"Although I wanted to leave my abusive husband for years, he made it clear that if I left he would hurt me.  During one attempt to escape, he tried to run me off the road.  Another time he threatened me with a gun.  I knew that I had to find a way out-but I was afraid for my children and myself...afraid that he would find us...afraid that I could not make it on my own.”- Lisa B. 

These words of one survivor capture common feelings of fear, hopelessness and desperation expressed by women who experience physical, sexual, verbal or psychological abuse. Despite a woman’s never-ending desire to protect herself and her children, abusers have the power to squash all hopes of safety.

Every 104 minutes in Maine someone is assaulted by a family member or intimate partner. 

The tragic homicide of Anthony Tucker is an example of the gravest results of domestic violence. According to police reports, Todd Curry is responsible for the death of Anthony Tucker. Although the critical question is why did Curry commit this horrific crime, based on entries in the Bangor Daily News’ website, many people choose to focus on why Tucker’s mother didn’t leave.  Oftentimes it is easy for people to place the blame upon a woman, and claim she did not protect her children, instead of questioning the perpetrator who feels entitled to physically and psychologically abuse his partner and the society who – however unintentionally – supports him.     

There are a host of possible reasons why she did not leave. 

Batterer’s like Curry may not only threaten further violence, but they may also:

· undermine a survivor’s self-confidence, and convince her that she is to blame for the battering.

· use isolation to control their partners socially as well as economically, which makes it logistically difficult to get away.

· act very contrite and loving between bouts of abuse, leading the battered partner to believe that it won’t happen again.

The dynamic of domestic violence is first and foremost one of power and control.  The abuser will do whatever he believes is necessary to keep control over the victim, the household, and the children.  Such abuse often begins as emotional: belittling her, exhibiting jealousy and rage if she socializes with others, including her family, sometimes keeping her from working outside the home and limiting her access to financial resources.  The result can be extreme isolation from friends and family and economic dependence on the abuser.  Over time, the abuse may intensify and become physical as well as emotional.  However, due to continuous isolation, a victim may begin to question her own perception of reality.  When he blames her for his inability not to abuse her, she may accept responsibility for the abuse.  At that point, the emotional damage has been done, making it more difficult for her to find the wherewithal to leave.  Even those who finally decide to leave often find barriers when devising a plan.  Because of a lack of resources (i.e. finances, affordable housing, transportation), the ultimate difficulty is where to go, how to get there, how to survive and to stay safe.  Moreover, the most dangerous time in an abusive relationship is when a woman attempts to leave.  Because the abuser has lost complete control if the victim leaves, he feels he has nothing to loose.  If he finds her, the violence may escalate dramatically even to the point of homicide.  It is telling that Ms. Cooley and her children “were attempting to flee the home” when Curry murdered Anthony Tucker.  

For a variety of reasons, the dynamic of domestic violence often necessitates the victim asking that charges be dropped: because the abuser threatens to kill her and/or the children if she doesn’t, he convinces her it won’t happen again, or simply because the family needs his paycheck to survive financially.  By misunderstanding this dynamic, the criminal justice system’s response often places sole responsibility for arrest and/or prosecution of the abuser on the victim, thus minimizing the impact of the abuser’s violence and control and further victimizing her.  Additionally, contacting law enforcement, or proceeding with court matters – even protection order complaints – can be potentially risky.  Often women report that abusers retaliate and commit more heinous crimes against them after eliciting protection from the police or retaining a protection order from the court.  

This reality speaks to the larger issue of how we as a society do not hold batterers accountable.  As individuals, we need to recognize these shortcomings and each do our part to further promote victim safety and batterer accountability. Someone experiencing abuse needs opportunities to reach out to individuals and systems, not only for safety, but also support and guidance. When tragedy occurs, the need for more education about how to respond, and offer support and intervention becomes increasingly apparent.  

Help is available for people experiencing domestic abuse or other concerned individuals.  Call 1-866-834-HELP 24 hours a day to speak with a trained advocate. An advocate can help you explore options and create a safety- plan or just offer support.  They are also available to answer questions about ways to help a neighbor, friend, or co-worker or about ways to get involved in putting an end to domestic violence.   

Written by Nicky Blanchard & Leslie Dickinson of the Maine Coalition to End Domestic Violence
