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DISCLAIMERS

This book discusses topics that may be distressing, including but not limited to:

●  Domestic violence and coercive control

●  Emotional, psychological, physical, and sexual abuse

●  Family estrangement

●  Suicide and suicidal ideation

●  Substance use

●  Legal systems and court proceedings

Reader discretion is advised. Please prioritize your safety and well-being while reading.This book is not intended to replace professional mental health care, medical advice, or legal counsel. The content reflects the author’s lived experience and personal interpretation and should not be construed as clinical, medical, or legal advice.

If you are in immediate danger or experiencing thoughts of self-harm, please seek emergency assistance or contact a local crisis support line. Resources listed at the back of the book following the Epilogue. 
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TRAUMA-INFORMED DISCLAIMER

The author is a trained marriage and family therapist; however, this book is written in the capacity of a survivor and storyteller, not as a clinician providing treatment. The reflections, insights, and observations shared here arise from lived experience, research, and personal healing - not from a therapeutic relationship with the reader.

Healing is nonlinear. What helped the author may not be appropriate or sufficient for every reader. Take what resonates. Leave what does not.






LEGAL CLARIFICATION

Descriptions of legal proceedings, court interactions, and professional systems reflect the author’s personal experience and perspective and are not presented as universal representations of legal practice or outcomes. Laws and procedures vary by jurisdiction and time.

Readers seeking legal guidance should consult a qualified attorney.






Important Note to the Reader

This book is not a substitute for therapy, medical care, psychiatric treatment, or crisis intervention.

While I am a licensed mental health professional, the experiences, reflections, and insights shared in this book are offered for educational and personal reflection purposes only. They are not intended to diagnose, treat, or replace individualized mental health care.

Reading this book does not establish a therapist–client relationship between you and the author. 

Healing from trauma, abuse, and complex relational harm is deeply personal and often requires support beyond what a book can provide. If you find yourself struggling, feeling overwhelmed, or experiencing distress while reading, I strongly encourage you to seek support from a licensed mental health professional, trusted support person, or local crisis resources. You deserve care that is responsive, relational, and tailored to your unique history.








	
For the survival that kept me alive -

and the future that taught me how to live.

Dedication






	
“The truth will set you free, but first it will piss you off.”

- Gloria Steinem

Epigraph
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is not a linear story of healing. It is a record of my survival.

What you are about to read is part memoir, part reckoning, and part reclamation. It was written in the aftermath of leaving an abusive marriage, navigating the family court system, disentangling from generational and ideological control, and rebuilding a life while actively parenting, grieving, and healing. Some names, identifying details, and timelines have been altered to protect privacy. The emotional truth, however, has not been softened and I believe the rawness is needed for our awareness of how damaging these controlling, abusive dynamics are. 

This book discusses domestic violence, coercive control, psychological abuse, financial abuse, suicidality, postpartum mental health, and institutional betrayal. These experiences are described not for shock value, but to illuminate the often-invisible realities survivors face - especially after leaving.

I want to be clear about what this book is and is not:

This is not a guide on how to leave an abusive relationship. It is not a replacement for therapy, medical care, legal advice, or crisis support. It is a witness account. It is a naming of patterns many are taught to normalize and an offering to those who have felt alone in their fear, anger, confusion, or grief.

If at any point you feel overwhelmed, please pause. Skip ahead. Put the book down. Care for yourself first. Your nervous system matters more than finishing a chapter. For readers who are currently experiencing abuse or suicidal thoughts: support resources are listed at the back of this book. You are not weak for needing help. You are responding normally to abnormal circumstances. You are worthy of care and safety. 

I share this story from a place of greater safety, stability, and ongoing healing. I am alive. I am supported. I am not writing from the edge - but I am writing about it. My hope is that these pages help you recognize something true inside yourself. My genuine intention is not to tell you who to be - only to remind you that you were never broken.

Thank you for being here. Solidarity.

