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Author’s Note

 


Some time ago, I posted on my social media
accounts asking if anyone had a story that they felt needed to be
told. Shortly thereafter, I received an email from Melanie Davidson
(a pseudonym she is using for the purpose of anonymity). She said
she was a daughter of rape, conceived in violence and raised by a
mother so traumatized by the experience that it made her verbally
and physically abusive to Melanie from childhood through
adulthood.

Melanie said she wanted to share her story
because she felt it could benefit others. However, she wanted the
book to be more than merely a collection of anecdotes about her
life. She wanted it to be a resource for others struggling with
emotional trauma in their lives.

I titled
the book Reverencing the Wombs That Broke You as an allusion to the oft-repeated
instruction, “Reverence the wombs that bore you” derived
from the common English translation of the famous verse in the
Qur’an that emphasizes the sanctity of parental relationships and
blood ties. Though the allusion I have chosen comes from the Muslim
holy book, this injunction exists in nearly all faith traditions.
Even in non-religious contexts, the relationship between parent and
child, as well as the family connections that stem from it, is held
in high regard. Thus, the importance of keeping family ties is a
universal concept that transcends culture, ethnicity, and religion;
and honoring one’s parents is considered the pillar of this
concept.

However, what is often missing in
discussions praising those who “reverence the wombs” that bore
them—and condemning those who break family ties—is the
acknowledgement that there are those who suffer emotional,
psychological, and physical harm from those very wombs and ties.
This heartbreaking phenomenon begs the questions: What happens when
the wombs that bore you are the same ones that broke you, and
continue to break you still? How do you fulfill your duty and
protect yourself from harm while seeking self-healing at the same
time?

In the story of Melanie—a daughter of rape
and abuse—we find in one woman’s life a moving attempt to navigate
her own trauma and seek self-healing while maintaining ties of the
womb. Melanie grew up a devout Christian and converted to Islam in
college; thus, spirituality has always been part of her life
journey. As such, religion forms the foundation of how she works
through her trauma.

In this book, we explore the tumultuous
reality of what it means to be traumatized by toxic, dysfunctional,
or abusive parents and family systems. As such, each chapter begins
with a reflection from Melanie’s life and is followed by both
practical concepts and spiritual lessons that are brought to life
through her life experiences and journey toward self-care.
Throughout the book, I draw on the valuable lessons shared by
trauma survivors, mental health professionals, and writers who have
either directly or indirectly addressed this difficult topic.

However, I am not a mental health expert or
therapist. Thus, this book does not purport to take the place of
the professional help often needed by trauma survivors to work
toward self-healing. It is, however, my prayer that this book
offers a glimmer of comfort and hope to those quietly suffering as
they strive to “reverence the wombs,” which far too often comes at
the expense of themselves.

 


Umm Zakiyyah

September 2016


 


 


“…[I am] almost without words to express
how deeply I have been moved by this book…This is a narrative that
is long overdue for addressing a victim's rights to end abuse,
create boundaries, and start the healing process while being
free from religious guilt that they are displeasing Allah by caring
for their shattered selves. For everyone who has ever been broken,
this book will give you the strength to begin healing, and trust
with absolute certainty, that Allah is on your side.”

 


—Megan Wyatt, founder of Wives of Jannah

 


 


“A raw and touching glimpse into the life
of a woman whose own mother could not find in her anything to love.
Melanie’s pain leaps out to envelop you. You’ll rejoice as her
healing begins. The writing makes you feel the relief as she opens
her wounds, to release the pain. Then love rushes in, and brings
with it the hope that Melanie will find a way to actually love
herself...if not her mother.”

 


—Faiza Coleman-Salako, founder and director
of Words Heal, Inc.


 


 


 The
Spirit-Soul, Heart-Mind-Body Connection

DIAGRAM

KEY TERMS

rooh = spirit-soul
essence (which gives life to the human body)

nafs = the
heart, mind, and body (which are connected to the
rooh)*

fitrah =
inherent nature of heart and rooh

 


*In Islamic tradition, the term nafs often
refers to the entire human essence, including the rooh. However, in
this context the nafs refers to the heart, mind, and body when
connected to the rooh.

