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This book is dedicated to the women who shared their stories, 
and to the women who will read them.

Think of yourself as a flower. You’re not going to be able to grow if you 
take the sun away. You think that he’s your sun, but he’s really your dark 
cloud. The sun is outside. 

- Fawn
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32 SURVIVOR STORIES

An oral history book 
about domestically abusive relationships
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What Is Domestic Violence?
“Domestic violence (also called domestic abuse) is a pattern of 

behaviors used by one partner to maintain power and control over 
another partner in an intimate relationship.

Domestic violence does not discriminate. Anyone of any race,
age, sexual orientation, religion or gender can be a victim – or
perpetrator – of domestic violence. It can happen to people who are 
married, living together or who are dating. It affects people of all 
socioeconomic backgrounds and education levels.

Domestic violence includes behaviors that physically harm, 
arouse fear, prevent a partner from doing what they wish or force 
them to behave in ways they do not want. It includes the use of 
physical and sexual violence, threats and intimidation, emotional 
abuse and economic deprivation. Many of these different forms of 
domestic violence/abuse can be occurring at any one time within the 
same intimate relationship.”

- The National Domestic Violence Hotline

For information and support, visit http://www.thehotline.org/
or call 1-800-799-SAFE (7233).
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Preface
Women Are With You is an oral history book featuring excerpts of 

interviews with women who have successfully extricated themselves 
from abusive relationships.

As a survivor myself, I am familiar firsthand with the cycle, and 
the accompanying fear, isolation, and disappointment. Most im-
portantly, I am familiar firsthand with the sensations of freedom and 
elation that can accompany a successful break. 

My hope with this book is to:
express empathy to women currently in abusive rela-
tionships
provide insight into the cycle of abuse and its many 
forms
provide suggestions for women considering separating 
from their abusive partner
help break the societal stigma that domestically abused 
women often face 
help loved ones of a domestically abused woman under-
stand the cycle and the victim’s mental state 

I have been working on Women Are With You for 18 months, with 
some hiatuses sprinkled in. 31 women told me their stories, and I retold 
myself my own. 

Oral history seemed like a perfect genre for this project. I did not 
want to fictionalize anything, and I did not want to make assumptions 
or impose my ideas. So, I connected with women who had survived 
domestically abusive relationships. 

These texts are pulled from direct transcripts from the audio-rec-
orded interviews I conducted. The selected texts do not sugarcoat the 
difficult transition from abusive-relationship-to-freedom. There are le-
gitimate obstacles, and there are priceless opportunities.

The women I interviewed traverse demographics. They range in 
age (from 18-nearly 80), race, socio-economic class, educa-
tion, and geographic setting (urban, rural, suburban). 1



Without exception, I have changed the names of ALL people 
in this book. To ensure anonymity and respect the privacy of the peo-
ple in these stories, I only use pseudonyms. Any mention of a specific 
town, place of employment, etc., is swapped with another of a similar 
composition.

In appreciation
Thank you, Mom, for your love, and thank you, Dr. Koch, for your 

mentorship. It was so meaningful to me that the three of us saw oral 
historian, Anna Deavere Smith, perform at Northwestern (April 2017).
Dr. Koch, it was your oral history class at NLU that inspired this book 
project. And, Mom, it’s so neat that you lunched with the master of oral 
historians, Studs Terkel! Thank you, Jenny and Matt, for setting excel-
lent examples. Thank you, Truth, for being a beautiful angel to 
countless women. And thank you, neighborhood moms, for watching 
my kid so I could travel to conduct interviews.

Beth Schaefer
Interviewer, Editor
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ANA
I had been an art teacher. I had been a wife. Now I am a single mom with one 
daughter. My ex-husband, Tim, and I were in a college cohort together in the art 
education department. Now he’s an art teacher. I stopped teaching because too 
many triggers reminded me of him.

I miss teaching, but I am in the process of reinventing myself, which feels really, 
really good. I just went shopping, and my favorite color used to be green, right. 
So, I thought, “Why not give it a try?” Now I have four new green shirts!

