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THE FICUS PROPHESY

I clutched my heart to keep it from beating against my bruised ribs.  Blood fled in fear through my veins and pulsated in my temples and wrists.  Through dazed eyes, I observed the destruction his fury had rendered -- again.

Roast and potatoes littered our imported Oriental rug.  Wine streamed down the broken buffet mirror, and dribbled into a red puddle that looked like blood.

Rage.

This time, I had deceived him by concealing filth in our home, those dreadful cobwebs under his chair, the worthless housekeeper that I am.  What else was I hiding?  His fists still echoed inside my skull.  His accusations were the verdict that sentenced me to my fate.  “My ass whipping,” he called it.

I heard his heavy boots stomped back downstairs.  My heart paused and my fists clenched until panicky white painted my knuckles.  Thumping continued under my cracked ribs, anxious and expectant.  Sweat trickled out battered pores, down my face, under my arms, between my legs.

His curses spewed into space.  Then, the front door slammed and rattled the chandelier above me.  Outside, his corvette revved, and revved again.  I pulled back the heavy drapes, prayed he’d leave. Streetlight haze faded into ominous shadows.  The car squealed down the murky street, and a grateful sigh escaped my bloody lips.  Richard wouldn’t return that night.  This I knew.  He’d become as predictable as the beating I’d just taken.

*   *   *

I knocked and stood at the door, waiting for it to open.  Welcoming arms and concerned words would greet me.  They always did.  Trudy answered with a smile, and then her eyes bulged as if I’d just threatened to slit her throat.

“My God, Vivian!  What happened?”  Through her glasses, she analyzed the damage he’d inflicted - again.  “I’ll call…”

“No!”  I grabbed her shoulders.  “It’s okay.”

“Sure, like last time when he broke two ribs, and the time before that--”

“You’ve made your point, Trudy.”  I bowed my head, feeling humiliated and worthless.  I didn’t deserve a friend like Trudy, whose love stood beside me like a guardian angel.  Her hand gently grazed my back.  I winced.  Carefully, she lifted my sweater, and gasped.

“I’m so sorry, Vivian.”

I turned, wiped the tears from my best friend’s cheek.  “Really, it’s okay.”

She reached for me, but pulled back afraid, not realizing she couldn’t hurt me.  Bitterness had numbed me to the point that even if salt and alcohol were rubbed into my open sores, it would cause less pain than the hate in my husband’s eyes. 

“How about coffee?” Trudy’s voice quivered.

It hurt to smile.  “That’d be great.”

Safety enveloped me in Trudy’s home, and, though every muscle ached, tension melted like ice within warm hands.  Richard had no idea I even had a friend named Trudy, something experience had taught me.  Telling him I had friends would be like putting their names on a hit list.

Trudy and I had first run into each other at Sunflower Grocery and smiled in passing.  We spoke from then on.  One day, she talked me into a cup of coffee.  From that point on it became ritual.  It didn’t take long before she noticed the bruises.  

At first, shame urged me to avoid her.  Plus, I didn’t want to involve her.  But the urgent need for friendship conquered my pride. For some reason, I knew I could trust her.  I broke down, told her everything.

She had begged me to run, “as fast as you can, and never look back.” She started stuffing pamphlets from organizations that dealt with –- problems like mine in her kitchen drawer.  The minute I arrived, she’d yank it open, and offer the riches inside.  I had accepted each one, but the minute I drove away, ripped it to shreds, and tossed the evidence into trash bins miles from home.

I appreciated all Trudy did for me, but she could never fathom why I couldn’t leave.  Richard was a madman who thrived on my insecurities and weaknesses.  My pleas nurtured his omnipotent power.  My cowering paid homage to him, my master, and made his inner chaos tolerable.  It had for seven long years.  I was his possession, to do with however he pleased.  Like a Barbie doll, he dressed me up or down for any occasion.  He had patented me and stamped ownership all over my body.

Leaving would only propel Richard into a mission he dare not surrender.  He’d seek out and claim the life that had ruined his.  He’d kill me without batting an eye.

In Trudy’s kitchen, I snuggled between bright yellow walls that seem to shout above her shiny tile floors.  On her walls, colorful unframed canvases cheered, filled her apartment with energy, and enthusiasm.  I drifted to the sliding glass doors where hearty palms, dieffenbachias, silver queens and hanging geraniums filled shiny brass planters.  Their firm glossy leaves portrayed vitality, unlike my pale, fragile limbs.  I approached a prayer plant sitting atop a square pedestal, and closed my eyes. Help me – please.   I almost believed a miracle might actually descend to heal my physical and emotional bruises, and even bestow a new unscathed life.  My eyes opened to the harsh reality of weakened bones and broken spirit.

I treasured the darkness that others feared.  It knew me, understood me, and allowed me to roam free from questions, and people who had heard his outbursts bleed through our walls, into the street.  Or, when we’d go out, they’d see his face grow red and his fists ball up.  His spite spewed through tight lips.  “Don’t stare,” they’d tell their precious children.  “No,” I’d think, “look, learn.  Don’t ever let someone do this to you.”

Light revealed our dark, dirty secret, so I hid behind heavy drapes and locked doors.  From my window, I’d resent laughter and playfulness sprouting under warm rays, screams from happiness -- instead of pain.  No, I didn’t belong to the light.  But when the sky thundered complaints, I’d dash out to welcome the coming storm.  Bruised clouds swelled until they burst into tears.  Then, we cried together.

“Coffee’s done,” Trudy yelled.

“Great.”

A small wispy tree in the corner caught my eye.

“When did you get that?” I asked, accepting the hot coffee from Trudy.

“Several days ago.”  Steam fogged her glasses as she sipped from her cup.  “It’s the first ficus I’ve ever owned.”

I touched the woody stems.  Several heart-shaped leaves fell to the floor.  “What’s wrong with it?”

Trudy sipped, and placed the cup in its saucer.  “It’s in shock.”

“Shock?”  I laughed for the first time since I’d last seen her.  Trudy could always resuscitate my life that drowned in fear.  “What’d you do to it?”

Trudy giggled.  “Move it.  I called the garden center and the horticulturist said a Ficus doesn’t do well when transferred to a new place.”  She swept dead leaves into a neat pile with her foot.  “It was beautiful in the store.  Anyway, she assured me if I’d be patient, and give it time to adjust, it would regain its health.”

I fingered it again.  More dead yellow leaves fell to the floor.  Compassion flowed for that whimpering tree.  Strange surroundings had harassed it, teased it, until it surrendered its life.  It prophesied what relocating to an unknown place, attempting an unknown life, could do to a person--to me.

“I’ll probably just throw it out.”

“No!” I cried, grasping her shoulder.  Trudy jerked in surprise and splashed coffee everywhere.  “I’m sorry, Trudy.”  Frantically, I wiped her off with hands driven by guilt.

“Vivian,” she said. “Vivian!”

I ogled her.  My lips quivered.  “I’m so scared, Trudy -- too scared to do anything, but scared not to.”  As if afraid I might break, she took me in her arms.  I broke down.  Tears soaked the back of her blouse.

It was two o’clock a.m. when I noticed the clock.

I nudged Trudy from her sleep on the couch. “I’ve got to get going.”

She yawned.  “Please stay.”  She rose and gathered our coffee cups.

“No.  I’ve got to clean up before Richard gets home in the morning.”

“Vivian?”

I had opened the backdoor.  “Yes?”

“I won’t throw the Ficus out.”

I smiled.

It had been three weeks since the beating.  There had been slaps, pushes, verbal abuses, but nothing more.  My bruises had faded to ugly yellowish spots.  Panic diminished to mere caution.  Of course, Richard spent the weekend hunting, and his four-day business trip granted a calm before the storm.

I fluffed the fresh flower arrangement that embellished our white-laced table, and lit several ivory tapers.  Steam from the prime-rib and mixed vegetables lifted savory smells into our dining room.  I listened.  Quiet.  Peace.  I wanted so badly to please him, to see his smile, feel a gentle embrace, and hear thoughtful words.  I twisted my wedding ring and paced.

Three hours late, he exploded through the front door, tie loosened, eyes narrowed.  His inebriated breath smothered the air.  

Soft music played in the background.  He sat at the table, mindless that candles had burned down to the holders.

“It’s cold.”

He seethed through gritted teeth.  I stared into those narrow slits filled with rage.  It was time.

*   *   *

Trudy’s smile fell as soon as she saw me.

“Oh, Vivian.”  Trudy helped me to her couch.  I had to limp.  My ankle throbbed from tumbling down the stairs.  Blood soaked strands stuck to my forehead.  My lips had already swollen, hindering any words I mumbled.  “Stay right here,” she instructed, “I’m going to get some medicine.”

My wounds had planted tears in Trudy’s eyes.  Regret feasted on my already crumbling heart.  I couldn’t rest, or sit still.  I needed to move; feel my spirit battle for survival.  Ignoring pangs that clamped every joint, I limped to the plants where viable leaves stretched out to me.  I yearned for a gentle touch, and wrapped my arms around my chest.  I looked into the corner.

Trudy had been faithful.  She hadn’t thrown the ficus out.  It still looked pitiful, but, as I approached it, new growth caught my attention.  I extended my hand, but quickly drew it back afraid of what my touch might do.  I didn’t want to hurt it in any way.  My hand shook as I skimmed across a new leaf.  Nothing happened.  I dared to grab it, and gently tug.  It held firm.  I paused, sighed, and tugged harder.  It didn’t budge.  

I limped to the breakfast counter, opened the drawer, and eyed leftover pamphlets my fear had not yet destroyed.  I eyed the ficus for courage, then chose a pamphlet, picked up the telephone, and dialed.

