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DEDICATION




This book is dedicated to my sister Melissa,
 and the countless number of women
 who have loved more than they have loved themselves;
 who continue to love, hoping, wishing, praying
 for someone to love them back.
 Love is not abuse…
 Reclaim your hearts
 Redirect your destinies
 Spread your wings
 And fly.




You are beautiful.
 You are worthy.
 You are love.
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PREFACE










As an optimistic romantic at heart, I’ll be the first to admit that I believe in romance and the power of love. That I believe in miracles, and that dreams do come true. I believe we all have soul mates, and that there are reasons why people enter our lives, and why we choose to allow them to stay. No matter the purpose, no matter the outcome, there are always some very valuable lessons to be learned about life and love and who we are as individuals.




I am also a realist. I know that love and relationships go through stages. That people outgrow each other and that relationships oftentimes dissolve. That there will always be bumps along the way in every relationship, and conflicts may arise. That people will not always be honest, nor will their intentions always be good. And we will be faced with disappointments and disillusionments at some point in our lives. Still, there is no reason for disrespect. No excuse for violence. Abuse is a choice. It does not happen by chance. It is a pattern of behavior. It begins with a thought. It is reinforced by a belief. And it continues as a cycle. To break its destructive, never-ending spin we have to somehow discover new and better ways of loving each other, communicating with each other, and expressing ourselves without disrespect and the use of violence. We have to find the strength to no longer remain in unhealthy and unsafe situations; to be able to recognize when a relationship has run its course and let go without malice or resentment. How wonderful the world would be if life were that simple.




Disturbingly, in a climate where silence is a batterer’s best friend and domestic violence continues to climb to epidemic proportions, someone, somewhere, is being beaten about the face and body. Someone’s screams go unheard. Someone’s tears fall unchecked. Someone’s bruises go unnoticed. Someone’s home is being turned into a battlefield. And—without remorse, without regard—another life is taken.




Although this is a work of fiction, its content is real. Its message is clear. This is not about anger management. Abuse never is. It is about power and control. It is about choices. It is more than just a story conjured up in the creative mind of a man who knows nothing about violence. On the contrary, I know all too well the devastating effects it has on a family. I have lived in it. I have seen it. I have heard it. I have felt it. And I have done my best to avoid it.




Over the last three years, I have worked with the offenders of domestic violence, and I have heard their stories, abridged and unabridged versions, some as real and as painfully raw as they can get. Others were fluffed with minimizations, justifications, and rationalizations as to why the offenders do what they do. Many have expressed remorse and deep desires to change. Others take no responsibility and, unfortunately, make no real investments in themselves or in their families to become better men, husbands or fathers. Sadly, they will continue to be who they are. That is the reality. There will be (and are) countless numbers of women who stay, hoping, wishing, praying for a change that may never come. Still, they remain, desperately trying to be all that he wants, expects, and demands her to be. This too is a reality. There is no judgment being made, just a statement of facts. They will continue to love their men, the fathers of their children, no matter what. They will sacrifice themselves for the sake of holding on to a marriage or a relationship that is controlling, degrading, and disrespectful. They will blame themselves and make excuses for the abuse. No matter how much they may want to, in their hearts and minds, leaving is not always a viable option for them.




In writing this book, I recognize that I have only scratched and banged at the surface. Still I attempt to paint over the dings with quick strokes of a beautifully wrapped, happily-ever-after tale, knowing that this isn’t everyone’s story; completely understanding that it isn’t indicative of everyone’s painful journey. There are hundreds of thousands of real-life stories with a multitude of mangled beginnings, middles and endings that are not happy. Where there are no escapes, or at least none without dire, often times deadly, consequences. However, whether there are changes or not; whether the victimized partner stays or leaves, all abusers need to be held accountable. They need to be confronted. They need to be challenged. They need to be held legally responsible for their actions, and they need to be offered the tools and the opportunity to change in a setting specifically geared toward batterer’s intervention.