When we were in college, Tim called me his muse. I was his inspiration; he 
wanted to model his artwork after me. He was a romantic. One time we were on 
an elevator, and he had this gigantic, ceramic art piece that filled up the entire 
elevator. He said later he was awestruck and tongue-tied.

We ended up student teaching in Lincoln Park, at neighboring elementary 
schools. He would walk me to my car after school every day. It progressed from 
there. We dated for a year and moved in together. 

It was fun. Maybe a fight here and there. But things were okay, and we decided 
to get married. We tried to have an affordable wedding. My parents paid for a lot 
of it, and I bought the rings. I bought my wedding dress for 99 dollars. It was 
gorgeous; it didn’t need any alterations. 

I thought, “How perfect is this?”

After we were married for a while, I got pregnant with our daughter. That’s when 
things stopped going so great. I tried to talk with him about our marriage troubles, 
but he couldn’t handle it. He stuck me in the role of a child instead of an equal.

I wanted to be like my grandparents. They were married 65 years and lived into 
their nineties. I wanted my daughter to be able to see her parents have a wedding 
anniversary.

Tim got angry about finances, but we couldn’t have normal conversations about 
it. He’d leave the house, storm off, and I wouldn’t see him for a whole weekend 
or something. 

About then, I just stopped doing artwork altogether. Stuff started to happen, and 
I felt that it was my fault. Stuff that he got arrested for. Like strangulation. 

I lived in a small village with one police station and six officers. I think they 
handled the situation well, but they didn’t really “get” the effects that domestic 
violence has on a person. As he was getting arrested, the thought that 
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kept running through my head was, “I’m hurting him. I’m hurting him. I’m hurt-
ing myself by hurting him. If he gets in trouble, I’m hurting me.”

Now that it’s three-and-a-half years out, I don’t see it that way anymore. When I 
was in it, he had a way of “flipping the script,” like, turning it around. Like, if 
only I could be a better wife.

So, I went from being his muse—where I could do no wrong—to not being able 
to make a peep—where I did everything wrong.

I thought—if I got more Botox, had more children, had less children, cooked 
more meals, made his lunch like he told me to, got my master’s degree, became 
a nurse like he wanted—that he would stop.

I purchased a sign, from this boutique, that said, “Lord put your arm over my 
shoulder and your hand over my mouth.” It didn’t work. I kept talking. Tim didn’t 
like what I had to say.

There was a time I was standing in the kitchen, holding our daughter—who was 
three at the time—on my hip. Tim was opening and closing cupboards, grabbing 
for cereal. I said, “Hey, can we talk?”

He came up close to me. In his hand, he had his car keys—pointed backward. 
You know how you can do that? They train women to do that. So, the sharp part 
of his key was sticking out. He scraped my forehead. It bled.

So, I put on a winter hat even though it wasn’t winter, and drove to my sister’s. 
My daughter told her, “Daddy did it.”

A lot of instances Tim was mad at me. He kneeled on my neck on the basement 
floor. I had done something wrong; I had been talking too much. I thought, I 
couldn’t leave a conversation alone, and that’s why he was hurting me, so it was 
okay.

I remember gasping for air, and the cold cement against my face. His knee on my 
neck.

I literally thought I was losing my mind. I wanted to crawl out of my skin. They 
told me later I had PTSD and trauma. It became too much, so my daughter and I 
moved in with my mom.

During the divorce, we settled the case because it was too expensive to go through 
the proceedings. We went to mediation and began negotiating. We ended up split-
ting custody.
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JILLIAN
I am a mom and an elementary school teacher. Influencing the lives of children 
is my source of happiness. Teaching them to be good people, respectful, and say 
their “pleases and thank yous.”

Aaron and I met at a Jason Aldean concert. I got tickets for my college graduation, 
and I went with some relatives. Aaron was standing next to me, and out of no-
where said to me, “Oh, I have a tractor.” I was like, “What?” We started talking 
from there. Sure enough, he did have a tractor on his grandpa’s land up in North-
ern Michigan.

We went to a movie and, after the summer, started officially dating. I fell madly 
in love, thinking, “This is the man I’m going to marry.” Aaron was so nice, Mr. 
Charming. And hardworking; he had two jobs and was going to school. We de-
cided to move in together; we didn’t want to rent, so we put an offer on a house.