 


 


NOTE: The above
diagram, as well as the explanations provided within this book, are
meant only as a detailed analogy to gain a deeper
understanding of emotional trauma as experienced by survivors of
abuse. Ultimately, only God knows the exact nature of the human’s
spiritual reality. As such, nothing explained herein is meant as
authoritative, scholarly, or definitive in nature.
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How To Read This Book

 


As
mentioned in the Author’s Note, each chapter of the book begins
with a reflection from Melanie’s life and is followed by lessons
drawn from trauma survivors, mental health professionals, and
writers who have either directly or indirectly addressed
this difficult topic. Therefore, for maximum benefit, particularly
for survivors of trauma, it is suggested that the book is read in
the order that it is presented. There are three reasons for this
suggestion:

 


1. The breaks in Melanie’s story account for
potential emotional triggers that survivors might experience while
reading the specific details of another survivor’s life. Thus, by
reading the analysis section after each part shared from Melanie’s
life, survivors can make sense of the emotional distress of both
Melanie and themselves while taking a periodic break from a
potential trigger.

2. The book is designed such that a
real-life example is presented for the purpose of establishing a
context through which to understand the subsequent lessons and
analysis.

3. With a few exceptions, the details of
Melanie’s life are told in chronological order. Additionally, much
of the analysis content, particularly regarding the universal
nature of emotional trauma vis-à-vis the inherent spirit-soul and
heart-mind-body connection, is built upon content presented in
previous chapters.

 


Nevertheless, some readers might find it
preferable or most beneficial to first read Melanie’s story in its
entirety before going back to read the lessons and analysis
sections. Other readers might find it preferable to skip around and
read the book in the order that appeals to them most. Some readers
might choose to begin with the Interview with Haleh Banani, which
addresses how believers in the Islamic faith should tend to
emotional wounds suffered by parents and other family, before
reading either Melanie’s story or the analysis sections.

In any case, every reader should feel free
to read the book in the way that is most preferable and beneficial
to him or her. For this purpose, a detailed Table of Contents is
provided to meet the needs of each individual reader.

Survivors of abuse are encouraged to take
their time, as some topics might require extra time to process.
Also, some readers might prefer to read some sections more than
once.

Throughout the book, the spirit-soul,
heart-mind-body connection is discussed in relation to emotional
trauma and healing. Therefore, the diagram opposite this page is
provided for easy reference.


 


 


 


For the broken ones trying to piece
themselves back together again,

and hold on to their faith at the same
time.


 


 


“I had a therapist once describe me as
broken. Said the solution was to put myself back together. I asked
her how that was possible when there were pieces of me my father
had taken and never returned.”

—the
character Sonya in Trail of Broken Wings by Sejal Badani

 


~

“Forgive me, my daughter. I was too weak
to stand up for you.”

—Sonya’s
mother in Trail of Broken Wings by Sejal Badani


PART I

The Daughter of Rape

 


Is it true?

Does God say I must honor my father?

But how do I honor a man who dishonored my
mother,

who dishonored me?

—the child born of rape
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Family

 


“I often don’t say things out loud, even
when I should. I contain and compartmentalize to a disturbing
degree: In my belly-basement are hundreds of bottles of rage,
despair, fear, but you’d never guess from looking at me.”

—the
character Nick in Gone Girl by
Gillian Flynn

 


Melanie

 


My mother was raped by my biological father.
I learned this when I was too young to understand what any of it
meant. But I’m not sure I was ever meant to learn it. My mother
gave me away not long after I was born. I suppose she knew from the
start that seeing my face would be a constant reminder of the
sexual assault she endured from her assailant. From what I
understand, he wasn’t a complete stranger to my mother, but he may
as well have been. He was a distant work acquaintance, but it
wasn’t on the job that their paths crossed in a way that would
change my mother’s life forever, and mark the beginning of
mine.

