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​Surviving Monsters

By Maddie Capello


​

​Legal & Safety Note 

THIS BOOK IS A SURVIVOR memoir. It reflects the author’s lived experience and publicly documented convictions. Names are used where criminal convictions and incarceration are matters of public record. This work is not written to sensationalize abuse, but to document survival, pattern recognition, and recovery.

It acts as a warning to all. 

​

​Resources

I WANTED THIS SECTION up front in case anyone needs this right now. These resources are ready and waiting to help you. I am proud of you for making the decision to protect your peace. 


●  National Domestic Violence Hotline: 1-800-799-7233

●  RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network): 1-800-656-4673

●  Local shelters and advocacy groups:  Research your county for current listings.

●  The Department for Human Services: Research your county as they can assist with costs associated with escaping. 



​

​Before the Monsters 
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​Chapter 1: Intuition vs. Hope — Why We Ignore Early Warnings
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Intuition whispers.

Hope hosts a TED Talk.

Hope has slides. Hope has testimonials. Hope has a compelling backstory about his rough childhood and a closing argument that makes you feel cruel for even considering leaving. Hope uses phrases like “I’m really trying” and “You just don’t see the progress yet.” Intuition, on the other hand, barely clears its throat before being shouted down.

Hope says, Give him a chance.

Intuition says, Run.

Guess which one we’re trained to distrust.

From the moment we’re old enough to understand stories, we’re taught that love is redemptive. That women are alchemists. That with enough patience, tenderness, and emotional labor, we can turn chaos into stability and cruelty into growth. No one calls it grooming, but that’s exactly what it is—social grooming. Training us to tolerate harm as long as it arrives wrapped in potential.

I didn’t grow up dreaming of surviving violent men. No little girl does. I grew up on a steady diet of stories that said love is work, relationships require patience, and good women don’t quit when things get uncomfortable. I was taught that if you loved hard enough, communicated clearly enough, stayed calm enough, didn’t provoke, didn’t nag, didn’t escalate, didn’t exist too loudly—you could fix almost anything.

That belief is incredibly useful.

Just not to you.

It’s useful to men who benefit from your self-doubt. Useful to people who learn early on that if they push just a little, you’ll retreat. If they apologize fast enough, you’ll forgive. If they cry convincingly enough, you’ll abandon your own memory of what just happened. It’s useful to people who mistake your empathy for elasticity and keep stretching it until it snaps.

The early warnings are never cinematic. They don’t come with dramatic music or a villain monologue. No one throws a punch on the first date. That would be inefficient. Violence is introduced the way boiling water kills a frog—slowly, politely, with plausible deniability.

First, there’s the charm. Then curiosity. Then the intensity that feels flattering until it doesn’t. You mistake urgency for passion. Possessiveness for devotion. Jealousy for interest. Control for concern.

It starts with jokes that aren’t funny but somehow land on you to smooth over.

“You’re too sensitive.”

“I was just kidding.”

“Wow, can’t you take a joke?”

Each joke is a test. Will you laugh? Will you flinch? Will you correct him—or correct yourself? And every time you choose silence over discomfort, the rules are rewritten without your consent.

Then there are the apologies. Fast. Overproduced. Tearful. Apologies that sound rehearsed and arrive before you’ve even finished explaining why you’re upset. Apologies that focus more on how bad he feels than what you experienced. Apologies that end with you comforting him, reassuring him, minimizing the thing he just did so everyone can move on.

And then there’s the drinking. The glass that never seems empty. The nights that always escalate. The version of him that only shows up after a few drinks—and then becomes the excuse for everything he does.

That wasn’t really me.

I don’t even remember saying that.

You know I get like this when I drink.

Alcohol doesn’t create violence. It just removes the filters. It turns private thoughts into public behavior and then demands amnesty afterward. And somehow, the burden of managing it still lands on you.

You notice the discomfort. Of course you do. You feel it in your chest, in your stomach, in that split second where your body reacts before your brain catches up. Your shoulders tighten. Your breathing changes. Your voice lowers. Your nervous system clocks the threat long before you give it a name.

But instead of listening, you explain it away. Because explaining feels safer than acting. Acting would mean conflict. Acting would mean loss. Acting would mean telling the truth out loud and dealing with what comes next.