Shortly after that, Aaron had a massive breakdown. I mean, he couldn’t function. 
He was crying, laying on the floor. His parents took him to the hospital, where he 
was diagnosed with anxiety and depression.

Now, I saw mental illness as people see somebody with cancer. I wouldn’t leave 
him if he had cancer, and so I wouldn’t leave him because he was mentally ill.

It accelerated. Aaron began getting paranoid, and he started insulting me. Plus, 
he was blowing our money on gambling. But I kept making excuses, blaming it 
on his mental illness.

Then his verbal abuse crossed over into physical violence. I was crying in the 
shower, and he came in and started choking me. Later he was like, “This will 
never happen again, I promise.” Aaron even told my parents, all on his own ac-
cord. So, I thought, “Okay, he’s certainly never going to do that again because he 
told my parents.”

He proposed to me, and I accepted, “Yes, of course, I’ll marry you.”

But his mean words kept coming at me. When one of my closest family friends 
died, he wouldn’t go to the funeral. I had to lie to my family; I told them he 
couldn’t get off work.

So, we got married, and I got pregnant. Things weren’t good. When I was seven 
months pregnant, I was down on my hands and knees, scrubbing the floor. Aaron 
wouldn’t help with anything, and he’d stay out all night at the casino.

Then, the month I was due, he got fired from work. They ended up 
inducing my pregnancy early cause my blood pressure was so high. 37



After our daughter, Eve, was born, I told myself, “Oh, everything’s going to be 
okay now. Now that we have a daughter, he’s going to turn it around.”

When we got home from the hospital, Aaron went crazy. Whispering to me, par-
anoid. Saying he would end up homeless under a bridge. And here I am, with a 
newborn baby.

He started throwing chairs, and the police came. They took him to the hospital, 
where he stayed for a week. Soon after, Child Protective Services paid a visit to 
our house. They interviewed me and said they were going to check in on things 
in a few weeks.

On Mother’s Day, Aaron was acting weird. As we were driving home, he started 
screaming at people walking by him. Then he told me he wanted to go buy a car. 
Here we were, him having no job, me on maternity leave. We could barely even 
pay our mortgage.  So, he took us to look at a $50,000 car. 

I’m a teacher; I can’t afford that. And I told him this. You know what he said? 
He said, “Then I’m going to leave you, you c-word.” He went off on me. I secretly 
recorded it, but then stupid me deleted it later.

I knew it wouldn’t be safe for me and Eve to sleep in the same house with him 
that night. So, as I was putting her in her car-seat, Aaron grabbed her and told me, 
“You’re never going to see her again.” 

He shoved me to the ground and started choking me. It went black for a couple 
seconds. I fought myself free. To this day, I kick myself for not telling the police. 
But I was stuck. I still loved him. So, I stayed.

Behind my back, Aaron went and bought himself a gun. Previously he had hunt-
ing guns, but the police had taken those away. So, yeah, he had this gun, and he 
held it up, and said, “The next person who steps forward, I’ll shoot.”

His parents were there, and we begged him to put down the gun, but he wouldn’t. 
But he walked away, and I grabbed Eve and ran to my parents-in-law’s car. His 
mom called the police, and they arrested him.

When my parents found out, they were like, “Jillian, that was the last straw. This 
is the end of the line with him.” They had to convince me to take out an Order of 
Protection, which I really didn’t want to do.

Eve and I were living with my parents then, and Aaron kept getting stranger. He 
would randomly drop off weird things, like a package of water, and throw things 
on my parents’ porch. He had an app to open my car, and he’d open it 
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in the middle of the night and move things around. He followed me in his car, hid 
behind trees, and screamed at my dad.

Against my parents’ will, I tried to meet with him, but it didn’t happen. Child 
Protective Services got involved again. My case manager said, “Jillian, if you 
can’t make this decision to leave him for good, it might come to the point where 
we start stripping your parental rights.”

The second I heard that, and registered on what it meant, I was like, “Let’s go. 
Let’s meet with the lawyers. I’m divorcing him. I will not lose my child over 
him.”

