‘‘MY BOYFRIEND
ALMOST KILLED ME’’

INSIDE AN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIP

Think you could never get involved with a man who mistreats you? Abi Ferrin’s story
shows how easily it can happen—and how hard it is to leave. AS TOLD TO STEPHANIE BOOTH
When I first met John* at a
nightclub in 2002, I thought
I’d found the perfect guy. I was
22 and had recently left a
journalism job in Washington,
D.C., to pursue my dream of
becoming a fashion designer in
Los Angeles. John was 11 years
older than me, handsome, and
sophisticated. Our conversation
was refreshingly intense and
intellectual—not your typical
bar chatter. I was flattered
when he asked to see me again.
On our first date, we talked for
hours over dinner at a five-star
restaurant, and John was an
absolute gentleman. “I’m being
swept off my feet,” I confessed
to friends. I never could have
imagined that a year later he’d
be holding a gun to my head.
Before I met John, I had
always had healthy, “normal”
relationships with men. I
thought of myself as independent
and outspoken, and I came from
a loving family. My involvement
with John eventually taught me
that even a strong woman’s
confidence can be broken down,
slowly and insidiously, by
someone who knows how to
manipulate. By the time I
labeled his behavior “abuse,” I’d
been sucked into a world where
nothing made any sense—and
where I blamed only myself.

*NAME HAS BEEN CHANGED

❘❚ TROUBLE IN PARADISE

For the first few months, it
was heaven. John planned
champagne picnics, took me
on motorcycle trips through
Napa Valley, and showed up at
my doorstep with my favorite
groceries. He seemed like my
biggest supporter—meanwhile
convincing me that others
didn’t really have my best
interests at heart. He implied

would have to work hard on
myself to avoid losing him.
Six months after we’d begun
dating, I saw an even darker
side of John. He had taken me
to a party and then spent the
evening flirting with other
women. When I became upset
about it on the way home, he
pulled onto the shoulder of a
deserted, unlit road and yelled
at me to get out of the car.

HE PULLED ONTO THE SHOULDER OF A DESERTED,
UNLIT ROAD AND YELLED AT ME TO GET OUT OF THE
CAR. I STOOD THERE FOR HALF AN HOUR, HELPLESS.”
that my parents were trying to
sabotage my career and that my
friends couldn’t be trusted; soon
I rarely spoke to anyone besides
John. That didn’t really bother
me, somehow. We were in love,
and that was enough.
The first glimpse of problems
came one day when he started
comparing my looks with those
of his “gorgeous” ex-girlfriends.
It really hurt my feelings—but
because it was impossible that
my caring, amazing boyfriend
had been purposely cruel, I
figured John was simply stating
a fact. Clearly, I wasn’t beautiful
enough for him. I suddenly felt
nervous and told myself that I

Stunned, I did—and then
realized, after he roared off,
that I’d left my cellphone on the
front seat. I stood there for half
an hour, helpless and in disbelief,
until I saw the headlights of his
car coming back. Instead of
apologizing, John acted concerned. “I can’t believe you got
out of the car,” he said. “Why
did you do that?” My anger
dissolved into confusion: Had
the night’s drama somehow
been all my fault?
Those disorienting moments
were few and far between,
though, and for the most part,
things between us were good.
In the spring of 2003, after we’d
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Most abusers seem romantic
and caring at the beginning of
a relationship. But trouble
could lie ahead if he:
Wants to get serious too
quickly.
■G
 ets jealous easily.
■B
 lames the failure of past
relationships on his exes.
■P
 ressures you to spend less
time with family and friends.
■B
 egins to subtly criticize you or
put you down, implying that
you’re not quite smart or thin
enough or that you’re unstable
or just somehow unlovable.
If any of these apply, tread
cautiously. Confide in someone
you trust to help you decide
whether to move forward or
break things off. If you do
choose to end the relationship,
make sure you have a plan for
your safety in place, including
a list of supportive people
who are ready to help you
immediately; being rejected
can sometimes escalate an
abuser’s destructive behavior.
■

