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INTRODUCTION

In many ways, I still grieve my marriage, an entire decade after ending it. I still think about the what-ifs. What if I’d gone to therapy with him just a few more times? What if we’d chosen to have a prolonged separation period, followed by a restorative process that culminated in us renewing our vows? What if I’m wrong about how bad it was, now that I’ve seen more severe cases of physical abuse happen to others?

What if I had just stayed?

I have traveled around the country talking to people about the complexities of domestic violence. How sometimes there are red flags; sometimes there are none. How a person who is abusive carefully peels away the layers of confidence you have in your ability to make decisions, causing you to question reality. Is this real? Are they right? Are my feelings irrational? Am I being dramatic? How victims are so often dismissed by the public, accused of trying to ruin a person’s life, or confronted with questions like “How do we know you’re telling the truth?”

But I realized that even as I write these words in December 2020, exactly ten years removed from the marriage I left, I am gripped by how confusing it is to survive abuse. How every day in the relationship is a game of wits; who will outsmart who in the race to win control. I look in the mirror at my skin, knowing that as a Black woman, the severity of my experience will always be questioned, if taken seriously at all. And if I am believed, my strength might be hailed as valuable and I may even be called heroic, all while my vulnerability and pain go overlooked.

So, the words that follow in this book will be deliberately vulnerable. I don’t want you to see me as strong, even though that is true and something I value. I want you to see me as sensitive and delicate, capable of being harmed, in need of care and attention. I want you to see me as someone who survived, not because of any superhuman abilities, but because of intentionality, timing, will, and good luck. And I want these things because I want you to see survivors this way—as people who have, over time, had their agency removed by someone they love, and who have had to make difficult choices, some you agree with and many you might not, in an effort to reclaim power and reinvent themselves in order to live a full life.

This is not a traditional, triumphant love story as there is no new love at the end of this book. There is only me; I am my triumphant love story. So then, this book, what you will read, is my journey from choosing outwardly to choosing inwardly. Licking my finger, raising it in the air like a weathervane, determining the path of my own emotional winds and moving in the direction of peace. And I hope my journey propels you into a deep, abiding love for yourself. A love that exists even when life is bitter. A love that brings sweetness. A love that invites freedom. And a love that you, in all your power and autonomy, choose for yourself.

I hope that you are your happy ending.
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Part I
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Chapter 1

STUCK

“Our first responsibility in the midst of violence is to prevent it from destroying us.”
 —Henri Nouwen


The thing about abuse is that it creeps up on you. It’s not a horror film where the villain sneaks up behind you in the night. It’s more like a psychological thriller where the quiet, ever-present stock character is ultimately revealed as the orchestrator of chaos. You didn’t see them coming.

It can be gradual, in the way that learning is. You start out with a bit of knowledge and, over time, discover more. You notice a few odd behaviors and, over time, they multiply. But by the time they multiply, it’s too late.

You meet someone, and they take your breath away. Love is beautiful, life is looking super up. You have someone who sees you and wants to make you happy. And you want to be happy. You’ve been through some things in dating, and you’re ready for whatever the New Moon brings you in love. And it has brought you this person—loving, beautiful, and very, very into you.

So into you that they want to be around all of the time. So into you that they always seem to pop up when you’re spending time alone or with loved ones. Speaking of loved ones, they don’t want you spending too much time with them because you should be focused on what the two of you are building. So into you that they really want to see your phone . . . and have your password. You know, just in case. So into you that they’ve begun to tell you who is bad for you, as in, who is out to “get you” (whatever that means). And it just so happens that everyone who is bad for you are the people that you love.

So into you that, in order to protect you from the bad people in your life, they start answering your phone and replying to your DMs. So into you that they accidentally pushed you during an argument. Accidentally, of course. Because they said it was an accident, and it’s never happened before, so it was definitely an accident. So into you that . . . it happens again. Only this time the push is followed up with targeted insults about your hairstyle and the way you dress.