On the day I filed for divorce, there was a rainstorm. When the meeting was done 
and I left the courthouse, there was a rainbow.

It took Eve and me awhile, but we got our life back on track. We had several court 
dates, and those were hard because I had to see Aaron. He would act like this 
charming gentleman—even though he’d show up in flip flops, shorts, and a foot-
ball jersey—saying he wants 50/50 custody, and whatever’s best for his daughter.

Well, thank the Lord, we had an awesome guardian ad litem who saw right 
through that. So, the court granted me full custody, and Aaron was allowed su-
pervised visits, but he never started it.

He destroyed our house. Said he was remodeling; tore down walls, drew over 
stuff, painted things randomly. The place was so dirty, we had maggots crawling 
all over. He had broken glasses; thrown stuff at our wedding pictures.

Aaron stalked me at my school, and sent me a letter there. He wrote that he had 
“a treat for my little ones.” I called the probation officer right away.

I’m gonna admit; I filed for bankruptcy. But it alleviated so much financial stress, 
I don’t regret it. The opposite. It gave me a chance to start anew, and now I have 
a couple thousand dollars in savings, and I’m building on that. Support Services 
also helped me find housing with my bad credit, so—all things considered—it
has turned out okay so far.

It’s been three years now, and Aaron’s behavior finally dropped off. Eve and I 
don’t see him, and this is a blessing. It still strikes me; if I hadn’t filed for divorce, 
CPS might have taken her away from me.

My daughter and I share a beautiful bond. She’s so carefree and happy. Unless, 
of course, she’s not watching “Peppa Pig” when she wants to watch “Peppa Pig.” 
Then she throws a tantrum!
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Eve and I go to a lot of different places now. We like to go to the zoo. We do 
swim classes together. We started a dance class together. Otherwise, we like to 
stay at home. She’s been into dolls lately, so at breakfast today she was feeding 
her baby doll. It’s very sweet.

The kids at school are sweet too. They had a surprise birthday party for me, so 
that was nice. I teach Hispanic kids, so their moms all made tamales, tacos and 
Mexican desserts. I get little notes from them saying, “I love you, Miss Jillian,” 
and, “Here, I drew a minion for you.” 

I feel at peace. I feel happy. I feel I can finally be myself.

***
What I want people to know is that domestic violence can happen to anyone—no 
matter your race, religion, or income. Try journaling. It helps. Explain your jour-
ney. You can reach that peaceful place. You will reach that peaceful place. It’s 
okay; you’ll get there.

40



RACHEL
As a child, I saw everything as rainbows and sunshine. People called me “Happy 
Baby.” Being bubbly and optimistic is a part of me. I’m still optimistic. Even 
after all the adversity.

I met Jeffrey on Facebook. We shared several same networks, and he began com-
menting on my statuses. I noticed that he associated with certain types of people, 
like gamers, and awkward, nerdy-kind-of crowds.

Jeffrey messaged me—it was March—and goes, “I would love to take you out on 
a date.” I thought to myself, “I’m single. I’m free. I’m happy. I’m in a good place. 
Why not?” So, I messaged him, “Okay.”

So, we went on this afternoon date at a bar and grill. He was very nervous. Down-
dressed, like in sweats. We chatted.

Then, suddenly—like literally only a few days later—he updated his Facebook, 
saying that I was his girlfriend.

I texted him, “Hey, what is this about? I just met you.” 

He was like, “I’m so sorry, sweetheart. Do you want me to take it down?” 

By this time, there were already 250 comments, all positive. Some were like, 
“Good for you, man.” “Wow, congratulations!” 

So, I just let it slide and thought, “Well, whatever. It’s just Facebook.”

We went out again, and I met his mom. Jeffrey was really talking me up to her, 
and on social media calling me “Goddess.” Of course, I was soaking this all up.

By the end of April, Jeffrey somehow found his way into living in my house. First 
it was his shoes. Then it was a coat. Then it was his PlayStation. He slowly inte-
grated himself into our lives.

I have two children—a boy and a girl; they were in grade school then. They took 
to Jeffrey immediately. He was always playing with them; playing with them at 
the beach, playing football, playing catch. And my parents absolutely adored him.

