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PART ONE
Upscale Violence














1
Piercing the Veil of Silence




SALLY, A PRETTY, EDUCATED, FORTY-EIGHT-YEAR-OLD HOMEMAKER, had told no one about the violence that existed within her seemingly happy marriage.1 When I first met her, she was stylishly dressed in a tailored navy pantsuit and white silk blouse, with spectator pumps and handbag to match. Tiny diamond earrings glinted beneath her flowing blond hair. A heavy gold bracelet and a remarkable string of black pearls completed the picture of a woman of substantial means.




But all was not well in Sally’s world. Married to Ray, a highly successful businessman, she gave elegant dinner parties only to be brutally beaten afterwards for offering some of her husband’s favorite dessert for admiring guests to take home. Known for her culinary skills and ability to entertain graciously, she wryly commented on her husband’s post-party attack: “This is not what Martha Stewart would have had in mind.”




When I met and interviewed Sally during her divorce, the facade of civility and upper-class life behind which she had been hiding had already begun to crumble. Her blue eyes brimmed with tears as she told me that she had sustained a broken jaw and severe and permanent hearing damage as a result of her husband’s rages during twenty years of marriage. A large man, he would throw her to the ground and lie on top of her, screaming obscenities directly into her ear when he was displeased with her—which seemed to be much of the time—and that was just part of her “punishment.” At various times during their marriage, he had dragged her by the hair, thrown furniture at her, choked her to within moments of her life, banged her head against the walls and floor, and punched her. With a trembling hand, Sally pulled back her carefully arranged coif to show me a misshapen lower jaw, the remnants of a beating she had sustained several months before. Her sad face was no longer symmetrical.




The physical abuse often followed emotional abuse—tirades and put-downs that left Sally feeling worthless. Ray had had several affairs with other women and had neglected and rejected her and their children. He had humiliated Sally in front of others and consistently blamed her for the violent incidents. “It was always my fault,” she explained to me tearfully. “I provoked him. It was because of what I had done. And he never apologized. Never once during all of the abuse did he ever apologize. He never bought me anything to make up for the hurt he caused me. He was never, ever remorseful. It was always him trying to maintain control and make it seem as if it was all my fault. And you know, for a long time, I believed him. Somehow I thought it was my fault.




“But once our youngest child left for college,” Sally continued, “I was terrified. He kept threatening me. I felt like an animal—like I was being kept in a cage in my own home. ‘I’m going to get you,’ he kept saying under his breath. ‘Now I’m really going to get you. And there won’t be anyone here to stop me.’”




Yet no one except her children (who had witnessed only a few of the physical and emotional attacks) knew about the abuse until after Sally filed for divorce. Not once had she called the police to report the attacks. Everyone thought that Sally and Ray had a good marriage. But within their large and magnificently appointed home, the site of the fabulous dinner events Sally staged, existed a brutal and life-threatening truth that Sally had kept hidden. It was the jarring finality of her physical losses, which she had to accept when her doctor informed her that the damage to her eardrum and jaw were irreversible, that motivated Sally to get out, get help, and “go public” about the secret torture she had tolerated for far too long.








THE HIDDEN VICTIMS


When we think of love and marriage, we do not think about domestic violence. Moonlight and roses are not supposed to turn into beatings and threats upon one’s life. Yet, four million women nationwide are victims of domestic violence per year.2 Every twelve seconds a woman suffers this sort of abuse at the hands of a husband or lover.3




And when we think of domestic violence, we do not think about women of means. Despite occasional sensational news stories of upscale or celebrity women falling prey to a maniacal mate—Tina Turner, for example, or Pamela Anderson—the public overwhelmingly assumes that domestic violence is confined to couples with little education and few resources. And unfortunately most statistics support this belief.




Evidence gathered by domestic violence experts indicates that although domestic abuse is not restricted by social class, there is a higher incidence of it in lower socioeconomic groups.4 In a 1986 review of all the research on domestic abuse, Michigan psychologist Lewis Okun, author of Woman Abuse:  Facts Replacing Myths, found that most studies seem to establish a relationship between lower-class status and a greater tendency to report conjugal violence.5 In his highly cited 1972 book, The Violent Home, sociologist Richard J. Gelles, now at the University of Pennsylvania, reported 82 percent of violent husbands were of lower occupational status than their nonviolent male neighbors. His research also disclosed that wife abuse was highest among men with some high school education and then steadily decreased at higher levels of education, with an overall trend showing violent men to be less educated than their non-abusive counterparts.6




In a more recent research effort, Gelles and his colleague Murray Straus at the University of New Hampshire found that lower socioeconomic groups are “as expected, more violent. The assault rate of blue-collar husbands is 70 percent greater than the assault rate of the white-collar employed husbands.” If the combined income of the couple was $9,000 or less, the rate of assault by husbands on their wives was 368 percent higher than in families with a more adequate income.7 Lastly, and by dramatic contrast to those figures, percentages gathered in the U.S. Department of Justice’s Criminal Statistics Sourcebook suggest that in only 8 percent of reported cases of domestic attacks by a spouse or romantic companion, the income level is greater than $75,000 per year.8




These numbers seem convincing, but from my experience they don’t tell the whole story. Most of these findings have been based on research on lowerincome battered wives. These are the women who call the police and seek refuge in battered women’s shelters. But there is a hidden population of wives whose abuse is not studied—women, who for reasons I will make clear, do not report the tirades and tantrums, who refuse to press charges or even call the police despite the broken bones and blackened eyes inflicted on them by the men who purport to love them.




In this book I describe many other women like Sally, women whose suffering has largely gone unheralded and remains misunderstood. Middle and upper-class women—the wives and lovers of successful, even prominent men—have rarely been studied as victims of abuse. Indeed, it is widely believed that such women, usually well-educated with successful careers of their own, have enough money and power to extricate themselves from potentially harmful domestic situations. As a result of this belief, and the surprising fact that these women tend not to report the abuse or opt to sustain many years of mistreatment before they do, their numbers have been largely absent from the research statistics. This absence, I believe, has skewed society’s perception of who exactly becomes an “abused wife.”








LEARNING THE SECRETS


As a mental health professional with twenty-three years of practice experience and fourteen years of teaching experience, I first encountered domestic abuse among the upper echelons of society in my practice at the University of Chicago Hospital’s Department of Outpatient Psychiatry. Many of the women I was treating were doctors’ wives, professors’ wives, and doctors and professors themselves. Some were married to successful businessmen. They were all highly educated, enjoyed comfortable, even lavish lifestyles, and associated with people who were much like themselves.