As it turns out, my mother and her assailant
took the same route home on the metro rail that connected the main
parts of Washington, D.C. It was amidst this entanglement of the
metro map’s red, orange, blue, green, and yellow lines that the man
who forcibly became my biological father stalked my mother. Day
after day, he quietly watched her from afar, perhaps planning his
attack long before my mother took any significant notice of his
presence. After all, what was there to notice? He, like she, was
simply taking the metro rail home from work.

I don’t know where the crime happened or
when. That bit of information was never revealed to me. Till today,
the story remains choppy, and I’m not sure I want to know the parts
that are missing. The little I do know has been enough to throw my
entire life into confusion, and I still find myself scrambling to
make sense of it. I have sometimes wondered if my life would have
been better had my mother been able to be rid of me, as she
originally planned. How would it have been, I’ve wondered, if my
grandmother had continued to be my guardian?

Perhaps
I shouldn’t call her my grandmother, because she is not, at least
not in the technical, familial sense of the term. But I’m not
sure I’ll ever understand what the term family means to those who define it based on love and
blood alone, as if the two concepts always come together in a
neatness disturbed only by hotheadedness and human choice—and
restored only by the quelling of pride and the utterance of
a sincere apology.

“That’s not your daddy!”

I was only three years old and recently
restored to my mother’s care when my stepsister screamed these
words at me. I don’t know what prompted the outburst. Maybe we’d
had a disagreement and I’d said I was going to tell Daddy, or
something about Daddy, and that was enough to send my sister into a
fit of rage. She was ten, or maybe eleven, at the time, and
naturally, she knew more than I did about the circumstances
surrounding my birth. But until that moment, I’d had no idea that
the man she called Daddy had no blood relation to me.

At three years old, you don’t understand
family dynamics, so in my young mind, the man who was taking care
of us was my daddy, just like my mother was my mommy. Of course
today, I know that he was my stepfather, the man my mother married
after giving birth to me.

“You
don’t have a daddy!” my sister continued to scream. “We don’t know
who your daddy is! That’s my daddy!”

I still remember how I’d run to my mother to
report what my sister had said. I was hurt and upset not only by my
sister’s words but also by her having broken a lamp over my head. I
was crying and bleeding when I stood before my mother and told her
what my sister had said. Ironically, at that moment, I viewed my
sister’s insulting words as the greater crime. But I’d assumed even
these were just amongst the many daily insults that my sister
inflicted upon me since I arrived in the home. It didn’t occur to
me that there was any truth to them.

“He’s not your daddy!” my mother responded
in obvious annoyance. It was as if her disgust with me surpassed
even my sister’s. I stood in utter confusion, holding my bleeding
head as my young mind tried to understand what I’d done to make my
mother so upset. “Your father raped me!” she said.

These
words were shouted as if she were really saying,
“You already ruined
my life, now leave me alone! I don’t want to even look at
you!” I had no idea what
the word rape meant, but
there was a place deep inside of me that imbibed these
unspoken words more viscerally than if my mother had spoken them
aloud.

When I was in high school, I wrote a poem
entitled “love me” after I realized that my mother wasn’t well or
in any position to love herself, so how could she begin to love me?
The poem was me imagining how she must have felt. She had just told
me that after the initial rape, her assailant followed her home one
evening then broke into her home and attacked her again with the
intention of making sure she was not pregnant. She had permanent
hearing damage as a result of that assault. I survived that attack,
so she did protect me. My mother has always loved me as best as she
could. And I will always respect and appreciate her intention and
constant struggle to be my mother.

 


love me

You

father my child, punch me

kill me —

Slap me, curse me

Throw me, shame me

Beat me, hurt me

love me, love me

kick me, bruise me

Punch me, damn me

Hit me, slam me

love me, love me

You

father my child, punch me

kill me —

love me, love me

father my child beat me, beat me

leave you, hate you, leave you

I finally mother my child secretly

love me, love me, love me

 


 



Blood Ties

 


“You don’t choose your family. They are
God’s gift to you, as you are to them.”