- Brooke
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INTRODUCTION
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I sit here, typing away as my daughter is at her father’s house. It’s not easy trying to be a single mom to a soon to be fierce four year old. So when she is away, as hard as it is, I need to take advantage of it all.

I never thought I’d be here. Especially not typing single mom. I pictured myself with two children by now, happily married. Maybe in a new house. But especially, happily married. Even after everything I've been through, I realize that my childhood wasn’t true love. But I believe a healthy, unconditional love and partnership exist out there. I’ve grown since 21 meeting my ex. Back then I was all for the Nicholas Sparks’ kind of love - and in the first year or so - that was what it felt like.

I was tricked. That’s the cycle of abuse to get you stuck, trauma bonded, and trapped. A part of me still wants to believe my ex truly wanted to be with me. I hope I wasn't just used for his gain, but I may never find out. I’ve done a lot of work to detach my worth from his actions and intentions.

And despite the pain and terror I write down here - I can say I am grateful for the lessons and most importantly, my daughter. This was the catalyst to my rebirth, and my now connection with you, reader.

This anthology shares my most vulnerable and intimate moments. It offers lessons that I hope will help you heal from the violence and abuse you’ve faced. If you haven't faced domestic violence, I still encourage you to read this book. My research on abusive dynamics connects to how our society and government work in the U.S. I enjoy examining relationships and systems this way. It helps me understand how these issues start and how we can overcome or avoid them altogether.

I can sniff out a manipulator or emotionally immature person from a mile away now. And set boundaries like a pro. I should put the trigger warning here - this can be a heavy one. Please read with caution. I cover a lot of various forms of abuse and trauma - sexual and physical assault, psychological and emotional abuse, suicide, substance use, derogatory language. If this isn’t for you - please do not force yourself to read this. It’s not light.

But I promise, I use this book to show that there can be light on the other side of this, and useful lessons in healing. I’ve grown way more than I could have ever imagined leaving my marriage. In the beginning of it - I did not even want to name it abuse while pregnant and newly postpartum. I was in the thick of denial because I did not know how I’d survive without him. I felt like I had no one, and would not be able to survive since the trauma bond to him was so painful to break.

Getting an order of protection definitely helped to lessen that intense roller coaster of emotions since he was my drug of choice. The trauma bond was cut by having to protect myself. No more texts. No more seeing him. I couldn't get my hits to feed my addiction of him.

Join me as I share my journey of survival and escape. I’ll discuss the dynamics of abusive relationships, including those within families. My experiences may offer hope and wisdom to others. I am a marriage and family therapist, and I’ll share trauma-informed insights. However, I learned most of my lessons not from my therapist - though she did help a bit during my divorce.. Instead, I grew by being vulnerable with myself. I had to be open with the court, my attorney, my ex, social media, and even breastfeed in front of some inmates at one point.

Take breaks if you need while reading some of this. It’s not PG or even PG-13. But it's real. I aim to be as human as I can to make others feel slightly less alone in this terror.

I will also add in some points you can take away with you from each chapter, since I know this is a lot. But I hope everyone reading can relate to some of the lessons I have learned - even if you haven’t gone through this level of trauma and loss.

Oh, this is just what I’ll call my brief memoir of my survival from 2017 to 2025. Well I’ll even narrow it to 2020 to 2025. I have so much more to share. I want to write about positive, heartwarming topics, not just about abuse and survival. So, I’ll save those feel good, insight provoking stories for another day with more time - someday they’ll make their way to paper.

Until then, I needed to get these lessons out fully for readers to experience and grow from.

Thank you for being here.






Take This With You:

• You are not weak for surviving what broke you - you are responding exactly as a nervous system does under threat. You are human. We need to drop this imposed shame on survivors.

• Denial is not stupidity; it’s often the only way to stay alive until safety becomes possible. But denial can be dangerous too. Denial happens when we are too terrified to face the truth, and may not be supported if we step out of that denial by our friends and family.. People in denial can also become dangerous and violent. I was in as much denial as my ex was. His denial was wrapped in entitlement. We need to recognize that most of us in this world are deep in denial. Let's reflect on how much the world requires us to live in denial. I hope this book allows you to face your truths, step out of denial.