These women sought psychotherapy for a range of typical complaints: Some were anxious or depressed; others talked vaguely of “trouble” with their husbands. Many were bored, several complained of self-esteem issues, and some simply said they were “unhappy.” But regardless of their diagnoses, I began to discern a common thread in their life stories, a thread that astonished me. Nothing in my training had prepared me for the fact that I would find that more than 50 percent of my patients were enduring emotional and physical abuse at the hands and whims of their powerful and well-educated husbands.9 Equally disturbing, these women felt it essential to keep silent about their suffering in order “to preserve and protect personal life.” This imperative may be found within the makeup of many women in our society.10 Only with the greatest reluctance did the women I worked with reveal the abuse they had suffered, even within the safe confines of my office.




As time passed, I learned that my experience was not an isolated one. When I lectured on the subject around the country, I discovered that there was tremendous interest in abuse in this population. Hundreds of people were encountering or experiencing violence in upscale marriages but did not quite know how to understand it, categorize it, or deal with it.




When I spoke to professional groups, therapists would crowd around the lectern afterward to tell me that they, too, were seeing domestic abuse in their client populations but didn’t realize the breadth of its occurrence. They were unsure how to proceed, and complained that the existing literature didn’t seem to fit the patients they were treating. Perhaps even more surprising, just as many would approach me privately following a lecture and in a whisper tell me about their own experiences. They wondered what help might be available and whether their predicaments were unique or similar to those of patients I had treated.








THE CONTROVERSY


It seemed clear to me that I had identified a population that was crying out to be served. Yet at the same time my news was greeted with antagonism and opposition at these very same professional meetings. Many audience members would challenge and confront me. “Why are these women any different from other abused women of lesser educational levels and financial statuses?” they would demand. I was surprised by their hostile tone, betraying both anger and ambivalence at the prospect of learning more about abuse among the educated well-to-do.




At an international conference, a female social worker staged a vitriolic argument with me during my lecture. She kept raising her hand and interrupting explosively with comments such as: “But why should we give these  women special favors? They aren’t any better! They don’t deserve even more  privileges than they already have! The women I work with don’t have roofs over their heads . . . what have your women got to complain about?”




Before I could answer, another social worker in the audience meekly raised her hand and responded for me. She turned to the first woman and said, “I was in a very wealthy marriage. And my doctor-husband battered me constantly. I was ashamed and embarrassed. As a mental health professional, I felt I should have known better. I felt I should be able to fix it myself. And I was sure this wasn’t happening to anyone I knew. I felt frightened, depressed, and alone. In fact, because of my reputation in the community as well as my husband’s position, I really had nowhere to go for help. I actually had less access to help than women less privileged. I’m grateful that someone is finally bringing this problem to light.”




Why did the first social worker have such an extreme response to my talk? Why was one part of my audience responding with relief but another with resistance and consternation? I believe these strong responses reflect not only envy of those with wealth but also the controversial nature of exposing abuse among the educated and upper-income segments of our society. It flies in the face of the widely held myth that abuse doesn’t happen to “people like us”— and this threatens a status quo and comfort zone that many of us choose to live in.




The combination of strong responses from my audiences, my increased awareness of abuse among my middle- and upper-income patients, and the sudden emergence in the media of high-profile cases of domestic violence led me to believe I was onto something that begged for in-depth exploration. News of domestic abuse in the lives of celebrities like Darryl Hannah and Melissa Rivers began to surface in the early 1990s. I embarked on an intensive course of study. By the time I was well into my research, the apparent domestic abuse of Nicole Brown Simpson by her then-husband, O. J. Simpson, so graphically explored and widely reported during his 1995 trial for her murder, placed conjugal abuse among the upper classes squarely in the public spotlight.








HOW THE CONSPIRACY OF SILENCE IS REINFORCED


Why was this group of battered women so under-represented in the social work and psychological literature? One significant reason is that these women are reluctant to seek help. They buy into the myth that domestic violence afflicts only the underprivileged. The myth becomes a type of institutionalized oppression for the upscale. If a culture’s tribal rules deny a phenomenon, then it is truly bound to silence. This veil of silence imbues battered upscale women with self-blame and shame—“I must be the only person like me who is going through this”—further reinforcing their sense of desperate isolation. Also contributing to the problem is the well-documented observation that the upper-middle classes are taught that it is inappropriate to involve the police in “personal problems.” A New York City suburban field study concluded that “spouse assault by wealthy and powerful men rarely leads to police intervention.”11 The same study remarked that in more prosperous neighborhoods, spacious homes and large lots made it unlikely that neighbors or friends would learn about and report the abuse. Without such legal reports, the number of abused well-to-do women has gone unnoticed.




The man of means has more resources to protect his rights, his privacy, and his “castle.” Expansive living quarters are not merely luxurious; they also make for an insulated existence, affording more privacy for engaging in physical and emotional tyranny. And on the rare occasion when the battered wife involves the police or other outside authorities, the upscale husband can retain skilled legal representation to defend his actions with little retribution or fanfare.




The problem is further compounded by society’s response. In case after case that I encountered, both in my private practice and while conducting re- search, when these women do seek assistance from the police, in the courts, from therapists, and even from counselors in women’s shelters, they tend to be rejected by the very systems designed to help battered women.




Take Sherry, a thirty-four-year-old attorney who was in the throes of an abusive relationship from which she was trying to extricate herself. She was too embarrassed to tell any of her friends about her husband’s mental torment, so she sought help through a Chicago crisis center for abused women that offered counseling and legal referrals to women of all economic ranks. She chose not to seek a private therapist because she thought that professionals who specifically deal with domestic violence might better serve her. When the intake worker heard her story on the phone and assessed her social situation (that is, she had a home, friends, and was well paid), she told Sherry that she would be put on a waiting list to see a counselor. Understanding the crisis center’s need to triage and provide help first to those women in the most immediate danger, Sherry waited.




But over several weeks her situation worsened. Sherry called the center again, wondering when she would be able to talk with someone. The next worker she spoke to treated her rudely. “Everyone has to wait,” this worker snapped at Sherry before she hung up. Sherry called again a week later, requesting the original worker, and politely though firmly inquired how long the expected wait would be before she could see a counselor. In this phone call, she was curtly told that the staff workers were advised specifically not to speak with her on the phone anymore (for no stated or apparent reason) but to just inform her that she would be called when her name came up on the list.




This was devastating. Sherry was shocked and felt ostracized for no good reason. She wondered if she had demanded too much (she had not) and felt utterly shamed and alone. She even questioned whether her desire to get help was warranted, in light of how she had so readily been ignored and rebuffed by an agency that purported to help abused women. Was her situation less real or serious? As of this writing, it has been more than four years since Sherry’s initial call to that center, and an intake counselor has yet to contact her.




