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A Case Of Intimidation
The marriage took place by phone - the groom calling in from his job in another 

country and the bride back home in the Congo. As the ceremony ended, the  

bride’s family took possession of their dowry – cash, fabric and a cow – and the  

bride was handed off to her in-laws. Two days later, she boarded a plane for the  

U.S. and so began 19 years of hell, punctuated by the birth of three sons and a  

second Catholic ceremony held in this country. 

An acquaintance suggested the woman contact the House of Ruth Maryland. 

Originally, it was to help secure a protective order after she and the kids fled,  

but it soon became a battle waged not with fists, but instead with court filings  

and lawyers. For many domestic violence victims, divorce and custody proceedings 

are a tool used by their abuser to control and intimidate.  

House Line

Continued on page 2

 1

Inside
PAGE 2

Cover Story

Letter From Executive Director

PAGE 3

Little Fears  

The Last Word On Marriage  

PAGE 4

Making The Court Process Safer
for Victims

Running With A Purpose

Doing It Quietly For Years  

PAGE 5

Heartfelt Thank You

House of Ruth Maryland – 
On Video

Upcoming Events  

PAGE 6

Have Lunch With A Star 

Administrative Office:

(410) 889-0840

24-Hour Hotline: 

(410) 889-RUTH

Legal Services:

(410) 554-8463 (888) 880-7884

Línea en Español: 

(410) 889-7884 (Oprima 8)

Maryland Relay: 711

FAX: (410) 889-9347

Website: www.hruth.org



2

In this case, the tool came compli-

ments of a six-figure salary while the 

victim struggled to support her children 

on minimum wage. The journey has 

been a long and circuitous one making 

its way from Circuit Court to Special 

Appeals Court and now in the hands  

of Maryland’s highest court, the Court 

of Appeals. At issue is her husband’s 

contention that because the original 

ceremony was held by phone, it was 

never a valid marriage. 

“The couple was divorced in January 

2011 – we’ve been in court 15 times 

since then and he’s yet to give her  

a dime on the monetary award,” says 

Judy Wolfer, House of Ruth’s lead  

attorney on the case. “He’s trying to 

wear her out. Ordinarily, there would 

be no way she could afford this kind  

of protracted court battle, but we’re 

sticking with her till the end.” 

After looking at the filings, it’s  

impossible to escape certain ironies.  

On one hand, the man is asking for  

custody of his kids and on the other,  

he recently dropped them from his 

health insurance. As Judy points out, 

“This is what an abuser looks like  

who uses the courts to continue his 

reign of intimidation and terror.” 

The House of Ruth Maryland’s Marjorie 

Cook Domestic Violence Legal Clinic  

is able to take on a limited number  

of divorce and custody cases thanks in  

part to funding from MLSC. Legal  

representation is one of the greatest 

unmet needs for victims of domestic  

violence, and nowhere is that more  

evident than when men use children and 

the courts to control, intimidate and  

make life more difficult for their victims.

Intimidation, continued from page 1. Letter from Executive Director 
Dear Friends,

The term “domestic violence” may have become part of everyday vocabulary,  

but the meaning of those two words can still be deceiving. Not a month goes  

by that I don’t speak with someone who says, “I wasn’t really a victim of domestic 

violence because he never actually hit me.” They then go on to recount a life of  

fear and intimidation—for themselves and their children.

 If you’ve never lived that kind of existence, it can be a difficult concept to wrap 

your head around. We all recognize the damage caused by fists, but psychological 

scars aren’t so easy to see. For many, that begs the question – is it real or perceived? 

In this issue, you’ll read about a little girl whose fear was so real it caused her 

to become physically ill. She’s one of the fortunate ones because she was able to 

receive counseling, but thousands of other children aren’t so lucky. We’ve known 

for some time that kids who witness violence not only experience emotional and 

psychological ramifications, but also suffer impaired learning and cognitive skills.  

No one may have ever lifted a hand against them, but living in a psychological 

minefield can be every bit as damaging as actual blows.