In August, I found out I was pregnant. We hadn’t even been together six months. 
I was shocked. Before you knew it, September 10, we’re at a chapel. Jeffrey was 
ecstatic, and it was a euphoric feeling for me too. 

All the time, I was thinking, “What God brought you? What Heaven 
did you come from?” 76



The abuser will abuse everything. The legal system. Your children. Your fi-
nances. Your friendships. All with their charm and charisma. And their humor to 
control the people in your life and their perceptions.

My therapist made a good analogy. She said PTSD is like hypothermia. When 
you’re experiencing hypothermia, your extremities start shutting down to keep 
your heart alive. With PTSD, certain parts of your brain start shutting down—the 
parts responsible for language, speech, math, and organization.

When all of this was progressing, I stopped putting on makeup. I stopped dressing 
nicely. I became wallpaper. After our divorce, I went out and got my ears re-
pierced. I’m taking care of my physical appearance. Self-care, it’s important. I 
am finally comfortable in my own skin. I am not feeling invisible anymore.

Now I’m putting artwork up on my walls. My friend, Heidi, came over and said, 
“Let’s personalize this place. Let’s make it you!”

Gardening. Homemade food. Summer. Smells.

We just had a snow day, and my daughter thought I was a gymnasium. She con-
nected herself to my leg, and I’m walking around the house, dragging her around 
on my leg, laughing. And she’s like, “Mom, I love you. You are the greatest mom 
ever!”

The doors are opening, and I’m not facing brick walls. I’m putting on makeup. I 
went out on a date. I have a future ahead of me.

Yes, I have triggers still. But I have a newfound sense of calm.

We talk about embodiment, and living within ourselves—being present. Who am 
I? I am a 41-year-old woman. And I am alive.

***
It’s not in your head. Your abuser knows how to get inside your head and twist 
it. How to twist your surroundings, and twist the people around them.  There are 
people out there who will help you. There is hope, and there are hope-givers. 
Hope-givers are people like me who can stand up and speak out in this space. 
The more you talk, the less isolated you are. Your silence does not protect you. 
You can talk openly about domestic violence and be part of that movement.
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RAMONA
I saw a picture, right before I left, of myself in my 20s. I almost didn’t recognize 
myself. I thought, man, I am not that girl anymore. Not even my name is the same. 
She couldn’t survive in the world I live in now. It’s like, she had to go away—
like she had to die—so I could make it.

I’m 44-years-old. I met Craig at church. His mother is a minister, at least, she was 
a minister at the time. 

You can’t know what the boogey man looks like. That’s how you get in these 
situations. Nobody calls it domestic violence. We call it, “people being mean.” 
Or we call it, “couples fight.” 

You can’t identify crazy. Cause crazy cleans up. And crazy is respected in the 
community.

When I met Craig, I thought, this is one of the nicest people. Here’s this person 
who was so nice to me. I say “nice,” not “kind,” because they’re not the same. 
Kind has pure intentions. Nice can be a disguise—a way to get close to you.

People used to say I “have a little sugar.” I’m like, I don’t have a little sugar, I 
have diabetes. This is not just a little fight; this is violence.

My sister said to me, “We keep secrets, and we don’t tell ourselves the truth. This 
makes us feel like what we’re going through isn’t happening.” I wrote down her 
words, and thought, “Wow, these secrets are killing us.”

Oh, my goodness, I love my sister. She is so wonderful. She is so kind and loves 
me no matter what. She loves me if my life looks great. She loves me if it could 
be very much improved.

I used to fluctuate between thinking I was incredibly dumb and had a learning 
disability to thinking, you know what, I am smart. I can articulate ideas.

Who am I now? I’m hopeful. I’m constantly reading something. I listen to Ted
Talks. I listen to motivational speakers. I listen to stuff about the law of retraction.

Divorce is a sin, they say. We do all this other stuff, and that’s not a sin? Someone 
hollers and curses someone out; is that not a sin? Isn’t that messed up? You can 
get brainwashed into thinking that this trap is a higher calling.

Domestic violence has been the whole fiber of what I know. It's been modeled.