—Desmond
Tutu

 


The
term family, perhaps
for good reason, is effectively a sacred term. So it is
naturally difficult to fathom it representing something unholy. In
this, I think there is little distinction between the religious and
the non-religious regarding how they view the subject. The whole of
the world seems to agree that there is something phenomenal, if not
miraculous, in the bond of blood.

However, stories like Melanie’s draw into
question how we traditionally understand the “ties of the womb.” In
a perfect world, a man and a woman come together by choice, and
when a child is conceived, it is the culmination of two people
willingly sharing a cherished moment of intimacy.

It is perhaps cliché to say that we do not
live in a perfect world. But that does not make the implications of
this oft-repeated sentiment any less profound. We do not live in a
perfect world, and I believe we have yet to grasp the depth of
meaning in what appears to be a rather obvious point. But our
understanding of the meaning of “family” illustrates this
disconnect quite significantly.

On the
most basic level, the term family means only that two or more people are connected through a
shared bloodline or through a man and a woman officially committing
to each other in marriage. Any other meaning that we attach to the
word is rooted in the concept of obligation, expectation, or
assumption, not in its actual definition. While it is not
necessarily wrong to view family through any of these lens,
equating these concepts with the very meaning of family can prove
extremely problematic, particularly for people in abusive, toxic,
or dysfunctional family situations. As a real-life example, I think
Melanie’s family makes this point undeniably clear.
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Love

 


“How could people hate me so much for
doing absolutely nothing?”

—the
character Oakley in Silence by
Natasha Peterson

 


Melanie

 


I learned about sex before I learned about
love, just as I’d learned about rape before I learned about
compassion. Rape I learned about from my mother shouting at me, and
sex I learned about from a girl who wanted to “play house” with
me—and from a porn film I saw at a birthday party when I was six
years old.

The girl was seven years old, a year older
than I was. She was the daughter of the girlfriend of a man who was
a relative of my adoptive father. When the woman would come to
visit, her daughter and I would go to my room, presumably to play
together.

“Let’s play house,” the girl would say when
we were alone in my room. I would agree, thinking nothing of her
request. She then instructed me to take off all of my clothes, and
she did the same. She told me to get in the bed and lie down, and
she climbed on top of me. Though I was physically larger than the
girl, she had a domineering personality that made me trust and obey
her without thought. “I’m going to show you how a baby is made,”
she would say. “This is how you have sex.” She would then use her
fingers to simulate a man penetrating a woman. Naturally, this
caused me considerable physical discomfort, but since I had no idea
what was going on and assumed that the girl did, I allowed her to
complete her demonstration on me.

This was my first introduction to the
concept of sex. My second introduction came shortly thereafter at a
classmate’s birthday party. While the adults prepared the cake and
whatever else was required for the celebration, one woman gathered
the children in the living room and put on a video for us to watch
while we waited for everything to be ready. As it turns out, the
video was a porn flick, and this was to be the children’s
entertainment that day.

“Sit down,” the woman told us, directing our
attention toward the screen. “I want you to watch what the man does
and see how the woman responds.” She continued like this throughout
the entire video, occasionally pointing out particular acts and
reactions that we should pay attention to.

Following these two experiences, the first with the girl
“playing house” with me and the second with the porn video shown at
my friend’s birthday party, it didn’t take long for me to put two
and two together regarding what happened to my mother. I
began to understand more specifically what the term rape meant and why my mother was so disgusted by the
mere sight of me. I understood that what the girl had demonstrated
on me and what I’d seen on the video had happened to my
mother—and that she didn’t like it. I began to understand that the
man and woman in the video had agreed to do what they were doing,
but my mother hadn’t agreed.

Later that same year, when I was still
around six years old, I learned about sex in real life through my
sister having sex in front of me. “I want a baby,” my sister would
often say, “because I want someone to love me.” To my sister, the
way to attain the love she sought was through having sex with
whomever she could. To her, sex was more a means to an end than it
was an act of love. I suppose that was why she was not concerned
with keeping it private. She would have sex on the sidewalk, in the
backyard, or wherever. It didn’t matter to her, so long as she was
that much closer to having the baby who she imagined would love
her.

