Program Helps Stylists Identify Domestic Violence, Refer Clients to Resources 

Training seminar trains hairdressers to recognize signs of domestic violence. 
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AIR STYLIST C. J. