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Infroduction

This book is for women who have recently left an abusive
relationship. It is a guide to help you through your transition to a
new life, a life free of abuse, violence, and fear. This can be an
exciting time for you; yet, as you know, it is also a period of
readjustment, insecurity, anger, confusion, self-doubt, and, often,
scary reentry into a new world. These feelings may emerge
immediately after the relationship, or they may take months or
years to surface.

Most books, articles, and other media about domestic violence
focus on the abusive relationship itself: how to know if you are in
one, why women stay in violent relationships, why you should
leave, how to get out, and so on. Rarely is adequate consideration
given to what many see as one of the most critical times for a
survivor of an abusive relationship: the time after she leaves.

Not all abuse is caused by men in heterosexual relationships.
Unfortunately, many women abuse men and same-gender abuse
occurs in gay and lesbian relationships. However, abuse by men
against women is the most common form of relationship violence.
Consequently, this book is written for women who have been
abused by men. This in no way negates the horror of abuse in
other partnership configurations. Anyone who has suffered from
relationship abuse and domestic violence will find the majority of
this book relevant and helpful.

Those who have never experienced an abusive or violent
relationship often believe that once she finds her way out, a victim’s
difficulties are solved: Her life is good, she is safe, and her recovery
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will be swift. But survivors know leaving is not the end of the
nightmare. It is the beginning of a difficult, yet fulfilling and
rewarding journey toward healing and happiness. This book can
serve as your guide.

We have divided the book into three time frames that are
relevant to the healing process for survivors of abuse: Looking
Back (chapters 1 to 4), Now (chapters 5 to 11), and Looking
Forward (chapters 12 to 17).

As you look back on your unhealthy relationship, your first
step toward healing is acknowledging to yourself that you have,
indeed, survived an abusive relationship. You may have no doubt
whatever that you were in an abusive or violent relationship. On
the other hand, you may be hesitant to define your relationship in
those terms. Now that you are out, feelings may be surfacing telling
you your relationship was much worse than “just difficult.”
Chapter 1 assists you in reviewing the characteristics and behaviors
of abusive relationships. It will help clarify the nature of your
relationship and help you move forward.

The next step in your journey is ensuring your safety. As
survivors of violent relationships know, abusers can be just as
dangerous or pose an even greater threat after the relationship
ends. Chapter 2 offers some guidelines for maximizing your level
of personal safety. This is a crucial component in your process of
emotional healing.

If domestic violence is such an epidemic, why is more not being
done to end it? Only recently has this form of abuse received
widespread attention from the media. Chapter 3 examines many
of society’s expectations for men’s and women’s roles in life and
relationships that have generated an unfortunate tolerance for
relationship violence. Examining gender stereotypes may help you
understand how these abusive practices could have existed and
been overlooked for so long.

Chapter 4 addresses the “hidden horror” of sexual violence in
abusive relationships. Healing from your relationship is even more
difficult if it included sexual abuse. Many women may not
recognize or acknowledge they have been sexually abused by their
partners. Rape and other forms of sexual abuse are emotionally
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devastating experiences. If sexual abuse was part of the violence
you experienced, you may feel an extra layer of pain and distress.
You can get past this too, but some additional steps may be
necessary.

Your current challenges begin with chapter 5’s discussion of a
confusing and often painful obstacle in your healing process:
lingering feelings of love for your ex-partner. How is this possible?
He’s violent. He has abused you. Shouldn’t this knowledge destroy
any feelings of love or affection you may have once felt for him?
Human emotions are not always “clean” and logical. In reality,
many survivors of abusive and violent relationships continue to
feel love for their partner after leaving. Discovering why you have
these feelings and what they mean will empower you to move
beyond them.

You may also notice you are experiencing a sense of loss and
grief. These feelings are a normal part of losing any intimate
relationship, even one that was painful and destructive.
Relationships are complex, and, in some ways, violent ones are
even more complex than healthy ones. Chapter 6 focuses on how
the sense of loss you experience after an abusive relationship ends
can, ironically, feel as distressing as losing a healthy relationship.

Now that you are out and in relative safety, you will begin to
feel emotions that were not possible to feel when your main focus
was survival. It is very common for survivors to experience intense
anger, depression, and guilt after leaving an abusive relationship.
Again, these feelings can be very uncomfortable and may be more
difficult to work through than you expected. Nevertheless, they
are a normal part of this painful transition. They are part of
allowing yourself to feel again. Chapter 7 will guide you through
emotions that may feel too strong and will help you regain those
you have lost. Healthy emotional functioning is an important
turning point on your path to recovery.

So, how much healing is left to do? What are some indicators
that you still have work to do in your healing process? Chapter 8
will help you take a step back and consider some emotional and
behavioral signposts along your path to healing. How are you
feeling about yourself? How are you interacting with others? How
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are you functioning on a day-to-day and even hourly basis? What
activities are you becoming involved in? Being attentive to these
thoughts and actions can help reassure you that the healing process
has begun.

Do you feel as if you are never going to get through this?
Starting over after an abusive relationship is very difficult and
extremely stressful. You may feel as though you cannot clear your
mind long enough to focus on healing. You may be having
difficulty sleeping or relaxing because the thoughts run nonstop
through your mind. Chapter 9 offers suggestions for learning to
cope with your stress. This will, in turn, help you deal better with
life’s daily activities, gain an inner sense of peace, and relate
comfortably and effectively with those around you.

Sometimes other important people need to be considered at
this point in your life. Chapter 10 focuses on the children who
may have been part of your abusive relationship. Most likely, they
were victims too, either directly as the recipients of abuse, or
indirectly, as they observed the terrible events occurring in their
home. Now they need protection from the violent ex-partner. You
need to help them cope with what has happened. Dealing with
the effects of the abuse in your children’s lives can be complicated
and emotional.

After you leave a violent relationship, you hope your friends,
family, and coworkers can offer the support you so desperately
need. Unfortunately, this is not always the case. Many people are
so uncomfortable with the idea of relationship abuse that they
retreat from it and from you. Others may not accept or understand
what you have been through. Part of your healing process is
deciding which people to allow into your life. In addition, you
need to be prepared to deal with those who withdraw from you,
disappoint you, or are unable to offer the support you thought
you could count on. Chapter 11 explores the difficult process of
dealing with the reactions of others in your life.

Although healing your psychological and emotional wounds is
your chief concern, you may find many external, practical matters
feel equally pressing as you begin to look toward a happier future.
In the aftermath of an abusive relationship, many women must
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face difficult and often complex legal and financial challenges.
These may include child custody and visitation arrangements,
divorce proceedings, property and support disputes, and credit
hassles, to name a few. Chapter 12 discusses the practical
considerations you may be facing and offers guidance in finding
the professional assistance you may need. Handling these issues
effectively will help keep them from interfering with your healing.

What specific steps should you take toward emotional healing?
Chapter 13 focuses on three of the most incapacitating emotions
most domestic violence survivors face: anger, depression, and
anxiety. It is important for you to recognize these feelings, assess
the extent to which they may be affecting you, and take the
appropriate steps to address them. You may find that you are
perfectly capable of dealing with your intense emotions on your
own. However, many survivors whose emotions begin to interfere
with healing and moving on with their lives find that their healing
process benefits greatly from the guidance of a trained professional
counselor.

A major casualty of abuse is self-esteem. Many survivors judge
themselves unworthy of love and respect. Rebuilding self-esteem
begins with careful assessment of who you are now and who you
want to become. Chapter 14 will assist you in examining your
feelings and perceptions about yourself. As you begin to reestablish
a positive self-concept, you will realize you deserve much more
from a partner. You deserve to be treated with respect and
kindness. It’s not about finding a perfect, fairy-tale life. It is about
knowing what you can and should expect from an intimate
relationship and making sure that you get it.

For some survivors, one of the most confusing issues following
an abusive relationship is the temptation to return to her abuser.
He wants you to come back. He is saying all the right things about
how he has changed, how sorry he is, how it will never happen
again. He sounds so convincing! In fact, you may have left him in
the past, only to return to watch the tension build and the violence
begin again. Your friends and relatives are stunned, anxious, and
disbelieving when you mention you are thinking of going back to
him. You may be faced with making this crucial decision
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completely on your own. Chapter 15 examines the reasons you
may be tempted at times to return to him. It also helps remind
you of why you left. Making the right decision for you is a crucial
step in regaining control over your life.

One of the most complicated and painful situations in the
aftermath of an abusive relationship is that of a partner who is
still in your life. If you had children together, you may have
contacts with him, in person or indirectly through your children.
If you live in the same community, you may run into him now
and then in any number of circumstances. Chapter 16 will help
you anticipate these contacts, maintain your safety, and protect
you from further pain and abuse.

Can you ever love again? The answer is yes! However, a
destructive relationship usually leaves the survivor with the very
real fear of repeating the cycle. Healing from the abuse and moving
on involve recognizing and avoiding potentially unhealthy
relationships. Finding love again as a survivor of relationship abuse
or domestic violence is the theme of the final chapter.

You are not alone. Many other women have survived the
violence and regained their lives. Because abusive relationships
are so terribly common, many sources of help and information
are available to you as you travel along your difficult
postrelationship path. The section at the end of the book called
Resources offers books, Internet sites, and telephone hotlines to
assist you in finding the support you may want and need.

Your new life may seem frightening, confusing, and
overwhelming right now, but you are already well along the path
to healing. It is possible to believe in yourself, have a healthy,
intimate relationship, and be happy. Although the road may seem
long and your destination is not quite in sight yet, it exists. It is
just around the corner.

Caution: As you are reading this book, you may find an increase
in intensity of certain symptoms resulting from your experience
of abuse. Additionally, you may sense the appearance of new
uncomfortable symptoms. If, as you read these chapters, you feel
more depressed, anxious, or angry, or if you begin to question
your control over your emotions, you may need to consider
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obtaining professional counseling to help you take full advantage
of this book and begin to move forward in your life.