SOURCES: NATIONAL NETWORK
TO END DOMESTIC VIOLENCE;
LIZ ROBERTS, SAFE HORIZON

been together for eight months,
John accepted a lucrative job in
San Francisco and asked me to
move from L.A. to be with him.
I happily agreed.

bed when he came home from
work, he would become furious.
He even forbade me to leave the
condo without his permission. I
ended up feeling like a prisoner.
In the meantime, I had put
some cash aside to get my
business going, but John insisted
he could do a better job of
managing my finances and had
me add his name to my accounts.
He quickly burned through my
savings and maxed out my credit
cards. We started having endless
fights, but his arguments were so
persuasive that I always felt at
fault. “If I can just figure out what
I’m doing wrong,” I would tell
myself, “things will go back to the
way they used to be.”
Instead, they got worse. One
morning in our bedroom when
I was fresh from the shower, John
began unfavorably comparing
my body with an ex-girlfriend’s
for the umpteenth time. All the
resentment I felt came bubbling
to the surface, and I finally got
mad. I yelled at him to stop and
threw a glass on the floor. He held
me by the neck and shoved me
against the wall. Then he pulled a
case from under the bed, grabbed
a gun out of it, and aimed it at my
head. I’d had no idea he owned a
firearm. John threatened to kill
me, then himself.
Terrified, I grabbed my cell,
ran outside wearing just my towel,
and called 911. John was arrested,
but an hour later he called from
the police station, urging me to

WHEN I CONFRONTED HIM, HE THREW ME TO THE
GROUND AND BEGAN PUMMELING ME—SO VIOLENTLY THAT
THE OTHER WOMAN TRIED TO PUT HERSELF BETWEEN US.”
John and I got an apartment
together, and everything changed
overnight. He gave me daily
chores to do, which didn’t seem
odd at first—after all, he was
paying all our expenses while
I was developing plans to launch
my fashion brand. But if there
were as much as a wrinkle in the

drop the charges. He apologized
profusely and said he loved me.
It seems unbelievable to me
now, but I numbly gave in. At that
point, John was the only person
I had in my life, and I couldn’t
imagine being completely alone.
I told myself that our showdown
had changed something between

us—that now things would finally
get better again.

horribly wrong. Days later
I secretly moved back to L.A.
Escape wasn’t easy, though, as
John found me a few weeks later.
He accosted me on the sidewalk in
L.A. and tried to drag me into his
car, insisting we were going to be
together forever. Fortunately, a
man passing by not only called the
police but also agreed to be my
witness in court. The detective
assigned to my case told me John
should be punished for how he’d
treated me, and I realized he was
right. It wasn’t until he had been
convicted on domestic violence
charges that I felt John’s spell
over me had been broken.

❘❚ BREAKING POINT

John promised he would change,
but his efforts to control me only
intensified. He dictated what
I could eat and when I could
exercise, put me down constantly,
and told me how lucky I was that
he stayed with me. “See that girl
over there?” he would say when
we were out. “She’s so much
prettier than you.” Or, if he saw
a woman who looked unhappy,
he’d say, “She doesn’t have a guy
like me who loves her.” And
something in me would feel he
was right. I’d remind myself that
he really was great and recall
how special he’d made me feel
during those first months.
Every few weeks John would get
furious about something—usually
because he imagined I was flirting
with another man—and end up
punching me. Then when I was
down on the ground, gasping for
breath, he would kneel next to
me and say he was sorry. “We’re
going to get through this,” he’d
say, as if “this” were something
that had just happened to us,
rather than an ongoing and
escalating campaign of violence.
I desperately wanted to believe
him. I had given up so much for
our relationship: my family, my
friends, my apartment in L.A.,
even my savings. I wanted to feel
he was worth all that. When he
proposed in February 2004, I
accepted, convinced it would
all somehow work out.
Then, on New Year’s Eve,
I caught John kissing another
woman at a party. Here, finally,
was proof that he didn’t care
about me. When I confronted
him, he threw me to the ground
and began pummeling me—so
violently that the other woman
actually tried to put herself
between us. She took me home
with her that night, and I felt
like I had reached an important
juncture. Someone else had
witnessed what went on between
us and confirmed that it was

