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By Sarah Hackley 

Finding Happiness with Migraines: A Do-It-Yourself Guide

Preparing to Fly: Financial Freedom from Domestic Abuse

To my daughter, Jayde, for giving me courage

What Others Are Saying: 

“As a survivor of spousal abuse, I wish I’d had access to a book like this when I was suffering and fearing how I would ever be able to leave my abuser. Hackley offers victims not only hope that they can escape the cycle of abuse, but also a plan to achieve it. I commend Hackley for the thorough scope of her brush, the detailed research into preparation options available, and the myriad insightful tips she provides readers. This how-to guide will especially benefit those who feel desperate and despairing about their situation and give them the courage, confidence, and practical tools they’ll need to save themselves and their loved ones from a life of continued abuse. This book should be in every public library, doctor’s office, counseling center or clinic, and shelter where battered women and families can easily get their hands on it.” – Kimberly Jayne, author of “Take My Husband, Please” and “All the Innuendo, Half the Fact” 
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"Why doesn't she just leave?" 

That's the question on everyone's lips as soon as they're faced with domestic violence. Whether it’s seeing a neighbor’s dark sunglasses and bruises, or it’s hearing a co-worker talk about threats and intimidation, somehow, in some way, most onlookers assume the woman is at least partly to blame. After all, she’s still there.

If leaving were as simple as most people seem to think it is, there'd be no need for this book, but it isn’t easy, a fact those of us who have been in abusive situations know all too well. Leaving an abusive situation is, in fact, one of the most difficult – and dangerous – things a woman can do, and there are many, many things to consider: our safety, our children (and their safety and happiness), our health (and our sanity, which abusive partners are fantastic at making us doubt), our futures, our needs and desires, and our love (past or present) for this person who hurts us so much it leaves us stunned. 

Then, there's money. Do we have enough to leave? If not, how do we get it? How much is enough anyway? Where do we go? What happens when the money runs out? 

I can't help you with the all the aspects of leaving. I can't tell you whether leaving will make your partner leave you alone for good or whether leaving is in your or your child’s best interests (though I can point you to resources that can help; check the back of this book). I can’t tell you what you’ll feel like or what your future will look like, if and when you leave. What I can help you with is the money, and that, according to numerous studies, is one of the top reasons why women stay with and/or return to their abusive partners.

We stay and/or go back because we don't think we have enough money to leave. 

We stay and/or go back because we don't think we can get enough money to leave.

We stay and/or go back because we don't think we have a financial choice. 

But, we do. We have options. You have options, I promise, and this book will help you find them. 

​

I am neither an attorney nor a CPA. Though I do have many years of managerial accounting experience, I am not a financial advisor. As such, this book is not intended to be nor should it be taken as legal or financial advice. 

What I am, who I am, is a woman who has been in the same place you are now. It is likely my specific circumstances were different than yours, and this book will address some of those differences, but all in all, my life was, at one time, much as yours is now. 

While in my twenties, I became involved with an abusive man. Once fiercely independent, I quickly became scared and submissive, no longer in control of where I went, what I did, or even what I wore. Every word I uttered was a potential bombshell, every facial tic a cause for a fight. I was threatened with homelessness, coerced into sex, isolated, and controlled. Yet, despite the abuse, despite the feelings of helplessness, the dark fears that he was right and I was crazy, despite it all, I got out. And, you can, too. This book can help. 

Inside these pages, you'll find encouragement, support, obstacles you may need to consider, and tips on and real-world examples of how to plan and how to leave. As someone who has been where you are, I know you don’t have time to read 300 pages on financial planning and escape routes. Many of you are likely sneaking pages of this book in the bathroom or on your lunch break or standing in the corner of your neighborhood library. That doesn’t allow room for fluff. I also know no one’s circumstances are exactly the same. For these reasons, this book is designed to help you find the information relevant to you and your situation quickly, so you can begin implementing the parts that speak to you as soon as possible. 

The first section of this book, “The Plan,” should be read by everyone. Other parts, like the individual chapters of the "Special Circumstances" section, will be read by only some. (If, for example, you have already left your partner and are trying to figure out how to get or stay financially independent, flip to the chapters entitled, “Staying Free” and "You've Already Left.”) 

Important caveat: If your personal situation dictates that you leave as soon as possible (if, for example, your physical safety or the physical safety of your children is at stake), STOP reading this section immediately, and turn to the Special Circumstances section, "If You (or Your Children) Are in Immediate Danger."

Take from these pages what works for and applies to you. Leave the rest. (Additional resources can be found at the back of this book and online at www.preparingtofly.com.) 

Don't worry if you're not sure you're ready to leave yet. You don't have to be. Don't worry if you're not sure you even want to leave. You don't have to know right now. In fact, I don't expect you to know. 

You're not going to find a lecture inside these pages. There won't be any judgment. It's your life, and I don't presume to know what's best for you. This book isn't about giving advice. It’s about choice, and it’s about power: the choice to leave, the choice to stay, and the power, the right, to make that choice for yourself. 

Deciding to leave a live-in relationship, especially one as complicated and multifaceted as the one you're in, is not easy. Like any major decision, it requires consideration and planning. Most importantly, it takes trusting yourself and your intuitions and letting your heart and your mind guide you. 

Not knowing whether leaving is a realistic option financially can stymie that process. It's exceptionally difficult to let your mind and heart guide you to the decision that is best for you when you don't believe an entire set of options is a possibility. So, let's start there. 

Let's start with the planning, and work our way backward. Know that you can leave and how you can afford to do so, and then decide whether it's what you want. Remember: There are no right answers here; there is only your answer. 