• Healing does not require perfection, forgiveness, or spiritual bypassing - it requires honesty and time. It requires facing those dark parts of yourself you have shamed for your entire life. It requires stamina and motivation. It requires patience.
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CHAPTER ONE  
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The Work Bathroom Meets Rock Bottom

The lights in the work bathroom were dim, almost apologetic. Most of the time, I did not like them, it was a bit dingy in the single bathroom but that day I was grateful. Fluorescent lighting has a way of exposing everything you’re not ready to face, and I had already seen enough. I felt hollow. Worn down. Just floating in space.

And I was incredibly grateful for having a private office setup. Most of the time it was just myself and a client whenever a session was booked. It was a weird setup. I shared a building with a contractor and electrician, and one other therapist who was there from time to time. So 90% of the time it was just me. I didn’t mind having little to no human interaction outside of my literal job as a talk therapist.

Socializing is incredibly challenging nowadays. Was it because I became a mother? Postpartum changes? My lack of self esteem? My weight gain? My exhaustion.

I stood in front of the mirror longer than necessary, wrapped in the oversized cardigan I had grabbed on my way out the door. It was technically mine, but it didn’t feel like it. It was an XL - two, maybe three sizes up from what I actually wore. A gift from the previous Christmas from my mother in law, not because it fit, but because it communicated something. Something about my body. Something about being “modest.” Something about taking up less space.

Today, though, I pulled it tight like armor. Like camouflage. Like if I wrapped it around myself enough times, maybe I could disappear into it. I felt so frumpy. But I have always felt so uncomfortable in my body since giving birth. I didn’t just “bounce back” like what feels like a majority of moms do. I certainly wasn’t able to after breaking my ankle 4 months postpartum, and unable to literally walk for about 3 months.

I noticed the bruise on my upper arm. It was faded enough to hide from others, but not from me. If I didn’t wear my big cardigan, it peeked out from under my dress. It felt like a ghostly reminder of how close fear was.

It wasn’t the bruise itself that hurt. It was the moment that created it that will never leave my brain. I asked my then husband to budget a couple nights prior.






He became irate and erratic. He charged off to the kitchen while sitting on our couch, muttering some four letter words under his breath. I was so confused - since we had a good night actually, and I just put our daughter down in her crib. This was supposed to be our plan.... I so desperately needed assistance and transparency within our finances.... I begged for months to be a team. It felt like I was dragging my ex to couples therapy. I constantly criticized myself for not being a “good enough” wife.

I tried to ask him what he was mumbling about, and began to walk towards the kitchen. He bolted around the corner and charged at me. I froze, put my arms up in a “t” towards the walls.... Not quite sure where my mind was going, but my fight or flight instinct kicked in and thought that could stop him if he were going to charge upstairs to our daughter’s room.

I was beyond confused in that split second too as to what he was even doing. But all I remember was holding my breath and was terrified seeing a six foot five man bolt at me.

It was like major slow motion too.

I felt his hands latch onto my arm and back, and all of a sudden closet door behind me.

Then flashing to me cowering in our basement corner, next to the hot water tank. Shaking, hyperventilating. “Don’t you dare call the cops, you bitch!” “You are going to lose your daughter!” “I will kill you before they can even answer 911!”

My ex’s eyes went pitch black. He was laughing and mocking me. Screaming at me.

I can’t even begin to describe the terror of that night. I can still only recall parts of it as I write this. It was like his soul left his body. Having someone intentionally harm you. Threaten your life. Intentionally try to damage your bond with your child is a kind of evil I can’t imagine living with again. It is seared into my bones.

I stared at my reflection. The woman looking back at me wasn’t the therapist with neatly framed licenses on the wall. She wasn’t the mother who made dinosaur-shaped pancakes on good mornings. She wasn’t the friend known for her sarcasm and big laugh.