Note: The quotes at the beginning of each chapter represent
actual statements from survivors of relationship abuse and
domestic violence. However, the names have been changed and,
in some cases, paraphrasing has been used to ensure confidentiality
and protect the identities of the women concerned.

Meg Dugan
Roger Hock
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SELF-EXPLORATION

Healing in Progress (l)

Where will you be in 5 years?

A helpful way to assess your perception of the future is to
imagine in some detail where your life will be in § years. The
following exercise will help you consider your goals and your
belief in your ability to obtain them. Describe as much as you can
about your life 5 years from now in each of the following
categories.

Note: The time needed to heal varies from person to person.
Many of the exercises in this book suggest that you repeat them in
one month. However, you should feel free to extend that interval
to six weeks, two months, or even six months if it better fits your
personal pace of healing. It is also perfectly appropriate to repeat
the exercises more than once if you wish.

Job or career

Intimate relationship

Family life




Friendships

Physical Appearance

Other

Now that you have finished describing your perceived future,
spend some time reviewing it. How does it make you feel? Do you
feel happy and enthusiastic about the future you envision? If you
do, that’s great! You are on the right track. On the other hand, if
you feel discouraged by your view of where your life is going, you
need to work on starting over and healing from the abuse. This
exercise is printed again on the following page. After 1 month has
passed, try repeating the exercise. Comparing your answers will
allow you to see changes and progress in your views about
yourself and your life.
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SELF-EXPLORATION

Healing in Progress (I1): 1 month later

Where Will You Be in 5 Years?

Write down as much as you can for each of the following
aspects of your future life.
Job or career

Intimate relationship

Friendships

Family Life




Friendships

Physical appearance

Other

OK, now compare your descriptions here with your responses
on this exercise from a month ago. Are you more optimistic? More
positive? More hopeful? These are excellent signs that you are
healing and on the road to reclaiming the life you deserve.

On the other hand, do you seem to be even more discouraged
now? Are you seeing your future as less promising than it looked a
month ago? If so, it is a signal that you still have obstacles to
overcome. We believe this book can help you move your life
forward toward healing and happiness.

XXi
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Looking Back







Were You in
an Abusive Relationship?

['"Adheard alot ahout abusive relationships, but I didn't think it applied to

my situation. There were a lot of good times. | thought that meant the relationship
couldn't have been that bad.
MARY, AGE 20

[ mever %M%l it would happen to me. | come from a good family, no
abuse, and no neglect. My family and friends loved him. I figured the problem was
me.

SHARON, AGE 32

MYTh A healthy relationship is one in which you never argue.
MYTh A relationship is only abusive if it involves physical violence.
MYTh Physical abuse is always the worst form of abuse.

MYTh If a woman doesn't get out of an abusive relationship right away, there must
be something wrong with her.

I f a couple tells you they never disagree, never argue, never fight,
you have to assume one of two things: One, they aren’t being
completely truthful with you or, two, there is something seriously
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wrongwith their relationship. It is perfectly normal for two people
who are intimately involved to argue. In all relationships, at one
time or another, things have been said that are later regretted.
Everyone has unintentionally caused emotional pain to the person
they love. Because disagreements and occasional emotional pain are
normal parts of healthy relationships, how can you tell if what you
experienced was abuse?

Defining Abuse

There is no single definition of relationship abuse. Each intimate
relationship is unique, and each abusive intimate relationship is
unique too. However, as you look back on your relationship, you
will discover certain signs, clues, and characteristics that will
demonstrate clearly if it was unhealthy and abusive. Two of these
signs are common to virtually all cases of relationship abuse.

First, relationship abuse usually involves a pattern of abusive
events. Except in rare cases, a single incident usually does not
constitute abuse. Instead, there is typically a pattern of repeated,
destructive behaviors that escalate over time.

Second, abusive relationships involve the use of power and
control. The abuser’s goal is to ensure that he is in complete control
of you and of the relationship. His controlling tactics may be subtle
and not easily recognized. It may have seemed that his taking control
of your time, friends, and daily activities was a sign of caring and
of wanting only the best for you. As time went by, the control you
once had over your life disappeared. Gradually, using a wide range
of strategies, he was able to render you totally powerless and place
himself in complete control of the relationship.

While all abusive relationships share these two characteristics,
the specific behaviors used by abusers to achieve their goals vary
greatly. At the beginning of your relationship, you may not have
noticed the negative behaviors. Some of the behaviors may even
have seemed loving and caring. His jealousy may have felt extreme,
but he said it was due to how much he loved you. He constantly
seemed to be around and told you that he couldn’t stand to be
without you.
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As his behavior became more abusive, you may have grown a bit
concerned, but you probably just dismissed it as a single event that
would not be repeated. He apologized for his jealous outburst and
said it would never happen again. He laughed about following you
when you went out with your friends, saying he missed you so much
he just had to be with you. Again, he promised that it would not
happen again.

But slowly you began to realize that the abusive behavior was not
going away; it was getting worse. Still, even as it increased, you may
not have seen it as abusive. You may not have liked what he did to
you, you may have felt hurt and unhappy, but you felt it was a normal
part of a relationship, a problem that would be worked out somehow.

When you read about domestic violence and abuse in the media,
it was always the most severe incidents that were reported. You saw
the horrific stories of a woman who was murdered by her partner or
a woman whose partner’s violence sent her to the hospital weekly.
You said to yourself, “No one deserves that!” These extreme (yet all
too common) examples of abuse were easy for you to identify, but
the abuse in your own life, while no less real, may have taken forms
that were initially much less easy to see. In addition to the most
obvious physical abuse, you may have experienced verbal, emotional,
sexual, and spiritual abuse as well.

Physical Abuse

It seems hard to believe, but you may have experienced physical
violence that you didn’t label as abuse at the time. Not all physical
abuse entails broken bones, bleeding, or stitches. Most relationship
violence causes damage that others cannot see, so they don’t even
know it has occurred. Abusers become experts at it. Just think, if
your friends, family, and coworkers could see the signs of your abuse
on a daily or weekly basis, his (and your) secret would be out. Violent
partners usually abuse in “silent” ways.

Your partner may have hit you hard enough to leave bruises, but
he was careful to hit you only on parts of your body where others
would not see them. He may have grabbed you and twisted your
arm sufficiently to cause real pain, but he didn’t leave a noticeable

5
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mark. If he threw you against a wall or pushed you to the floor, no
one else would have known. Maybe he choked you so hard you were
gasping for breath, but he didn’t leave any marks that would allow
others to suspect what was really going on.

Below is a partial list of behaviors that are examples of physical
abuse:

Pushing Shoving

Hitting Grabbing

Choking Slapping

Punching Biting

Cutting Pinching
Destroying property Hitting with objects

Hurting or killing pets

Physically restraining (holding you down, pinning you
against a wall, preventing you from moving or leaving, etc.)
Physical intimidation (towering over you, blocking the exit,
waving his fist, etc.)

Rape and other sexual abuse (see chapter 4, “The Hidden
Horror: Sexual Abuse”)

Any of these behaviors would be considered physical abuse. While
these behaviors may be easy for you to spot, some other forms of
abuse are not so easy to see.

Verbal Abuse

Your partner may have abused you with words rather than, or in
addition to, physical violence. Attacks of verbal abuse may have
been directed at you or may have been in the form of negative
comments about you to others. Your partner may have belittled and
humiliated you in front of others or suggested to others that you
were being unfaithful to him, even though this was not true.
Verbal abuse can be extremely painful and damaging and its effects
long lasting. As with physical violence, verbal abuse can take many
different forms, but the result is to change your view of yourself.
Verbal abuse may have been designed to make you feel afraid and
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powerless. It may have focused on making you feel worthless and
somehow to blame for what your partner was doing to you. It may
also have been intended to convince you that you were small,
unworthy, unattractive, stupid, insensitive, and so forth, and that no
one but him would ever love you (see emotional abuse, below).
Here is a partial list of behaviors that are included in verbal abuse:

Yelling Threatening
Intimidating Ridiculing
Name-calling Criticizing

Accusing Insulting

Humiliating Blaming

Belittling Mocking

Using sarcasm Treating you with scorn
Putting you down Disparaging your ideas
Rejecting your opinions Trivializing your desires

Of course, physical and verbal abuse take a terrible emotional toll.
There is another category of abuse that focuses on your feelings and
emotions themselves. This is referred to as emotional abuse.

Emotional Abuse

If you are like many women who have survived an abusive relationship,
you may find that the physical and verbal abuse feels somehow less
damaging in the long run than the emotional abuse you endured.
Emotional abuse is so insidious and psychologically devastating that it
can take the longest time to heal. Bruises, cuts, or broken bones mend
faster than the wounds of emotional abuse.

There were probably many ways in which your partner was able to
take control of and manipulate your feelings and emotions. Did he make
you feel unworthy of love? He may have worked over time to convince
you that you were stupid, ugly, or fat. Through these tactics, he persuaded
you that no one would ever find someone like you attractive. By doing
this, he was working to guarantee that you would stay with him.

Did he make you feel that the abuse was really all your fault?
He probably tried to make you believe that there was something

7
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wrong with you because, otherwise, the abuse would stop. You
came to believe that if you were only more patient, better organized,
a better lover, or somehow different, the abuse would stop. But no
matter what you did, the abuse continued. You slowly began to
feel totally worthless and helpless.

After each incident of abuse, your partner probably tried to make
it seem as though you caused it. It may have gone something like,
“I’'m so sorry but if only you hadn’t...” He created a way to seem
repentant while telling you it was really all your fault.

