
“A mother speaks out”
Kate’s remarks at Domestic Violence Vigil, October 6, 2008

When I spoke at this event last year, it had been 10 months since my dear

and remarkable daughter, Claire Cucchiari-Loring, was murdered by her ex-

boyfriend a few weeks after she had broken up with him.  Now it has been 22

months, which is hard for me to believe. I was with Claire much of the time on

the day she was shot and killed—going into court that morning to get an order of

protection, after her ex-boyfriend had held her at gunpoint overnight, then going

into hiding with her at the home of a friend of mine. That night she went out with

friends, and her ex-boyfriend shot her in the parking lot, here in Chesapeake,

right near Greenbriar Mall. It seemed unreal then, and now it is both still unreal,

and all too real.

Last year at this event, I spoke about the swirl of conflicting emotions and

definitions that a survivor goes through.  I spoke about my personal struggle

between defining Claire by who she was and how she lived, and defining her by

how she died. My strong, remarkable, smart, kind, funny, musically talented

daughter lived a rich and full 22 years—almost 23—and died as a victim of

domestic violence.  In the year since I last spoke to this group, I have found

meaning in doing things to honor both how she lived, and how she died.

In talking about how she died, I want to talk about language, specifically

the words “Domestic. Violence. Awareness. Month.”

“Domestic Violence.  Domestic.  Violence.”    All along I’ve had some

problems with this phrase—and I know there are other terms being used now,

too, like “relationship violence, family violence, violence between intimate

partners,” and so on.   “Domestic” just sounds so homey, so comfy.  Perhaps it’s

because I read a lot of 19th century novels and Little House on the Prairie books

and such when I was younger, but to me the connotations of the word “domestic”



are so cozy.  The woman standing at the kitchen counter canning vegetables

from the garden.  The women sitting around the living room gossiping and

knitting and mending clothes.  The family sitting intimately around the kitchen

table, eating together. Domestic scenes. “Domestic,” from the Latin word

“domus” meaning “house,” and the first definition in my Webster’s dictionary is “of

the home or family, as domestic bliss.”  Another definition is “domesticated, tame,

said of animals.”  And another: “home-loving, enjoying household affairs.”

Domestic.  Are all those connotations of the word perhaps why so many people

don’t take it seriously, or don’t understand how serious it is?

My daughter died in a murder-suicide. I cannot tell you how many times

since December 8, 2006, I’ve heard on the TV news or read in the paper some

early report of a murder-suicide, before all the details are made public.  The early

reports say, “it is not known what the relationship was between the parties or the

victims,” and the first thing I think is, “I can guess.”   She broke up with him, or

she stood up to him, or she just looked at him the wrong way, or she wanted to

be herself in some way that challenged his control, and he killed her. He tracked

her down at her workplace, or he held her prisoner, and he killed her. I cannot

tell you how many times since December 8, 2006 that I have heard on the TV

news or read in the paper about a death being investigated, and there was a

statement along the lines of “police stated that it seemed to be a domestic

matter, or a family matter.” And to my ear, the reporters sound kind of soothing,

or even somewhat dismissive. A domestic matter. As if that makes it less

important.  As if that means the rest of us are safe.  I know that random, stranger

violence is frightening. But our program tells us that over half of the female

homicide victims in Virginia were a domestic situation.  Not drug-related, not

robbery related, not random stranger violence, but domestic.  And our gut

reaction then is that it doesn’t affect us? It is an epidemic in our society, and it

doesn’t affect us?



Domestic violence, violence coming into the home, in the place that

should be our sanctuary, the space that is our own. It may be domestic, but it is

violence, and the oxymoron of those two words makes it all the worse.

And since my daughter’s murder, I have become more aware that in our

society now the word “domestic” has another horrible meaning.  A police officer

who was there when Claire died sent me an e-mail saying, “Now when I go out

on a domestic [italics mine], I tell the woman about Claire and what happened to

her.”  The adjective that began by meaning “home-loving, enjoying household

affairs” is now also a noun used by public safety officers to mean “a call to a

home where family violence is occurring.” And “a domestic” is considered one of

the most dangerous and unpredictable type of calls.

Domestic violence awareness. Helping to raise awareness is the way I

am honoring Claire’s death and dealing with my own “if onlys.”  If only I had

known more than I did.  If only she had.  If only we had realized how truly serious

it was near the end, and that the time when a person leaves the relationship can

be the most dangerous time.  If only we had realized that this doesn’t just happen

to other people.  If only I had memorized that list of “red flags” for abuse.  If only

she had realized earlier that the subtle verbal abuse and control issues he

displayed were warning signs, and that he would explode into physical violence

at the end.  If only her friends and I had found other ways to speak to her earlier

about the signs that troubled us. I have chosen to focus my efforts on programs

that raise awareness with young people—who are in the midst of such

compelling romantic myths, and longings, and needs—about the characteristics

of healthy relationships and unhealthy ones.  I am grateful to other groups here

who focus on that education, as a means of raising awareness that domestic

violence is not love and it is not healthy and it is not to be endured.  I am grateful

to the groups that provide and raise awareness about the safe havens and

shelters and resources for adults and children who are in domestic violence

situations, dependent on their abusers, and needing a place to turn.



Domestic violence awareness month. I am glad that we have a month to

build awareness, to hold events, to create publicity, to raise money, to find ways

and time to put these awful truths in the public eye.  And I am glad it is October,

that is the month of my birth, and now, since Claire’s murder, I am living a

domestic violence awareness life.  I know that most of the people here tonight

are doing the same—I know that the other 11 months of the year you, too, are

living a domestic violence awareness life, either because you have been

victimized by domestic violence in some way, or because you are some of the

heroes of this community who have chosen to work and volunteer in this cause.

So I am grateful that this month gives us extra opportunities to come together,

support each other, and reflect on this cause that we live.

And speaking of life, before I close, I want to invite you all to an event next

month, the second annual program in honor of Claire entitled “Her Melody

Lingers On.”  Our family has established a scholarship in Claire’s memory at Old

Dominion University, to help other music students. This will be the second year

that some of Claire’s friends and I are putting on an event that benefits that

scholarship, but also celebrates Claire’s life by having fun. This year it will be on

November 8th, any time between 7 and 11 p.m., at the Perfect Blend, a musical

café on Bonney Road in Virginia Beach, right near the Rosemont Road exit of I-

264.  There will be performances of jazz and other music and dancers; plus a

silent auction, food, and good coffee.  And admission is free. I’ve brought flyers

and little reminder cards about that event, and you are all invited to come to what

we think will be a wonderful evening again this year

I want to close by playing a song sung by Claire around the age of 20.

She sings it in kind of a sassy and spunky way, and that’s typical of Claire in real

life. You’ll hear what talent she has.  But the song is tough to listen to, too.

When I asked her jazz professor about the songs they chose together for her

repertoire, he said, well, that’s what so much vocal jazz is all about—falling in



love, losing love, love that “done you wrong.” In her tone, she’s sort of flirting

with questions about love and power, abuse and attraction.  It would be possible

to sing this song with a bitter edge, or with a helpless or victimized tone. Claire

does neither. She’s saucy and confident in spite of what’s going on.  I would like

to be able to give some deeper analysis that makes sense of all that, and

perhaps someday I will.  In the meantime, I want to thank you for the good work

you are doing, thank you for being here, and ask you for a moment to listen to

Claire sing, to grieve for her and for all the other people victimized by domestic

violence, to enjoy my daughter’s glorious talent, and to listen to the troubling

words of this song, which is entitled “Mean to Me.”