I went out with some girlfriends; we went to Blues Fest. We had such 
a good time, laughing and smiling. When I got back home, it did not 81



go well. It must have triggered in Craig some memory of being abandoned, being 
neglected.

This fight went on for hours. He raged and raged. I’m thinking to myself, “This 
is crazy. I had told him where I was going to be. I am innocent.”
It takes a lot of energy, and I used to have this amazing memory. And it got 
pushed out, with all the stuff.

So, I got up the morning after the fight; it was Sunday, and he’d left for church. I 
collected everything of mine that I could. I didn’t have a duffel bag, so I put it in 
Target bags. My son was there, and he got his stuff, and we went to the bus.

I had enough change for me to ride the bus, but I didn’t have enough change for 
him to ride the bus. I got on the bus, and I didn’t say anything. I just gave the bus 
driver the money that I had. He looked at me. Then he looked at my son. Then he 
looked at our little bags, and he tells me, “Have a seat.”

We went to my mother’s house. I left Craig a voicemail. I said, “I’m not coming 
home. I don’t know what last night was, but it didn’t make any sense to me. I 
don’t think your anger fit what I did. So, I’m not coming back.”

After church, he got my message, and drove up to get us. When he got to my 
mom’s house, he got out and slammed the door. We were outside, and my mom 
was gardening. My mother is solid and intimidating. She is a hard and forceful 
woman. She had this gardening tool that looked like a machete, and she went to 
meet him.

Craig said, “I came to get my wife.” 

My mom said, “She’s not going anywhere with you. You get your little ass back 
in that car and you go home.” 

He argued with her for a bit, and she showed him the “machete,” and she said, “I 
swear to God, I will kill you.” And, I was standing there paralyzed. Just watching.

He got in the car and left.

Craig has never physically abused me, but I am convinced that the reason he 
hasn’t is because my mother will kill him if he does. My mom has shotguns. She 
has rifles. She has handguns. He knows she’s just crazy enough to use them.

Everyone that was watching the scene—and you know, this is interesting—never 
said anything. Whenever I walked out of the house to get the mail, the neighbors 
just said “Hello,” and I got the mail.
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The house I live in now, it happened just next door. I drove up one day and got 
out of my car. The woman—the wife—next door runs out of the house, and before 
she makes it past the yard, her husband screams at her to get her “ass back in the 
house.” 

But I just stood there, not saying anything. I didn’t ask her if she needed any help. 
I just watched as she had her back to him—he was looming behind her. She just 
stood there, and then she took a deep breath, turned around, and slowly went back 
into the house.

I asked myself, why didn’t I say anything? To this day, I still don’t know why.

I love HGTV, and there’s a show called Fixer Upper. The man on the show’s 
name is Chip. And Chip is so funny. He tells his kids he loves them; he hugs 
them; and he kisses them. My son said to me, “I think you need somebody like 
Chip. Don’t you think he’d be good for you?”

It’s not enough for us to tell our sons not to hit their wives. You’ve really covered 
just the bare minimum. If your sons don’t know what to do with their rage and 
disappointment, then we’ve done them a disservice.

I had an opportunity last week to attend an international convention on domestic 
violence. A lady there—a domestic abuse survivor—from 60 Minutes told her 
story, and she talked about refusing to be erased. Refusing to remain invisible. 

My head went down, and my eyes closed. I was holding on to my chair, just trying 
to hear her…to stay with her, while she told her story. I thought to myself, if this 
woman can share her story, then surely, you can find your voice and tell some 
form of yours.

Surely.

So, on the way here, I prayed. I prayed that I would have something of value to 
share. Something that made sense. Hopefully, something that can help someone 
else.

So, I came! I was late, but I came anyway. I’m here! I’m here!

***
Don’t give up hope, ladies. You’re never alone. More women than you know ‘get 
it.’ Keep trying. I saw a billboard, it was talking about smoking. It read: “If 
you’ve tried to quit something and you failed, do not give up. Because every 
wrong attempt is still a step forward.” It’s the same thing. Maybe you’ve left 
dozens of times, and most of us have, don’t give up. In this next moment is a 
brand-new moment, and you can get a do-over. You can always try 
again. You can go in a different direction, you can change your mind. 83