Did he threaten you if you didn’t do exactly what he wanted?
Threats can be a devastating form of emotional abuse. Sometimes
an abuser’s threats are overt and clear: “If you’re late getting home,
Ill break your arm.” “If I see you talking to him again, I’ll have to
fix it so you’ll never talk again.” Other threats, though, can be
more veiled and subtle: “Sure, go ahead and go out tonight, but I
can’t be responsible for what happens to your cat while you’re
gone.”

Your abuser probably minimized the extent of the abuse in
numerous ways. After he assaulted you he may have told you that
it wasn’t all that bad. This had the effect of making you feel as
though you were exaggerating the incident. It also let you know
that if this wasn’t all that bad, much worse things were possible.

Here is a partial list of actions that constitute emotional abuse:

Entitlement (“I have a right to sex.” “I expect you to do
what I say.”)

Withholding (“I don’t need to tell you what 'm thinking
or feeling.” “Why would I want to make love with someone
like you?”)

Emotionally misrepresenting (“You’re not hurt—what a
joke.” “You’re just being too sensitive.”)

Not taking care of himself (Doing drugs, engaging in high-
risk behaviors such as driving recklessly, not seeking medical
care, not bathing.)

Withholding help (Financial, with chores, child care.)
Excessive jealousy

Threatening to injure or kill himself
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Threatening to hurt or kill you, your friends, relatives, or
pets

Controlling (Being in complete control of where you go,
who you see, what you do, making all the decisions.)

Spiritual Abuse

Your partner may have found ways to exert control over you using
something that is sacred to you: your spirituality, your personal
values, and your philosophical beliefs. Did he ever try to use religious
writings to convince you that his actions were OK? He may have
quoted passages from your religion’s sacred writings or your valued
philosophical texts and interpreted them to imply that you were
his property, that you were supposed to abide by his needs and
submit to his authority and power, that if you disobeyed, you should
be punished. No matter what spiritual convictions you hold
precious, he may have attempted to minimize them, thereby
minimizing you.

In addition to using your religious beliefs against you, your abuser
may have denigrated nonreligious principles that are sacred to you.
These beliefs are often an integral part of your upbringing and a
solid part of who you are. Your convictions about your relationship
to other people, to animals, or to the environment are a few of the
beliefs that may have been fodder for his abuse.

Here are some examples of spiritual abuse:

Trivializing your ideas, opinions, views, and desires
Discrediting your values as unimportant, silly, or unrealistic
Stating that his beliefs are the only “right” beliefs

Using sacred texts to justify the abuse

Using religion to justify his position as controller

Denying your religious beliefs

Preventing you from attending religious services or
participating in sacred ceremonies

Preventing you from observing holy days and rituals
Ridiculing your religion and religious beliefs

9
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Intimidating you with religion (“If you don’t do as I say,
you’ll go to hell.”)

Defiling or destroying books and other materials that
represent your philosophical value system

Denouncing or rejecting your cultural or ethnic heritage

A clear understanding of the many forms of relationship abuse and
the specific behaviors involved should be helpful in removing all doubt
that you were indeed in such a relationship. But beyond these
behaviors is the bigger picture of the relationship itself and the process
by which the abuse began, continued, and escalated over time.

The (ycle of Abuse

The process often referred to as the cycle of abuse (see figures on
pages 12-13) can make it difficult for a woman to recognize that
she is in an abusive relationship until the violence becomes extreme.
This is because no violent relationship is outwardly violent all the
time. Even if a relationship is violent on a frequent and ongoing
basis, there are still periods when there is no overt violence. The
violence and abuse typically follow a fairly predictable cycle.
Another important factor in the cycle is that the abuse increases
very gradually over time, making it difficult to recognize exactly
where the abuse began.

If you were the victim of abuse in childhood or in an earlier
relationship, the process of recognizing the abuse may have been a
bit different. If all you had known in relationships was abuse, then
you may have had difficulty recognizing that there was a problem.
If your self-esteem and expectations for relationships had been
damaged going into the abusive relationship, it may have taken a
very long time to realize that this was abuse, it was wrong, and you
deserved better.

The term cycle of abuse does not mean that once you are in it
there is no way out. The cycle describes how an abusive
relationship usually develops, unless something is done to
intervene. Remember the beginning of your relationship?
Everything probably seemed just great. He was loyal, devoted,



Were You in an Abusive Relationship?

and caring and seemed to have eyes only for you. It felt as if you
had nothing to worry about. It was like a dream come true! If
you had never been abused before, it may never have crossed your
mind that there was reason for concern. If you had previously
been abused, you may have begun to hope that this time it would
be better, even if you didn’t realize what constituted a healthy
relationship.

However, after a while, something happened, as it does in all
relationships, that created tension between you and your partner.
It may have been a simple difference of opinion, a disagreement
over a purchase or an activity, or just an argument about a
controversial subject. Whatever the issue, it didn’t seem like a big
deal, but it disrupted the harmony in your new relationship. You
expected that the problem would be resolved by talking about it,
by working it out between the two of you. However, that didn’t
happen and the tension persisted. The only way you were able to
regain the harmony was to give in to his position. You probably
felt unheard and discounted by him, but it was really no big deal
and if giving in ended the discord, it was worth it. So, after you
discovered how, at least on the surface, to make the problem go
away, the loving, harmonious atmosphere returned. The
“honeymoon” phase of the cycle was beginning again.

But it was only the beginning. After a while another event
occurred that once again created tension between you. This is
called the “tension building” phase of the cycle. The same thing
happened again, only this time there was an explosion: He yelled
at you, ridiculed you, threatened you, insulted you, or carried out
some other abusive acts. You were afraid and you did whatever
you had to do to calm things down. And then, again, for days,
weeks, and even months, things were good again and the
honeymoon returned.

As time passed, this cycle continued, and each time the explosion
was worse. The tension always ended in abuse. What began as
insults and threats became physical violence. But always after the
violence, the honeymoon began again. He was sorry; he apologized;
he promised it would never happen again; he asked forgiveness; he
was repentant; he bought you flowers and gifts. You felt the need

11
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to make things better and would do everything humanly possible
to make him happy. Things would settle down although you began
to feel that even in these good times you were always walking on
eggshells. Compared with the other phases of the cycle, this felt
like another honeymoon, and you hoped it would last.

The bealthy relationship

HONEYMOON
PROBLEM SOLVING TENSION BUILDING
The cycle of abuse
HONEYMOON
EXPLOSION TENSION BUILDING

(ABUSE, VIOLENCE)

An alternative way to think of the cycle is to visualize a roller coaster.
There were the highs when you felt on top of the world and lows
when you couldn’t see a way out. Each time you started that long free
fall toward the explosion, you never knew what frightening occurrences
would be next. After the explosion, the terrible ride would begin again.
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The roller coaster of abuse

TENSION BUILDING

HONEYMOON EXPLOSION, HONEYMOON BEGINS AGAIN

How Could | Have Been So Attached to Him?

People have probably asked you, “Why didn’t you just leave?” Those
who have never been in an abusive relationship often find it very
difficult to understand how hard it is to escape even after the decision
has been made to leave. Like many women, you may have asked
yourself how it was possible for you to have become so strongly
attached to your abuser despite the abuse you suffered. If this was
not your first serious relationship, you may feel that, paradoxically,
this attachment was somehow stronger and more difficult to break
than previous nonabusive relationships. How could this be?

Traumatic Bonding

Traumatic bonding is a theory that tries to explain why abusive
relationships are so powerful. Several factors have been identified
that must be present for such a bond to form. First, for traumatic
bonding to take place a relationship must contain an #mbalance of
power. Power has different meanings to different people, but generally
it means that one partner is much more in control of key aspects of
the relationship. If your partner made all or most of the decisions,
controlled the finances, set himself up as the only authority,
intimidated you through threats or violence, or made you feel

13



It's My Life Now

powerless in other ways, the power in your relationship was
completely lopsided.

The second factor in traumatic bonding is the sporadic nature
of the abusive behavior as was discussed earlier relative to the cycle
of abuse. In most abusive relationships, the bad times are
intermingled with the good times. The abuse is usually preceded
and followed by very loving, giving periods. This pattern of on-
again, off-again abuse and affection is the strongest form of
reinforcement.

The third factor in traumatic bonding involves a kind of denial.
You were in denial when you told yourself, “It isn’t really that
bad.” You devised excuses to make the situation seem somehow
better than it actually was. You may even have altered your attitudes
about the violence or found new ways of thinking that concealed
the truth from yourself.

Even beyond this, if the abuse was very severe, you may have found
ways of escaping the violence as it happened by imagining you were
outside of your body, looking down on the terrible scene that was
occurring. This psychological defense, called dissociation, can be a
powerful tool to create distance between yourself and the violence.
This is discussed further in chapter 8, “Signs of Unfinished Healing.”

All these forms of denial and distancing are forms of what
psychologists call cognitive dissonance. What was happening was
so bad and so far outside any of your expectations about the world
that it just did not fit into your sense of reality. So you relied on
these techniques to try to make it fit. In order to survive, you had
to change how you saw reality.

The last factor in traumatic bonding involves finding ways to
mask the abuse. You may not have admitted the abuse to anyone,
including yourself. Or, as often happens, you may have escaped
from it through alcohol or other drugs. Drinking or using other
drugs may have been a way of self-medicating. While you were
self-medicated, it was easier not to deal with what was being done
to you. It might have also been a way to deny that the problem was
abuse and blame abusive behavior on drug use.

These four elements—unequal power, intermittent abuse,
cognitive dissonance, and masking techniques—combine to create
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a traumatic bond with an abuser. Once this bond is established, it
becomes terribly difficult to break free of the relationship.