If, once you know you can leave, you decide you’re not ready to do that yet, don’t worry. Change this big often requires more than just a desire for things to be different. It needs a catalyst. Something that propels you to action. Something that turns the why-I-stayed into the why-I-left. Again, this catalyst will be different for everyone, but you’ll know it when you see it. It’s unmistakable. 

Mine came on New Year’s Day after one of the most miserable years of my life. I woke up that morning on the floor, shivering in the cold, with tearstains on my shirt. Glancing at my partner – who was sleeping peacefully in bed – I realized that if we kept going the way we were going, one of us was going to be dead within the year. Either he was going to kill me, I was going to kill him, or I was going to kill myself. Suddenly, I knew there was no other way for our relationship to end, not unless I left as quickly as possible. 

I put my escape plan into action that day. 

Your catalyst likely will look different. It might center on something positive – a pregnancy test, a flutter in your belly, a career opportunity – or it might be based on fear or pain – a broken collarbone, strangulation, a missed chance. For some of you, that first catalyst will be all you’ll need to spur you to action. Others of you may continue to have doubts no matter how many catalysts you experience. Regardless, it is my hope that by reading this book, you’ll have the confidence and the power to act if and when you choose.
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Chapter Two: Is It Abuse?
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If you’re reading this book, you likely already know the answer to this question, but love blinds all of us to some degree and doubt makes us question even the things we thought we knew. So, if you’re like many women, you’re probably wondering – even now – if you’re “really” suffering abuse. Your partner has probably encouraged this doubt as well, telling you over and over again that you are either “too sensitive” or “crazy” any time you try and express yourself and how you feel. 

Let me tell you this: If you think your partner is abusive, you’re probably right. However, if – like 2008 me – you need outside confirmation that you haven’t made this all up or exaggerated your partner’s behaviors or brought this on yourself in some vague way, here’s a list of recognizable warning signs of abuse that you can use to verify your reality. 

An abusive partner will often:

Belittle or humiliate you

Criticize you

Objectify you

Have a bad, unpredictable temper

Act overly jealous and possessive

Destroy your belongings

Control your finances, social engagements, clothing choices, etc.

Threaten you and/or your children

Force you to have sex

Limit your access to friends, family, jobs/careers, and money

Withhold access to cars, credit cards, the telephone, and/or money

Deny access to basic necessities: food, clothing, medical treatment, medications, etc.

Apologize for his/her behaviors and say it won’t happen again

Blame you for the abuse

Escalate the behavior

Women experiencing abuse often:

Feel afraid of their partners

Avoid certain topics and/or activities for fear of angering their partners

Feel unable to please their partners

Believe they deserve to be treated badly and/or make excuses for their partners’ behaviors

Feel emotionally numb and/or helpless

Give in to their partners’ demands

Check in with their partners often, giving details and justifications for who they are with and what they are doing

Feel the need to hide the reality of their relationships from their friends

Have little access to money

Undergo personality and/or mood changes

Doubt their sanity 

This last item is important. If you’re feeling the need for outside confirmation about your experiences, this doubt – of your own sanity – is likely the reason. This is (outside of the fact that your partner is likely out-and-out questioning it) because abusive partners often exhibit abuse in a cyclical pattern. 

My ex, for example, once made us a leave a good friend’s concert, because (ostensibly) I was wearing open-toed shoes. This was toward the beginning of our relationship, and I hadn’t yet trained myself to stay quiet when he went into a rage. Instead, we argued, with him growing more and more agitated as the argument progressed. Eventually, he indicated that he was going to leave me there and wouldn’t open the door when/if I made it home. Confused and bewildered by his behavior, I gave in, and we left. 

I didn’t sleep well that night, wondering what I had gotten myself into. The next morning, however, he was sweet and loving. I can’t remember if he actually apologized, but he certainly indicated that he was sorry. I quickly forgave him, and we spent the next few days in a fun-fueled and love-filled haze, and I started to question what happened. Had I, perhaps, exaggerated his anger? Was I wrong about the threat to kick me out of the house? Maybe I had misheard him. Was it, maybe, actually inappropriate for me to wear those shoes in that venue? 

I never answered those questions. Instead, I decided, vaguely, that I must have been at least partially to blame, and I forgot about it. Until the next time, which was – as is often the case – slightly worse than the time before. 

That is the nature of abuse. The abuser does something verbally, physically, emotionally, or sexually abusive, and then either implicitly or explicitly apologizes (or blames the victim for it – but that often starts to occur later). The victim forgives and forgets, and the relationship turns “good” for a while, like it was in its earliest days. Then, another incident takes place, and the cycle repeats. 

The reappearance of the “good” days, weeks, or months throws the victim off and makes her think it was a onetime (or unusual) thing. Hope returns, and she stays. As the cycle repeats again and again, the abuse becomes both more frequent/severe and more unpredictable. Unable to pinpoint what is causing the problem (what sets the abuser off one time, won’t another), the victim begins to think one of two things, either 1) she is making the entire thing up, or 2) she is to blame. 

I’m willing to bet that if you’re reading this book, some part of you recognized your own relationship in the above scenario. If that’s the case, know this: You are not crazy. You have permission to stop writing off your reality as unreal. And, once you do that, once you’re ready to fully accept what’s happening to you, you can begin making changes. 

Important note: If you have read this chapter and are shaking your head, thinking, “No, no. That’s not my partner. This is not my relationship,” know this: You can still use this book. In fact, I highly recommend you continue reading.

Even if your relationship doesn’t rise to the level of abuse, you can still learn valuable lessons within these pages. Many of us stay in relationships, abusive or otherwise, out of financial concerns. We worry we can’t make it on our own, or that this is the best we can do. If your relationship isn’t abusive, but it feels wrong and you feel trapped, you still can use this book to free yourself. You can use it to make changes in your behaviors and thought patterns that will increase your independence and improve your life. Go ahead: Give yourself permission to create a better life. 
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