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    Advance Praise for Rock Bottom and Faithless


    “My first few months of a thirty-two-year career in law enforcement taught me never to be surprised at the horrific things people do to the ones they supposedly love. In fact, after several responses to calls of domestic violence, I became jaded, believing there were many more cases of domestic violence going unreported.


    “So, with this jaundiced, suspicious perspective, how did I miss knowing that a dear friend, coworker, and high-performing law enforcement officer was herself a victim of domestic violence?


    “Susan’s daring, heart-wrenching story is one of strength, love, and bravery, with an appropriate ending to a horrific first marriage. With a reconstructed foundation built on faith, friends, and family, Susan shares her pain, the flawed reasoning that kept her in a damaging and demoralizing relationship, and how she found the strength to rise above it.


    “But her book also quietly exposes how ‘we’—the friends, family and coworkers of abused and abusers—can be truly blind to what goes on behind closed doors.


    “Susan’s page-turning, hopeful exposé is a testament that even law enforcement officers, highly-educated executives, and other leaders are not immune to the lies of abusers, but gives hope of freedom to those who have been held in that harrowing grip.”


    —Colleen McGuire


    Brigadier General, US Army (Retired)


    Former Provost Marshal General of the Army; Commander,

    Criminal Investigations Command; Commandant, United

    States Disciplinary Barracks (Federal Penitentiary)


     


    “Sue Parisher’s book is a compelling account of one woman’s journey of abuse—from victim to survivor. This is an easy-to-read introduction to domestic violence based on Sue’s own story. Like the title suggests, it dispels myths and is faithful to the Christian Scriptures.”


     


    —Nancy Nason-Clark, PhD, FRSC


    Professor Emerita, University of New Brunswick


    Director, the RAVE Project, www.theraveproject.org
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    To my mom


    I am so sorry you passed away without knowing any of this.


    I hated all those times I prioritized my emotional

    and physical safety over being honest with you.


    I know how much this secret strained our relationship.


    I look forward to the day when we can laugh and smile together.


    Love, Sue

  


  
    FOREWORD



    Branson Sheets, lead pastor


    Covenant Church, Greenville, North Carolina


    I’d seen Sue sitting out in the crowd in our church. She’s probably like a lot of people in large congregations with multiple services: anonymous until they decide they don’t want to be any longer.


    One day she introduced herself to me. She seemed like a nice woman, you know, normal enough. Then she told me she was writing a book on her story of domestic violence. She asked if I knew of any ministry to such people at our church. She asked if I knew of any resources available in the community. Sue asked a lot of questions, and frankly, I was uncomfortable, and I had very few answers for her.


    This conversation was the beginning of my understanding that Sue Parisher was recovering from years of cruel abuse. I remember thinking to myself, this woman doesn’t look like someone who has been or even could have been abused. She was a lieutenant colonel in the U.S. Army. Could she really have been a victim of something like this?


    The answer is yes.


    This book tells Sue’s courageous journey from an abuse victim who felt trapped in an unending cycle to a victorious woman who discovered the truth about God’s love for her and her value as a person.


    And let me tell you, Rock Bottom and Faithless is a great book. It walks through many painful episodes from earlier in her life when lies embedded in her thoughts from years of abuse were front and center in her thinking. She then shares how God began to reveal glimpses of truth as she began to see the lies for what they were. Every time I turned a page, I celebrated with Sue as she talked about a lie she used to believe about herself but now saw past to see herself the way her Heavenly Father sees her.


    I am so proud of Sue. She is a courageous woman who has labored to overcome the effects of an abusive spouse. I also know that she has labored many years to be able to offer every word of this book as a tool to help other women see that they don’t have to live in the pain and despair of abuse either.


    What an incredible resource for those suffering from domestic violence! My prayer is that this book will give victims of abuse the courage to take steps away from their abusers.