Being the optimist that I am, I believe that all batterers/abusers (men and women) can change if they choose to, if they have the overwhelming desire to. Despite distorted belief systems about what relationships are and aren’t, despite negative thinking patterns, despite sometimes unrealistic perceptions of what domestic violence is or isn’t, I believe in the power of change. For now, I will remain in the trenches addressing and confronting and challenging. And I, too, will continue to hope and pray and wish for peace, love, and happy endings.




Beneath the Bruises evolved out of a poem I wrote over three years ago. It is dedicated to every woman who has ever been exposed to violence. It is my testament to those who were able to leave, and for those who have chosen to stay (no matter what their reasons). It is my tribute to those who lost their lives in the struggle. It is my celebration of women and their strengths to endure, to overcome, and to continuously rise. You are beautiful. You are worthy. You are love. You are survivors. It is my sincerest hope that this book, my humble offering to you, becomes someone’s source of strength, that it becomes a beacon of light that safely guides someone toward their own march to mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual freedom. That it brings them comfort knowing that they are not alone; that it is not their fault; that this too shall pass.
























One










I am a wife. I am a mother. I am a woman. But I am not my own person. I am someone I do not know—someone I care not to be. Consequently, I have become the face of many facades. Sadly, no one knows this. They do not know that behind the smiles that have become plastered formality, there is a river of tears that I keep hidden, and my life—with all of its makings of success—has become beautifully deceptive.




Elusive images of what my life is, and is not, dangle from the enormous bay window of my sixty-five-hundred-square-foot home—with its inlaid marble floors and vaulted cathedral ceilings nestled within a well-heeled and well-educated community. From the outside, you’d think I had the perfect life, and on the surface I do. I’m married to my high school sweetheart, a successful investment banker three years my senior—a summa cum laude graduate of Morehouse College and Pace University with master’s degrees in finance and economics. He is a well-respected, shrewd businessman who has strategically and methodically amassed more money than he’ll ever spend in this lifetime. I have watched my husband climb the ladder of accomplishment, watched him become the man that he is, and I have reaped the rewards and the consequences of it.




In the early stages of our relationship, he swept me off my feet with his intense eyes, mischievous grin, seductive physical presence, and charming demeanor. It was his confidence mixed with a hint of arrogance that intrigued me and intensified my desires to be with him. Truth be told, he was my first and only. My first boyfriend, my first kiss, and my first love. So it was only natural that he’d become my husband and the father of my children. I knew it was my destiny the moment I laid eyes on him on the basketball court in my freshman year. He was poster-boy handsome, academically gifted, and blessed with an effortless athletic ability that left everyone in awe. Teachers, coaches, parents, and peers—both male and female—cheered for him, especially me, who fell head over heels in love with him. I knew, along with everyone else who adored him, that he was destined for greatness.




I can still remember the night before he went off to college on a scholarship, how he had carved our initials into a sturdy oak tree in his backyard, stating our love would always stay rooted and weather any storm. I stared into his dark chocolate eyes and soaked in the richness of his voice telling me how much I meant to him, drinking in his promises of a wonderful life together. He vowed to love me, protect me, and take care of me ’til death did us part. Then he pressed his lips against mine and caused waves of bliss to ripple through me. When he stepped back from me, he took my face into his big, warm hands and softly said, “You’re mine now. Don’t ever forget that, you hear me?” I nodded, gazing into his eyes as tears filled mine. “Promise me you won’t let anyone else have your love.” Without hesitation, I promised. Right then, I signed over my heart to him. He wiped my tears as they slowly fell, and planted gentle kisses all over my face. He said I held the key to his heart. And I believed him. I knew then I could never give myself to anyone else. I knew no one else would ever make me feel the way he did. And I kept my promise. I saved myself for the only man I knew I would ever love.




Three years later, I went off to Spelman and fell in love with him all over again, embracing my future. I had so many dreams. I would pledge, like my sister had before me. Would join organizations. Pursue a career and become a successful journalist or doctor. Then something within me changed. As if on cue, my husband’s visions quickly became mine. Pledging a sorority or becoming active in other campus groups became forbidden thoughts. He didn’t want those things to interfere with our ability to spend time together. Then, in my junior year, I got pregnant. Slowly, all of my aspirations withered away. Suddenly my life took on a new meaning. Brick by brick, Syreeta Colette Lynch was dismantled, and Mrs. Randall Michael Taylor III was erected.