I have no idea what motivated my sister’s
idea that love could be obtained through becoming a mother, but it
was clear that she was battling some internal demons of her own. I
don’t know if it was the drastic life change incited by her
father’s marriage to my mother, or if her trauma began long before
that. But it was clear that her internal world was one of pain and
confusion.

My memories of my sister are strong and
vivid, and they are all of violence and insults hurled at me. From
her, I was constantly stampeded with hurtful words that I didn’t
understand. My mother didn’t know what to do with her violent,
promiscuous stepdaughter, and my mother didn’t know what to do with
me. My mother was constantly yelling at the both of us, my sister
due to her unruly behavior and me because of my existence. So I
learned early on that I would find neither compassion nor refuge in
my mother’s presence, especially when I myself was hurting and in
need of comfort or support.

But in between the yelling, I saw my mother
try to expose my sister to positive things. It was apparent that my
mother’s efforts were in hopes of kindling a sort of inspiration or
direction in my sister, and one of my mother’s hopes rested in my
sister taking an interest in music. Thus, my mother enrolled her in
piano lessons. But it was to no avail. It was during a piano lesson
that my sister tried to take her own life.

I was around six years old when it happened,
and my sister was thirteen. During her piano lesson, she had gotten
a hold of my mother’s prescription medication, prescribed to my
mother after having undergone surgery due to a slipped or herniated
disc. Because my mother was suffering back problems, she had a lot
of strong medication that she was taking. Knowing this, my sister
went to the medicine cabinet in the bathroom and took every bit of
medication that was there.

Thankfully, my sister survived the ordeal.
But about a year later, at fourteen years old, my sister finally
achieved her long sought-after goal in search of love: she was
pregnant. Shortly after we found out this news, my sister went to
live with her biological mother, and I never saw her again.

Amidst all of the emotional turmoil in my
mother’s home, my reprieve would come in my frequent visits to my
grandmother, whom my mother had given me to after I was born.
Biologically, there is no familial relationship between me and the
woman I call my grandmother. In reality, she is the mother of the
husband of my maternal aunt—the mother of my uncle by marriage. She
had taken me in when I was a baby, and I lived with her until I was
three years old, when I was returned to my mother because my mother
was newly married and her husband said it wasn’t right for me to
live with someone else.

My stepfather ultimately adopted me, so his
name is on my birth certificate, and I carry his last name. I
suppose this is proof that I had some semblance of a loving home.
But I still valued my grandmother’s home over anyone else’s. My
adoptive father was kind enough, but even he could not protect me
from my mother’s fits of rage. He could barely protect himself. I
have no memories of him being unkind to me, and while this made him
a source of comfort at times, his inability to fully protect me
made it difficult for us to develop a meaningful bond. As such, my
grandmother’s home was the only place I felt completely safe and
welcomed. It was the only place that I felt loved.

My grandmother would light up whenever she
saw me, and she’d call me her baby and say I was beautiful. But my
mother was constantly finding fault in me. Even if she heard
someone else compliment me, she’d be sure to disagree with them and
point out something wrong in my appearance or behavior.

I tried to be good such that I never gave my
mother reason to disapprove of me. At home, I did everything that
was asked of me and was careful to stay out of trouble. Any rules
that were laid down, I made sure to follow them. At school, I was
an overachiever and was always getting straight A’s. I was in
gifted and talented classes and was often the recipient of academic
accolades. But my mother took no notice.

Today, I know I reminded my mother too much
of the man who had raped her, and every time she saw me, she saw
him. So there was nothing I could do or say to make her happy with
me. I was a constant reminder of the pain and disappointment she
had endured from her attacker. I imagine it must have been agony
for her to carry me for nine long months, walking in front of the
world pregnant with a baby she had no voluntary part in making.

My mother herself was a very intelligent,
accomplished woman. She had an excellent job and a six-figure
income, which was no small feat for an African-American woman in
the early 1970s. So during that time, I’m sure she must have felt
the judgment due to her condition as an unmarried Black woman.

