
 
“I was always a strong person, until I met him” 
 
Tanya Martin 
Tanya Martin works at a hotel and lives in Cedar Rapids. 
 

You get tired of your kids seeing you all beat up. 
I was from a very abusive household. My dad was very abusive to my mom. 

They were very violent beatings, where he would knock her out, and then go 
commit her in the hospital. At a very young age I learned: You stick with your 
man no matter what. 

One time he was drunk and he came home and he pulled a gun on her. And 
she just knocked him out a two-story window. The gun and everything. And I’m 
like, “Yeah Mom!” My sister and brother are over in the corner crying. I’m like, 
“Stop sitting over there crying. You’re supposed to be happy for Mom.” That’s 
when their marriage ended. 

He went and lived with another woman. My mom always used to tell him, 
“Somebody’s going to take you out of your misery. You’re going to do this to the 
wrong woman.” So in 1984 his girlfriend killed him. 

What was so strange is that was exactly the type of man that I chose. 
 
*** 
 
I just used to take it. He used to beat me, I used to just stay in the house. 

Then as soon as I’d heal up, start getting my strength back, he’d beat me up again. Then he’d start picking up weapons. 
One time he took lighter fluid and poured it around the bed. He lit it. I felt the heat. I remember, it was cold, and I 

thought, “No, I’m dreaming.” I wake up and see flames. I’m just like, “Oh, this man’s going to kill me.” 
I left one night, didn’t come back because he had beaten me. I took my kids and went. I came back home. He had taken 

my mascara and written, “Where is my wallet? Where you at, whore? I’m going to kill you.” In mascara! I walked in there 
and I’m like, “It took this fool a long time to do this with some Maybelline.” And it was huge. I remember it was a brand new 
tube. 

He used to always cut my clothes up and set them on fire. Or take the keys so I couldn’t go anywhere. 
He thought I was going to leave while he was in the tub. And I used to have to go sit on the toilet and wait while he was 

taking a bath, and I’d say, “Well, this is a waste of my time.” 
Another time I was getting chased by him, and I was all bloody, and the bus was coming, I’m just standing in front of the 

bus like, “Stop!” And then I got on the bus, the bus drove down the street, let me off by the hospital. I was scared to get off the 
bus, though. And the bus driver said, “I’ll watch you. I’ll guarantee he’s not going to mess with you until you get in that hos-
pital door.” And he stood there and he watched me. 

I have respiratory problems from me getting hit in the face so much. 
For a long time, I had to have the door shut in my room, but every other door had to be open--besides the front doors--

because, you know what? I had to hear everything. 
And I was so scared, I had butcher knives in all my doors, wedged in the cracks, so the doors wouldn’t open. Big butcher 

knives. I always had a butcher knife jammed this side of the door, somebody come near me, they’re going to get cut. That was 
just protection for myself. Sometimes I would forget that the knife was in the door. But then I had to go to work and I open the 
door and all the knives start falling, like four, five knives falling out of the door. And I’m just like, “No, girl, you’ve got to 
stop living like this.” 

I’d call the police. I’d go to court and say, “Oh, he didn’t mean to do it,” the first couple of times. 
I started going to the domestic violence shelter for counseling. But I was just, “Ehh. Why should I do this? I’m not going 

to sit here and tell you my business.” I went to the shelter eight times. Eight! But there was always some reason that I went 
back to him. 

I wasn’t ready. I was in denial. 
 
*** 
 
With the African-American women, you don’t go and tell anybody. You don’t put your man in jail for stuff like that. 

Your family handles it. You deal with it within the family. That’s just something you don’t talk about. 
That might work for some people, but that didn’t work for me, because I felt like this: You’re just protecting the abuser 

when you let him get away with it. It’s just giving him an open invitation to whip your ass another time. 
Eventually, when I’m sitting there at the shelter listening to all these other women, I finally started telling myself, “Well, 

you have to share too. I’m sure your story isn’t any different than theirs.” 



So one day I said, “You know, I’m tired of getting beat up.” I said it in the middle of group: “I’m tired of get-
ting beat up. I’m African-American, I like the natural color of black of my eye. I don’t like it purple underneath. 
Come on girls, we’ve got to do something about this.” That’s basically how it started. That was my journey into 
not putting up with domestic violence any more. 

 
*** 
 
I’m done being beaten up. No more black eyes for Miss Martin, just the normal color of black eyes. When I 

left the shelter the last time, the ninth time, I told the counselors: “I will not be back again.” And I won’t. 
For 15 years I didn’t rest. So when I wake up in the morning, people say, “You have so much energy in the 

morning.” They think it’s because I drink coffee. But they don’t understand that I’m just glad I’m alive. Because 
when you wake up with knives to your throat, and you get on the brink of death, you know the difference. 

You don’t know how good it is to go to sleep, feeling safe. 
I was talking to some women one day when I was in the shelter. And they were like, “I’m so bored, I don’t 

know what to do.” And I’m like, “I know, I’ll teach you guys how to make a wreath. Or swags, right?” And they 
were like, “I didn’t know (blacks) did that! There aren’t any black florists in Cedar Rapids.” I said, “Well, maybe 
I’ll be the first one.” For real. 

So that’s what I do, how I occupy my time. My apartment looks like a funeral home. But it feels good to walk 
in there and say (pointing): “I made that. I made that. I made that.” Everything in my bathroom, I made it. Glue 
gun, wire cutters, I’ve got all the whole thing. I could take something that’s old and beat up, and turn it into some-
thing fabulous. And that’s how I feel. 

It’s amazing the little things you appreciate when you feel like you can be your own self. 
 
 