My plans, everything I wanted, everything I aspired to be, became insignificant. Randy’s thoughts became mine. His dreams became mine. My existence became intertwined with his. His happiness became my responsibility. My happiness became contingent on his. My life became dependent on him. He became the air that I breathed, and the beat of my heart.




Now, eleven years and five children later, I’m a thirty-two-year-old housewife and mother with no life outside the one created within the confines of our million-dollar home in the suburbs of Jersey. A world neatly woven together with two luxury cars, an SUV, a minivan, properties in the Hamptons, South Beach and on Martha’s Vineyard—along with access to shopping sprees for myself and our children—with his approval, of course. Actually, everything I do must be agreed upon by Randy. If he says no, then he expects me to abide by his decision, and questioning him is definitely not an option. Most of the time, being the obedient wife, I honor his wishes. But on occasion, I speak up—or as he says, challenge him—and it somehow escalates into an argument that lasts for hours, sometimes days, or ends with him saying nothing at all. His silence, his acting as if I’m invisible, hurts more than his words.




Anyway, I’m sure my husband enjoys this reality, the fact that I have to ask his permission before I can spend any of his money. And I’m even more convinced he loves the fact that he doesn’t have to compete for my attention with a career, a hobby, or close friends—things that would have given me my own identity.




At five feet nine, 132 pounds, my slanted gray eyes, thick light-brown hair, and flawless cinnamon-colored skin give me what some would say is an exotic look. I have often been mistaken for a model. Some say I favor Stacy Dash. And under different circumstances, I would probably be flattered. However, I don’t feel so striking. Not anymore, anyway. Now my looks feel more like a curse, particularly when someone glances at me, or nods, or smiles in my direction. Then I become the one to blame. I have lost count of the number of times that I have been accused of leading men on, flirting with them, teasing them, wanting their attention. Thanks to years of my husband’s browbeating, I no longer feel beautiful. No longer feel self-assured. My self-esteem and self-confidence have shriveled to almost nothing.




The tape plays in my head, his voice crisp and callous. “Oh, you like it when some other man is grinning all up in your face, don’t you? Makes you feel real special being a dick tease, doesn’t it?…You just enjoy disrespecting me, don’t you?…Don’t get too excited, he doesn’t want your fat ass…. I’m the only man who’ll ever love you…. You need to watch how much you eat—if I’d wanted a pig, I’d have married one…. You’re so stupid.” And this is how the song of my current life began. This is how its melody plays. Like a needle stuck in the groove of an old dusty forty-five, his words are scratched in my memory. And no matter how hard I try to replace the sound of his cutting remarks, they still pierce my spirit.




There was a time when I believed I could achieve any-and every thing. But somewhere along my journey through life and love, that part of me evaporated like the droplets of morning dew on blades of grass under a burning sun. Everything I had hoped to be disappeared into thick, stifling air. But I dare not share this with anyone so I go through the motions, make-believing.




Over the years, I have closed my eyes to the images of black eyes and busted lips. I have skillfully learned how to shut off the screaming and yelling in my head, and have moved through life as if I were floating. And it is this facade, the smiles and the glitter—that has been slowly sucking the life out of me. Sorrowfully, my existence is one big lie. And I have to find my escape. But before I can do that, I have to find me: the woman lost in a war zone. The woman who has held on to life, painted by elusive fairy tales and an imaginary happily-ever-after—desperately trying to fix whatever it is I have done wrong. Sadly, I don’t know how. And that worries me.




