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PREFACE
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Growing up, my mother told me, “It is never okay for a man to hit a woman—never.” Years later I was faced with that reality—I found myself in an abusive relationship.


The fear and pain I lived with forced me to leave the relationship. It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. Healing took time, but I finally moved on to create a new life for myself. I thought my experience with abuse was over.


Then one day, I opened the newspaper and read the results of a survey about high school students and sex. The majority of the students in the survey believed that if a man forces his wife to have sex, it isn’t rape. Almost half the teens said that if a guy buys a girl dinner, she has to provide sex, and if a girl agrees to have sex and then changes her mind and the guy forces her, it isn’t rape. Someone needs to talk sense into these kids! I thought. I could do that, but would teenagers listen to a grandmother?


I contacted a school social worker. He suggested I volunteer through the local women’s shelter. I went cold inside. Could I get that close to the pain of abuse again without drudging up my own dark memories? It had been well over a decade since I broke free. I toed the dirt for a while, mulling over the idea, then made the call.


I’m glad I did. I discovered that I could use my experience to benefit other women. My long-term relationship with an abuser and the process of healing had taught me much about intimate partner violence. The training I received at the service agency connected to the local women’s shelter gave me a solid foundation in the dynamics of domestic abuse. I drew on all these sources of knowledge to develop an interactive program on teen dating violence and healthy relationships. Over the course of seven years, I spoke to over seven thousand students in high school and middle school health classrooms. The students accepted me. They asked challenging questions. They wrote comments on my evaluations that said, “I didn’t realize what I was doing to my girlfriend. I’m going to stop it.” “Now I know why my mother won’t leave her boyfriend.” “I was going to get back with my boyfriend, but after hearing you, I changed my mind.”


I also spoke to adults through community clubs and at the local college, teaching students in the medical field how to screen patients for domestic abuse and what to do next.


About this same time, my work life changed. I left my career to write the “great American novel” I’d always planned. As I worked on it, thoughts of domestic abuse victims continually interrupted my character development and plots—even my sleep. In particular, I kept thinking about the statements that victims use to respond to the internal voice that is screaming, “This is not right. Get out!” I began jotting down these statements in a spiral notebook. Before long, I had two full pages of statements starting with “Yes, but I love him” and “Yes, but he can be really wonderful,” and ending with “If I could just love him enough, he’ll change.” I thought, Someone should write a book that pushes women to think beyond these ideas. … Why not me? I know the thinking and self-talk that women in abusive relationships internalize from their abusers—statements that allow women to tolerate the abuse, and resist the urge to leave. And I also know how to counter those thoughts. I know why such thinking is false and how it works to keep women trapped in unhealthy, dangerous situations. Most important, I know what healthy relationships look like and I want to give other women the words to counter their negative thinking, until they can recover their own voices of strength.


As I started to put But He’ll Change together, I lamented to one of my mentoring therapists, “No one will publish my book. I don’t have a degree in therapy.” He assured me a publisher would recognize that I had the most important kind of education—personal experience. He was right. I knew what it took to heal after domestic violence.


I have written the book that I needed while recovering—one that




	[image: ] talks straight



	[image: ] tells the truth



	[image: ] explains how healthy thinking sounds



	[image: ] gives permission to care for and stand up for yourself



	[image: ] is flexible, allowing you to work on issues as they surface






It’s been nine years since I jotted “Yes, but I love him” on the first line of my notebook. May the pages of this book help you identify and change your harmful self-talk, regain your self-trust, shed labels, transcend the past, and walk into a better life—a life filled with peace and joy.




A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR



This book will focus on abuse that occurs between a man and a woman, with the man being the abuser, since this was my experience. However, I invite anyone experiencing domestic abuse to use this book and to substitute the proper pronouns where needed. The components of abuse are alike in any relationship.







ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


[image: ]


I am grateful to those who supported and encouraged me as I worked on this project: my husband and family; the therapists, pastors, and staff of my local women’s shelter, who answered endless questions; Leigh and Maureen, who read and reread the manuscript; Cathy, my gifted editor; and Sid, along with Hazelden’s staff, who gave me an opportunity to speak. Thank you.




INTRODUCTION


[image: ]


Perhaps you’re holding this book in your hand because your therapist suggested it. Or maybe you were wandering around the bookstore and the title caught your attention. Perhaps it’s because someone bought the book and thrust it into your hands, telling you, “You must read this book.” (As annoying as they may sometimes be, our friends mean well.) Regardless of why you picked it up, this book can help if you




	[image: ] repeatedly find yourself in difficult relationships



	[image: ] are struggling to stay away from a partner who causes you pain



	[image: ] realize that your current relationship isn’t working out and you’ve had enough



	[image: ] want to model healthy self-care for your children



	[image: ] want to change what leads you into poor relationships, or are at least willing to look at other options



	[image: ] have a friend who’s living in the darkness of abuse






It’s difficult to admit you’re currently in or once were in an abusive relationship. It is humiliating and embarrassing. I know—I lived in one for nearly twenty years. I remember how agonizing life can be. I’m here to tell you that there is another way to live, a way that doesn’t include walking on eggshells, stifling your feelings, and holding back your words for fear that your partner will get angry.


If there is any question in your mind whether your partner is abusive, turn to Profile of an Abuser on pages 199–202. If you check even a few items on the list, you are on a dangerous road. The shortest test to determine if your relationship is healthy is to ask yourself, “Am I afraid to tell him how I really feel?” Can you talk openly to your partner without being afraid that he will ridicule you, discount your opinion or feelings, or lash out at you? A partner in a healthy, mature relationship will respect your opinion even if it differs from his. Healthy relationships do not include fear.