 Intimidation and control take many forms. At the House of Ruth Maryland,  

we see it every day, played out in myriad ways. The abusers’ arsenal ranges from 

children being used as bargaining chips, to bank accounts being dangled like 

swords, to friends and family being poisoned with misinformation, and even to 

the courts and judicial system to exact revenge on victims who find the courage 

to leave. And what are the children left with in this environment? Too often, little 

more than growing up with the devastating belief that it’s somehow their fault. 

Yes, “domestic violence” has achieved much recognition over these past 35  

years, but “domestic abuse” remains an elusive  

wound to diagnose and heal. 

 

Sincerely,

Sandi Timmins

Executive Director Sandi Timmins
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The Last Word On Marriage Both the Circuit Court and Maryland’s  

Court of Special Appeals have agreed with the House of Ruth’s argument that the marriage of the  

two people mentioned in the cover article is legal, therefore the final divorce and monetary award  

is binding. Not only did the marriage conform with the customs of the Congo, it was renewed in a  

Catholic Church in the U.S. As of press time, the Appeals Court has not issued its final ruling, but Judy  

Wolfer, House of Ruth’s managing attorney is optimistic they’ll agree. As she explains, “Maryland is always lenient in recognizing  

out-of-state marriages for the simple reason that you never want to de-legitimize the children. It’s called the doctrine of 

comity and it was created out of deference to another state’s laws.” The saddest aspect of this story is the fact that it took 

this woman 19 years to gain the courage to leave and yet her abuser has found a legal way to continue to exert his control.

Little Fears
Like most five-year old girls, she loves 

dolls, puppies, her mom and her dad. 

However, unlike most girls her age, the 

mere mention of an upcoming weekend 

visit with her father is enough to make her 

face go blank and her feet to start tapping 

nervously. In fact, it was an even more 

pronounced reaction to the impending 

court-ordered visits that motivated her 

mother to bring her to the House of Ruth. 

“It had gotten so bad she would actually 

start throwing up on the days when her 

father was coming to get her,” explained 

Sue Brown, House of Ruth’s Child and 

Family Therapist. “We had counseled  

the little girl a year earlier when she’d  

witnessed a physical incident between  

her parents and it was clear some  

of those old fears were resurfacing.”

One of Sue Brown’s ongoing frustra-

tions is the fact that courts rarely listen 

to what a young child wants. “I can’t 

change a thing, if the court says she has 

to see her father then it’s a done deal,” 

says Sue. “But what I can do is teach 

them some coping strategies.” Those 

coping strategies are similar to what 

adults learn – techniques that range 

from deep breathing and progressive 

muscle relaxation to simple visualization 

exercises designed to calm the physical  

reactions to fear. “Feelings are the only 

thing we have control over and she 

needed someone to acknowledge that 

her feelings were real. If she cried or 

tried to talk to Dad, he’d tell her she was 

acting crazy and then she’d just shut 

down.” The weekly sessions went on for 

a few months and over that time, her 

physical anxiety improved considerably. 

Then one day, the little girl arrived for 

counseling and cheerfully announced 

she no longer had to go to Dad’s 

house anymore. “I just assumed Child 

Protective Services or another agency 

had gotten involved.  It wasn’t until she 

brought the scrapbook in that I realized 

something bigger was at work here.” 

A layperson might not recognize  

the significance of this particular scrap-

book, but as someone trained in the 

Strengthening Families Coping Resource 

program, Sue immediately realized its 

importance. “That’s the model for our 

Thursday night dinner groups for moms 

and their children,” she explained. 