No. The woman in the mirror was someone who had gone quiet.

Someone who had learned to anticipate tone and dog whistles. A simple eyebrow raise from anyone told her everything she needed to know. It showed her how to ease the fallout of an angry man. Someone who made herself smaller to avoid being noticed. Exhausting herself trying to be perfect for everyone around her.

Someone who could vacuum a house, answer emails, soothe a child, and hold space for a client while her own nervous system was tightening like a fist. Someone I did not recognize, or even like. I honestly hated her.

I adjusted the cardigan, pretending to fix my hair even though I wasn’t fooling anyone - not even myself. My hand hovered over the bruise again. A day earlier, I told myself it wasn’t a big deal. That I’d overreacted. That I was tired. That stress made everyone act out sometimes. If I just was better with money, it never would’ve happened. I was a terrible wife.

But today the dim lights didn’t let me lie.

They were soft, but they were honest.

The truth was simple: I wasn’t safe in the ways that mattered. Not emotionally, spiritually, or physically. And definitely not in the quiet corners of my own mind. But for some reason, despite years of covert emotional abuse, psychological warfare, and all other forms of abuse & assault.... Something in me whispered, so softly I almost missed it:

“This isn’t normal.”

“This isn’t love.”

“You deserve to be safe.”

Therapists are trained to listen closely to the quietest part of a client’s story - the part hidden under practiced explanations and nervous smiles. I had never expected to hear that voice in myself. But there it was. A whisper cutting through years of noise and minimization.

Maybe it was because it was a physical bruise. Maybe it was because he threatened my life and made it known that he despised me - and wanted to ruin my life.... I don’t know. Most survivors go through long periods of the abuse sometimes in pure denial, or terror in leaving. I lived there far too long I can realize now - but it was a survival tactic to keep me mentally invested enough to appease my abuser.

Because heck, when you cannot walk for 3-4 months... you literally cannot leave. Especially with an infant. This was October of 2023. I didn’t have a plan yet. I didn’t know how to leave or where to even begin. I didn’t know how I would pay bills or protect my child from the fallout. But I knew something had shifted. I needed to make a move, and fast. I wasn’t trying to justify anything anymore. I was simply facing what was.

I washed my hands slowly. Buying myself a few final seconds of stillness before stepping back into the world where I had to pretend everything was fine. I dried them with a paper towel that tore too easily, tossed it away, and looked at myself one last time.

The dim lights softened my face, but they didn’t hide the truth: I was exhausted. The wrinkles on my forehead became deeper each day. I was hurting. Physically and emotionally. Spiritually too. My body was sending all of the warning signals. My neck and back felt like they were 90 years old, carrying the weight of the world.

But I was waking up.

And that - quiet as it was- was the beginning of the end. I was truly accepting the abuse for what it was. The moment fear started to lose its grip. The moment I started coming back to myself.






Take This With You

• Your body often recognizes danger before your mind is ready to name it. I will say this multiple times in this book - just to hammer it home for you. If your body is aching, breaking out, not tolerating food, headaches - whatever. Those are signs.

• Minimizing harm is a survival strategy. It is ingrained in your psyche due to societal norms and primal instincts. It is not a failure. Our mind and body often sense that recognizing abuse can lead to fear. Things might not improve; they could worsen instead.

• Awareness doesn’t arrive clearly most of the time. Sometimes it comes as a quiet sentence you can’t unhear deep in your bones: “This isn’t love.” The choice of what you do after that is up to you. It comes up in your gut, intuitive knowing. I will talk more about that in further chapters.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Honeymoon That Was Never Safe

The beginning didn’t look like danger. He didn’t immediately begin verbally abusing me, lying to me, assaulting me on the first date. It never does. Most people who’ve never been in an abusive relationship don’t understand this. It looked like intensity. Certainty. Urgency. Love. It looked like someone who knew what he wanted and wasn’t afraid to go after it. Someone who told me I was different. Special. Someone who didn’t want distance - emotional or geographic to dilute what we had.