So you rationalize.

He’s stressed.

He didn’t mean it like that.

He’s been through a lot.

I’m probably overthinking.

Notice how none of those explanations require him to change.

Here’s the dirty secret no one tells survivors: we are not naïve.

Naïve people don’t walk on eggshells. Naïve people don’t monitor tone shifts and micro-expressions. Naïve people don’t run post-incident autopsies in their heads, replaying conversations to figure out what they could have said differently. Survivors are hyper-aware. We are strategic. We are emotionally intelligent in a world that weaponizes those traits against us.

We are optimists in a culture that punishes optimism—especially in women. We are taught that skepticism makes us bitter, that boundaries make us cold, and that leaving at the first sign of trouble means we “didn’t try hard enough.” So we override our instincts in the name of being “understanding.”

But let’s be clear: that’s not kindness.

That’s conditioning.

We are conditioned to doubt ourselves before we doubt men. Conditioned to collect more data when the data is already screaming. Conditioned to believe that love means endurance, that patience is a virtue even when it’s erasing us piece by piece.

No one ever says, “Ignore your intuition.”

They say, “Be fair.”

“Be compassionate.”

“People make mistakes.”

“Relationships take work.”

Funny how “work” always seems to mean your discomfort, your flexibility, your silence.

I didn’t ignore red flags because I didn’t see them. I ignored them because I was told red flags were just character quirks you could love away—if you loved someone enough. If you were gentle enough. If you learned the rules fast enough. If you become smaller without disappearing completely.

But intuition doesn’t speak in paragraphs. It doesn’t argue its case. It doesn’t negotiate. It doesn’t wait for proof beyond a reasonable doubt. It says one thing, over and over, until you either listen—or stop hearing it.

And when you stop hearing it, something else happens: the line between discomfort and danger blurs. You don’t notice how far you’ve moved the goalposts until you’re standing somewhere you swore you’d never be.

The most dangerous lie we’re told is this:

If it was really that bad, you would have left sooner.

The truth is harsher and simpler:

You didn’t leave because you were taught that leaving is failure—and enduring is love.

If listening to intuition were socially supported, far fewer of us would need survival stories. Fewer police reports. Fewer whispered confessions. Fewer explanations that begin with “He wasn’t always like this.”

Intuition tried to warn you.

Hope just talked louder.

And in a world that rewards hope and punishes self-trust, listening to yourself becomes an act of rebellion.



​Rasheed Maceo Mitchell (2009-2010)

WHEN I MET RASHEED, he introduced himself as “Maceo,” because apparently even the truth needed a stage name. He talked himself up like a résumé written by imagination. It was never meant to be serious—at least, that’s what I told myself. He was living with his mother, and my gut clocked something immediately. Loudly. Repeatedly. I ignored it, of course, because he had a mouth full of confidence and a talent for sounding legitimate.

He was especially convincing when explaining how he went to work every day and returned to his house in Federal Way, Washington. A whole house. A whole job. A whole life. Very impressive. Completely fictional.

The truth came out later: unemployed, living with his mom, and lying with the ease of someone who’s had plenty of practice. By most standards, what people would politely call “a loser.” But I don’t scare easily, and I’ve always had a weakness for projects disguised as people.

I thought I could fix him.

Life lesson: you cannot fix someone who benefits from being broken.

The abuse wasn’t subtle. It was thick. Palpable. By day, he drank—constantly—armed with a silver tongue sharp enough to carve doubt straight into my spine. By night, he dropped the act and became exactly who he was all along: an abusive jackass with no interest in self-control.

We’d been dating a few weeks and I was already exhausted, unraveling, standing at the edge of something I knew wasn’t going to end well. I could feel it building. That familiar tightening in the chest. The quiet alarm bells everyone tells you not to be dramatic about.

I wasn’t wrong.

When it went bad, it didn’t hesitate. He delivered exactly what my intuition warned me about—on time, without apology, and with the confidence of a man who’d done this before.

​
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​Chapter 2: Alcohol, Charm, and the Slow Drift of Control
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Alcohol doesn’t create abuse.

It just removes the mask faster.