Never in a million years would I, an intelligent, educated woman, have considered myself being in an abusive relationship. Or identified myself as a victim. How could that be? My husband adores our children, and me. He’s an excellent provider. And I know in my heart, he would never intentionally do anything to hurt me. Would he? No… of course not. He just gets frustrated—sometimes, and a little cranky when things aren’t to his liking. I can handle his sporadic bouts of abuse. He just needs to learn ways to deal with his anger. That’s all. That’s what I keep telling myself. And that’s what I want to believe. To think otherwise is too painful. It would mean I’d have to stop looking at my picture-perfect world—the one I’ve created in my head and allowed everyone else to see—through rose-colored lenses. Something in my soul tells me something has gone terribly awry in my marriage. Nevertheless, I know we can work this out. At least this is what I hope. My husband is a good man. And I love him so very much. Like he once said, we can weather any storm—together. Yet, lately, I feel like I’m standing in the eye of a tornado, alone.
























Two










So I guess it’s the contradictions in my life that compels me to seek refuge in the comfort of a therapist’s office. It has slowly become my safe haven. A place where I can cry and peel back layers of myself freely. Without encountering questioning glances or raised eyebrows, I try to find myself—wherever she may be. It is the only place where I can divulge my deepest, darkest secret and not have to feel ashamed or embarrassed. And it is in the warm, caring eyes of my psychologist that I gradually begin to see myself for the first time, clearly. The reflection disturbs me. It saddens me to see the woman I’ve become. Underneath my expensive makeup and designer garments I cover up the marks of my life. And it hurts.




I come in before Dr. Curtis and take my usual seat on the butter-soft brown leather sofa flanked by two oversized chairs. In front of me is a round marble coffee table. A Maasai sculpture, Gentle Ruler, is centered proudly atop it. Large leafy plants surround the room, while a 150-gallon aquarium filled with tropical fish adds to the décor. Several canvas oil abstractions in different shades of oranges, browns, and beiges are on crisp white walls. In the far left and right corners of the room sit two enormous vases of exotic flowers on marble pedestals while sandalwood and patchouli candles in handsome dark wood candleholders are situated around the room. I breathe in their scent. Inhale. Exhale. Everything about this office is warm and inviting. It’s easy to sink, relieved—no matter how briefly—into the overall calmness of the room.




I recall the beginning, long ago and far removed from the first insult hurled like hot lava against my spirit, from the first slap, from the first swollen eye closed by a fist, when my world was being shaped and molded from the clay of my own fantasies.




Before I learned to pretend.




Dr. Curtis smiles at me. “How are you feeling today?”




I shrug my shoulders. “Okay,” I reply, feeling his eyes study me.




He leans forward, his hands cupping his chin. His gaze never leaves my face. And I feel myself becoming slowly undone. “Are you sure?”




I nod my head. “Of course,” I reply. In the two months I’ve been coming to see him, it never struck me how handsome he is before now. He has smooth skin the color of honey, long, thick lashes wrapped around hazel eyes. And a captivating smile that lights up the room. I’ve never noticed his dimpled chin or the deep spin of his short, wavy hair until now. He should be on the cover of a magazine instead of sitting behind a desk, probing minds—my mind. His charming manner and passion for what he does fascinate me, and I wonder what motivates him to sit and listen to the pain of others. My pain. Why is he so devoted to soothing souls? It’s a question I want to ask. Perhaps one day I will. For now, he is my only hope that change is going to come.




“Then why don’t I believe you?” he responds, leaning back in his high-backed leather chair. He keeps his eyes on me, then adds, “You’re shaking your foot, so that tells me there’s something going on.” I am not aware I am doing this. I stop. Shift in my seat.




He’s beginning to know me better than I know myself, which doesn’t surprise me. He’s an intuitively perceptive man, one who notices and senses everything. I recall the first time I met—I mean, bumped into—him. I was absent-mindedly stepping off the elevator and almost knocked him over. My mind was scrolling fiercely down my “things to do list” before I picked up the children from daycare by three. It was already noon, and I still hadn’t made it to Wegman’s to pick up dinner or to Rago Brothers in Morristown to drop off my husband’s black designer shoes, the ones he desperately needed repaired by Friday to wear with his black pin-striped suit.




“Ooh, excuse me. I’m so sorry,” I had said, feeling flustered.




“That’s quite all right,” the kind voice replied, instinctively reaching out to keep my bags from hitting the floor. “No harm done.”