❘❚ THE ROAD BACK

It took a long time for me to heal.
Reconnecting with my family and
friends helped, and they were all
incredibly supportive. My sister
and I even began a nonprofit in
2005 called The Freedom Project,
which aids abused women in Nepal
and Cambodia. I also relied heavily
on Yogua Dao—a mix of yoga,

Abi
Ferrin
today

LOOKING BACK, I’M SHOCKED
THAT I ALLOWED MYSELF TO LIVE
WITH SUCH ABUSE FOR SO LONG.
BUT AT THE TIME I DIDN’T TRUST
MY INSTINCTS. I ALSO HAD
TOO MUCH PRIDE TO ADMIT I’D
CHOSEN THE WRONG GUY.”

martial arts, tai chi, and Pilates—
to help me feel strong again.
Learning to trust new people
was difficult at first. Eventually,
I met a man who treats me as his
equal and respects my independence, and we’ve been in a healthy
relationship for two years now.
I’ve also worked hard to restore
my credit and become debt-free,
and my fashion business has
taken off. I have a national line
sold at Nordstrom, and I’m
outfitting celebrities like Molly
Sims and Vanessa Williams.
Looking back, I’m shocked
that I allowed myself to live

with such abuse for so long.
But at the time I didn’t trust
my instincts. I also had too
much pride to admit I’d chosen
the wrong guy.
I wish I could say I was the
only woman John has abused,
but I recently found out that
he’s currently facing assault
charges from another ex as
well. The district attorney
asked if I would offer testimony
against him, and although the
idea frightens me, I decided I’m
going to do it. I want him to
hear the strong and confident
voice I now have.

THE SCARY FACTS ABOUT RELATIONSHIP VIOLENCE

KENT BARKER. OPENING PAGE: ANDREW ECCLES/TRUNKARCHIVE.COM

EARLY WARNING SIGNS

ABI’S STORY is far from unusual.
According to new statistics from
the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, one in every four women
will face relationship violence (also
called partner violence, domestic
violence, or relationship abuse) in
her lifetime. Women of all ages,
incomes, and ethnicities are at risk,
and even celebs have fallen prey—
the list includes Halle Berry, Rihanna,
and Real Housewives of Beverly Hills
star Taylor Armstrong, who alleged
that her former husband had been
abusing her before he committed
suicide last summer.
Those who haven’t experienced
it might wonder, “Why doesn’t
she just leave?” But often victims
don’t want things to end, explains
Sue Else, president of The National
Network to End Domestic Violence
(NNEDV). “What they want is for
their partner to go back to being
as wonderful as he was when they

first met,” she says. Many abusive
men are initially very charming,
says Susan Murphy Milano, author
of Time’s Up: A Guide on How to
Leave and Survive Abusive and
Stalking Relationships. “They don’t
become frightening until they’re
behind closed doors.” Keep in mind
that not all abusive relationships
cause visible bruises: Verbal and
emotional abuse is less obvious
but equally painful.
An abuser is typically adept at
controlling his victim, especially by
isolating her from friends and family
who might be able to offer support,
says Liz Roberts, chief program
officer at New York City–based Safe
Horizon, the largest victims’ services
agency in the United States. Leaving
an abusive man can be complicated
by having children or sharing pets, a
home, or a business. Money is often
a factor. Many women may feel
financially dependent, says Else, and

“with jobs scarce and funds tight,
escape options become limited.
Stress can also increase the severity
and frequency of abuse.” In fact, the
weakened economy may, in part,
explain why eight out of 10 women’s
shelters have seen a spike in service
requests over the past four years,
according to NNEDV.
If you’re in a dangerous relationship,
it’s crucial to remember that it’s
not your fault and you’re not alone.
These resources are available to help
you get out swiftly and safely:
THE NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
HOTLINE (THEHOTLINE.ORG):
800-799-SAFE (7233)
■

RAPE, ABUSE & INCEST NATIONAL
NETWORK (RAINN.ORG):
800-656-HOPE (4673)
■

SAFE HORIZON (SAFEHORIZON.ORG):
800-621-HOPE (4673)
■
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