The Stockholm Syndrome

The Stockholm syndrome is a theory about how a person who is
being victimized can develop a bond with an aggressor. The theory
grew out of a case in Sweden in 1973 in which bank robbers had
held a woman hostage along with three others for 6 days. When
she was finally released, it was discovered that she had developed a
strong attachment to one of her captors.

The Stockholm syndrome also assumes four conditions exist that
are similar but not identical to traumatic bonding. One, the victim
is threatened with death or great physical harm and perceives the
perpetrator capable of acting on these threats. Two, the victim sees
no means of escape and, therefore, perceives that her life depends
on her captor. Three, the victim feels isolated and holds little hope
of outside intervention by family or friends. Four, the victimizer
offers kindness along with the violence and thus increases the
victim’s perception of complete helplessness and dependence on
him.

This syndrome has, in the decades since the original case, been
applied to many victim-victimizer situations. It applies painfully
well to abusive relationships where most, if not all, of these
conditions often exist. When the syndrome emerges in such
relationships, the victim clings to her abuser because he becomes
her only hope of survival. This bond, however unhealthy, can
sometimes be stronger than a bond that grows out of love in a
healthy relationship.

Conclusion

An understanding of the behaviors that constitute abuse, as well as
the cycle of abuse, traumatic bonding, and the Stockholm syndrome,
should make it clearer to you how you ended up in an abusive
relationship. It should also shed light on why it was so difficult to
leave and why you stayed as long as you did.
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SELE-EXPLORATION
Abusive Behaviors Inventory

If you are still wondering if your relationship was abusive, try
taking the following quiz. Beside each behavior that applied to
your partner, put a checkmark.

Check each of the following that happened on a recurring basis:

_ Yells __Puts you down

__Does all the daily __Shows up unexpectedly
planning __Doesn’t pay attention to

__Calls you names you

__Controls all the finances __ Doesn’t give any emotional

__ Ciriticizes support

_ Unfairly blames you __Always keeps track of

__Checks up on you where you are

Check each of the following that happened one or more times:

__Threatens __Slaps you
__Tells you who you can and __Follows you around
cannot see __Grabs you
_ Isolates you from your _ Kicks you
family __Restrains you
__Says he is always right __Chokes you
__Towers over you _ Pushes you
__Threatens you with __Forces sex
violence

If you find that you checked any of these behaviors, you may
have been in an abusive relationship. Not all relationships are
equally abusive but all are very painful and destructive in their
own way. Although some behaviors are clearly more abusive than
others, generally the more checks, the more abusive the
relationship.
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HLWA'{ [ he would kill me. He always did exactly what he said he
would do, so why should | doubt that he'll kill me?
DIANE, AGE 27

HLM/MMWOI’ threatened fo kill me so | thought | was safe.
CARMELA, AGE 62

Myth Once you are out of the relationship, you are out of danger.

Myth There is nothing you can do to increase your safety.

Myth If there was no physical violence while you were in your relationship, there
won't be any after it's over.

Note: Unfortunately, the risk of violence from a former abuser is all
too real. You should never underestimate what he might do. You
have the most insight to determine to what degree, if any, you are in
danger from your former partner. You know your abuser better than
anyone else. However, if you find that others (your therapist, crisis
center worker, family, or friends) are telling you that they are more
fearful for your safety than you are, be sure to take that into account.
It may be that you are not fully ready to acknowledge the true risk
that your former partner poses.
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If you, or others who understand your situation, feel that you are
still in danger, the following is provided to assist you in increasing
your safety. The guidelines contained in this chapter should not be
interpreted as providing complete safety from violence for every
woman in every situation. Unfortunately, there is no way to guarantee
your safety, but you should do whatever you feel is necessary to
ensure your security. Take the time to read this chapter and try to
judge how at risk you are. Remember, never underestimate your
abuser, and never let others minimize your perception of risk.

“Seventy-five percent of domestic assaults reported to law
enforcement agencies were inflicted after separation of the
couples” (U.S. Department of Justice).

“Nearly three-quarters of the battered women seeking
emergency medical services sustained injuries after leaving
the batterer” (National Coalition Against Domestic
Violence).

“Almost one-quarter of the women killed by their male
partners in one study in Philadelphia and Chicago were
separated or divorced from the men who killed them” (The
Domestic Violence Project, http://comnet.org/dvp/

index.html).

These statistics are very frightening. But as frightening as they are,
you know it was more dangerous to your physical and emotional
well-being to stay in that relationship rather than to leave it. As you
read this chapter and plan for your safety, you must keep reminding
yourself that you made the right and smart decision to leave. It took
a lot of courage and inner strength.

What Is Your Risk Level?

Now that you’re out, what risk is there? Sometimes, once a woman
is out of a bad relationship, the emotional relief she experiences is so
great that she feels there isn’t a need to be concerned about her
ongoing safety. In comparison to life with him, she feels safe. But as
you may well know, once you get out of an abusive relationship,
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concerns about safety do not always end; in fact, they may escalate.
You may still be connected in a variety of ways to your abuser through
your children or other family members, or simply because you still
live in the same community. However, even if you have broken all
these connections, you may still be at risk. For many abused women,
the most dangerous time is when they leave their partner.

If you experienced a great deal of violence in your relationship,
ongoing concern for your personal safety makes sense. However, if
your relationship involved controlling behaviors or verbal or
emotional abuse without physical violence, you may think that safety
is not an issue for you. Regrettably, for some women, the level of
abuse increases after the separation, even if there has been no physical
violence before.

Whether you recently left your abuser or have been out for some
time, there may be a continuing danger from your former partner.
Your abuser may not get on with his life as soon as you had hoped.
Often, abusers plan and carry out violence long after their partners
leave.

If you left your abuser against his wishes (which is usually the
case), he is probably very angry that he can no longer control you.
His abuse was always about control, and now he may be more
desperate than ever to regain that control. His rage may be beyond
what you have witnessed before because now he has no hold over
you. This is often when an abuser carries out the worst of his violence.

How can you tell how much risk your former partner poses? It
would be great if there were a perfectly reliable predictor of violence
after an abusive relationship has ended, but there isn’t. The best you
can do is look for clues that the possibility of violence directed at
you or your children still exists.

His Behavioral History

Perhaps the most obvious predictor of future violence is a history of
violence toward you. Greater and more frequent past violence often
predicts an increased likelihood of future violence.

Did he tell you that if you ever left him he would make sure you
were never with anyone else? Did your abuser threaten to kill you?
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Threats of violence and death are good indicators that you need to
be concerned about your safety. If he followed through on any of his
threats of violence in the past, then you have every reason to believe
he might follow through now that you have left him.

Another indicator of increased risk of being hurt or killed by your
former partner is his accessibility to weapons. Does he own a gun or
guns? Does he feel comfortable using a gun? Has he used the gun on
you before, in any way? Has he threatened you with a gun before?
All these factors increase the risks to you.

Was your abuser increasingly violent toward you? Over the months
or years that you were together, did his physical abuse intensify? Did
you have the feeling that it was going to continue to escalate if you
didn’t leave? If so, now that you have separated from him, his violence
may increase even faster.

Think back to references your abuser made about the prospect of
your leaving him. Were there veiled threats, such as “You know you
really wouldn’t want to do that,” said in that tone of voice you knew
meant violence? Did he directly or indirectly threaten to hurt anyone
else that you care about, including your children, family members,
or a potential future partner? Did he threaten to destroy your valued
belongings or kill your pets if you ever tried to leave? If so, you
would be wise to take those threats seriously.

His Psychological History

Something you will need to take into consideration is your ex-
partner’s psychological history. Is he very impulsive? Does he act
with little or no forethought? During your relationship, did he
frequently act on a thought or emotion without considering the
consequences? People who are impulsive can also be very
unpredictable. If his impulsiveness was part of the abuse, then the
possibility of future violence is increased.

Did he exhibit rapid or extreme mood changes that led to violence?
Was he likely to “fly off the handle” with very little provocation?
Was he calm one minute and furious the next? Or perhaps he would
seem OK one minute and then suddenly very depressed. Many people
have fluctuating moods that do not predict violence. The danger lies
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in your former partner’s sudden mood swings combined with his
violence. If his moods were unpredictable and frightening, there is
every reason to believe that this volatility will continue, increasing
your risk of future abuse.

Does he have a history of depression? Do you remember that he
went through periods of overwhelming sadness and feelings of
worthlessness? Obviously, depression is not a sign of violence. However,
depression, when combined with a history of controlling and abusive
behavior, can increase the risk of future violence. Someone who is
actively suicidal may feel that what happens to him doesn’t matter
because he is going to die soon anyway. If he feels that he has nothing
to lose by hurting or killing you, it will make it easier for him to come
after you (this will be discussed in more detail in the next section).

While it may be true that men who were abused as children or
who witnessed the abuse of their mothers may be more likely to
become abusers themselves, this should never be used as an excuse
for their behavior. Having endured such abuse may have affected
them psychologically, but the choice to act negatively on those
emotions was all theirs. Having survived abuse does not give them
the right to abuse others, although they will frequently use this as
an excuse. If he told you that he was abused and therefore abused
you, it’s important to remind yourself that he still chose to abuse
you rather than seeking help to change his behavior.

Another area of concern is your former partner’s history of alcohol
or other drug abuse. As you well know, when your partner was doing
alcohol or other drugs, his abuse may have been more frequent and
severe. It is important for you to remember that alcohol or other drug
use does not cause abuse. However, drug use can reduce the abuser’s
inhibitions against violence and give him a convenient excuse for his
violence. If your former partner abused drugs, your risk is greater.

His Mind-Set

What does your partner feel he has to lose if he hurts you now? The
less he feels he will lose, the greater the risk to you. If he feels that his
life and his freedom (from prison) are not worth risking on violence
toward you, then the danger might be slightly less.
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Whether or not he feels he will lose by hurting you is a very
complicated question. Most likely, there are many factors
influencing how he is weighing his potential losses. If he has
expressed to you that his life isn’t worth living without you, he
may feel he has nothing at all to lose by hurting you. If he feels that
he could not live with the “shame” (as he sees it) of your leaving,
he might let this overpower any risk to him.