But they are sorry, so sorry, and so certain that it will never happen again, again. So sorry that they got you that Thing You Mentioned a few weeks ago because, look, they love you so much that they remember everything you say. You’d forgotten about that Thing You Mentioned, but they didn’t, because they love you and are so sorry. Then a few months go by, and they were right, it hasn’t happened again! And you’re in love now. And it’s beautiful now. So beautiful that they want to move in together. You think it’s too soon, but why not? Life is about taking chances.

But not long after you’re all moved in, they start going through your things. Reading your journals, looking at your phone when you’re not in the room. And when you confront them about it, they say you’re being too emotional, acting crazy or “always so sensitive.” That they’re not really going through your phone, they’re watching YouTube videos on it because their phone is dead. You’re wrong and being dramatic about it, despite you seeing them in your text messaging app with your own eyes. It feels wrong, but you don’t know exactly how to identify what’s wrong about it. Everything you’ve heard about abuse is that it’s physical, and you don’t have bruises, so it couldn’t be abuse.

Then it happens again. That behavior they promised would never happen again, and hasn’t happened again, happens again. But you’re stuck this time. There is no going home this time because you are home. And your home is their home. You can’t call a friend because if you do, they’ll be even more mad. Plus, they have your phone. But after they calm down, another Thing You Mentioned appears and another “so sorry,” and another “it won’t happen again.” But what won’t happen again this time? The pushing or the spying? You don’t even know anymore and, anyway, you just want some peace in your home. You forgive them and hope that things change for the better.

Or maybe none of that happens. Maybe you just know something is wrong; you can feel it. It could be that your partner sought a power imbalance early in the relationship and has held on to that control ever since, without apology. Maybe any level of manipulation or coercion is rarely present, but when it is you reel from it. Abuse is not a cycle, though it’s been described that way in the past. Because if abuse were a cycle, it would be predictive. Those of us who have lived through it know that it can be anything but.

There can be recognizable patterns, but to say we can always identify those patterns, or that they follow a clear trajectory, is misleading. Abuse is an intentional action in an effort to wield control. Whether it happens once or is continual.

And any of it—physical, emotional, verbal, sexual, financial—is abuse.
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The first thing I remember about that Saturday morning was falling. I felt unstable, as if I were on a rollercoaster ride making its first big dip, before I landed hard on my side. The beige Berber carpet softened my fall, so I wasn’t hurt. But something still felt wrong.

I knew I hadn’t just slipped off the bed. My husband, H., had pushed me.

But why? By now I’d have expected him to lunge across the mattress, shouting accusations, threats, or insults. Like the time he accused me of cheating on him with a friend of mine, or when he got mad because my V-neck top was too low cut and he said that I was trying to get attention from other men. Some reason, any reason to call me stupid or ridiculous. By now, I’d have known if I left a dish in the sink overnight, offending his ultra-orderly sensibilities, or if he was mad at someone else altogether and taking that anger out on me. By now, I’d have my answer.

Instead, there was nothing but silence. All I could hear was his slow and steady breathing on the other side of the room. I couldn’t see him, but I knew he was there. Years of watching and anticipating his every move had taught me there was more to come.

My mind raced through the options. A hallway separated our bedroom and bathroom, and my side of the bed had a clear path to its entrance. It was the only room in the house that had a working lock, making it the best place to ride the storm of his temper out. But the floor next to where I’d landed had a creak in it, so he would know exactly when I was making my move. I had to be quick.

Carefully and quietly, I swung my legs around and pulled myself up into a kneeling position, placing my hands on the floor in front of me like a sprinter. Then, I started to run.

As I ran, I felt the whoosh of the cordless phone just missing my head before it hit the bedroom wall. Scared but not distracted, I made it to the bathroom, but not fast enough for me to close and lock the door. He pushed it open and, for the first time that morning, I saw the anger in his eyes.

My only defense was a pair of black, rainbow-patterned flip flops I kept by the tub. I grabbed one and threw it at him. As I bent down and reached for the second, he snatched my arm with one hand, gripped my neck with the other, and swung me against the bathroom wall. For a moment he pinned me there, leaving one of my arms loose.

Seizing the chance, I reached up to slap H. in the face, but my hand didn’t connect. I did not normally return his violence with my own, so the fact that I was attempting to fight back only served to fuel his anger—and that’s when he threw the first punch. Then I felt his grip tighten around my neck as he started to squeeze.