The fact is, upscale abused wives are treated differently from other women. Their complaints may be taken lightly—after all, these women do have roofs over their heads and usually pretty nice ones at that. It is not uncommon for a policeman encountering an expensively dressed woman in her well-appointed home to assume that she has the resources to take care of herself— even though her husband may control all of the credit cards and bank accounts and may have brainwashed her into believing that she and their children would not survive in the world without him.




One woman I worked with, Jennifer, a successful psychotherapist married to a Harvard graduate attorney, told me of her encounter with the police that had occurred the day after an especially brutal fight with her husband. She had requested police protection when she went back to their penthouse apartment to retrieve some of her belongings. During the long elevator ride with two officers, one of them, observing the scars on her face and her sprained arm, said, “So, honey, with a rich guy like yours, what did you do to get him this mad at you?”




Before Jennifer could gather her thoughts to reply, the other officer said, in what he obviously meant to be a supportive tone, “Well, at least he didn’t kill  you.” Such joviality in response to an upscale battered woman’s crisis is merely one type of re-victimization that she may encounter from professionals.




Alternatively, her injuries may be ignored or overlooked by professionals who are unaware of domestic abuse among the upscale or are afraid to intervene in such cases. Some professionals fear reprisal for being too intrusive from their patients and the community in which they practice. One study found that in 40 percent of the cases where physicians interacted with battered women in an emergency room setting, the physicians made no response to the abuse.12 In another emergency department that had established a protocol for domestic violence, physicians failed to give any referral or follow-up for abuse in 92 percent of the domestic violence cases.13 And while these studies did not specifically track any particular income groups, imagine what the statistics would be if the focus were solely on women of means. Perhaps there would be even fewer referrals and responses!




Joan, a physician I know, went alone to the emergency room of a major Chicago teaching hospital late on a Saturday night after an intense fight with her husband. Enraged with her for making plans to visit her mother on the weekend, Joan’s husband smashed some of her prized glass sculptures against a wall, and one of the larger pieces became deeply embedded in her arm. As the plastic surgery resident removed the glass and stitched up Joan’s arm, he never once inquired beyond the story she told him: “I was lifting a glass table top and it dropped.” Although her face was tear-stained and she was visibly shaken, Joan was well dressed and a professional. No one in the ER made any additional inquiry, despite the telltale signs of potential abuse. Nor was she given any domestic abuse referral numbers, even as a precaution.




Some months later, I asked the director of this ER about the handling of spousal abuse in general terms. He said, “Sometimes the ER staff assumes that if it’s a case of domestic violence, a woman will volunteer that information.

 And, you know, we walk a thin line. We don’t want to offend someone who is professional by asking.”




What does the emergency room staff fear? Are they overly concerned about being invasive and offensive as the ER chief suggests? Do they fear litigation on the part of the abused woman if they inquire about violence in her home? Or do these professionals simply buy into the myth that abuse doesn’t happen to “people like us”? Indeed, some professionals are unwilling to accept the reality of violent behavior among people of their own social class, or they wrongly assume that because of her material advantages the upscale abused woman needs little help in extricating herself from or at least coping with an abusive situation. They readily believe the facile explanations about bruises and injuries when an upscale battered wife offers them.




Where do these attitudes ultimately leave the upscale abused woman who is already reluctant to report abuse and involve others? Sadly, most likely in worse straits. Indeed, the professionals the woman turns to for assistance can actually contribute to the problem and deal a final blow. By taking the woman’s abuse lightly and even blaming her for it, they make her feel ashamed and responsible for her abuser’s behaviors. By ignoring or overlooking that behavior, or minimizing the potential for dangerous consequences, they effectively deny help to her. This problem was clearly presented in a poignant article in the Journal  of the American Medical Association written by a medical resident whose physician husband subjected her to domestic violence. In this article the young woman pleaded for other physicians and helping professionals to educate themselves about domestic violence and to “realize that your actions, or lack of action, can have a huge impact on [the battered woman’s] life. Be aware that by not asking whether domestic abuse is the cause of your patient’s injuries, you will be closing your eyes to the fact that this woman will most likely return home, only to be beaten again . . . and again.”14




The academic community is hardly better. When I was discussing my dissertation topic during a job interview for an assistant professor position at a graduate school of social work, the dean of that institution dismissed me. “This is not social work,” the dean retorted crisply. “We deal with the poor, the oppressed, and the needy. You won’t find a place for the work you are pursuing.” I responded by saying that I thought “we” (social workers as well as the culture as a whole) should redefine what “need” and “oppression” were, and that lack of resources cannot always be measured economically.




 I soon learned that the dean’s opinion was widespread in the helping fields. The pervasiveness of this belief defines, in part, how the upscale abused woman’s entrapment is markedly different from that of her lower-income counterparts. Professional and societal disavowal of her difficulties and tragedies makes her feel even more immeasurably trapped. While the lowerincome battered woman struggles with similar issues, at least professionals more readily believe her when she finally seeks assistance and direct her to shelters, agencies, and resources. In contrast, when the upscale abused woman’s condition is unacknowledged, no referrals are made, and assistance is denied. This is only one way in which the affluent woman’s course is different. As you will see, her journey is marked by unique pathways, challenges, and turning points.








MY RESEARCH


In 1991, after leaving the University of Chicago’s Department of Psychiatry to pursue teaching and full-time private practice, I continued to see more and more upscale women who shared similar stories of domestic violence. Over the past two decades, I have talked with hundreds of such women. The one fundamental element they had in common was the fact that they were living in emotionally or physically abusive marriages—and they all felt internal and  external pressures to keep quiet about it. As one woman told me, “My in-laws keep reminding me how lucky I am to have such a good provider for a husband. My lifestyle is the envy of my friends. Who would believe me if I said I was abused? Who could I tell who would not think I was demanding too much? And what would my children and I stand to lose if I betrayed my husband and talked about it?”




In my efforts to learn more about the pattern unfolding before me, I read the sociological and clinical literature on domestic abuse. In the past twenty-five years, more than five hundred scientific papers, articles, and books have been published on this subject,15 but I found fewer than a dozen about this particular group of highly educated, upper-income abused wives.16 Finding this gap in the literature, I decided to research the population myself. I pursued a doctoral education at the same time, as it gave me the support of academic mentors as well as the rigorous structure that research requires. My dissertation study addressed the “lived experience” of abused wives of upper socioeconomic status—what they went through as unique individuals. Through their personal narratives, I was able to gain insight into their world. Rather than focusing on statistics, I immersed myself in the richness of their individual stories, which opened the door to their previously unreported and unstudied dramas.