Did your abuser treat you as property? Did he act as though he
owned you? Many abusers objectify their partners and turn them
into things that are theirs and theirs alone. They do not see their
partners as equal human beings. If your abuser saw you this way,
he may feel that what “rightfully” belongs to him is gone and he
has every right to do whatever is necessary to get you back or
destroy you so no one else can ever have you. He may even try to
damage you physically (such as by scarring or maiming you in
some way) so that (in his mind) no one else will want you. If you
were merely an object to him, the likelihood of violence toward
you now is increased.

What about when your abuser says that he has changed? Perhaps
he even tells you that he has been in counseling and is a completely
different man. Changing abusive behavior and thought patterns is
not easy. If you are considering letting your former abuser back into
your life to any degree, be sure to read chapter 15, “The Temptation
to Go Back.”

All these emotional, psychological, and behavioral patterns,
when combined with controlling and abusive behavior, indicate
that there’s an increased risk of violence against you now. The
exercise at the end of this chapter will help you assess your current
level of risk.

Reducing Your Risk of Violence

Now that you’ve looked at various factors that may indicate an
increased possibility of present or future violence, what can you do
to decrease your risk? The first thing you will need to do is assess
your present level of safety.
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Make an Escape Plan

If your abuser confronts you, it is imperative to know what you are
going to do before it happens. In an emergency, seconds count. If
your abuser shows up in the middle of the night and starts kicking in
your door, you need to have an escape plan in place. You will lose
precious seconds or minutes if you have to evaluate what is happening
before taking action. If you have made a mental plan of what you
would do in this situation, you will most likely react quickly and
instinctively to follow it.

What are you going to do if your abuser enters your home?
Think through how you can escape if he comes in by the front
door or back door or through a window. If you live in an apartment
building, be sure you know the various means of escape such as
the elevator, stairs, and all the outside exits. Try to get into the
habit of always leaving your “essentials” in a location that you
can access easily and quickly. These essentials include your car
keys, some money, a restraining order (if applicable—see the next
section), and any medications you take on a regular basis. Make
sure you know the fastest route to the local police station. If
possible, get a cellular phone for your car and keep it with you
whenever you are not near a phone. Be sure to learn how to dial
for help in case of an emergency.

Do not share your plan with anyone except others living with you
or those you know you can trust who understand your situation,
and who might be able to help you with your plan, such as your
therapist, a crisis center worker, or your local police. Think about
everywhere you go on a daily or weekly basis and have a plan ready
for how you would escape if your abuser appeared. This allows you
to be one step ahead of him.

(reate o Safsty Network

Include trusted others in your safety network. Make sure that
you have easy access to a phone in all parts of your home and
that you always have a list of important phone numbers right
next to it. These numbers should include the police, fire
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department, and neighbors or close friends whom you can count
on to help you and to whose homes you could go. You may want
to request an unlisted phone number and give it only to those
who understand your situation.

Try to enlist the help of at least two neighbors (you need to
have an alternative in case one of the neighbors is not at home).
Explain your situation to them, give them a complete description,
and show them a picture of your abuser. Create a signal or
password that indicates the need to call the police.

Tell the neighbors or landlord/landlady what you want them
to do if they see him enter your house. Make sure they know that
if they see or hear anything suspicious, they should call the police
immediately. Be sure they are aware of your escape plans.

Be sure to inform the local police of your situation. Try to make
an alliance with at least one officer. Having an internal advocate
can give your concerns an even higher priority. Give the police a
full description, a recent photo of your abuser, and any relevant
forms, such as copies of restraining orders. Let them know that if
you call them, they need to respond immediately. Keep the police
department updated. If they are aware of the seriousness of the
danger you face, they are more likely to respond quickly and
effectively. Also, let the police know of any threats, no matter
how veiled, that your former partner has made to you or any
family member, friend, or companion. No matter how minor such
a threat may seem to you, it could signal an increase in your risk
of violence from him.

At times such as this, you may need to consider obtaining a
temporary restraining order (TRO) against your former partner.
This is a legal order that makes it a crime for him to threaten and
harass you and your children. If he violates the order, he can be
arrested. The exact nature of and procedures for obtaining a TRO
vary by state. Your local police or crisis center can advise you
about the exact process. Chapter 12, “Practical Considerations,”
provides additional information about restraining orders.
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The Children

If you have children who are old enough to understand, include them
in your safety plan. Be sure they know what to do and where to go if
your former abuser gets into the house against your wishes. Teach
them to go to a safe place in the event there’s no one home. Plan for
this ahead of time with your neighbors. Ensure that once the children
are safely in another setting they know to call the police.

If your children are in day care or school or spend time with a
baby-sitter, make sure those adult caretakers know the situation. Be
very clear about to whom your children may be released. If possible,
leave photos of your abuser with them so they will know if there is
an immediate need to call the police. If your children are named in
the restraining order, give copies to their school, day care center, and
baby-sitters.

If you have pets, plan ahead for them as well. Have a leash or pet
carrier ready in the event you need to leave quickly. Be sure the place
you plan to go to will take your pets. If it will not, then find someone
else who will care for them temporarily.

Take Charge

To ensure your safety you must become very assertive.
Communicate clearly the boundaries you expect your ex-partner
to observe. Do not allow your former abuser to talk you into
something you don’t really want to do, such as letting him into
your house or meeting somewhere to talk. If he shows up at your
house uninvited, call the police. Studies have shown that if an
abuser is arrested, he is less likely to assault his partner in the
future.

If you ever feel in danger, call the police. Some women are
afraid to embarrass themselves by calling for help if it may not be
required. Other women convince themselves they are exaggerating
the danger and are overreacting. If you are not sure if the situation
is going to be dangerous, always be willing to err on the side of
caution. If you request help that turns out to be unnecessary, this
at the very least alerts others to the possible danger. If you hesitate
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to call when help is needed, you could be making a mistake with
dire consequences.

If you live in the same home you shared with your abuser, it is
important that he know the rules and limits. If you have a restraining
order, he has been told very clearly he cannot interact with you.
There is no such thing as a minor violation of a restraining order.
Any violation should be reported to the police immediately. If you
have reason to believe you are in danger from him and have not
obtained a restraining order, you may want to consider this option
(see chapter 12, “Practical Considerations”).

If you have moved to a new residence, you should not let your
abuser know where it is. Be very careful to whom you give the address
and phone number. If you are moving away and hoping he won’t
find you, carefully consider where he might logically look for you. If
you are going to the town of a family member or close friend, won’t
he be more likely to look there? Wherever you go, you may want to
get a post office box so your mail is not coming to your home.

Securing Your Home

It’s a good idea to install a security system if you can afford one.
They are available in a wide range of prices. Some include a “panic
button” that allows you to trigger the alarm from various locations
in the house. You should also make sure you have locks on all the
accessible windows and doors. Make sure you have good outside
lighting, and, if possible, install motion-sensitive lights. If you have
any doors that are not very sturdy, replace them with steel or solid
wood doors. Try to have some means of escape from all rooms in
your house. It’s a good idea to have locks on the inside of doors to
various rooms in the house, particularly in your bedroom.

Away from Home

Unfortunately, your home is not the only place where you may be at
risk. While it may be more likely your abuser will try to confront
you at home, you may also be vulnerable to attack or intimidation
at your place of work.
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Make safety plans for your workplace as you did for your home.
Inform security officers, receptionists, secretaries, and coworkers of
your situation and give them a description and photo of your abuser.
Plan how you could get out of your office quickly and be sure you
have money and any needed medication with you. Keep an extra
copy of the restraining order at work.

At work, make it clear to everyone they are not to give out any
personal information about you to anyone. Remember, he could enlist
the help of someone else to call and ask for your address or number.

If you have just left a violent relationship or if your ex-partner
has recently been making threats, ask that someone escort you to
and from your car. If there isn’t a screening process to prevent
unwanted visitors from entering your work area, talk with your
supervisor about the possibility of moving you to a more secure,
hidden workspace.

If you have any reason to believe your former partner may be
following you, be sure to take various, alternating routes home. If
possible, make sure you are never in an isolated area alone. Be alert.
If you ever have the sense you are being followed, drive to the nearest
police station. If this is not possible, then go to the nearest highly
populated area. Do not go home. If your abuser has followed you,
do something to get people’s attention such as blowing the horn
repeatedly. Lock your doors. Do not get out of your car. If your
financial situation allows, invest in a cell phone. The ability to make
an emergency call from the safety of your car can be a lifesaver.
(Note: Dialing 911 from a cell phone may not work in some areas.
Be sure you know exactly how to make emergency calls from your
cell phone.)

If you think your abuser might find out where you live and come
after you, another way to help protect yourself is to learn self-defense.
Many police departments, women’s centers, or colleges and
universities offer self-defense classes. These classes will help you learn
to defend yourself physically and emotionally. They can also help
protect you from anyone who might attack you, not just your abuser.
In addition, many survivors find that self-defense training helps them
to feel greater self-confidence and gain an increased sense of control
over their lives in general.
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If you feel you need a weapon for protection, be sure to think this
decision over very carefully. If you have children in your home, there
is always a risk they will accidentally get hurt or killed by the weapon.
You also must make sure you have thorough and in-depth training
on the use of that weapon. Consult your local police department to
see what they recommend in this regard.

Act Quickly

If, at any time, you believe there is an immediate risk from your
former partner, do not hesitate to get help. This may include leaving
your home and going to a safer place. Learn how to get into a local
women’s shelter. Explain your situation to the people at the shelter.
Plan all of this before you actually need to go. Keep driving directions
and necessary phone numbers in your car, at work, and in your
immediate possession.