“Week one is putting together these 

scrapbooks.”  As the little girl took Sue 

through each page, one entry stood 

out. It was a page Sue knew well – a 

hand-drawn safety map, an exercise 

usually conducted in week five of the 

groups. Scrawled in a child’s hand, it 

said - this is the day I told Dad I didn’t 

feel safe at his house. As Sue subsequently 

learned, the little girl still went every 

other weekend to visit her dad, but  

now those visits took place at her 

grandmother’s home – a simple change 

of environment that helped to ease her 

fears. “It’s a real testament to how  

powerful the Strengthening Families 

Coping Resource model can be in 

improving communication and healing 

the scars of family trauma. At the House 

of Ruth, we offer it for moms and kids, 

but I wish more agencies would offer it 

for fathers. God knows they need it.”
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Charles Smith has been a runner since 
competing in track and cross-country 
during his high school days. He’s also 
been one of those guys who always 

believed in giving back. In honor of  
his 50th birthday, he decided to meld 
the two together. This past October,  
he completed the Baltimore Marathon 
with a distinct purpose in mind – to 
bring awareness and raise funds for the 
House of Ruth Maryland. “Maybe this 
was my mid life crisis,” chuckled Smith. 
“I belong to a fraternity and we’ve 
always had an outreach component  
to what we do, however, I wanted to  
do something on my own to give back.” 
And give back he did with a website 
designed to track pledges and a full on 
effort to involve friends and clients alike. 
When asked if he had a big cheering 
section to encourage him on during 
the marathon, Smith laughed and said, 
“Yep, all of Baltimore.”  

Many will remember the tragic story a few years back of a woman named Veronica 

Williams who went to court seeking a protective order. At the conclusion of the hearing,  

she walked out the front door of the North Avenue District Court and was savagely 

attacked and stabbed to death by her estranged husband who had been lying in wait. 

That case is a particularly horrific example of why many victims have come to fear the 

process of obtaining a protective order – a process intended to keep them safe, yet one 

that often puts them in close proximity to the very person they’re trying to escape. 

Owing to a new set of comprehensive guidelines issued by the state’s chief judge 

of the district courts, Ben C. Clyburn and the Administrative Judges Committee,  

victims in Maryland can now breath a little easier. One of the most important  

recommendations is that all district courts adopt a “staggered exit/victim first”  

procedure – a simple procedure that doesn’t cost anything, but could save a woman’s 

life. We applaud Judge Clyburn for his commitment to steer the state’s district  

courts toward a set of practices that will better protect victims and possibly even 

save lives in the future.

Making The Court 
Process Safer for Victims

Doing It Quietly 
For Years 

Occasionally it might be referenced 

in a newsletter article, but other  

than that, you’d be hard pressed to 

find mention of it anywhere else.  

Yet, for years, House of Ruth Maryland 

has gone into schools, businesses, 

hospitals and government agencies 

to train people on the dynamics of 

domestic violence and learn ways to 

prevent and protect themselves from 

becoming victims. In some cases, the 

trainings have also provided a small 

income stream that help fund House  

of Ruth’s victim services.  

Now, after doing it under the  

radar for years, the House of Ruth 

has officially launched The Training 

Institute, headed by Lisa Nitsch, 

Director of Training & Education. 

“Each of our workshops is specialized 

for the audience whether that’s a  

professional in the field who’s  

interested in earning additional CEUs, 

an HR Department concerned with 

safety and liability or a group of high 

school teachers who want to know 

the signs of teen dating violence,” 

explained Lisa.  

The unique thing about these  

programs is that each is presented by 

the people who actually do the work 

in the field. In other words, it’s not 

theory, it’s knowledge based on  

actual practice and years of experience.  

The entire menu of offerings is  

available on the House of Ruth Maryland 

website. However, if you’d like to 

request more information, you can 

email presentations@hruthmd.org. 

Running With A Purpose



5

House of Ruth Maryland 

On Video
A few months back, House of Ruth 

Maryland was fortunate to have three 

programs selected for video projects 

courtesy of the Towson University 

Electronic Media and Film School.  

For a number of days during the fall 

semester, students shadowed our 

Gateway Project, Ruth’s Closet and  

our Training Institute staff and filmed  

interviews with moderators, volunteers, 

participants, board members and  

others to tell the story of who we are. 

From our standpoint, we think all the 

students deserve an “A” and we thank 

the students and Professor David Reiss 

for including us in this project. Visit the 

House of Ruth Maryland’s website at 

www.hruth.org to view each of the videos.