In seeking my research sample, I talked to lawyers, physicians, clergy, and other therapists to discover if they were observing what I was. Many were. When I invited them to help me gather women for my study, they said that asking women directly about abuse in their lives was a “delicate” issue; it was difficult to bring up. I worried about finding women to participate. If these professionals were reluctant to help, where would I seek out my research subjects? Was I looking for unicorns? Would well-to-do battered wives reveal their secrets to me? I decided I might have a better chance of getting women to talk with me if they were already out of their situations, or in the process of ending their abusive relationships, rather than in the confused state of “living in the thick of it.”17




Talking about the issue with my friends and colleagues evoked powerful reactions once more. It was both surprising and affirming to hear people I had known for years admit to abuse in their former marriages and relationships. Professional women, stars at Fortune 500 companies, professors, doctors, psychotherapists, publishers, lawyers—each shared a personal story when I told them about the phenomenon I was seeing. In fact, once I broached the topic, many were eager to talk to me about it. They had never shared their stories with anyone before and found satisfaction in finally putting words to their experiences. Ultimately, my networking efforts paid off. Between 1996 and 1998, screening at least fifty prospective study participants, I interviewed and extensively analyzed the narratives of fourteen candidates.18 The women who participated in my study ranged in age from twenty-four to sixty-two years old. They were well educated, with an average minimum of a bachelor’s degree and 1.5 years of graduate school education.




As these women talked about their relationships, it became clear that they wanted desperately to understand what had caused the abuse to occur; to make sense of a loving relationship that had gone sour; to figure out what could have been done to prevent the abuse; to find out if such abuse happens to others like them; and to help women in similar situations who were suffering in silence.








A NEW LENS


This book draws on my years of experience in a therapy practice devoted to relationships and women’s issues, as well as on the results of my research. It provides a new lens through which to view the lived experience of domestic abuse. One of my major discoveries is that the upscale abused woman actually makes choices  along this path—choices that are pivotal in the unfolding of her marriage and her participation in it. While these choices might have led her further down the path toward injury and despair, they were the very best choices she could make at the time, given the information she had and the social milieu in which she lived. This perspective gives rise to an entirely new way of assessing and dealing with violence and sheds new light on why and how women stay in these relationships.19




Recognizing these paths, patterns, and coping strategies can help women who are on the brink of entering an abusive relationship and want to protect themselves from future abuse, women who are seeking a way out of an abusive marriage, and women who want insight and validation about the experience from which they have extricated themselves. In addition, I offer a much-needed corrective to the broadly held and pernicious misconception that spousal abuse doesn’t happen to “people like us.” I suggest theories as to why our society colludes with this myth. By exploring domestic violence from the perspective of the upscale abused woman and demonstrating that it does  exist among this population, I also hope to change the commonly accepted face of domestic abuse and make sense of the issues and mysterious bonds that keep an upscale abused woman in a destructive relationship.20




I also focus on the revictimization of upscale abused wives when they seek help. Far too many women internalize the reactions of legal, medical, or mental health professionals by doubting their own perceptions, and they wind up either blaming themselves or finding their own solutions, unsupported, in an emotional vacuum. Their fears of reporting the abuse are legitimized when putatively helping professionals do not respond to any of their pleas for help.




I challenge the accepted belief that the patterns gleaned from studying lower-income populations apply to all women.21 The theories we depend upon to understand and treat abused wives do not suit all classes of women equally well.22 Consider these traditional theories of domestic abuse:







	 Learned helplessness suggests that abused women learn to become helpless under abusive conditions; they are powerless to extricate themselves from such relationships and/or unable to make adaptive choices.


	 The cycle of violence describes a pattern that includes a contrition or honeymoon phase. The abusive husband becomes contrite and apologetic after a violent episode, making concerted efforts to get back in his wife’s good graces.


	 Traumatic bonding attempts to explain the inexplicable bond that is formed between a woman and her abusive partner.


	 The theory of past reenactments posits that women in abusive relationships are reliving unconscious feelings from early childhood scenarios.









My research results and experience with patients do not conform to these concepts. I have found that the upscale abused wife is not a victim of learned helplessness. Rather, she makes specific decisions along the path to be involved in the abusive marriage, including silent strategizing as she chooses to stay or leave the marriage. Nor does the upscale abused wife experience the classic cycle of violence, replete with the honeymoon stage, in which the husband courts his wife to seek her forgiveness. As in the case of Sally and Ray, the man of means actually does little to seek his wife’s forgiveness after a violent episode.




Further, the upscale abused wife voices more attachment to her lifestyle  than the traumatic bonding with her abusive mate. And very few of the abused women I have met over the years experienced abuse in their childhoods or witnessed it between their parents. In fact, it is this lack of experience with violence, rage, and abuse that makes this woman even more overwhelmed and unclear about how to cope with something so alien to her and the people in her universe.




In Chapter 7, I offer some typical profiles of the upscale abusive husband.23 In my study, the majority of the husbands expected their wives to be obedient and to fit into a certain wifely template of looks, behavior, and style “appropriate” to the lifestyle the man was leading. These men felt entitled to their tempers and outbursts in exchange for the financial support and material accoutrements they were providing—even in cases where the women were also high-earning professionals themselves. In some cases, the men repeatedly impressed upon their wives that they were “bought and paid for.”




And how do the children figure into the equation? In Chapter 8, I look at the complex relationship between a battered upscale woman and her children. On the one hand, her concerns for their future may keep her in an intolerable relationship, on the other, any threats to their well-being is what ultimately pushes her toward leaving her abusive mate. I speculate about how the woman’s silent style of coping and the value she places on maintaining the upscale home life affects her perceptive youngsters.




In Chapter 9, I explore effective therapeutic interventions for women who find themselves in an abusive situation. Chapter 10 examines how help can sometimes hurt, especially within the therapeutic, medical, and legal systems. This chapter also includes recommendations for what to do if someone you know is an upscale abused woman. In Chapter 11, I cover life after the upscale abusive marriage.




A unique aspect of this book is the inclusionary dimension of targeting battered women of means. This focus is not a claim that this population needs special attention. Rather, it is an attempt at specifically including upscale wives who have been overlooked in the larger group of abused women. All women are entitled to help in dealing with domestic violence. None should be seen as deserving of “special” treatment.




The women I have had the privilege of interviewing and working with were bright, educated, and personable. They approached their participation in this study with great earnestness and determination. They had suffered in silence for many years, and ultimately it was the piercing of the veil of silence that finally set them free. They wanted their stories to be heard, and they wanted to help other women in similar straits. This book is the result of their honest and generous involvement.


























2
“This Doesn’t Happen to People Like Us . . . ”






MY HUSBAND, HE WAS ALWAYS TELLING ME what he’d like to do to me,” Janice, a willowy thirty-seven year old marketing consultant, confided to me during our interview, “how he was going to stab me or shoot me or put his hands up inside me and tear out my organs and laugh while he watched me bleed to death. . . . In the last four months of our marriage, he increased the level of emotional abuse to the point that I couldn’t take it anymore. On the outside, he was being the doting little husband, buying me a diamond and ruby necklace and a flashy new BMW, but when his rage was triggered, he always talked about how violently he was going to kill me.” 