If He Finds You

Plan ahead for what you would do if your abuser confronts you. Think
through all the possible scenarios, including home, work, and other
public locations. Remember, the number one priority is your safety
and that of your children. Think about what you can say or do to
decrease your risk of harm. If the worst happens and you find yourself
in a situation where your ex-partner is becoming violent and you cannot
escape, do everything possible to incur the least amount of injury. Say
whatever you need to say, do whatever you need to do to be safe. This
isn’t going “backward.” This doesn’t mean you’re weak. This doesn’t
mean that you are returning to your old ways. It’s simply finding a
way out of an immediate, dangerous situation.

If he attacks you, make noise. Yelling something like “Fire!” is
more likely to bring help than just screaming. If you are unable to
escape or get to an exit, make yourself as small as possible. Get into
a corner of a room or under some furniture. Try to cover your head
with your arms. Be sure your neighbors understand that they need
to call the police immediately if they hear any screams or other
unusual sounds.



Are You Out of Danger Now?

What All This Means to You Emotionally

Living your life constantly looking over your shoulder is physically
and emotionally exhausting. When a real threat surrounds you
every hour of every day, it tends to create unusual behaviors and
emotions. You may find that you have a heightened startle reflex.
When someone makes a loud noise or touches you innocently from
behind, you may jump a mile and your heart may start racing. If
you startle easily, especially when entering or exiting a room or
place, this is not a totally negative reaction. It means that you are
on your toes, alert to any possible danger. It’s a very normal,
biological, survival reaction. Your brain and body are working
overtime to protect you. As uncomfortable as it may feel, you
need to reassure yourself that it is OK to react this way for as
long as you are living with this threat.

It is completely normal for you to experience nightmares. The
nightmares may be about your abuser’s finding and attacking you.
The nightmares may be more vague: Something bad is happening
to you that you can’t control. These nightmares may disappear
over the coming months or they may hang on for years. Do
whatever you need to do to cope with the nightmares. If it helps
to sleep with a light on, do it. If you feel more comfortable having
friends sleep over, invite them. These are by no means signs of
weakness; they are perfectly normal reactions to having survived
a terrible ordeal.

Dealing with your safety is not easy. While you are taking all
of the practical steps, don’t forget to reward yourself for how far
you’ve come. You decided to leave and you did it.You hope the
day will come when you won’t have to worry about being safe.
For further discussion of how living under the constant reign of
control and violence may have impacted you emotionally, see
chapter 7, “When Feelings Overwhelm You.”

In addition, if you feel this ever-present threat is taking too
high an emotional toll, perhaps some professional counseling will
help you deal with your feelings in healthy and effective ways
(see chapter 13, “Beginning to Heal”).
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SELE-EXPLORATION
Assessing Your Risk

Below, you will find two copies of this exercise. On the first
copy, check off each of the following that applies to your abuser
and your current situation. A month from now, fill out the second
copy and compare the two lists to see how your risk level is
changing over time.

His Bebavior

__ History of attempts to kill you*

__ History of threats to kill you*

__ Owns a gun or other weapon and has used it on you in some
manner®

__Increasing violence in relationship that included serious physical
violence*

__Increasing violence in relationship that did not include serious
physical violence

__ Veiled threats (“You’re really attached to that cat, aren’t you?”)

__History of alcohol or other drug abuse

__History of threats to kill himself

His Psychological History

__Impulsive
__Frequent mood swings that include violence
__History of depression

His Mind-Set

__ Feels he has nothing to lose by hurting you
__Has said he can’t go on without you
__Treated you like he owned you

__ Felt justified in his abusive actions toward you

Otbher Factors
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__Recent separation

__He knows where you live

__ It is easy to break into your home
__ No motion-sensitive lighting

__ Coworkers are unaware of abuse
__Heis allowed to enter your home
__He knows where you work

__ No security system

__Neighbors are unaware of abuser
__Local police are unaware of abuser

* These factors by themselves indicate a high chance of violence in
the future.
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SELE-EXPLORATION
Assessing Your Risk: 1 month later

Now that it is 1 month later, repeat this exercise to see if your
level of safety has changed. Once again, check off each of the
following that applies to your abuser and your current situation.

His Bebavior

__History of attempts to kill you*

__History of threats to kill you*

__ Owns a gun or other weapon and has used it on you in some
manner®

__Increasing violence in relationship that included serious physical
violence*

__Increasing violence in relationship that did not include serious
physical violence

__ Veiled threats (“You’re really attached to that cat, aren’t you?”)

__History of alcohol or other drug abuse

__History of threats to kill himself

His Psychological History

__Impulsive
__Frequent mood swings that include violence
__History of depression

His Mind-Set

__ Feels he has nothing to lose by hurting you
__Has said he can’t go on without you
__Treated you like he owned you

__ Felt justified in his abusive actions toward you

Otbher Factors

__Recent separation
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__He knows where you live

__ It is easy to break into your home
__ No motion-sensitive lighting

__ Coworkers are unaware of abuse
__Heis allowed to enter your home
__He knows where you work

__ No security system

__Neighbors are unaware of abuser
__Local police are unaware of abuser

*These factors by themselves indicate a high chance of violence in
the future.

When you are finished, compare this list with the list you made
last month. If your level of safety has increased, that’s great. Even
though it may not be possible to create complete safety for
yourself, you can be content that you are making the changes
necessary to improve your level of safety.

If your level of safety has not improved or has decreased, be
sure to reread the tips given in this chapter for increasing your
level of safety. You may also want to talk with your local police
department and domestic violence crisis center to get their
recommendations for decreasing your risk.
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How Could This Have
Happened?

[ MMWI would be in an abusive relationship. | never thought

it would happen in my town, in my neighborhood, much less in my home.
JOAN, AGE 55

[ nemenden 4 in my high school who would hit his girlfriend. He
didn't even try to hide it. We all knew it was wrong, but nobody really did anything

about it.
MELA, AGE 19

Myth: Cultural stereotypes and beliefs have nothing to do with abuse.

Myth: Society’s expectations for acceptable behavior of men and women are
unrelated to their individual actions in relationships with each other.

How Society Facilitates Abuse

Culture plays a key role in creating an environment conducive to
abusive relationships. You may have grown up learning and
believing many stereotypes about men’s and women’s roles in
intimate relationships. If you are like most people, these
stereotypes exerted a strong influence on your expectations of
yourself and others. Consequently, when you entered intimate
relationships, you anticipated certain rules would apply. You may
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not agree with these preconceptions intellectually, but they provide
a predictable, often comforting structure for complex relationships
and, therefore, are difficult to dismiss. Unfortunately, these old
myths often interfere with efforts to form loving, respectful
partnerships.

The myths and stereotypes summarized here do not absolve
your abuser of any of his responsibility for his actions. He had no
right to do to you what he did. Also, this discussion of social
expectations is not intended in any way to place responsibility on
you for becoming involved or staying in the relationship. These
insights into cultural influences are designed to shed some helpful
light on why abusive and violent intimate relationships continue
to exist.

Society and the “Myths" of Men and Women

How often do you see men rewarded for being shy, passive, or quiet?
On the contrary, men receive the greatest rewards for behaviors that
are assertive and, often, aggressive. The message that men are the
ones in control is communicated at an early age.

You’ve heard the old expression “Boys will be boys.” What does
it mean to you? Usually it implies that boys are naturally more
aggressive than girls. If a boy hits another boy, he is commended for
“standing up for himself.” You probably grew up in a society that
not only accepts male aggressiveness, but endorses it. If a boy is not
forceful, he is considered a “sissy.” Boys who fail to stand up for
themselves are often ridiculed and maligned. They are told that they
will never amount to much if they can’t protect themselves.

Moreover, boys are given the clear message that their job is to
protect others who are “unable to protect themselves” (such as girls!).
How many times have you seen, on TV or in your own life, a young
boy expected to take care of his mother and sisters while his father is
away? (“You’re the man of the house now.”) This seemingly innocent
expectation sends a clear message. Although he is young, the boy is
made to believe that the burden of protector is in his hands. He
learns early to expect to be the one to assume control over others,
especially females.
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Equally influential cultural expectations exist for women. In
general, women are seen as the opposite of men, not equal to them.
Where men are seen as dominant, women are expected to be
submissive. Where men are active, women should be passive. Where
men are in control, women should be willing to obey.

“Men Are in Control, Women Obey"

Boys who grow up in households where the father is “king” learn
the notion of male entitlement very early. If all household possessions
are seen as belonging to the father, it sends the message that the man
is in control of “his” house.

In a similar vein, boys raised in homes where the father is the
primary disciplinarian learn that men are in charge of their own
actions as well as the behavior of others. Boys see that others in
the house need to do exactly what the “head of the household”
demands or they will be punished. The message to boys becomes
even stronger if the father has control over the mother too. Hearing
the father tell the mother, “How could you have bought that
without my permission?” or “I don’t want you to go out tonight.
I want you at home” models controlling behavior in unmistakable
ways.

While the myths about men require they be assertive, just the
opposite is true for women. There is an expectation that women
will be demure and not assume control. In school settings, boys are
praised for correct answers to questions and girls for neat
penmanship. Boys are given implied permission to engage in active,
independent activities away from the teacher, while girls are
rewarded for staying close to the adult in the room and engaging in
behaviors that are more dependent. Girls are expected to conform
to rules for “proper” behavior. “Sit like a lady” and “Don’t be
such a tomboy” are just two expressions reflecting the polarization
of expectations for boys and girls.

In families where the mother often defers to the father’s wishes
and demands, a clear message is sent that women are not in control.
“Just wait until your father gets home...” is a common phrase that
communicates to children that ultimate power lies with men. If your
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mother depended upon your father to dole out money, pay all the
bills, and make all the financial decisions, you received another clear
message about unequal power in relationships.