A Late, But Heartfelt Thank You
The House of Ruth Maryland is fortunate to have so many loyal supporters who  

help out in so many ways. In each newsletter, we try to acknowledge those who have 

gone above and beyond, but we weren’t able to do that in the last issue because of 

timing and an earlier than normal press run. Leading up to the holidays, we were  

overwhelmed by the generosity of the following people and organizations. We may  

be late in saying thank you, but we mean it from the bottom of our hearts. 

• The individuals and companies that participated in our Adopt A Family program. 

 Thanks to you, hundreds of battered women and children experienced joy this 

 holiday season

• Park Moving and Storage for donating a storage pod for use in 2012

• The St. George’s Garden Club for their ongoing efforts to create an outdoor 

 oasis of safety for our shelter residents

• The Baltimore City Fire Department, The Bar Association of Baltimore City 

 (Young Lawyers Division), Help Portrait, and the University Of Maryland College 

 Park Cheerleaders and for hosting special holiday events and parties for children 

 in our shelter

• Father O’Neil Council and the Knights of Columbus for hosting the Jessica 

 Meredith Jacobsen 5 K with proceeds benefiting the House of Ruth Maryland

• Charles Smith, who collected donations in honor of his 50th birthday and his  

 running of the Baltimore Marathon 

• The Center Club’s Young Member Committee for the joint networking  

 Happy Hour held with our Young Professionals Group

• Baltimore City Association of School Psychologists with Heavy Seas Beers, 

 Leigh A. Leslie, PhD, and Linens & Lingerie for donating proceeds from their 

 events to the House of Ruth Maryland

• Baltimore County Sheriff John Anderson and his office for winning the Ravens 

 bet and providing clam chowder for our residents

• Brown Advisory for donating 20 new computers with updated software. The 

 computers are a wonderful upgrade for many of our staff and we truly appreciate

 the support

• Media Works, 101.9 Lite FM & CBS Radio, Jiffy Lube and Mars Grocery stores for 

 hosting a series of community clothing drives

• Sisters About Making Moves for donating Day Planners to our clients

• Under Armour for donating clothing items to our clients

• The Baltimore City Law Department for selecting the House of Ruth as their primary 

 charity in their workplace giving campaign

• The following companies for sending volunteers to help clean our storage and 

 childcare centers: Allstate, BGE, McCormick and Company, Procter and Gamble,

 and T. Rowe Price

•  The House of Ruth Maryland would like to acknowledge Lynne Durbin and 

 Susan A. Bonfiglio for their generous donations in 2012. They were mistakenly 

 omitted from our honor roll, and we regret the error

UPCOMING EVENTS:
April 18, 2013  
Annual Spring Luncheon

May 2013  
Diamond and Gold Nugget  
pendant raffle 

May 17, 2013  
Art Auction at Minas Gallery 

May 18, 2013  
MAC Half Marathon 

July 11, 2013  
Crabaret 

September 10, 2013  
Golf and Grapes presented by  
Anne-Tisdale Direct 
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Have Lunch 
With A Star  
Reserve your table now for the 12th Annual 
Spring Luncheon to benefit the House of Ruth 
Maryland, featuring Anna Deavere Smith.  
While you may know her best from her roles  
on screen and film, she’ll share with us her life’s 
passion: the study of who we are as a nation, 
our community, our character, our diversity.  
Through characters and personal narration,  
she’ll tell the story of social justice, including 
issues of domestic violence, in our nation.

Thursday, April 18, 2013 • 11AM – 1:30PM
Baltimore Marriott Waterfront Hotel
Co-Chairs: Olwen Modell & Amy Newhall
For tickets and sponsorship information, 
call 410-554-8448.

Gold Sponsor: Erickson Living • Merritt Properties    Silver Sponsors: Eddie’s of Roland Park • Transamerica 
Bronze Sponsors: Brown Advisory • Johns Hopkins Medicine • McCormick & Company • M&T Bank • Prometric 