    It’s also an incredible resource for everybody else. What Sue describes in this book might be going on in your family, your neighborhood, or your church family. Her story demonstrates that domestic abuse can be hard to spot, hard to admit, and hard for others to believe, and yet it goes on every day in numbers that are staggering.


    I wonder how many more “Sues” there are out there in my congregation. Before reading this book, I probably wouldn’t have noticed or even thought about that question. But now I understand domestic abuse in a way I never understood it before. Now when it appears in my congregation, I’m much better prepared to see, to listen, to believe, and to help those who have been harmed by its effects, to help them overcome the lies and walk in the truth of Jesus Christ.


    


    Pastor Branson Sheets

  


  
    INTRODUCTION



    Tom gripped my neck in a choke hold, raising me high enough off the floor that my feet dangled freely.


    “I don’t know why I put up with such a moron,” he hissed.


    Just before I passed out from his grip around my neck, he released me, watching me flop to the ground, gasping for air.


    “Stupid. Incompetent. Idiot.”


    Each epithet was punctuated with a kick to my stomach.


    I curled up into a fetal position and covered my face.


    “Stay out of my sight!” he roared. “You disgust me!”


    He stomped out of the room.


    As soon as I was sure he was gone, I crawled toward the door, sobbing. I reached up and locked it, and then went back down on my knees.


    After twenty-one years of trying to manage my abusive husband, I knew I couldn’t handle this situation any more. If he had killed me that night, I was sure he could have come up with an explanation that few people would have questioned. He was so convincing.


    But I couldn’t die. I had to stay alive for the sake of my children.


    So as I kneeled on that floor, tears streaming down my face, I desperately tried to reconnect with God.


    God, I know I’ve been gone over twenty-one years, but I’m ready now to have you in my life. If you allow me to stay alive today, I promise I’ll get myself and the kids away from him.


    Every day for the next thirty days I prayed this same prayer. I didn’t know what else to do. My secret double life had become unbearable.


    [image: ]


    This incident marked the beginning of my physical escape from a twenty-one-year marriage full of emotional, physical, and sexual abuse.


    Escaping the mental and emotional abuse has taken far longer.


    Lies, lies, and more lies, embedded so deep in my mind that they became my own truths. I didn’t know I had become so brainwashed that my abuser’s thoughts controlled my actions, my beliefs, and my entire existence. I didn’t know I had become a puppet, being manipulated by the embedded lies my abuser had convinced me were true.


    Here I was, so confused about how my life had gotten so out of control, crying out to the God who I believed had allowed all of this pain to happen in my life.


    I could no longer hide behind denial, hoping my marriage would return to the happier times of the past. It was there on my knees, sobbing hysterically, where I first began to try and relinquish control of the mess my world had become.


    But before I could recover from the lies embedded within my brainwashed mind, I had to identify them. Then I could develop a plan to counter each lie, seeing truth more clearly, and appropriating God’s help in defeating them.


    I hope that the lessons I share—the lies and how I defeated them—from my eleven-year journey from domestic abuse victim to survivor will…


    [image: ] give you an idea of what to expect during this transition to domestic violence survivor;


    [image: ] help you break the stronghold of your abuser’s embedded lies on your thoughts and actions;


    [image: ] help lessen the aggravating impact your abuser has on your world;


    [image: ] help break the secrecy of recovery, so those in your world will be better able to understand and assist;


    [image: ] strengthen your relationship with God, therefore allowing His grace to provide you with strength and peace.


    Becoming a domestic violence survivor has for me meant being free and open to living again. It means I can make decisions, build trusting relationships, and even feel love. It means the thoughts in my head are mine and mine alone.


    With the emotional abuse removed from my mind, God’s grace and love have taken over with a calmness and peace I never before thought possible.


    I pray that my story of overcoming the lies implanted by domestic abuse will help you on your own path in defeating deceptions and reclaiming your future and hope. If so, then I thank God for what He has taught me, even in the midst of pain.