I closed my eyes and tried to focus on remaining conscious. My legs and arms weakened and my fingers, which had been wrapped around his forearm, went limp. One by one, my senses started to fade.

Then, just as quickly as it began, it ended without a single word. He released my neck and walked slowly out of the bathroom, his complete silence before, during, and after the violence just making that moment even more terrifying.

I collapsed onto the cold tile floor and took in deep, painful breaths. My lungs hurt from the massive effort to catch all that lost oxygen. Once I felt stronger, I reached over to the bathroom door, pushed it closed, and locked it, just in case. Sitting in silence, I listened for his next movements: a shuffling as he got dressed, that creak underneath the carpet as he walked out of the bedroom, the dark green apartment door slamming shut. Seconds later, the car engine roared into ignition, tires squealing as he sped away from our building.

I leaned my head back against the cream-colored vanity and surveyed the evidence of what had just happened: our toothbrush holder knocked off the sink, a twisted bath mat, our yellow hand towel surprisingly still hanging on its rack. I could taste the broken skin inside my mouth where he’d hit me, that sweet, warm slice of pain that is felt when you accidentally bite the inside of your cheek.

I felt a surge of emotion flow through my body, until finally, I started to cry.
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Looking back on the beginning of our relationship, my biggest regret is not being able to stop the train at the first hint of danger.

My parents have been married for nearly forty-five years; that’s a lot of pressure. Since college, relationships have been an odd needle for me to thread—the idea of dedicating my entire life to one person is frightening at best. I’m not a commitment-phobe, but I’m also not commitment prone. Love is something I’ve entered into infrequently and with great hesitation.

But when I’m in, I’m in.

You know how you know of someone, meaning they are always around in one way or another, but you’ve never interacted with them? That’s how it was with H. We were in college in Virginia, me at Hampton University, a Historically Black College (HBCU), and he at a different local college that I visited often. He was always around, moving quietly through the motions of college—class, break, fast food for lunch, class, extracurricular activities, class, church, off-campus apartment, repeat. He was sort of closed off, socially. He had a few close friends that he opened up around, having out-of-earshot conversations with his big, beautiful smile and a warm laugh to match. But when they weren’t around, he mostly stayed to himself.

The very first time I saw H., which I remember clearly, was at an evening church service where he performed with his musical group. He was directing the group from the piano, singing what he announced was an original song—a bright, energetic, up-tempo praise song with just two lines that repeat as the song modulates. It was good. I still remember it.

Unfortunately, I was attending that service with a guy I was dating, or so I thought. Turns out he’d been dating a few of us at school, but that’s neither here nor there. What is here and there is that I couldn’t speak with my future husband because my sometimes boyfriend was in the way.

Enter early social media.

A few weeks later, he posted the original song they’d performed at the church service on his MySpace page. I immediately commented on it—because it really was a great song and because I wanted to capture his attention. I said I loved the song; he replied, “Thank you Bev!”; and the rest is history.

Seriously, we were friends from that moment on.

Friends though, because finding a boyfriend wasn’t my priority once I made it through freshman year. I dabbled in relationships when I wasn’t busy unsuccessfully attempting to hold on to my academic scholarship. Otherwise, I was either on the music social scene or involved in the local community, volunteering to clean parks or plant trees with community groups or attending activist meetings off campus. A passion for social justice ran in my family.

So, we were cool—not dating, not sleeping together—when I decided to leave the area for grad school. In 2007, I moved to Chicago to start a graduate program in social justice at Loyola University in Chicago. My declared intention was to study issues of homelessness and housing. I really felt as if I’d found my purpose.

Living in Chicago was everything; I loved it from the start. Chicago is the perfect mix of professional, social, and cultural, and from the second I arrived there I thrived. I lived on campus in an apartment with other Loyola students, which was an adjustment since I’d been living on my own for two years after graduating from college. But I adjusted quickly, becoming close with my apartment-mates, making new friends in the grad school program, and reconnecting with childhood friends who also lived in Chicago. I dated a bit, but nothing serious.