“Men Are Stronger Than Women”

Society expects men to be stronger than women. Projects involving
physical labor are usually seen as the province of men. Even with
children, chores are assigned according to the amount of physical
labor required. Mowing, raking, and stacking wood are seen as
boy’s jobs; vacuuming, sweeping, and folding laundry are reserved
for the girls. Girls are clearly physically capable of performing
many of the chores designated for boys, and vice versa, but the
culture determines to whom they are assigned.

Boys have traditionally been encouraged more than girls to
participate in sports. Society sends the message that it is more
“natural” for boys to be physical, competitive, and aggressive.
They are expected to feel more comfortable using their bodies in
powerful ways—ways that require strength and control to beat
their competitors. On the court, field, or ice, boys are typically
encouraged to be more aggressive than their female counterparts.
When a boy is not aggressive in sports, he is told he is being weak
and failing to perform up to standards.

“You throw like a girl!” “What are you, a bunch of girls?” These
are among the worst insults that can be leveled at boys. The
inference is that girls are weak and ineffective. These insults send
unmistakable messages to girls that they are not as strong as boys.

“Men Are Served, Women Serve Them'

While boys are rewarded for their assertiveness and sometimes
aggressiveness, girls, above all else, are reinforced for tending to the
needs of others.

One of the roles most strongly instilled in girls at an early age is
that of taking care of the people in their lives. Little girls are given
baby dolls to “mother” and are rewarded for exhibiting nurturing,
loving behaviors. The traditional female roles of cooking, cleaning,
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and doing dishes convey to little girls the clear message that they are
caretakers. However, this does not imply that they should be powerful
or in control. On the contrary, girls are often reinforced for sacrificing
their own needs and desires in favor of ministering to the requirements
of others. In addition, while girls are expected to intuit and even
anticipate the needs and feelings of those around them, boys tend to
be absolved of any responsibility for the emotions and needs of others.

“Men Don't Cry, Women Are Too Emotional”

Are boys encouraged to express sadness, fear, or anxiety? In
general, our society gives boys permission for one emotion: anger.
If a boy is hurt or upset, he may be comforted briefly, but then he
is told to stop crying and “be a man.” This message usually implies
he should hide his feelings. Boys and men are supposed to be solid,
unemotional rocks. Demonstrations of emotion are seen as “silly.”
Anger is seen as a sign of strength. Males are considered to be
standing up for their rights if they react to a frustrating or
undesirable event with anger. Outrage is often the only reaction
to an injustice that is allowed from boys.

Boys are not only expected to avoid expressing emotions, but
also supposed to avoid talking about them. Sometimes when a
boy has experienced a sad or painful event, he will be unable to
identify the emotion he is feeling. If and when he experiences
sorrow, remorse, or other “unacceptable” emotions, he senses he
should hide them. Consequently, he is left with no outlet for his
feelings.

Throughout their lives, girls and women are given a confusing
mixed message about emotional expression. On the one hand the
culture expects them to be more emotional than men, but on the
other it condemns them for being overly emotional. Women are
often portrayed as purely emotional creatures who are so controlled
by feelings that we can’t trust their judgments. At the same time,
childlike, silly expressions of emotion are often seen as attractive
female characteristics. It is next to impossible for anyone to assume
roles of power and control when seen as childlike and silly.
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“Men Are Sexual Initiators, Women Passively ‘Receive’ Them”

Finally, what does society teach about the sexual roles of women
and men? Sexual behavior is often a reflection of larger cultural
beliefs. The message to boys about sex is that they are supposed
to be in control, make “the first move,” and take an active, never
passive, role. Boys are also taught that their sexual needs are more
urgent and important than those of girls.

Language is the mirror of a culture. Examining words and
popular slang can often expose society’s basic attitudes and beliefs.
The words used to express sexuality offer insights into men and
women and sex. Consider some common English slang for male
and female sexual anatomy. Words such as “tool,” “manhood,”
and “sword” to refer to the penis suggest power, strength, and
even dangerous weapons. However, slang used for female anatomy
creates a very different picture. Slang terminology for the vulva
often includes terms that suggest something passive, a nonactive
receptacle. “Hole,” “tunnel,” and “honey pot” are some common
examples. More disturbing are colloquialisms describing female
sexual anatomy as victimized by the male “weapon.” “Gash,”
“slit,” and “ax wound” are such terms.

The language offers further clues to cultural attitudes about
sexual roles in its slang and vulgar terms for sexual intercourse.
Words such as “screwing,” “banging,” and “nailing” (as in “he
nailed her”) suggest that intercourse is not a mutual, loving event
but an act involving various degrees of aggression that the man
perpetrates on the woman. This linguistic legacy demonstrates
how culture expects different behaviors and attitudes from men
than from women.

From an early age, girls are taught that it is the boy who
should initiate romantic or intimate contact. The cultural
expectation is that the boy should always call the girl, ask the
girl out, or ask the girl to dance. Relationships are in the hands
of boys. Girls are expected to be patient and wait. In addition,
cultural tradition places a high value on virginity in women. But
there is an implication that her virginity is, in many ways, under
the control of men. After a woman has intercourse for the first
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time, it is said that her virginity is “lost” and the man “took” it
from her. The inference is that she has no power to control her
own sexuality.

Cultural Expectations and Abusive Relationships

How does all of this relate to your experience of an abusive
relationship? As we stated earlier in this chapter, these cultural
stereotypes and myths in no way excuse the behavior of your
expartner. These deeply ingrained social expectations do, however,
shed light on why abuse is so prevalent. They may also help to explain
why it may have been so difficult for you to immediately recognize
that your relationship was abusive. They also help explain why others
in your life may have had such difficulty understanding and accepting
your being abused. Examining society’s messages to boys and girls
may help empower you to reject these falsehoods in your personal
life and in the society around you.



SELF-EXPLORATION

What You Heard Growing Up

Try to remember some of the myths you learned as you were
growing up about men and women and their relationships. For
each category below list all the male and female stereotypes you
recall. This will help you to think about which of these myths may
have influenced you and those around you.

Men are “assertive”

‘Women are “passive”

Men are “not emotional”

Women are “overly emotional”
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Men are “in control”

Women are “caretakers”

Men are “sexual initiators”

Women are “passive sexual receivers”




The Hidden Horror: Sexual Abuse

MA/{WM about the black eye and the bruises. They knew how
overly jealous he got. I just could never bring myself to tell them that he raped me.
ANDREA, AGE 25

[ was 10 enbarnassed aboutthe rape. | somehow felt it was my fault.

I should have been able to stop it.
BARBARA, AGE 56

MyTh: If you are in an intimate relationship, it can’t be rape.
MyTh: It was sexual assault only if you kicked and screamed.
MyTh: If it was your partner, it wasn't as bad as if it was a stranger.

I f you were in a controlling and abusive relationship, chances are
you were also subjected to some form of sexual abuse. Many women
who are in such relationships have a difficult time believing that
they were sexually assaulted. Unfortunately, women are often raised
to believe that an intimate relationship obligates them to consent to
sex whenever their partner wants it.

It’s important for you to understand that sexual assault is not
about sex but, like all violence in an abusive relationship, it is about
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power and control. The sexual abuse did not happen because of his
sexual desires or drives. It happened because it was one more way he
could control you. He felt that he had the right to do with you
whatever he wanted. He also believed that you had no rights at all,
not to your feelings and not to your own body.

Were You Sexvally Assaulted?

Rape is the forced or coerced penetration of any bodily opening using
the genitals or other object manipulated by another person. Whether
the penetration was vaginal, anal, or oral, it was still rape. You may
have been forced into the act by violence, threats of violence,
intimidation, or coercion.

If you were forced by your partner to have intercourse, you were
raped. If you said “no” or otherwise clearly indicated you did not
want to have sex and he proceeded anyway, you were raped. Just
because you may not have screamed or yelled doesn’t diminish the
seriousness of what happened to you. Just because it was your partner
or your husband doesn’t mean that it wasn’t sexual assault. No matter
what your ex-partner may have said, you should never have to submit
to unwanted sex with anyone. These acts were one more way your
partner could make you do exactly what he wanted. Again, rape
was a tool for his power and control.

In addition to rape, there are various forms of sexual abuse you
may have experienced. If your partner touched any private part of
your body—your genitals, breasts, or buttocks—against your will,
that was sexual assault. Forcing you to dress or act in sexually
provocative ways was a form of sexual abuse. If he forced you to be
sexual with others, that, too, was sexual abuse.

All forms of sexual abuse are degrading and emotionally devastating.
Because of numerous myths that exist about sexual assault, some
women may not define what happened to them as abuse.

Sexval Abuse Myths

There are many myths about rape. One common belief is that men
who rape have unusually strong sexual needs or drives. The truth is
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that sexual drive or desire does not cause rape and other sexual abuse.
Rapists have not been found to have higher sex drives than nonrapists.
It is also untrue that men always have a higher sex drive than women
and, therefore, sex must be agreed to even if the woman does not
desire it. If it was the case that your partner wanted sex more often
than you did, this does not mean that his desires should have been
given a higher priority than yours.

Another myth says that if a man becomes sexually aroused and
does not have an orgasm, he will experience terrible pain or even be
in medical danger (commonly known as the “blue balls” myth). This
is simply not true. If a man becomes aroused and then does not have
an orgasm, the blood that has flowed into his penis and created his
erection will flow back out as he becomes unaroused. This process
may be a bit uncomfortable (as it may be for women in the same
situation), but it is never unbearably painful or medically dangerous;
nothing turns blue or falls off.