“Thank you,” I said, casting my eyes downward behind my sunglasses, feeling suddenly embarrassed by the wide smile that was flashed before me.




“Anytime,” he responded, stepping aside. He must have sensed my vulnerability because just as I was walking off, he stopped me, holding open the elevator doors. “Excuse me. I have something for you,” he said, reaching into his suit jacket and pulling out a leather billfold. “Here’s my card. Just in case you ever find yourself in need of someone to talk to.”




I took the cream-colored card, glancing at it. In engraved black script, it read: Dr. Jordan Curtis, Psy. D. Individual, Group, and Couples’ Counseling.




I gave him a panicked look. Oh, no. He can see my eye behind these dark glasses, I thought. “Thanks, but I won’t be needing this,” I quickly stated.




He smiled again. “I hope not. But hold on to it. Just in case.” The elevator doors shut and I was left standing in the middle of the mall, feeling completely exposed. I looked around, wondering if anyone else saw what he had seen—the naked truth.




The last time my husband slapped me, three months ago, was when I decided to pick up the phone and dial Dr. Curtis’s number. Randy had questioned me about why it had taken me so long to get back from the grocery store. When I tried to explain that I had run into one of the neighbors and we had become engrossed in conversation about her daughter’s upcoming wedding, he insisted I was lying. Even though I had walked into the house with an armload of groceries and had a receipt with the time printed on it to prove my whereabouts, he didn’t believe me. The whole ordeal escalated to him accusing me of sneaking off to meet some other man. He yelled and screamed obscenities. Demanded I carry my cell phone anytime I left the house. Threatened to leave me and take the kids away from me if I ever pulled another “stunt” like that again. And before I could get another word in edgewise, before I was able to reassure him, Randy’s handprint was on the side of my face. I knew then, I had to do something. Unfortunately, I had cancelled three times before I finally mustered up the nerve to show up.




“I don’t really feel like talking about it today, Doc,” I say returning my attention to him.




“Okay. So then we sit and say nothing until you’re ready. But I’ll never be able to help you sort through your emotional turmoil until you start to completely trust me. I am here to help you find the answers you need. I hope you know by now I’m not here to judge you.” There is definitely something warm and humble about Dr. Curtis. I am respectfully drawn to him, his energy. The room is filled with his endless concern.




I take in a deep breath and nod. “I do.”




He smiles again. “Good. So tell me what’s troubling you today, and together we can find a way to work through it.”




I inhale, then slowly exhale. “He wants another baby,” I blurt, feeling fresh tears rim my eyes. Randy decided three weeks ago that I should get pregnant and “give me a girl this time.” That’s what he had the nerve to say to me as if I had control over the sex of a child. I was too shocked to respond. Unfortunately, my silence had given him the impression that this is what I want as well, which is so far from the truth. I love my sons dearly, but I am already overwhelmed and can’t possibly consider having another baby. Having a ten-year-old, an eight-year-old, and a set of three-year-old triplets is more than enough. Another child would definitely send me over the edge. And, God forbid, if I were to have another son, Randy would make sure I knew it was my fault. That something was wrong with me.




“Is that what you want?”




I shake my head forlornly. “No. Not really.”




“What do you mean by ‘not really’?”




“I mean I don’t want any more kids right now. Five is enough. Wouldn’t you say so?” I ask with a slight nervous chuckle.




“That’s not for me to decide,” he offers. “But…” He opens his arms for me to finish.




“But when I’m pregnant, things between us seem so much better. Randy’s much more loving and attentive.”




“So you think having another baby is going to keep things that way?”




“I don’t know, maybe.”




“Are you saying you’d consider getting pregnant just to stop the violence?”




I shake my head. “No, absolutely not,” I say. “It’s just that I know Randy. And he’s insistent on having another baby.”




“And he’s also very abusive to you,” Dr. Curtis states, eyeing me. “Is he not?”




I nod. In my head, I try to recall the number of incidences over the last three years since the birth of the triplets. There were four, the last one being three months ago. “But not all the time,” I quickly say.