It was during this time that my friendship with H. gradually took a romantic turn. He was still living in Virginia while I was in Chicago, but we texted every day and flirted on MySpace. I spent a lot of time writing papers, and he spent a lot of time writing music, but we never lost touch. He always made time for me.

Quiet and thoughtful, he openly admired my focus and seemed proud of my achievements. I was different from other women, he kept telling me.

“How?” I’d ask.

“I can’t explain it. You’re just special, you know?”

I didn’t know, but now I do.

Everyone is special in their own way, but what I’ve learned now is that it’s important to get clarification on what “different” means. Am I different in that I change my hairstyle twice a month—sometimes in a blonde wavy bob and other times, long black braids? Or am I different because I seem super forgiving, thus more likely to repeatedly forgive . . . you? People say things like “you’re just different” without detailing what is different about us, what makes us special to them. I want to know exactly what is special or different about me to you so that I can understand the intent behind those words. But then, I was just giddy to be called “special” by someone I liked.

We had a magnetic draw to each other, even long distance. He was so introverted and reserved that it made me feel special that he made time to talk regularly. And then every day. And then multiple times a day! Then came the “good morning” texts, late night, three-hour phone calls where we’d barely stay awake, and finally the calls that didn’t end, where we slept on the phone all night. Together.

It felt like one of those undeniable romances from films like Brown Sugar or Sylvie’s Love. Both gradually and all at once, he had my heart. He was my heart. The kindest guy, plucked from the lines of the sweetest song just for me to sing. I was corny about H. I felt tingly sensations when I looked at a picture of him. Fluttery and unanchored, I got high on the goodness of being loved by him. And he was good at it, at loving me.

My dad has loved me in very specific ways. He shows his love by telling me “I love you,” but also by anticipating my needs and taking action to ensure a positive outcome for me. H. showed love for me in precisely the same way. If I were writing a paper, he’d call to say he was not going to bother me for a few hours so I could get it done. Once I mentioned that my favorite pens were low on ink, and a week later, a new set of those pens arrived at my place. He knew I liked to work with background noise, so he made a playlist of ambient sounds—gentle rain, deep humming, and wind noise—for concentration. Loving me seemed like a task that came naturally to him.

We decided to meet up for a weekend in Virginia after a few months of very clearly falling for each other. I was nervous but certain—I knew his feelings for me were real. From the second I got off the plane to the moment I got back on, I had nothing but joy. He gave me a big, swinging hug when he picked me up from the airport, following by a long kiss. We had a great weekend. The day that I left for Chicago, we woke up early in the morning and sat on the beach together, taking photos and making promises.

“I’m going to marry you,” he said. “You know that, right?”

“Yes,” I said. I did know that. And I wanted that.

He did everything right, from posting love notes on my Facebook page to calling every night when he got home from work. We didn’t see each other a lot because of the distance, but I always knew he would be there for me when I needed him. Caring and sweet, no one had ever made me feel more appreciated.

Looking back, I guess I was always drawn to H., even when the relationship was platonic. He was so fine—tall and muscular with intense brown eyes, a sharp jawline adorned with a neatly trimmed beard, and perfect skin, he looked as if he’d been gently formed with care by two potters who loved him deeply. But it was more than physical—it was his essence. His presence was charismatic, magnetic even. Every time he drew me into his chest for a hug, I melted, breathing him in. I loved the way his smile would light up his face when we saw each other on video chat at the end of a long day. This beautiful man loved me, and he was all mine.

So, when he asked me to move back to Virginia after months of long-distance dating, I didn’t hesitate. I’d only been in Chicago a year, but I gave up my internship at the Alliance to End Homelessness, left my friends behind, and moved my few belongings across the entire country and into his little apartment.

It was 2008 and I’d been living with H. for two months when he told me to get dressed up and meet him at a fancy restaurant after work. He had already left by the time I got home from work—I’d landed a job at a nonprofit that coordinated grants for shelters—so I showered, put on a full face of makeup, and grabbed the nicest dress I had in our closet. We didn’t have much living on a nonprofit salary and musician’s gig pay.