Janice’s revelation, disturbing as it was, troubled me even more for her seeming inability to face her life-threatening situation squarely. “At no time,” I asked her, “did it cross your mind to seek professional help specifically for abused women?”




“Oh no,” she replied quietly, shaking her head and then picking at a small piece of lint on her finely tailored skirt. “I didn’t think that was for me. I wasn’t going to the hospital. I wasn’t having broken bones. It wasn’t like someone you see on TV. I wasn’t hurt enough.




“Look,” she said with a shrug, finally meeting my gaze with her soft brown eyes. “I believed in my marriage. I really loved this guy. And this sort of thing didn’t happen in my family. Nobody treated a woman like that. You know, it just doesn’t happen to college-educated, upper-middle-class people. You don’t call your mom and dad and tell them that your husband just hit you. It was a shameful thing. . . . No, I’m not a battered wife,” she said resolutely. This even though her husband, in addition to the emotional abuse, had at various times in their twelve-year marriage smacked her face, choked her, and backhanded her across a room. “What happened to me, it doesn’t have a name.”




“Not yet!” I responded.




Indeed, in the course of my research, I have coined the term upscale violence  to characterize exactly what happened to Janice, Sally, and other women who find themselves in this difficult situation. And I believe that our society’s lack of imagery and terminology to describe spousal abuse in its upper socioeconomic echelons has helped reinforce the isolation that many of these women feel. Clearly, many affluent abused wives, like Janice, don’t identify with the media-generated portrait of the “battered woman.” And since they don’t have words or images to put to their experience, they come to perceive that their torment lacks validity—as if it never really happened, or it wasn’t all that bad, or it wasn’t really “abusive.” This diminishment, in turn, feeds their ability to compartmentalize the experience—until the mistreatment spirals out of control and reaches wildly dangerous levels that they are no longer able to keep secret or deny.




As Kathleen, a forty-three-year-old physical therapist, told me in depicting the first of many violent episodes with her real estate tycoon husband, “It was just a little punch—like a hit or a push. I was denying it more than he was. I thought, ‘I’m too intelligent to be abused.’ I didn’t want to be that person who was being hit. It was too humiliating. I’m a pregnant woman who is being hit. How can somebody do that?”




What did Kathleen mean when she said she was “too intelligent”? I asked her, and she replied, “Well, people who are abused are low-income and stupid. I’ve seen the shows, and domestic violence is when the guy points a gun in your mouth. He’s got tattoos on his body, he’s in an undershirt, he’s drinking beer, and he’s whamming you around the house. That’s my idea of domestic abuse. As far as I was concerned, what I was going through at that point in my marriage was a communication problem, not abuse.” According to Kathleen’s mindset, “a kick here, a punch there, a shove into the wall, and Stuart throwing the remote control at me on a regular basis” did not constitute abuse.




I asked Kathleen whether she thought it would have made it easier for her to identify what was happening in her relationship and to act on it if there had been an expression like upscale violence in the culture. She replied without hesitation and nodded ruefully: “Absolutely, absolutely.”








WHAT IS UPSCALE VIOLENCE?




In my research, I applied the term upscale violence to married women who endured multiple or continued episodes of emotional and/or physical abuse within the marriage and also met at least three of following criteria:









	 Income: A combined marital income of at least $100,000 per year.


	 Residence: Marital residence in a neighborhood ranked in the top 25 percent of its statewide area according to U.S. Census Bureau data; or, in some cases, neighborhoods highly ranked according to commonly held reputation.


	 Class Status: A self-perception of being upper-middle-class or upper-class.


	 Education: A minimum of a bachelor’s degree.







As I’ve noted, women who fit these criteria fall between the cracks when it comes to the filing of police reports, the computation of statistics, and the pursuit of research studies on domestic violence. My investigation focused on this group in the hope of bringing to light the shadowy, mostly hidden spousal abuse in the upscale population. Using a qualitative perspective, I sought to understand exactly what the experience of being an upscale abused wife feels like.1 That is, I examined these women’s experiences and aspects of their internal worlds of thoughts, images, and emotions, all which create a richer view than simply compiling statistics.




As I pursued my analysis, many questions became apparent. I wanted to know:






	 What personality traits do these women have in common?


	 What is similar in their childhood and marital experiences?


	 How do these traits and experiences, as conveyed in their stories, differ from what we already know about the dynamics of domestic abuse among other socioeconomic groups?


	 How would a woman know if she were involved in and suffering from upscale violence?


	 Is there something about the inner landscape of these women that is different from that of affluent women who are not abused? 


	 Why would women with “so much going for them” stay in such terrible circumstances?









While upscale women may not be the most disenfranchised sector of society, they are nonetheless people with specific experiences and needs. I only began learning about those experiences and needs when I met Julia and her husband, Marc.








JULIA’S STORY


Julia was a thirty-nine-year-old painter and teacher (with several advanced degrees) and mother of four when she first came to see me fifteen years ago. She felt inexplicably sad and believed that things were “not going smoothly” with her husband. She was intelligent and attractive, small yet solid, with long dark curls that framed her classic features. Julia’s expression was colorfully intense, but when she talked about painful aspects of her marriage, it darkened dramatically with sadness and fear as if a storm cloud had passed across the face of the sun.




An ambitious woman, Julia was fluent in five languages. She was actively involved in raising her small children, while at the same time producing an entire body of work for a one-woman show that traveled throughout Europe and parts of the United States. Her budding success in the art world, as well as her skill as a mother, was unquestionable. But when it came to her relationship with her husband, she felt she was a failure.




Marc was a professor in the sociology department at a local university. He was well published and greatly admired and respected by his colleagues. Marc was a native of Germany, and Julia came from Italy. They had met while both were in graduate school in Massachusetts. Their courtship, at a time when Julia was feeling particularly homesick, was swift and romantic. Marc was handsome and brilliant, and they had fun together. In addition to their many shared interests, Marc’s European background gave Julia a sense of familiarity with him and quenched her yearnings for her family in Italy.




They had one breakup during their courtship, which Marc had incisively initiated. He was fiercely devoted to his work and spent long hours and weekends at the university. Julia, lonely, wanted to have more time with him. She felt a strong bond, heightened in part by their similar backgrounds, and she had little interest in pursuing relationships with other men who might have been more attentive. She tried to feel satisfied with their sporadic times together, but inevitably she wanted more. In various ways Julia would entreat Marc to participate in activities with her, but he would be consistently unavailable or irritated by her requests. This theme of discord persisted throughout their marriage.