“Whether it’s once a week or once every other year, abuse is still abuse—and it is still a pattern of behavior.” He pauses, allows what he has said to settle in, then continues. “Syreeta, pregnancy does not stop domestic violence. Statistics show that one to twenty-five percent of women are battered during their pregnancy.”




Suddenly, my mind rolls back to the year 2000, the night the cramping started. The night bolts of pain shot through my stomach, and the flow of warm blood escaped me. I had suffered a miscarriage. It was stress-related. That’s what I have allowed myself to accept as truth. It had nothing to do with me trying to get away from Randy during an argument and tripping and falling down the stairs. The heel of my shoe caught in the rug. That’s what happened. I’m certain he didn’t push me. At least that’s what I want to believe. I ignore Dr. Curtis’s statement. Neither of us knew I was pregnant, so what he has said doesn’t apply to Randy and me. Or does it?




“I just want the fighting to stop,” I say.




“Sadly, it won’t. In fact, oftentimes the battering increases during this period.”




I push back the thoughts, push back the half-truths, cling to my own illusions. “Randy has never hit me while I was pregnant,” I say.




“Okay. So the physical abuse stops, but what about the emotional and mental abuse?”




“He just gets a little edgy,” I reply defensively.




“Don’t make excuses for his behavior. Has he hit you recently?” Dr. Curtis asks, raising his brow. He looks at me intently.




I shake my head. “Not in a while. As long as I don’t say or do something he doesn’t like, he’s the sweetest man.”




“So what I hear you saying is that you’re responsible for your husband’s behaviors, correct?”




“Yes…I mean, no,” I say, shifting in my seat.




“Which is it?” he asks.




“No, but…”




“No ‘buts,’” he says. “As long as you continue to buy into the belief that somehow you are responsible for how your husband treats you, you will always feel it’s your duty to carry and own guilt and blame that do not belong to you.”




“I know,” I state solemnly. “I’m trying not to. But sometimes it’s hard. In my heart, I really believe this time Randy is truly sorry for slapping me, and saying all those nasty things. He really is trying.”




“So you’re saying everything is going well?”




For now, I think. I want to believe that this reprieve, this peace between Randy and me, is permanent. That the rain and ear-shattering thunder that has kept me drifting, searching for shelter, are finally over and that we can move forward. But there’s an aching part of me that defies what’s in my heart. I nod. “He’s been very attentive, and extremely apologetic.”




“Hmm. Sounds like the two of you are in what we call the Honeymoon Stage of the battering cycle. The tension has decreased. He has begged for your forgiveness, and is very loving. You believe everything is better because he has made promises that he will most likely not keep. He’s probably showered you with flowers and expensive trinkets to show you just how much you mean to him.” I shift in my seat. Dr. Curtis studies me. He peeks into the window of my life. Sees what I try to hide. “Don’t be fooled,” he says evenly. “It is an illusion. Just like you, he believes it won’t happen again. Unfortunately it does, and it will. This stage just reinforces your hope that he will change, that things will be different.”




He goes on to explain how tension builds and escalates into violence, and how the pattern is cyclic, and develops in almost two-thirds of many domestic violence relationships. He indicates that the longer the cycle is repeated, the more frequent and severe the violence. I hear what he is saying, but I am struggling to wrap my mind around the possibility that what he says applies to me.




“Unfortunately, denial is what keeps you glued to his abuse,” he continues. “Until you’re ready to break through it, you will continue to be sucked into this vicious cycle. Nothing changes, if nothing changes. And until your husband is held accountable and takes full responsibility for his behavior, he’s going to continue to do what he does.”




I raise my eyebrow in surprise. Even though I know what Dr. Curtis says is true, his bluntness catches me off guard. He is usually not so direct. “He doesn’t mean it,” I respond quickly. I feel the need to defend my husband. “He loves me and would never do anything to hurt me.”




“Syreeta, love is not abuse. Your husband’s behavior is not about what you say or do. It’s about his need to control you. No one should have to live their life walking on eggshells. A batterer batters because he wants to, because it gets him what he wants. Your husband is just that—a batterer. There is no sugarcoating it. Him wanting you to have another baby is just another way for him to keep you under his control.”