    


    Blessings,


    Sue

  


  
    Part One


    Lies from

    within

    the Abuse

  


  
    CHAPTER 1



    VALENTINE’S DAY



    My first Valentine’s Day with Tom was in 1987, back when we were dating. It was a memory I held in secret and pulled out every once in a while to try to soothe my fears and pain.


    We were stationed in Korea at the time, and he couldn’t decide what to get me. So he got me one of everything.


    Perfume…


    a big box of candy…


    flowers…


    jewelry…


    a huge, beautiful card…


    and a six-foot-tall stuffed polar bear.


    I was overwhelmed. I had never felt so loved. Imagine being showered with so many gifts so early in a relationship—this was surely a sign of greater showers of affection to come!


    He loved me so much. I felt so lucky.


    I held that memory during the moments I watched his steady breathing after he had fallen asleep…minutes after screaming filthy names at me.


    On our third Valentine’s Day, when we were snowed in at Fort Lewis, Washington, Tom walked to the store a mile and a half in the snow, telling me it was to get me flowers and a gift. (I later found out the real purpose of the walk was to get himself cigarettes, but I learned to easily forget that part of the memory.)


    How thoughtful of him. We were now married, and he was still showering me with affection.


    These were the memories I held onto when I hunched in a corner trying to get control over my terrified breathing after he had stomped out of the room after kicking me.


    He bought me a beautiful dress once, and I felt so pretty in it, so different from the rigor of my army uniform.


    He fixed me a romantic dinner once when I was pregnant with our first child. I can still close my eyes and remember it, red roses in the vase, romantic music instead of the ESPN that was usually blaring. As I would later realize this was the only time he acknowledged how special it was that I was carrying his child. I cherished the memory of this night.


    Three or four times he bought me a bouquet of “I’m sorry” flowers. They always brightened my mood as I proudly displayed them in the kitchen (even though something in the back of my mind said they were sending the message that I was supposed to ignore all his bad behavior).


    For the longest time I thought the flowers meant he regretted his actions and that he was going to try harder to not repeat the same insensitive things.


    I held onto these memories like small jewels in the back of a chaotic junk drawer.


    “There are never enough clean clothes around here. Why can’t you keep this house in order? You didn’t use enough starch ironing my uniform! What kind of garbage do you want me to eat, you idiot?”


    I knew other army husbands of army wives ironed their own uniforms. I wouldn’t have minded ironing if he had helped with the house, or the kitchen, or the shopping, or—later in the marriage—the kids…. But he relaxed on the couch watching sports while he ordered me to iron and do all the other housework and take care of the children too. And if I completed my list, I was instructed to sit on the couch with him, watching endless hours of sports that I was definitely not interested in.


    But still, my mind would flit back to those few thoughtful memories, those precious jewels from the past.


    Maybe one day, if I was good enough, that nice guy would come back.


    The Lie: If I try hard enough, the nice guy

    will return


    Sadly, those examples were the only “nice guy” stories I can remember from our twenty-one-years of marriage.


    By the time our second child arrived, Tom was so tired of buying “I’m sorry” flowers that the last batch of flowers he gave me came with a huge disclaimer.


    Tom was not going to apologize anymore.


    At the time I thought for sure this was another one of his rambling, spontaneous statements. I never believed he meant he was never going to buy me flowers again. There was no way he really meant that.


    But he did. He told me he wasn’t wasting money on flowers anymore, and he meant it. Apparently, I didn’t deserve them.


    But I continued in denial. My husband wasn’t so bad. After all, he was an army officer. People throughout the military units we were assigned to respected him so much. Those horrible stories in the news about men abusing their wives were terrible, but thank goodness my marriage was fixable. My husband was really a good guy—that’s what everyone in our military units told me.


    And after all, Tom used make me laugh. He used to make me feel special. He used to convince me that I was the most important person in his life.