After several months of dating, Marc angrily and abruptly ended their relationship, blaming Julia for being unsympathetic toward his work. It was not an impassive breakup. The arrogance and cruelty of Marc’s words stung her like sharp slaps in the face. “I could never be with a woman who is so selfish and withholding,” he announced coldly. “And you’re not as great an artist as you think you are. Besides, there are many other women out there who would appreciate my talents and ambition and would be more supportive of my career.” Julia was crushed. She berated herself for not being the kind of woman Marc wanted.




Several weeks passed, but Julia couldn’t tolerate the separation. She contacted Marc and pleaded with him to try again. “I care about you and your career. I promise I’ll be more supportive and encouraging,” she sobbed on the phone. She convinced Marc to spend the day with her. It was one of the days in their relationship that she fondly remembers. “We passed the day drinking espresso, walking through the park, going to stores and trying on hats, and just being silly. We laughed and laughed, more than we ever did or have since. Shortly after that, we got engaged and married.”




Although Julia was able to win Marc back, a pattern had been established. Marc knew he could be cruel to her and that in response she would double her efforts to please him and make the relationship work. She neither acknowledged nor comprehended that the way Marc had ended their relationship was indicative of his ability to be mean, rejecting, and callous.




I met Julia after she and Marc had been married for eight years. I had no sense of any physical or emotional abusiveness in their relationship. Julia and I worked together for many months exploring the impact of the marriage on her moods and the ways it might mirror relationship patterns from her past. Marc came in for a few sessions, and we discussed improving communication skills and developing ways the couple could be more demonstrative of support and love. Nothing that this couple told me about their lives together nor any of their behaviors in my office suggested that I should ask about abuse or violence. They appeared to be a well-matched pair, with typical complaints about feeling unattended to and unloved within a relationship that existed alongside very busy individual daily lives.




Over time there was some improvement in Julia’s moods as well as in the marriage. Both spouses made efforts to compromise and mend the cracks. Marc agreed to spend more time at home, and they began to eat at least two dinners together as a family each week. Julia disciplined herself not to complain when Marc worked long hours. Marc made efforts to call her when he knew he would be late at work. They went out on dates twice a month. Their married life was becoming acceptable, as each saw that the other was making efforts to show affection and improve the situation.




But this positive interlude did not last. Julia unexpectedly became pregnant with their fourth child. During the course of her pregnancy she stopped treatment for a while, but then returned. This time she slowly revealed the abuse and violence that had been taking place within her marriage since they had wed. She told me in an emotionless voice that Marc bolted her and the children inside their house, that he ripped the phones out of the wall so she couldn’t call for help. It was these episodes, I later learned, so frightening to her and her children, that had brought her to my office in the first place.




Julia went into great detail about how Marc would beat her when he was disappointed in her actions toward him. At times she seemed detached from her narrative, as if she were speaking about some other family, her voice flat as she revealed events that were utterly horrifying. At other times tears welled in her eyes as she recalled how he would roughly force her to have sex. When he was angry, he would kick her in the vaginal area so hard that she feared she might miscarry. She thought Marc was angry that she wanted to keep the baby they hadn’t planned on. He didn’t believe in abortion and was unhappy about having another child.




Whatever his motivation, I was surprised to learn all this and quite taken aback. I imagined what it must have been like in her home as she was locked inside with her children and no phone. I feared for their safety. I visualized the house and wondered what kind of person could conceive of putting locks on the outside. As Julia’s story was sinking in, I was stunned and perplexed. I asked myself, “Why did I never even think to ask about domestic abuse? How did this get by me?” The answer: Julia never alluded to it, and she and her husband seemed attractive and intelligent. They were educated, well spoken, and highly regarded—people who could have been friends had they walked through a different door when we met.




I handed her some tissues. When she stopped crying, I said, “It sounds absolutely horrific.” I felt protective of her and was revolted by her husband’s actions. I probed a bit further. “What did you do? How did you get out?” She explained that she cried for about twenty minutes and then went to play with her children so they wouldn’t detect that something bad was happening. She then returned to her studio to paint and waited until Marc got home to be released. In the future, unbeknownst to him, she kept a cell phone with her and always left a ground floor window ajar.




“Why had you never told me any of this before?” I asked.




“I had considered telling you at first,” she replied, “ but I felt ashamed and decided to keep it to myself. I kept thinking it would pass. Besides, I really thought I had instigated the abuse.”




“This is a lot to have kept all to yourself,” I said.




“I know—but it was tolerable until he started kicking me while I was pregnant.”




Julia covered up the abuse by telling herself that “the marriage was just not going smoothly.” She justified his bad behavior by blaming herself for being an inadequate wife, which echoed Marc’s complaints.




At first, abused women typically deny the severity and even the existence of abuse within their marriages, and often blame themselves for their mate’s abusive actions. But one of the hallmarks of upscale violence is the great pains to which these battered wives will go to hide it. My lower-income patients have come right out and said that their husband’s abuse was why they had come to see me seeking help. Rarely do abused wives from affluent homes give this as their reason for coming to therapy.




The majority of upscale violence is emotional rather than physical, but it is often the physical aspect that brings the woman to treatment (even though, paradoxically, she won’t speak about it). By comparison, in research studies on reported cases of wife abuse among lower-income families, the physical assault tends to be more prominent and more readily identifiable.




The violence in Julia’s marriage grew insidiously. It started with emotional disparagement. Marc was sporadically sullen, indifferent, distant, disdainful, and angry. His coldness and abrupt temper escalated over the years to include episodes of physical violence. Like most of the battered upscale women I’ve met, Julia insisted that the effects of the emotional onslaught were far worse and longer lasting than any physical assaults she had endured. Indeed, previous research on domestic violence reports that emotional violation can be just as destructive and even more pernicious than physical abuse.2




Julia returned to me for help when Marc’s violence threatened her children’s well-being, but even then she struggled against revealing the violence in her marriage. Marc’s last atrocity—kicking her in the groin while she was pregnant and jeopardizing the health of their unborn baby—was the reason she decided to admit what seemed unthinkable: she was a battered wife.




Julia was sure that her friends wouldn’t believe her. She kept making excuses for her husband’s emotional assaults, convincing herself that they “weren’t that serious.” She knew that colleagues and friends saw Marc as sensible, reliable, affable, and honest, and saw Julia as the sensitive and emotional “artiste.” When she tried to confide to friends about the fights she and Marc had, they dismissed them as a product of Julia’s intense temperament, which was more apparent than Marc’s temper.




Julia’s fears of coming forward about the violence were based on anticipated as well as actual responses from friends and acquaintances. I also recognized Julia’s introverted and moody side, but I knew she wasn’t capable of inciting her husband to kick, choke, and lock her in her home like a caged animal. Besides, considering how she was being treated, it was not surprising that she seemed moody, sensitive, even depressed. More important, nothing any woman could do could justify such behavior.