It’s the great scapegoat—the socially acceptable explanation that ends conversations before they get uncomfortable. The thing everyone nods at knowingly, as if drunkenness is a temporary possession rather than a choice repeatedly made. Both men had the same favorite excuse: I was drunk. As if intoxication magically transforms a decent person into someone who steals phones, terrorizes children, or believes sex is something you owe them for existing.

What alcohol really does is speed things up. It collapses the timeline. It takes thoughts that would normally stay internal—resentment, entitlement, rage—and puts them on fast-forward. It reveals what already lives there, stripped of restraint and accountability. And somehow, we’re expected to treat that revelation as irrelevant.

Notice how the excuse is always retrospective. No one ever says, I’m about to get drunk and hurt you. They say it afterward, when the damage is done and the cleanup begins. Funny how the drunken version never apologizes for the belief—only for the volume.

At first, the drinking looked social.

Normal. Harmless. Familiar.

A beer after work. A glass of wine to unwind. A few drinks at a party. You tell yourself this is adulthood, this is stress relief, this is how people cope. You ignore the tiny discomfort because it feels judgmental to notice it. You don’t want to be the fun police. You don’t want to be controlling. You don’t want to become the stereotype of the nagging partner who “just doesn’t get it.”

Then it looked habitual.

The drink wasn’t optional—it was expected.

Every night had a reason. Bad day? Drink. Good day? Drink. Celebration? Drink. Conflict? Definitely drink. You start noticing patterns but dismiss them because patterns imply intention, and intention would require you to act. So instead, you minimize. You joke. You adapt. You adjust your expectations downward without telling yourself you’re doing it.

Then it looked necessary.

Mood hinged on availability. Tension thickened when supply ran low. Conversations revolved around when, where, and how much. Plans bent around it. The night didn’t really start until the first drink, and it didn’t really end until something went wrong. And somewhere in that progression, your comfort quietly exited the room without making a scene.

Control doesn’t arrive with handcuffs.

It arrives with negotiations.

Don’t upset him.

Just wait until morning.

He didn’t mean it.

He’s not like this when he’s sober.

You start running calculations constantly. How much has he had? What time is it? What tone will land safely tonight? You become the crisis manager, the peacekeeper, the emotional meteorologist forecasting storms before they hit. You lower your voice, soften your words, delay your needs. You learn which topics are safe and which ones are landmines.

You don’t call it fear—you call it being smart.

Alcohol becomes both an excuse and an accelerant. It turns verbal abuse into “outbursts,” sexual coercion into “miscommunication,” intimidation into “losing control.” It reframes harm as an accident rather than a choice. And somehow, you’re expected to understand, forgive, and forget—all before he sobers up enough to remember what he did.

And if he doesn’t remember? Even better. Now the burden shifts entirely to you. Now you’re the only witness. Now you’re asked to decide whether something that shattered you even counts if the person who caused it can’t recall it. You’re expected to carry the memory, the fear, and the aftermath—alone.

Then there’s the charm.

Charm is a hell of a drug. It’s the rebound that keeps you invested after the crash. The version of him everyone else sees—the funny one, the generous one, the charismatic one. The man who helps strangers, tells great stories, remembers birthdays. The man who uses that charm like a shield and a weapon.

Charm doesn’t just fool others—it isolates you. When no one else sees the problem, you start questioning your own perception. You wonder if you’re exaggerating. If you’re too sensitive. If you’re misinterpreting things. The more charming he is publicly, the more impossible it feels to name what happens privately.

Charm convinces you that you’re the exception. The calm in his storm. The one woman who finally understands him. The reason he’s “trying so hard now.” You’re told—explicitly or implicitly—that without you, he’d fall apart. That makes leaving feel less like self-preservation and more like abandonment.

Spoiler: monsters don’t want partners.

They want managers.

They want someone to regulate their emotions, anticipate their needs, absorb their damage, and clean up after the fallout. Someone who will translate their behavior for others, make excuses, smooth over social messes, and quietly shoulder consequences they never face themselves.

And slowly—so slowly you almost miss it—the rules appear.

They aren’t written down. They aren’t discussed. They’re enforced through silence, sarcasm, withdrawal, or sudden rage. You learn them by violating them once and paying dearly for it. After that, you comply preemptively.
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