    Even as I saw what was happening in our marriage, I didn’t have words for it. For so long I denied the truth and suppressed the feelings of how horribly wrong things were. I became so busy reacting, fixing, anticipating, and responding to Tom’s moods that I never took (or had) the time to stop and realize what was going on. Any free minutes in my thoughts were devoted to trying to anticipate what might happen next or trying to respond to the new crisis that had arisen.


    It must be my fault, and I’ll keep trying harder. Someday my world will become better. Surely any day now, this pain and terror will be a thing of the past.


    Happier days will surely be coming soon.


    At least that’s what my denial convinced me of.


    A glimmer of truth


    It would be years later until I understood how powerful my denial was at pulling me through my years of pain and suffering.


    A pivotal point in the beginning of my journey out of denial was finally realizing that my world was not going to change. At various moments, this truth shone on me with great clarity.


    As the years passed and I kept trying harder while the abuse kept getting worse, I began to realize that the great guy I married wasn’t returning.


    The time he almost killed me was the clincher.


    As the memory of Tom’s attempt to kill me continuously replayed in my mind, I started to realize that whether I wanted to or not, I must now make drastic changes in my life. I had to start accepting the reality that I could no longer remain in my current situation or my children would end up motherless. The changes had to start now.


    When my mother and sister found out I was divorcing Tom, they were glad for me to get away from that monstrous man and hoped that the “old me” would return.


    But they really had no idea of the magnitude of the evil I was escaping. Denial played a part even in that silence. It would be years before I understood this lie I clutched so tightly.


    Seeing truth clearly


    As the years have passed and I’ve received counseling for multiple issues, including denial, I’ve become able to see some important truths about being a domestic violence victim. Denial:


    [image: ] kept me loyal to my abuser;


    [image: ] impeded my decision-making abilities;


    [image: ] compartmentalized the bad times, making the return of the “nice” guy seem possible;


    [image: ] held onto the false belief that true love and companionship would return and triumph;


    [image: ] kept me from feeling confident that I could ever take care of myself and my children;


    [image: ] confused the formation of exit strategies and safety plans;


    [image: ] produced a strange and toxic mix of overwhelming anxiety, fear, and second-guessing.


    [image: ]


    Although the world of denial that I lived in with Tom was a crazy, anxiety-ridden world, it was my world that I had been conditioned to. Even if it felt unsafe, it felt familiar.


    Moving into the world of the unknown was extremely frightening. But it was worth it. Over and over again I reminded myself that almost anything was better than the horrible existence of being married to Tom.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2



    THANKSGIVING DINNER



    Everyone else seemed to be having fun at Grandma’s house on Thanksgiving. Laughter, clatter in the kitchen, guys sneaking pieces of turkey while Grandpa was carving the bird and Grandma lovingly surveyed her grandchildren scurrying all around.


    Three generations of family together created a feeling of love and acceptance. Everyone seemed relaxed, hungry, and content.


    As the buffet line opened on the kitchen counter, family members squeezed in to get first helpings of their favorite dishes.


    My first time through the line, I prepared my two-year-old’s plate. I navigated through the crowd, worked my way over to the drink table, and then to where he sat. I leaned over and cut up his food.


    My second time through the buffet line, I fixed my four-year-old’s plate. The crowd had died down a little, so navigating back to the kids’ table was easier. After I cut up his food, I noticed everyone was already enjoying the amazing feast.


    Leaning into the living room, I asked Tom, “What do you want to eat?” After attentively listening to his requests I turned back to what was now an empty kitchen.


    “Why aren’t you getting your own food for yourself?” Tom’s sister asked him. “Sue is obviously busy with your two little boys.”


    Tom proudly replied, “Oh, my wife loves to make my plate, don’t you, honey?”


    Of course, dear.


    By the time I made my own plate of food, the crowd was gathering for seconds. Embarrassed and angry, I was reminded once again of how out of control my waiting on my husband had become.


    The Lie: I am my husband’s slave


    But this bizarre servanthood, so public at Thanksgiving dinner, was a regular occurrence at home.