When Julia told her parents about the fights, they urged her to try harder to make the marriage work. She once broached the subject with the minister at her church. He lectured her about the sacredness of the bonds of marriage. “As a good wife and a good Christian,” he told her kindly while patting her hand, “you should bring more love, patience, and understanding to your relationship with your husband.” Again and again, Julia could garner no validation or support from significant people around her. And when she finally came to therapy, I “helped” her sort out her emotions within the marital situation and worked on facilitating the couple’s improving their communication skills. Yet I, like her parents, friends, and minister, had missed the point.




Julia’s story was my introduction to upscale violence, and it marked the beginning of my journey to unveil the dynamics of domestic abuse in this population. I, too, had to acknowledge that marital abuse happens to “people like us.” And as I treated and spoke with increasing numbers of women, I began learning more about the pattern of upscale violence. These women’s stories coalesced into common themes that created a larger picture of what happens in the life of the upscale abused wife.








COMMON THREADS


The experiences of affluent abused women are marked by features and themes unique to their circumstances. In fact, they can explain some of the dynamics that lie behind the intense secrecy surrounding the abuse.








Isolation and the Fear of Being Disbelieved


“I didn’t want to tell anyone about what was going on in my house,” one woman confessed to me. “They all thought I was living this Cinderella life, and they just wouldn’t believe it.” Isolation is one of the most conspicuous predicaments in which abused affluent women find themselves, and this sense of utter aloneness can be traced, ironically, to their social milieu. When a woman meets her friends at the country club or a business or professional event, or even when she lunches with colleagues or clients, there is little opportunity for these kinds of disturbing and intimate confidences.




 Even though the affluent wife next door might also be enduring humiliation, beatings, and worse, her silence about the abuse makes it seem to the sufferer that hers is a unique experience. Thus, the woman feels unspoken pressure from those around her to keep private about what is happening to her. As one woman said to me, “I never told anyone. I isolated myself from everybody. And at my job, it was easy to keep a secret. I mean, I compartmentalized!”




 Almost all the women I worked with stated that their silence was due to the fear that others would doubt their stories because “marital abuse doesn’t happen . . . to people like us . . . with education . . . in this neighborhood.” In my study, every woman expressed some version of this sentiment:







	 Lynne, a law student, said, “It’s a class thing. . . . I didn’t know anybody that this happened to. I had kind of an elitist belief that it didn’t happen to women like me—you know, professional women living on the North Shore. It happens to a client, but it doesn’t happen to us. I knew about clients who had been abused. A couple of them were homeless; a couple were on public aid. But I didn’t know any women in my situation who were emotionally abused.” 




	 Amy, a successful accountant, explained her reason for keeping silent: “It just was unacceptable. And I wouldn’t want the neighbors to know. I wouldn’t want our friends to know. The stigma associated with it was awful. I thought that lower socioeconomic classes would accept physical violence. I didn’t think anyone I knew was ever going through anything like this. I thought I was clearly the only person on earth who was experiencing this in our circle of friends. It doesn’t happen here.”









It is difficult for any woman to admit that her husband abuses her, but women with a lower income level seem to worry less that people won’t believe them. Domestic violence is not unheard of in those communities. For the upscale, other rationales are offered to explain the complaints. When one woman lamented to her mother-in-law that her husband was beating her, the mother-in-law responded, “Well, maybe it’s because of his job pressure. Are you sure my son hit you?” And Julia’s friends were quick to attribute her problems with Marc to her temperament, in effect discrediting and undermining her reports about his unbridled rages.








Embarrassment and Shame




Many of the women with whom I have spoken expressed a deep sense of humiliation about having been abused. Living a life perceived to be foreign to the experience of one’s peers typically gives rise to emotions like shame. Sally told me, “I was embarrassed by it. When he would hit me, I would become embarrassed. I would be humiliated.” Another woman, Alice, strongly asserted, “No, you’re married, for better or for worse. You can’t tell anybody, and the reason you can’t tell anybody is: it’s embarrassing. It’s a very shameful thing.” And Jennifer said, “I didn’t want anyone to know that about me; I didn’t want them to think that of me. I wanted them to think, ‘She’s wonderfully happy; she’s wonderfully successful; she’s a good wife.’”




Shame revolves around several issues. Some of the women had been high achievers in other aspects of their lives, but ironically these very strengths and competencies influenced their decisions to keep silent about and remain in their abusive marriages. A number of the women were familiar with achievement, goal attainment, and success throughout their lifetimes and were well able to create opportunities in their professional worlds. They worked in large corporations, major law firms, highly ranked universities. They were published, interviewed, and quoted in the media. Julia was the focus of an international art show, Lynne had made law review, and Jennifer was a consulting psychologist for several television shows. For these successful women, an abusive marriage simply did not fit in.




These women ignored their inner voice that questioned whether it was their husbands who were actually at fault. Many came to swallow whole their spouse’s diatribes—that they were unworthy wives and the cause of the distress in the marriage. Jennifer wanted to be seen as a “good wife,” as if she had been brainwashed into believing that she wasn’t. Another woman, who had scratched her husband’s arms while fighting off his attack, was mortified by her own defensive actions. “The next day, he took off his shirt and showed me the marks,” she told me, sobbing. “He said, ‘See. You’re the one who’s violent.’ And then he left. At that point, I was so ashamed he had those scratch marks. I thought he was right. I was violent, and I couldn’t tell anybody what happened.”




These battered women believe that revealing or discussing the abuse is in effect an admission of failure. Carol, who her whole life had been described as an all-American girl and an overachiever, wondered whether “other successful women had a thread of fear of failure. I had pretty much succeeded at anything I had ever put my mind to, and here’s a strong fear of failure at work with this marriage that is supposed to last forever.”




While battered wives of all socioeconomic classes wish to rid their marriages of abuse and often view it as a personal failing, the inability to put an end to the violence is publicly judged and criticized unequally among the classes. It seems likely that the women who report domestic violence more frequently have greater opportunities to discuss their problems with others in the same situation—especially in women’s shelters or domestic violence court. However, because many in an upscale battered wife’s neighborhood may take a dim view of the abuse, she may choose not to seek help or report the incidents. Blaming the victim of upscale abuse marginalizes the problem, maintains the myth, and keeps the observer safely at arm’s length from the problem. Thus, the upscale abused wife chooses secrecy and denial rather than face what she perceives as a personal failure, and thereby remains out of touch with others who are experiencing similar abuse.




For well-educated women, the sense of shame can also relate to the notion that they “should have known better” or “should have been smart enough to read the signs.” They are afraid of looking foolish, stupid, or ignorant at having “chosen” an abusive husband. Lynne, the law student, explained to me that she was too embarrassed to tell anyone about her husband’s first violent episode. “I was ashamed that I had picked somebody who was so. . . you know, so awful,” she said with a sigh.