When I walked into the restaurant, the host smiled big and asked me if my name was Beverly. When I said yes, she asked me to follow her and led me to where he sat, looking good but nervous. I saw that he’d already ordered a few appetizers, and I sat across from him.

“How was your day, boo?” he asked.

“It was good, but long,” I answered. Just then the server walked gingerly up to our table, as if to not interrupt our conversation.

“Hi, Beverly!” she said, as I wondered why all of the people I’d interacted with so far knew my name. “We have some champagne on the way, but would you also like some water?”

“Yes, please,” I said, suddenly worried about how we would pay for the champagne. Did H. order champagne? Did the restaurant just decide to give us some on the house? I decided I’d ask him once the server left our table, not wanting to talk money in front of her. As she began pouring the water, I noticed H. anxiously gesture toward the piano player in the middle of the dining room, rapidly twirling his hand as if to say, “Now!”

“What are you doing?” I asked, giggling at H. as the server lifted the water carafe and rushed away without saying anything.

And that’s when I heard it.

Despite not being the healthiest film, the main theme song from The Notebook is, ironically, one of my favorite compositions. It begins slowly, in 4/4 time, a quiet piano solo in the high octaves of C Major, measured and sweet. It feels like a morning song; something birds would sing at dawn. A gentle “welcome to the day” from nature.

The piano player began to play the theme from The Notebook quietly, and I looked up at H. and said, “That’s my favorite song!” H. smiled and took a long sip of his water. Without saying anything, he rose from his seat, took two steps over to my side of the dinner table, and got down on one knee. I froze, as I never know how to react to surprises well, but my heart began to beat rapidly, and my face grew hot—a mix of awkwardness from being the center of attention and excitement because he was very clearly proposing to me.

Everyone in the small restaurant turned to look at him, and I noticed he was sweating.

I stayed seated in my chair but turned toward him still kneeling on the restaurant’s tile floor.

“Bevey, I love you. Will you spend forever with me?”

Have you ever wanted to cry—like, you knew the moment was made for crying but you were so distracted by your own thoughts that you couldn’t focus on producing tears? This was that moment for me. What felt like a dozen emotions filled me up; I had nerves from the reality of being proposed to, something I’d always dreamed of. But I also felt suffocated by the public display itself; everyone was looking at me, waiting for my answer, and I hate public surprises. My entire body was shaking as he held my right hand; I looked at him while he waited for me to say something. But I felt excitement over the beautiful ring he held out in front of me.

Realizing I had just seconds to answer until things got awkward and knowing that I would definitely like to marry him, I quieted my thoughts and finally forced my lips to part open in order to say, “Yes.”
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I still remember how I felt when he slid the two-carat diamond ring on my finger. I loved him more than life; he was my heart and soul. Spend forever with you? Without question. Forsaking all others, for better or worse, in sickness and in health, ’til death do us part? Yes, please, all of that. Describing him as the “the man of my dreams” would have been an understatement. I couldn’t even dream of a man so perfect.

Until he wasn’t.

Maybe I should have known the relationship was wrong for me even before I accepted his proposal. Not long after I’d moved back to Virginia to be with H., before he proposed, he was violent for the first time. And the reason was so random and bizarre that I couldn’t even wrap my head around it.

The first time he hit me was on my twenty-sixth birthday.

He’d decided to throw me a surprise birthday party, and as long as he’d known me, he’d never realized that I hate public surprises. Private ones are nice but public, group surprises? They’re just not my thing. First of all, what if you don’t like the surprise? You can’t just say “ew” and leave. Second, say it’s a proposal, and unlike me, the proposee doesn’t want to marry you? Then you have to deal with the fallout of being rejected in public when you could’ve been rejected in private. And you already know the uncomfortable moment is somewhere on social media, immediately posted by a passerby for internet clout. You better hope it doesn’t go viral.

But H. put his all into making the birthday party special for me, inviting a few of our mutual friends and his closest friends, choosing every detail from the balloons to a menu of the finest tacos in the Tidewater area, so I reacted with feigned excitement. In retrospect, I should have told him then that I hate public surprises, since my public proposal would soon follow.