A further myth about rape is that stranger rape is much more
devastating than rape by someone you know. Not only is this not
true, but it is often just the opposite. When you are raped by someone
you know and who claims to love you, the trauma, fear, and horror
are just as overwhelming as when someone is raped by a stranger.
The shock may be even more profound because you never thought
this person you chose to be with could be capable of such an act.
The later effects are also sometimes more profound than in cases of
stranger rape. Not only did you have to deal with the terror of what
was done to you, but you also had to come to terms with the
knowledge that someone you trusted, and once thought you loved,
did this to you. If a stranger had assaulted you, it would be easier to
say to yourself that he was a maniac, a perverted deviant, rather
than someone you once loved.

How It Happened

Your former abuser may have tried to convince you that it was your
duty to satisfy his sexual needs. He may have used religious beliefs
(his or yours) to support this idea. You may have believed, and perhaps
still do believe, that he had a right to force or coerce sex. Even if you
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do believe that, it does not reduce the pain and aftereffects of having
sexual relations that you didn’t want to have.

Did your abuser use sex as a way to make up immediately
following an abusive incident? He may have said that it was the only
way you could prove how much you loved each other. He also may
have insisted that sex at that time would prove that everything was
OK after the violence. You knew that if you refused, the abuse would
start all over again.

The months or years of emotional and verbal abuse were setting
the stage for the sexual abuse. Your abuser may have known that if
he “wore you down” long enough, you would be more vulnerable to
the sexual abuse. It’s more difficult for all of us to emotionally and
physically fight back when we don’t feel good about ourselves, are
depressed, scared, and isolated.

Another way your abuser may have forced you into sex was to
threaten you with even greater physical violence if you didn’t do
exactly what he wanted. He always followed through on his threats
before, so you had every reason to believe that he would follow
through this time. Refusing his sexual demands was not worth the
risk of increased physical violence.

He may have threatened to leave you or make life miserable for
you if you didn’t comply sexually. Enduring the sexual abuse may
have been the only way you could escape even worse situations. If
this was the case, remember: You shouldn’t feel guilty. You did
what you had to do to survive as best you could. You are not
responsible for the sexual abuse. He alone is responsible for that.

If your partner grabbed or touched any private part of your
body against your will, this probably made you feel demeaned
and afraid. He may have engaged in his unacceptable touching in
order to demonstrate his ownership of your body. When you aren’t
able to control what happens to your body, you are rendered
powerless. This is exactly how your abuser was trying to make
you feel.

You may have suffered the trauma of being forced into sexual
acts against your will with people other than him. Not only were
you unable to control what was done to your body, you were unable
to control who did it. If this happened to you, it may have been even
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more humiliating and frightening and the fear of what else they might
do to you was terrifying. You may have been constantly terrified of
the possibility of getting pregnant or contracting HIV or other
sexually transmitted diseases.

Your former partner may have forced you to have sex with others
for money. He may have profited from your abasement and fear. If
you were forced to do this, it is important to realize that in many
ways you were being kept as a slave. You felt you had no way to
escape these horrors. Again, you endured these humiliations to
survive.

All of these forms of sexual assault make you feel embarrassed
and ashamed even though you did nothing wrong. Your abuser made
you do things you otherwise would never have done. They in no
way reflect your true desires or who you really are.

The Effects of Sexval Assault

Even though the person who sexually assaulted you was your partner,
you may have feared he might kill you. Even if there was no other
violence before this, you still may have feared for your life. Sexual
assault was so unthinkable, you probably couldn’t imagine what he
might do to you next.

If you had already experienced physical violence from your abuser,
the fear of violence at the time of the sexual assault may have been
greatly heightened. And after the sexual violence you probably felt
that the threat of all kinds of violence from your partner was much
greater.

Shock

If you are like many women, you may have gone through a state of
shock after the sexual assault. Even if you had endured other forms
of abuse from your former partner, the sexual assault may have
seemed like something that would never happen. Many women
say that during the actual sexual abuse episode and for days, weeks,
or months after, they felt as though in a dream—a nightmare from
which they couldn’t awaken. What happened was so out of context
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with everything they believed about life and relationships, it didn’t
fit into reality.

You probably suffered from nightmares. The nightmares may
have been reenactments of the assault, or maybe they depicted other
terrifying occurrences that you were unable to escape. Your
nightmares may have been exaggerated by your having to sleep in
the same bed with the person who did this to you.

Self-Esteem

You may have had other reactions in the days following the
abuse, such as feeling dirty and ashamed. You may have taken
numerous showers or baths and still not felt clean. If you felt
comfortable with your body before the assault, that may have
changed. You may have begun to feel ashamed of your body
and wanted to hide any hint of sexuality by wearing baggy
clothes, neglecting your personal hygiene, and even changing
your eating patterns.

It is possible that during one or more of the sexual assaults,
your body responded to the physical stimulation. If you found
that your body responded to the physical stimulation (your
vagina became lubricated or you had an orgasm), this is not an
indication that you “wanted” to be assaulted. It doesn’t mean the
assault wasn’t so terrible. All that it means is that your body
responded reflexively to direct physical stimulation.

If you felt there was no way out of the relationship, as most
victims do, then you may have stayed with your partner for some
time after the sexual abuse began. As with all the forms of abuse,
the sexual abuse probably came and went. At times, your partner
may have seemed very caring, understanding, and sensual rather
than intimidating and frightening. If you resumed sexual
relations with him, this is one more piece of evidence that points
to how complicated and perplexing these relationships can be. It
does not mean you are a bad person or that having sex with him
voluntarily was wrong.
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Trust

If your partner sexually assaulted you, you know firsthand the
confusion and the complex mix of emotions you experienced. If
your trust in your partner had not already been completely
destroyed, it certainly was now. If you stayed in the relationship,
you probably began to question what else he might do to you. If
he could do something this hateful, were there no limits to his
abuse?

Perhaps you started to question your ability to judge who is
trustworthy and who is not. After all, you originally trusted this
man and believed that he would never hurt you. In reality, you
had no way of knowing that he was capable of doing such a thing,
yet you may have spent a great deal of time beating yourself up
for not seeing this coming. Just as with the other forms of abuse
you endured from him, a sexual assault was totally unimaginable
before it happened.

Sexval Feelings

The sexual abuse you endured may have ended any sexual desire
you had for your abuser. After the first episode, you may have wanted
never to be sexual with him again. This is a very normal reaction to
such a horrible event. From then on, all sexual contact with him may
have felt like another sexual assault.

As with the other forms of abuse, he may have convinced you
that he was sorry and that it would never happen again. You wanted
to believe him, and although the assault did great damage, you
may not have blamed your partner at first. You tried to get past it
and may even have returned to a consensual and desirous sexual
life with him.

If during any part of the sexual abuse your body became
sexually aroused, he may have tried to convince you that,
therefore, you really wanted and liked it. You know that nothing
could be further from the truth. Remember, physical responses to
direct stimulation are sometimes possible regardless of your
emotional and psychological reactions. Regardless of any arousal
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you may have experienced during the abuse, you did not like it or
want it. No one does.

Anxigty and Vigilance

After you were assaulted, you may have found your overall level of
anxiety greatly increased. Everyday events unrelated to the attack
created unrealistic worry and concern. You may have felt increased
anxiety in your body as well. You may have developed headaches,
backaches, or stomachaches. Your neck may have felt frequently
stiff and painful.

Did you find that you became more “jumpy” following the sexual
assault? If you had already suffered physical abuse, you may have
experienced this after those attacks as well. If there was a sudden
loud noise, you may have felt you jumped a mile. If someone
unexpectedly touched you from behind, you were extremely startled.
You flinched, your heart raced, and you broke into a cold sweat.
You may have felt as though you were always on alert, ready for
something bad to happen. This reaction, known as hypervigilance,
may have lasted for weeks, months, or years.

You may have experienced a psychological condition called
intrusive recall. Intrusive recall means that suddenly, without warning,
your mind became immersed in thoughts of the assault. This recall
would, at times, happen out of the blue. It may have felt like a horrible
daydream or it may have seemed more like a flashback. It was almost
as if the assault were happening all over again. You may have reacted
verbally or physically to such a flashback by yelling, crying, or curling
up into a fetal position. Both of these reactions to trauma,
hypervigilance, and intrusive recall are discussed further in chapter
8, “Signs of Unfinished Healing.”

Depression

Perhaps the most common reaction to being sexually assaulted is
depression. You probably got to the point where you felt an
overwhelming sense of sadness and loss. He took something
precious away from you: control over your body, your feelings,
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and your life. In a matter of minutes or hours, he took a huge
part of you that will take a long time to regain. This depression
was caused not only by the realization of all you lost but also by
the knowledge that someone you had trusted and loved had
violated you. If you were already depressed, this assault may have
made it much worse.

While you were depressed your eating and sleeping patterns
may have changed. Suddenly, you may have had difficulty falling
or staying asleep. In every waking moment, you were so
emotionally distraught by the sexual assault that it wasn’t possible
to sleep. On the other hand, you may have slept all the time,
trying to escape any thought or memory of what had happened to
you. Your depression may have caused similar changes in your
eating patterns. Eating concerns will be discussed more in the
Self-Destructive Behaviors section below.

Your depression may have been accompanied by fatigue.
Everyday activities may have seemed overwhelming. Simple tasks
like brushing your teeth or making a meal may have seemed
insurmountable. You may have found yourself losing interest in
activities you used to enjoy such as working out, listening to music,
reading, or crafts.

As discussed earlier, your self-esteem may have been influenced
by this sexual attack as much as or more than by the other types
of abuse you may have suffered. If you felt OK about yourself
prior to the sexual abuse, you may have found you hated yourself
afterward. This loss of self-esteem probably stemmed not only
from the depression but also from self-blame and anger. If your
belief in yourself was shaky to begin with, the assault may have
destroyed it completely.

One of your partner’s goals was to 