When I was around seven or eight years old,
my mother gave birth to her first child by her husband. I suppose
for her, it was like giving birth to her very first child because
before then she had only given birth to me. She had two children
after me, and when my younger sisters were born, I got my first
glimpse into what a mother’s love for her child should look like.
My mother was affectionate toward them and often doted over them.
She was constantly dressing them up in nice clothes and telling
them they were pretty. To my mother, my younger sisters were
perfection. They were “good children,” and till today, they remain
good in my mother’s eyes. They could do no wrong.

But I’m good,
I’d often think to myself. But my mother didn’t think so. If
anyone complimented her three daughters, she would disagree with
any positive description of me and shift the positive attention to
my two younger sisters.

I remember one day when I was around twelve
years old and visiting my grandmother’s house. My aunt came home
early, and we picked up my cousins from their Montessori school.
When we returned to my grandmother’s house, my aunt sat down with
her children and helped them with their homework. As I watched her
guide them through each part of the assignments and patiently
answer their questions, I was overcome with shock. I had never seen
this sort of interaction between a mother and her children. My
parents never even talked to me about school, let alone sit down
with me and help me with my schoolwork. Whenever I would show them
the straight A’s on my report card, they responded with disinterest
and didn’t even comment.

So this is what parents are supposed to
do, I thought to myself
that day as I watched my aunt. I also learned that the
father of one of my cousins would reward him with money if he got
B’s on his report card. He gets hundreds of dollars for B’s, I said to myself. But I always get A’s and my
parents give me nothing.
I felt as if no one cared for me except my grandmother. She
was the only one who showed that she was proud of me.

Every time my grandmother learned of my
academic accomplishments, she became very happy. My two younger
sisters didn’t get A’s often, but when they did, my parents were
happy for them. Even when they were only in preschool and I was
twelve, my parents showed more happiness for their accomplishments
than mine.

After I saw my aunt help my cousins with
their homework, I decided to show my two younger sisters that same
compassion and concern throughout their school years. Though I
myself wouldn’t receive any praise from my parents for my academic
achievements, I got fulfillment from praising my sisters’
accomplishments in their work from kindergarten onward. Whenever
they did well on an assignment or earned an A, I would post their
work on the refrigerator to show how proud I was of them. From this
and my other maternal interactions with them, my sisters and I
developed a compassionate bond that continues till today.

It turns out that my assistance with their
homework and showing sincere interest in their lives was a greater
blessing than I could have imagined. Throughout their childhood and
youth, my mother would be gone for long periods of time, and
sometimes we had no idea where she’d gone. Her job required her to
travel internationally at times, so we often assumed she was out of
the country. However, we later learned that many of her extended
absences were due to her being committed to the psychiatric unit of
the hospital. She would have mental breaks and be unable to cope
with the demands of her daily life. So she was not there for her
children as often as another mother would be.

Her long absences coupled with her
consistent aggravation with me made it difficult for us to develop
a strong mother-daughter bond. Nevertheless, I do think my mother
loved me as best she could. Though I was her firstborn and should
have inspired all the motherly affection she showered on my
sisters, I was conceived in violence, not love. Consequently, I
experienced firsthand how such severe trauma could forever disrupt
the natural affection a mother shows to her child.

However, I do believe what my mother offered
me was the most she could. It wasn’t much, but it really was the
best she could do. The trauma following the sexual assault, along
with her continuous mental breaks, made it very difficult to hold
herself together emotionally and psychologically. So it was
impossible for her to offer much to me when my face alone incited
emotional triggers about the rape. Till today, I believe she loves
me as best she can. Likewise, I love her as I best I can. But our
relationship remains difficult and is a work in progress.

 


 


 Unconditional Love

 


“Too much control thrives when family members
cling to a myth that everything is perfect when it’s not.”

—Dan Neuharth, If You Had Controlling
Parents

 


Perhaps it is through observing the enduring
affection between mother and child that has most
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