H. had booked a beautiful hotel suite overlooking the beach in Virginia Beach and catered the party with some of my favorite foods—baked chicken, macaroni and cheese, key lime pie. It was so thoughtful and specific. It was an incredibly sweet gesture; he’d gone to the trouble because he wanted to make me feel welcome. I’d given up so much to move to Virginia to be with H. that it was his way of introducing me to his life and making me feel that his friends were my friends, too. I smiled, thanked, and hugged him, and greeted everyone who’d turned up for the celebration.

One of his closest friends at the party was a sweet guy with dusty brown hair and blue eyes named Derek. They had met in their music theory class back in college. According to H., Derek used to ask about me at the beginning of every class.

“He probably thinks you’re fine,” he said one day, after I asked how Derek was doing.

But at the party, I just thought Derek was being nice. I thought nothing of it. Nor did I think anything of the fact that Derek had brought me a birthday gift—a green handmade scarf.

“My mom makes these and sells them on eBay,” he said. “He told me this is your favorite color.”

I decided to wear Derek’s scarf during the party to show my appreciation. I remember feeling happy and sociable that night. Most of my friends lived in Chicago, so it was my chance to get to know my boyfriend’s friends a little better. We spent the evening drinking, laughing about his old professors, and I watched them randomly write songs, as music majors tend to do.

After everyone left, H. plopped down on the couch, grabbed the last bottle of wine, and took it to the head. I was still sober, but this didn’t alarm me—we both loved cheap wine. And he’d just executed an amazing birthday party, which I was sure took a lot of work.

But there was something about his demeanor that seemed off. He had a deadened stare; his face was tight and drawn, as if the guy I knew and loved had disappeared behind a stony mask.

“You okay?” I asked him. He didn’t respond. “Babe, are you good?”

“You embarrassed me.”

“What? How?”

“You didn’t show any appreciation for everything I did tonight.”

I was grateful, and I said so. But I guess it wasn’t the tears-of-joy reaction he’d been hoping for, and he was mad. It escalated from there.

“Why do you flirt with everyone all the time?” he asked.

My mind raced to figure out who I’d flirted with that evening. His friends? My friends? I had no clue.

“What are you even talking about right now? I wasn’t flirting with anyone.”

“Yes, you were. You always do. You love doing that.”

Before I knew it, we were yelling at each other, his face just a couple of inches from mine. This went on for a few minutes, until I started to walk away.

In one quick movement, he reached for my throat, and I felt his fingers tighten around my neck. My petite 5’4” frame was powerless against his 6’3”, 180-pound body. The scarf I had worn the entire night fell to the floor as he pushed me hard against the wall and started to choke me.

I froze. I had never been hit before. A jumble of thoughts raced through my mind. He’s going to let me go. He’s not letting me go. I’m going to die tonight. My dad is gonna cry. Why hasn’t he let me go yet? I love him.

As soon as I was still, he let go of my throat and walked out the door. He was gone for about an hour, but I didn’t run away. It was the shock of what just happened more than the physical pain that left me shaken, dazed, and sad. Physical violence had never happened at home, in my family, or among my friends—at least, not that I knew of. I knew this was bad, but I wanted to know why he’d do something like that.

When he came back, he was tearful, pleading for forgiveness.

“Baby, I am so, so sorry. I can’t believe I did that. I swear to you it will never happen again.”

I didn’t say anything. I just sat there looking at H., letting him kiss my hands and lay his head on my lap. But it was exactly what I needed to hear. During all the time I had known him, there was never the slightest hint of a violent streak in this calm, pensive man. He was a music nerd—gentle, soulful, and kind. No one who knew H. would have believed this was possible. It had to be a mental lapse fueled by too much wine and the pressure of all that party planning. For a few minutes, a demon had possessed him, and now it was gone.

Deep in my denial, despite the obvious red flags, I accepted his apology. And a few months later, we were planning the wedding of my dreams.

Of course, he did do it again. And again. And again. But the violent moments were fast-moving episodes in between long stretches of harmony. He showed me just enough affection between the fights to keep me in a state of blissful self-delusion. He loved me and would never intentionally do anything to hurt me seriously, I’d convinced myself, rationalizing all the way. The math was still very much in
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