“I know…but he—”




“What about contraceptives?” he asks, cutting me off. “Have you considered it as a viable way to keep from having another baby until you’re ready?”




“Randy would have a fit if I ever suggested such a thing.”




He pulls in his lips and nods knowingly. “I’m sure he would. So what other alternatives do you have?”




I squint my eyes, lowering my voice in a conspiratorial whisper. “Doc, you’re not suggesting I keep it from him, are you?”




“Not at all. I would never promote secrets. But I do encourage you to find ways to protect yourself. If you aren’t ready to have another child, then you need to be able to have some control—or at least, some say—in that.”




I sigh heavily. “I’ll just have to hope for the best. I’d have hell to pay if I ever brought up the topic of birth control. And God only knows what he’d do if he found out I was taking something to prevent getting pregnant.” I think back on the time I wanted to have my tubes tied after giving birth to the triplets, and how Randy refused, stating if I loved him, I wouldn’t even consider it. He even went so far as to threaten to leave me and fight for custody of our children if I went through with the procedure. Feeling cornered, I dismissed the idea. And now here we are again, three years later, and he wants another child. What in the world would become of my life if I were to get pregnant?




“So you’re saying it’s out of your control?”




“I don’t know. Maybe.”




“Syreeta, you are aware that there are controllable and uncontrollable things in life?”




“Of course.”




“So what things in your life do you have the power to control?”




“It’s not that simple. Intellectually, I know what I should be able to control. But emotionally…”—I shake my head—“I feel like my life is being orchestrated by a force greater than me.”




“No, your life is being controlled by someone with his own agenda. That’s what happens in domestic violence situations. It distorts what is supposed to be a relationship based on mutual respect for each other’s right to say no, and to have their own ideas, feelings, and thoughts. Neither partner has the right to rob the other of that. You are not a puppet, or some mechanical gadget that can be shut on or off.”




“That’s not what he’s doing,” I say, lifting my brow.




“Who are you?”




Startled by his question, I tilt my head, then smile nervously. “I don’t quite understand the question.”




He repeats it.




“Syreeta Taylor,” I answer.




“That’s the obvious,” he states, pressing the tips of his fingers together into a steeple. “But tell me. Who is Syreeta?”




“A wife and mother,” I answer.




“Okay, that too is evident. But is that who you really are?”




I shrug. “That’s all I’ve become.”




“But is that who you always want to be? Is Syreeta happy with being just a wife and mother?”




“Sometimes,” I answer, becoming uncomfortable with this line of questioning. My guilt at not being happy with my life has been tearing me apart. It is just too painful to confront. The thought of doing something for myself feels like an act of betrayal against my children, my husband—my family. They depend on me. “What I want or don’t want to be isn’t important right now.”




“Says who? Of course it is. Your perception of who you are, and what you are, greatly influences your decisions. There’s nothing wrong with being a good mother and a loving wife, but that is just a small part of who you are, or who you should be. What does Syreeta want for Syreeta?”




I allow the question to slice open my thoughts. An impassive expression finds its way across my face and then my mind drifts, rolling back in time. Four years ago, thanks to my sister’s connections, I was offered a position at a major publishing house in New York as an assistant freelance editor. The salary was perfect and the hours were great; I could work from home. I was so thrilled about the offer I was floating, and couldn’t wait to share the news with Randy. Unfortunately, I didn’t get the reaction I had hoped for. Instead of basking in my enthusiasm, he became argumentative. “What about the kids?” he had asked, scowling.




“I’ll be working from home for the most part,” I explained.




“I don’t think you should stress yourself out about working,” he said. “Your attention needs to be focused on taking care of things around here. Something you can barely keep up with.”




“Randy, I’ll be able to help out financially,” I offered, dismissing his snide comment.




“Look around you,” he snapped, opening his arms and slowly turning around. “Does it look like we’re strapped for cash?”




“No,” I admitted. “But it would be nice to have my own money.”




