in circumstance, anything to give 

me just a little space to make a move. 

So I told myself that if he ever hit me, that would be it. I knew everything else was bad. 

Smashing our house apart, ripping drywall from the walls, threatening to kill himself, screaming 

horrible things at the top of his lungs, veins close to bursting around his eyes. I knew all of it 

was wrong, deep down I knew that, but I needed black and white. And at the time, my perception 

of what qualified as obvious domestic abuse was being hit. If he hit me, I would leave him. 

And then he hit me. 

We had been lying out in the yard under the summer sun joking and laughing when an 

argument started. We had arguments about things regular couples argue about but also arguments 

that quickly came out of nowhere about literally anything. He was like a fire always 

smouldering: a little gasoline and he’d be raging. That gasoline could be what was for dinner, a 

political comment or a harmless teasing. I can’t recall what this argument was about. It could 

have been anything. I remember going inside to the kitchen to start making dinner. I remember 

he followed me. He always followed me; he could never put it down. The argument grew, and in 

my frustration, I picked up a tortilla shell and I threw it at him. He slapped me across the face. 

The thing that stands out in my memory is that I think part of me wanted him to slap me. As 

awful as that sounds, I wanted it to be black and white. I needed black and white to get out. That 

was the “line in the sand” I had clung to. 

When he slapped me, the shock of it exploded inside me. Lying on the floor looking up at 

him I screamed that it was over, that now he had done it. Now I was going to leave him. In 

that moment, seeing not one shred of remorse on his face, seeing nothing but hatred, I felt colder 

than I’d felt in my entire life. Not because I was afraid, not because I could see that there was 



something deeply and inherently broken in him, but because I was instantly ashamed. The shame 

flooded my insides and turned everything to rot, as a sickening whisper in the back of my head 

slithered out of the dark like a snake and hissed, “You’re still not going to leave him.” And I 

didn’t. 

I didn’t leave when his fury propelled him to kick me out of bed one night, so hard that I 

was bruised where he kicked me and where I hit the floor. I didn’t leave when he left me on the 

side of the road after he pulled over and forcefully shoved me out of the car. And I didn’t leave 

when he slapped me across my face in my parents’ house while our six-month-old baby slept in 

the next room. I swept up garbage after he threw our dog across the floor for getting in the bin. I 

cleaned up shards of glass and bits and pieces of our belongings that crumbled in the face of his 

rage, and covered holes in walls with pictures and posters, making up stories for missing things, 

sullen moods, and broken promises. But the worst of it could not been seen. The mental and 

verbal abuse that eroded my self-worth and poisoned my very being became the ever-present 

vitriol that dominated my life. 

Daily I swallowed the words that burnt like acid, believing him when he said I wasn’t 

funny, my ideas were stupid, I was a bad driver, a bad cook, and a terrible storyteller. I 

normalized agonizing insults and toxic missives, withdrawing as he’d scream that I was ugly on 

the inside, a spoiled brat, a princess, a cunt, and a bitch. As I fought within, his words became 

violent echoes in my mind. I’d walk on eggshells trying to avoid being told I was selfish and 

boring and that everyone made fun of me. And digging my nails deep in the flesh of a body that 

no longer felt like my own, I held on while he screamed at me that I was a whore, I was gaining 

weight and getting old, and that he’d rather fuck a hole in the wall. If I spoke up, I was told I was 

fucked in the head and to shut my mouth. And when all else failed, when I did not appear 



sufficiently destroyed or devastated, he’d call me a bad mother and threaten to take my kids from 

me, promising he’d make sure I never saw them again. 

Cruelty by cruelty I faded away. Not only because I couldn’t face him but because I 

couldn’t face myself. I could no longer look in the mirror without seeing a monster. I had 

become the monster and I just wanted to desperately bury my shame. And I did. I clawed away at 

my insides to make room for that giant, seething secret, until there was no space left inside of me 

to hide it. Eventually, it smashed me open. The rope in my tug-of-war broke, the wall behind me 

collapsed. And I got out. 

Since the end of my marriage, I have worked with an outreach worker from a local 

women’s emergency shelter, and I have tried to understand narcissism, gaslighting, trauma 

bonding, alcoholism, drug addiction, and various forms of abuse. You name it, I have read about 

it. I have taken all this knowledge and looked back at my marriage like a forensic investigator 

searching for answers, trying to understand, knowing and not knowing all over again. But I’m 

searching for a reckoning that won’t ever come. 

I’m a person who is always at odds with two different sides of my personality. On one 

hand I’m extremely logical. I love making lists and putting things in neat little boxes. I’m good 

at math and problem solving and critical thinking and when I was a child, I LOVED filling out 

forms. Simple information in orderly fashion. And then there is my flipside. The abstract artist 

who hates making plans and likes to wing things constantly. I see two sides to all stories and tend 

to be, according to my kids, such a total Libra. It is my logical brain that needs answers. It needs 

to rationalize and explain each event, trauma, decision, and inaction. It needs to draft an 

explanation and ready my defence, preparing closing arguments directed toward the jury of my 

peers. But when exactly did I decide that I was on trial? When did I decide that I had to defend 



myself to anyone? Do I need to beg my own forgiveness, seeking absolution for all those lost 

years? Perhaps. For the shame and guilt that festered in me for so long has a nasty residue. It 

lingers in me still and convinces me I need to justify why I stayed. And yet I know that I do not 

owe anyone an explanation. I do not need to apologize for how I survived. I do not need to feel 

shame for someone else’s behaviour. And I do not need to put my experience, my trauma or my 

life into tiny little boxes. Life doesn’t fit on a form. 

It is only recently that I have started to give myself permission to let go of the impulse to 

explain my past to myself or anyone else. What truly matters is that I am here now. That my kids 

are here now. That we are happy and healthy and safe and surrounded by love. That we accept 

our damage and our baggage and recognize all there is to work through as well as all that has 

already been overcome. I have given myself permission to look forward and not backward. 

Permission to move on. And permission to be free from a story that I have held in the dark for far 

too long. 

I have since returned, several times over, to my childhood home, both literally and in my 

thoughts. Walking barefoot through the forest, dipping toes in the ocean, finding stillness in the 

rain. My war was born there, on that little island, and it followed me here to Alberta where I 

settled in the shadow of the Rocky Mountains that gave me the strength to fight for the life I 

deserved. My war is over. I carry the trauma of it in every step I take, and I recognize these 

landscapes as battlefields reclaimed. I have planted them anew with joy, love, laughter, freedom, 

adventure, and the deepest personal growth. I will never again be that untouched woodland fairy. 

But my war is over, and who I am on the other side of that is something just as magical. 

 


