
Family Violence Episode 3 
 
Persona 
 
Maria was the third of 4 daughters to hard working parents Mike and Therese. She had a good childhood, and smiled as she remembered the happy days cooking with her mother and caring for her younger sister Rita, who came along as a surprise when she was 10 years old. Her parents had married fairly late in life, and liked to stick to family traditions. Maria liked best to be at home with her mum and dad, and was most at her ease when curled up on the couch, mug of coffee and home made anzac biscuit in hand, with Rita playing at her feet. 
 
Joe is the son of Mike’s best friend from back home. It was just accepted when he arrived in Australia that he would work in Mike’s business, and join the family each Sunday for lunch. It seemed the obvious next step that Maria would go out with Joe to the movies on Saturday nights and that they would become a couple. Joe did not talk much, but Maria took comfort in his quiet solid presence beside her, and the sense of belonging that emanated around the two of them. She tried to ask him about his life back home, but he resisted all encouragement to open up. He said that that life was in the past, and he was now interested in the future- his future with her! 
 
About a year later, Therese showed Maria a beautiful white dress with the most amazing lace around the yoke and trailing down the back. Therese told her that Joe was a good man, and that she should be planning their life together. She took her to the spare room and opened the wooden trunk which had always stood under the window. It was full of sheets, towels and other household items. Maria realised that there were expectations of her and Joe, and that somehow the decision for her future had already been made. 
 
Story 
 
Maria looked at herself in the mirror and wondered who the woman was who was looking back at her! Her dress stretched across her midriff, looking like it was trying to burst out,  and her legs were tired, with swollen feet and ankles. Her dark fizzy hair was streaked with grey, there were bags under her eyes and lines going down from the corners of her mouth. Only her hands sitting clasped across her belly, were familiar with their long elegant fingers and the ruby ring from her grandmother. 
 
Maria’s musings were broken by a child’s cry, and she turned quickly to the other room, bundling up the whimpering child in her arms. Maria’s daughter Lily! Lily quietened immediately and beamed up at her mother. Maria caressed the soft down on her head over the protrubing forehead, massaged the misformed limbs, and sang to her softly and gently. Lily put her head on Maria’s shoulder and the two rocked together as one for the duration of three repetitions of the song. Maria could no longer hold Lily’s heavy body, so lowered her onto the bed, and went to the kitchen to bring back her meal and bottle. She fed and comforted Lily, who at last slipped into a happy slumber. 
 
Maria tidied up, put the kettle on for a cuppa, then curled up on the couch. She dozed until her body jolted awake before she was really aware what was happening. The front door opened, and Maria jumped up and quickly closed the door to Lily’s room. Joe marched in and threw his lunch box and bag on the floor. He looked around the room, and snarled when he saw that there was no meal ready for him on the table. “Sitting doing nothing all day again! I am out working my fingers to the bone, and what for? I will tell you what for- so that you can sit here all day playing the life of Lady Muck!!” 
 
“Sorry Joe! I know you work very hard all day!” She scurried to the kitchen, took the warmed plate of food from the oven, and place this on the table. She took a can of beer from the fridge and poured Joe a drink. He yanked it from her hand leaving a trail of foam across the carpet. “Look what you made me do!” He sat heavily at the table and began spooning the food into his mouth. “You call this food? This is hardly fit for a dog! Wait until I tell your father how you are treating me!! He will know what to do with you!” 
 
Maria tried to make herself as inconspicuous as possible. Joe had not been in a such a bad mood as this for a while. She turned on the TV hoping that something would grab his interest and turn his attention to something else other than her. She hoped that Lily would not wake up! Joe grabbed the TV remote from Maria and began to surf the channels. Backwards and forwards, he did not seem to find anything he wanted to watch. He slammed down the remote on the coffee table, and as the TV went off, Lily could be heard crying. Maria prayed that she would settle and did her best to ignore the escalating noise. 
 
Eventually, she had no choice and walked quietly to the room and opened the door. She could see Lily in the dark, the light from outside reflecting in her large eyes. She stroked her back and cooed to her gently hoping that she would calm and go back to sleep. It worked and the child quietened, but as soon as Maria moved away from the bed, they started up again. Joe called from the other room demanding another beer, and she was caught between the two of them. She picked up the child and walked out into the light. Lily shrunk back into her mother’s arms and clung to her neck. 
 
Maria got the beer from the fridge and poured it for Joe. She then sat on the couch stroking Lily on the back to comfort her. Joe looked at her with that look and she knew it was going to be a long night. It began the way it always did and followed a similar and now very familiar pattern. “ I should never have agreed to marry you! You are hopeless- you cannot do anything!! You cannot cook, you cannot clean my work clothes properly, you are an absolute embarrassment, and as for that child- she says it all- just look at her!! In fact I cannot even look at her- get her out of my sight!!” Maria saw her escape and made for Lily’s room, closing the door behind her and placing the chair under the door handle so that she knew that they could not be disturbed. Maria and Lily lay down together on the bed and drifted into a fitfull sleep. 
 
Maria awoke a couple of times hearing Joe stumble to the fridge and back to the couch! She had been putting up with this for over 10 years now, and she was not sure if she could continue. She thought of the conversation she had had a few days before with Emma the counsellor from Orange Door.  She was seeing the world very differently now. She had been told that even though Joe falls short of ever hitting her, that the way he treats her is “Family Violence” and not appropriate. Emma told her that she and Lily should always feel safe, and that she should return so that Emma could help her develop a safety plan for what they could do if Joe became abusive. Emma was the one that told her about the chair under the door handle! 
 
Maria had tried to talk with Therese about her situation, but Therese said that as her husband, Joe is the boss and that she just had to try to make it work. It was Therese who told her that back home Joe had at least one nephew with the same condition as Lily, and that there were also stories of older relatives with similar problems. Maria did not even dare raise any of this with Joe, although her doctor and asked her questions about other family members. She wanted to understand more about the future that might be ahead for Lily. 
 
To begin with, Maria and Joe had a happy life together. He was never a big talker, but Maria borrowed books from the library, and focused on being able to create a comfortable home for the two of them. Therese had told her that the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach, so she had tried to find out what he had liked to eat back home, and had worked hard to make these recipes. But her dishes were never as good as those that his  mother or sister or grandmother used to make, and as time went by she had to give this up. She then tried other recipes that she though he might like, but he seemed determined to find fault with all her cooking. 
 
The same happened with the home. He disliked her choice of furniture, fabrics for curtains or cushions or even the way that she arranged the rooms. He criticised her choice of flowers and vegetables for the garden, what she wore, who she spoke to, and any of her ideas for what they might do. She began to think that there must be something wrong with her, for him to have such difficulties with her. She tried so hard to be someone else- someone who he might find acceptable. She lost all confidence in herself and her ability to do even the most simple tasks. 
 
Emma told her that this way of treating someone else was abusive! She would have to go back and speak to Emma so she could work out what she meant by this, and what she could do about it! 