“For what? On top of the five hundred dollars a week I give you, I make sure you have everything you need.”




“I know, but—”




“What kind of place would be offering you employment anyway?” he asked, cutting me off. “You don’t know the first thing about editing anything. You’ve never even had a job.”




“But I have the education,” I reasoned. I hadn’t even accepted the position and he had already questioned my abilities, making me doubt my capabilities. “And it’s an entry level position—” I tried to press on, but he shut me down; burst my bubble with tiny pins of insult.




“Big deal,” he snorted. “You don’t have the skills. You’ll end up looking like a big fool when you can’t deal with all the pressure of meeting deadlines.”




“I know I can—”




“No, I won’t allow it,” he stated. “Your place is here taking care of our kids. Besides we’ve already talked about you having another baby. That should be your focus. Not worrying about making a few peanuts.” I tried to convince him it would give me something to do until then. That it would allow me some sense of independence. He looked at me as if I had two heads. He became enraged, saying I was disrespecting his role as breadwinner and provider for the family. Said I was being selfish and insensitive. If I really loved him, I’d respect his wishes, and not challenge his authority. I gave up. My mother had instilled in me that a woman’s place was beside her husband, supporting his decisions, not questioning them; respecting him as head of household, not undermining him. One month later, I discovered I was pregnant again. And when I learned I was carrying triplets, the thin hope of becoming self-sufficient was sucked into a vacuum and sealed away tight.




I snatch a glance at Dr. Curtis for a moment, then look away. What does Syreeta want for Syreeta? There are no answers. I am hurt and there is an aching that forces its way up from the pit of my soul and catches in my throat. I look to Dr. Curtis for the soothing balm needed to heal my wounds. I am feeling robbed of choices, robbed of thoughts. Deprived of the freedom to be me, whoever that is. “I honestly haven’t given it any thought,” I softly say.




A brief silence comes between us.




“What are some things you’re passionate about?” he asks, cutting into the quiet that has crept into the room.




I give him a blank stare. I am expressionless and wordless. I try to construct a string of syllables that make sense. There are none.




Dr. Curtis sees this and tries to help me sort through the expanse of emptiness that has somehow, without warning, become my life. I try to recall exactly how or when I became cocooned into an existence that had nothing to do with me. I try to search for something that I am passionate about. Other than being a good mother and a supportive wife, I have never given any thought to anything else. Passion, I repeat in my head. It is a word vaguely familiar yet disturbingly foreign to me, its meaning an anomaly. I struggle desperately to find something that remotely resembles it in my world. Sadly, it is nonexistent in my marriage and in my personal life. Dr. Curtis tells me it does exist, but is buried beneath years of being devalued and denied. He spends the remainder of our session scratching the surface, trying to break through the top layers, trying to uncover what I want for myself. The process is overwhelming. I am slowly becoming exhausted.




“I really don’t know,” I state. My head starts to pound.




“Then we need to start working on that. Have you given any further thought to group?” He indicates that group is twelve-weeks, psycho-educational, and he tries to convince me how beneficial it would be. He explains how the group is a way for women who are in abusive relationships to come together for information and support and to alleviate the isolation and shame that comes with being victimized. As well as to provide encouragement for women to take initial steps to facilitate their own safety plans.




I shake my head. “I’m not ready for a group,” I answer. Individual therapy is safer for me. I don’t want to share my pain with a bunch of strangers. Don’t want unfamiliar faces and curious eyes peeking into the blisters of my life.




“Being around other women who are experiencing what you’re going through would really help empower you, and reinforce that you are not alone in this,” he explains, sensing my reservations. The timer on his desk goes off, indicating my session is over. He flips through his planner. “I’m going to schedule you for next Thursday; how is that?”




“Fine,” I state, getting up. He gets up as well and extends his hand. My small, manicured hand gets lost in his grip. He shakes it firmly.




“I want you to think long and hard about what it is you want for you, and to really consider group counseling. We’ll talk about it next week.”




I nod, making my way toward the heavy oak doors after placing a small Band-Aid over a gaping wound I’m afraid will never close on its own.
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