It was as if these women had experienced their husbands’ abusiveness and the deterioration of their marriages as personal failures. And that attitude further contributed to their sense of shame, embarrassment, and isolation.








Anticipated and Real Rejection


Upscale abused women also experience the fear of being ostracized and rejected. Many of those I interviewed anticipated (with very real justification) that their friends and family would shun them when they spoke out about their torment. One woman I worked with was married to a minister who beat her regularly. She put off telling anyone about the abuse because she feared that the people who loved and depended on her husband would disbelieve and disdain her. Her worst fears were realized when she finally did talk about the domestic violence in her home. Her community turned on her, loyally supporting her husband through their divorce. This battered wife not only was the bearer of bad news that contradicted the congregation’s views of their beloved minister, but she also became a pariah.




Irene, who was married to Carl, a successful entrepreneur, was also ostracized when she spoke out about her marriage. Carl and Irene were high school sweethearts who married in their teens. Carl was the first and only man Irene had ever loved. They had four grown children. When I met her, Irene was in the midst of divorce and was trying to rebuild her life. She expressed overriding and realistic concerns for her safety because of her husband’s threats. I could tell she was preoccupied with these fears but at the same time overtaken by melancholy at losing a man she had once treasured.3 A tall, elegant, graying woman in her late fifties, Irene had fulfilled the role of homemaker and mother that her husband had prescribed for her. She spoke softly and clearly, but an air of sadness pervaded her otherwise friendly and cooperative manner. Weariness seemed to defeat her, and tears dampened her eyes as she revealed to me in one sitting the problems in her former marriage.




Carl’s abuse was always of an emotional nature. He lied about his whereabouts, cheated on Irene frequently, and even forbade her from asking him where he was going when he left the house. He was a charismatic and fascinating businessman involved with groundbreaking business deals and negotiations who had intricate political connections in their community. After pulling off a financial coup, he would usually “celebrate” with one of the many women “friends” who made it their business to hang around him.




Irene protested Carl’s increasing distance from her and the family. When she would ask where he went, he would become gruff and distant. The more she tried to get close to him or make efforts to address their marital troubles, the more he would insult and degrade her. Occasionally, he “rewarded” her by staying home or taking her and the children on a glamorous vacation. But overall, Irene had settled into a pattern of being the good homemaker and mother, always thinking that Carl would treat her nicely again as soon as the stress from his work receded. Of course, he never did.




Once the children were out of the house, Irene began to stand up to Carl, and became involved in activities on her own. But her increased independence engendered Carl’s rage. He began making threats on her life. He would say in total earnest, “You know, if I had you killed”—which he had the means and connections to do—“I would save a lot on divorce fees and alimony.”




On one occasion, Irene attended an important business luncheon where Carl was to give a keynote address to hundreds of members of his industry. He took the opportunity to humiliate her in part of his speech. “My wife doesn’t like my working out of town,” he said, “and whenever she is unhappy she gets in touch with her attorney.” He then followed that with a “take my wife—please” joke. Irene was enraged. At the end of her husband’s speech, she stood up and, with grace and courage, said: “I gather my husband has a penchant for telling just one side of the story.” The audience fell silent, and she left the banquet hall in tears. What was most sobering about this event was that no one in the audience seemed to believe she had a side to tell. They knew Carl as charming, generous, and kind, and some thought she must be going through a severe menopausal phase that caused her to distort the wonderful marriage she probably had with this wealthy, all-around good guy, Carl.




After this event, many of Carl’s business acquaintances were cold and disdainful toward Irene. Neighbors and friends who had gotten wind of the story began to pull away from her as well. Irene confessed to me that she felt like a burden to her husband, but now she was also feeling like a disreputable outcast within her community.




Only her grown sons stood by her her. It was they who helped her to break free of her abusive marriage. They reassured her that they believed in her and that they thought their dad had treated her horribly. One son, in a display of anger and support, stopped talking to his father for almost a year. Actions like this not only validated Irene’s experience but also gave her the support to act in ways that were self-protective and in her best interest. She got in touch with a high-powered attorney and filed for divorce.




Although Irene was glad to be free, she regretted that she had chosen to keep silent in order to be part of a community that ultimately turned against and shunned her. Yet at the same time she recognized that had she kept quiet about the abuse in her marriage, she would still be an accepted and respected part of that community.




These types of rejection contribute to the unique ways in which upscale wives stay silent. And it is the strong hidden nature of upscale abuse that gives it a different flavor and spirit from domestic abuse among lower-income abused women. The lower-income battered wives I worked with often told me about afternoons spent comparing stories of husbands’ abuses while waiting for their children to come home from school. Moreover, the majority of women in domestic violence shelters and related agencies are from lower-income families, and these refuges provide ready venues for discussing the atrocities the women experienced.




By contrast, the upscale woman rarely discloses the abuse to her friends because she fears being rejected and disbelieved. Nor does she typically go to the shelters. She can afford to stay at a hotel or to take a quick get-away trip with her children without revealing her situation. Her financial resources afford her anonymity—which, paradoxically, contributes to her isolation and her torment.








Disavowal of Self-Worth and Resources




Of the women who were part of my research study, 71 percent had a college degree and 50 percent had attained an advanced degree, including J.D.s and Ph.Ds. In fact, these wives had on average 1.2 years more education than their husbands. Yet rarely did they rely on their education, work successes, and other personal achievements when they searched for solutions to their abusive predicaments. Not one woman recognized her accomplishments as the only resource she would need to help her move beyond her abusive marriage.




How is it that competent and capable women can doubt their abilities to get by without their abusive partners? Why, with so much going for them— education, professional status, money—do they feel stuck and helpless in abusive marriages? These women’s feelings of entrapment seem unfathomable to those of us who are not in their situation. But indeed they do feel trapped, and often they stay in the destructive relationships for far too long.




A puzzling commonality among these women is that they fail to appreciate and lay emotional claim to their talents, accomplishments, and abilities. And the way in which an upscale abused woman inadequately assesses or even acknowledges her capacities and strengths dramatically affects her efforts at securing help. As a woman sits with feelings of isolation, embarrassment, and shame, as well as fears of being disbelieved and rejected, she discounts her personal resources. Ellen is a prime example. A successful health-care lobbyist, she thought a divorce would force her to leave the well-to-do suburb where she and her husband resided. She completely ignored the reality that she was nicely paid at her job at a major consulting firm. When I dug deeper into these issues, I found that these women discounted their achievements. Many of my interviewees described themselves as having had little faith in themselves when they met their husbands-to-be. They found their wealthy, powerful suitors to be self-assured and exciting and believed the men would compensate for what they felt they lacked.
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