Book Report: Black and Blue by Anna Quindlen

Anna Quindlen’s, Black and Blue is a book that follows formally named Frannie Benedetto, through her journey from her life as an abused police officers wife, to her transformation into Elizabeth Crenshaw, a woman who moved to central Florida with her son, Robert. Quindlen beautifully writes of the physical and psychological healing of a woman, whom has been abused by her husband for twenty years. She writes of the hardships Crenshaw faces upon realizing that her physical wounds heal long before her psychological ones will. Black and Blue is a book that tells of the suffering women face when trying to leave their abusers, especially after children have been brought into the relationship. This book explores many elements of family abuse, all the way from the aspects of patriarchy exercised by men within society, to the mental affects family abuse has on children later in life; whether or not they were the target of the abuse. Anna Quindlen portrays true depictions of how family violence tears all of those around it apart by the threads. Black and Blue follows the lives of Fran/Beth and her son Robert once arriving in Florida, until their final days together. It shows the mass amounts of courage it takes a woman to leave her marriage, her family, her friends, and her city to save both her and her child’s life. 
Types of Family Violence

Throughout Anna Quindlen’s, Black and Blue readers learn of the tragic, gut wrenching intimate partner violence that was taking place behind the doors of the Benedetto household. Intimate partner violence has been found to be the leading cause of injury or death among women (Gosselin 2010:171). In the case of Fran Benedetto/Beth Crenshaw, she experienced twenty years’ worth of injuries; she retells of having to re-place her own nose after Bobby broke it, seeking treatment for a broken collarbone at the hospital she worked at, teaching her sister how to thread stitches, and how she was forced to call out of work for two weeks due to her face being the same shade as a grape.

 Quindlen retells the physical, sexual, and psychological abuse Fran/Beth is put through by her husband, through her numerous nightmares and flashbacks that take place after her escape. Many of Crenshaw’s nightmares deals with the endless amounts of marital rape and sexual offenses her husband forced upon her (a common aspect of intimate partner violence). Miscarriages, stillbirths, and infertility are common consequences of marital rape, and sexual offense (Gosselin 2010:184). As a result of Bobby Benedetto forcing himself upon his wife, Fran/Beth admits to having two miscarriages after the birth of their son, Robert.  
Victim and Perpetrator Characteristics

Black and Blue shares many commonalities of victim characteristics associated with intimate partner violence in regards to finances, gender, and race. A main aspect that intimate partner violence researchers have found is that there is no discrimination among victims, anyone is at risk. One potential victim that Gosselin mentions is that of women who make more money than their abusers, (2010:171). Within the book, Fran/Beth recounts how Bobby broke two of her ribs when he was going over their taxes and discovered that she made nine hundred dollars more than he per year. Studies have found that women account for eighty-five percent of all intimate partner violence victims, and that the vast majority of victims are white (Gosselin 2010:176). All of these characteristics can be found to be highly similar to Fran Benedetto/Beth Crenshaw, whom is a white female. 

In comparison to the characteristics of the perpetrates of intimate partner violence and Black and Blue, commonalities can be found once more. Most offenders within this type of family abuse seek power and control. Fran/Beth tells the readers of how Bobby came home drunk, and at his worst when a criminal escaped, a witness gave no incriminating evidence, or when the police were disrespected. She continues to explain that these days at the police department lead to her worst beatings that same evening. Bobby Benedetto aligns with Gosselin’s battering rapist, “The type of man who beats his wife is also more likely to rape her,” (2010:261). Fran/Beth recounts how, “He (Bobby) never wanted me more than when I was broken and bruised,” (Quindlen 1998:118). There are multiple depictions throughout Black and Blue where her beatings are followed by Bobby forcing himself upon his wife. These aspects in regards to the perpetrator align significantly with Bobby Benedetto due to his search for power and control, and his alignment with that of a battering rapist. 
Theoretical Perspective

Within Anna Quindlen’s, Black and Blue readers can attribute the events to Rational Choice Theory; a theory that is made up on the idea of free will. This theory explains that the perpetrator commits their crimes after examining the costs verses the benefits. For Bobby Benedetto, the cost of abusing his wife is very minimal. Benedetto is a law enforcement officer, and on many occasions after Fran/Beth has threatened to leave, or tell of the abuse he asks her, “Who are you going to call, the cops?” After this Bobby laughs because he knows that his buddies down at the department are not going to take his wife’s side over his. He knows that Fran has nowhere to go, and nowhere to hide. Benedetto sees no escape for his wife, and therefore no repercussions for himself. 

The benefits of Bobby Benedetto abusing his wife are seen as being significantly high. Benedetto achieves sexual gratification whenever and wherever he pleases by forcing his wife to comply with his sexual urges. He too is able to release his anger anytime he sees fit. This anger is largely steamed from the police department, and his shortcomings on cases, but there are instances where his wife’s meek attitude and silence set off his short fuse. Lastly, the combination of these two benefits for Benedetto ultimately leads to a third: a submissive wife. Frances Flynn Benedetto became a quiet, scared, and (mostly) pliant wife to Bobby. She cooked his meals, got up from bed to warm them for him on his late nights, dressed the way he taught her, and wore her hair and makeup to his liking. Bobby’s abuse of his wife not only gave him sexual pleasure and an outlet for his anger, but in his mind, the perfect wife. These aspects were seen as too high of benefits to pass up in exchange for the little cost associated with the abuse. 
Sociological Factors

One of the many sociological factors displayed in Black and Blue by Anna Quindlen is that of patriarchy. In many instances throughout the book, readers see the exchange in Fran/Beth’s mind about how no one would believe her when it came to the abuse. She heard it all of the time at the hospital she worked at, when speaking with other cops and their wives, and by her own family; good guys with good reputations would never abuse their families. Fran/Beth was unable to discuss her abuse due to societies’ perception (particularly in a society associated with other law enforcement officers and their families) that men were entitled to hold dominance over women, especially good men such as police officers. Police officers are men of the law, no one within the Brooklyn, New York area second guessed law enforcement, especially male law enforcement. 

A second sociological theme that is dominantly seen throughout Black and Blue is that of dramaturgy, largely when examining Bobby Benedetto, the police officer and friend as opposed to Bobby Benedetto the abuser and husband. Fran/Beth recounts multiple times throughout the book how her husband always acted as though he were on a stage when around his work buddies, their friends, or his family. She explained that he was charming, smiled often, and was the Bobby Benedetto she first met in a bar twenty years prior. But once alone again he returned to being cold, dismissive, and distant. Benedetto used his acting, dramaturgical performance to elicit certain reactions out of those around him. Bobby put on a show for those on the outside of his marriage; he performed as the perfect husband, father, officer, and friend. He led people to see him in the lighting he wanted them too, instead of as the dark shadows he became at home.
Final Thoughts

After reading Anna Quindlen’s, Black and Blue I was left with a heart sunken feeling. This feeling did not develop due to Quindlen’s exquisite use of imagery or diction, but rather due to the loss of Robert from Fran/Beth’s new life. This book could have ended in a series of different events; Fran/Beth could have been murdered by Bobby once he found her in Florida, Fran/Beth could have returned home to her abuser, or Fran/Beth could have grabbed her son and ran the minute Bobby found her. All of these scenarios are how a vast majority of intimate partner violence events (on paper and in reality) end. But for Fran/Beth, she was able to keep her new life, marry a good man, and have the baby girl she dreamed of. But the cost of this life was her son, Robert whom was taken back by his father. Black and Blue is a powerful, thrilling, and heart wrenching novel that not only tells an eye catching story, but recounts a life that so many women, and men live today all across the world. 
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