We moved in together within a month of dating. I was in college. We were both about to graduate. He made it clear that long distance was not an option for him. Not something he was willing to tolerate since he had issues with it in his previous relationship (uh first red flag I missed). If we were going to be together, we needed to be together - fully, immediately, without hesitation. At the time, it felt flattering. Romantic. Intoxicating. Adult. 

It was perfect timing - we were both launching into our careers and graduate school. We began dating a couple months before we were set to graduate in December of 2016. I told myself this was what commitment looked like. What I didn’t know then was that urgency can be a huge manipulation tactic. And speed can be a huge tool in covering up for things that he did not want to come to the surface, and avoid me second guessing anything. 

What I did not know was that he was dating someone while we were initially talking. He had a girlfriend supposedly for a couple of years before meeting me - and they broke up in the spring of 2016. I believed it. It was a tiny, tiny college - basically 13th grade perpetually. It graduated less than my own high school actually. So everyone knew everyone. I assumed it was true since all of his friends (and by default - overlapped into his ex’s social circles) and no one ever mentioned it to me. No one warned me. 

I thought he was the perfect guy. Prince charming. The knight in shining armor to save me from feeling so broken my entire life. I felt wanted. I felt loved. So loved. So seen. We had so much fun. Winery date days. Cruising on jet skis in the Finger Lakes. Hiking. Creating a home together. Baseball games. 

Love bombing isn’t always flowers and grand gestures. Sometimes it’s acceleration, pressuring intimacy before your nervous system has time to register consent. Sometimes it’s framing your hesitation as a lack of devotion. Sometimes it’s making you isolate yourself into this tiny, shared (fake) reality that feels like heaven, so you never leave. 

I didn’t feel forced. I felt chosen.

And that’s the hook.

No red flags. 

No angry fists. 

Loved.

That’s all I wanted my whole damn life. 






The first cracks didn’t come during fights or in obvious cruelty. They came during moments when I needed something simple: emotional presence. The first time it happened, I didn’t yet have language for why it stayed with me. Maybe it was because it was so normalized in my childhood. There was zero emotional presence given. No empathy or sympathy. Hollowness. So when there was no true care given, it was almost impossible to detect for me. 

But after years of the slow buildup of putdowns, little “jabs,” stonewalling, mocking, gaslighting, lying... it builds. And builds. Eventually your nervous system cannot take it anymore. It came pretty fast during my pregnancy and immediately after how much my husband did not like me. I am not saying it to be overdramatic or the “petty ex wife.” No. It was clear disrespect and intentional harm enacted on me the entire time - but when I was truly at the most vulnerable points in my life, he wanted to continue to harm me. I swear it gave him some form of sick pleasure. Sadism. 

I’ll obviously cover more of those throughout the book, and mostly some of the “major” moments. But I will begin to illustrate how this Love Bombing phase becomes an addiction cycle that you don’t even know you’re trapped in. The beginning phase creates a neurochemical dependency in your brain and body you cannot undo and overcome once you try to leave your abuser. If you picture a “regular” run-of-the-mill breakup, sure we may feel really sad or angry, hurt - and we got the classic Ben & Jerry’s - sob on the couch watching Lifetime movies in our pajamas two day marathons. Yeah, that’s shitty. But a trauma bond is that times a hundred on steroids. It’s a physical chemical addiction that is like a heroin addiction and withdrawal process. I wish I was exaggerating.

The Love Bombing slowly fizzled a couple years in, but ramped back up when we got engaged two years after initially dating. The wedding planning had me of course back on Cloud 9. But looking back, he truly didn’t give a shit about it. He worried about his tux and how he’d look on the day of the wedding - but that was about it. I was so in my own dream world wishing for the fairytale day. Which I did get. I don’t regret a single thing about the wedding itself - it was perfect. I am glad I experienced it. The next wedding will be a shotgun, court house wedding, or something spontaneous in Vegas. Done wasting money on the Capitalism scam of marriage. 
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