If you have already left an abusive relationship, this book will teach you the dynamics of abuse, how abusers etch self-debasing thinking on victims’ spirits, and help you examine your false beliefs. It will hold your hand during the long, dark days when the urge to return to the relationship claws at your psyche. It will teach you how healthy thinking sounds and point out warning signs to help you avoid falling prey to another abusive partner. But He’ll Change will reinforce what you know to be true: you deserve love and respect.


If you are currently in an abusive relationship, you may have given up hope that your partner will change. You may have resigned yourself to the situation as it is. Even if you feel stuck and completely powerless, I want you to know that change is possible and that you do have power. It may seem inconceivable, but changing your thinking gives you the power to change yourself. You can make a difference in your own life, even if you choose to stay with your partner. This book will help you get started.







Note: If you are in immediate danger, call the police. If you are living in an increasingly violent relationship, don’t wait any longer. Call your local women’s shelter or the National Domestic Violence Hotline at 800-799-SAFE (7233) for guidance or just to talk with a compassionate person.








DOMESTIC ABUSE 101


What Is Domestic Abuse?


The term domestic abuse, also called intimate partner violence (IPV), is the systematic suffocation of another person’s spirit. It’s about power and control—one person holds all the power and uses it to control the other person, the victim. Domestic abuse includes physical, emotional, spiritual, and sexual abuse.


When we think of domestic abuse, the first thing we usually visualize is hitting, punching, kicking—physical attacks. But abuse also includes having someone do the following:




	[image: ] Call you names



	[image: ] Berate you



	[image: ] Consistently ignore your feelings



	[image: ] Throw things at you



	[image: ] Humiliate you in front of others



	[image: ] Insist on making decisions for you



	[image: ] Prevent you from practicing your faith



	[image: ] Set rigid rules



	[image: ] Judge you harshly



	[image: ] Force you to have sex



	[image: ] Make demeaning comments about your gender



	[image: ] Withhold affection (See What Is Abuse? on pages 195–197 for more examples of abuse.)






While there are several behaviors that are present in almost all abusive relationships, there are as many variations on the style and severity of abuse as there are perpetrators. Some people think abuse is about anger run amuck. Yet anger is only one of the tools used by an abuser to establish fear in the victim, making her compliant. Abuse is a choice. Anyone who can choose to hit can choose not to hit. Anyone who can choose to berate another can choose to speak kindly.


Other people think a mental health disorder or problems with alcohol or other drug use causes abuse. Although mental health disorders may be a factor in some cases, most research shows a low rate of mental health disorders in even the most violent abusers.1 When it comes to alcohol and drugs, they only serve to make it easier for the abuser to act on his impulses.2


Physical violence is easy to identify as abuse because it leaves bruises on the body. We see the black eyes, the broken bones, the stitches, the blood. But emotional, spiritual, and sexual abuse are every bit as destructive—and all types of abuse leave emotional scars on your spirit. A broken arm or leg can heal in six to eight weeks. Wounds on the spirit can last a lifetime and affect every future relationship you have. It often takes a therapist to help heal them.


Who Is a Victim?


Domestic violence is a general term that refers to any abuse that occurs within a familial-type relationship; victims include romantic partners, children, or elderly people. In romantic relationships, the partners may be married, living together, or dating. Both heterosexual and homosexual relationships can become abusive, and abusers can be either male or female.


Women from the early teen years through later life can be victims of domestic abuse. About one in three high school girls dates a boy who slaps, punches, kicks, or strangles her. Females who are twenty to twenty-four years old are at the greatest risk for nonfatal intimate partner violence.3 Thirty-seven percent of women in the United States live in emotionally abusive relationships.4 The number of females murdered by their intimate partner has remained at about 30 percent of all female murders between 1976 and 2005.5 Between 1976 and 2005, 5 percent of all murders by intimate partners were girls (ages twelve to seventeen) killed by their boyfriends. The group of women ages thirty-five to thirty-nine had the highest percentage of murder victims by intimates, 43 percent. Women sixty years old or more (a group less likely to report domestic violence) made up 21 percent of all murder victims by intimates.6


What Do Healthy Relationships Look Like?


Many women in abusive relationships have never known what it’s like to be treated a different way by a man. Let’s explore how healthy relationships differ from those that have turned abusive.


The beginnings of most relationships are the same. They’re like striking a match: they catch fire, bursting into flame. It’s called the honeymoon period or limerence. It’s electric. You have butterflies in your stomach just thinking about your sweetheart. His voice is the first one you want to hear in the morning and the last in the evening. If you’re a teen, you hold hands in the halls and sneak kisses behind the teacher’s back. You doodle his last name with your first name all over your papers and books. I admit, some of us adult women have doodled our sweetheart’s name with ours too. During this period, you want to spend all your time alone with him, getting to know each other, often neglecting your family and friends. Limerence is exciting and wonderful.


After the initial flare-up, like the match, the relationship settles into a nice, even flame. This is love. It’s when you don’t need to be together twenty-four hours a day to feel loved and cherished. You’ve built a relationship on trust, respect, and communication. If your sweetheart, God forbid, is sent on an extended business trip or a semester in France, you know you won’t shrivel up, die, and blow away in the wind. You rest in the trust you’ve established.
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