    Tom would sit on the couch watching ESPN and suddenly yell, “Where’s my supper? I said I want it now!”


    But I was trying to remember, did he want teriyaki sauce with his onions, or was it something else? Which drink was he going to want tonight? Do I have the right serving sizes on the dinner plate? Oh dear, the onions are touching the rice. I don’t want him throwing this perfectly prepared meal across the room. I definitely don’t have time to clean up another mess tonight.


    But I could never, ever do it right.


    A glimmer of truth


    After I was able to get out, trying to keep myself and my children safe, there were so many lies I had to untangle. “I am his slave” was a foundational one from which many others sprang.


    In those early days after getting out, when I wanted to reminisce about the few good times I had with Tom, I had to learn to counter any positive memories before they could settle in. As quickly as possible I needed to remember Tom as the mean and cruel slave master he actually was. Even though it was painful and difficult to do this at first, it was essential for my safety and the safety of my children that I remembered the life of slavery he had forced on me.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3



    FILES ON THE FLOOR



    Tom’s large frame filled the doorway as he jerked open the drawers of the filing cabinet.


    “Couldn’t answer such a simple question.” His mutter rose in volume. “What makes you think any of this tax information is right? Any of it at all? What a fuckin moron.”


    He sneered in disdain at the file folders I had painstakingly sorted and neatly laid out on the floor. Salary information. Mortgage information. Uniform expenses. Charity deductions.


    Still kneeling amidst them, I glanced down in despair. Only moments ago I had been so proud of what I had accomplished. I flinched as he continued.


    “I’ll bet this whole tax return is wrong, you stupid idiot.”


    I made myself as small as possible on the floor as I watched him, standing there in the doorway at the filing cabinet. Almost in slow motion, it seemed, I saw him pull out each of the remaining file folders from the drawer and toss each one up in the air. He didn’t bother to watch the papers scatter and float all over the room the way I did. He was busy pulling out the next one, and the next, and the next.


    I watched, in a daze, holding back the tears.


    Again and again. Through each one of the three filing cabinet drawers, until the room was so covered with paper I couldn’t even see the floor.


    “That’s what you get for doing it wrong, bitch,” he roared. “Next time you’ll do it right. And don’t come out of this room until you put this all back together. Correctly!”


    He strode away, back up the stairs.


    Quickly, quickly, I thought. I need to clean this up. My two little boys are hungry and I need to fix supper.


    The Lie: I am incompetent


    My life was so confusing. Most people would say I was successful during my twenty-one years on active duty in the army; after all, I retired a lieutenant colonel.


    My leaders and subordinates thought I was competent; my annual evaluations and promotions confirmed that I did a commendable job.


    But truth be told, I never felt like I was doing a good job, nor did I believe I earned the various accolades or promotions I received. My internal conflict assured me I was a complete imbecile and somehow everyone just hadn’t seen it yet. I felt like everybody else knew what they were doing and I was the only idiot bouncing around what other people did or said. I always believed it was the great officers and soldiers I worked with who made me appear successful.


    This lie of being incompetent was drilled into me over and over, day after day, year after year, for all twenty-one years that Tom and I were together.


    “You are so stupid.”


    “You’re so ignorant you don’t know something as simple as that?”


    It didn’t matter what it was. Tom’s comments toward me always showcased my obvious ignorance and stupidity.


    This was Tom’s drill: Relentlessly, ceaselessly, drilling into me that I was an incompetent moron. Continually challenging me to improve “for my own good.” Treating me like a small child who hadn’t learned her lesson yet, and might never learn it because she was just. So. Stupid. When I was at home, I might as well have been wearing a dunce cap.


    Imagine the confusion and awkwardness I felt while being the warden at the Department of Defense prison in Germany. Prison warden by day; prisoner in my home at night.


    For so many years my life felt split. High-achieving supervisor at work; imbecilic, moronic captive at home.
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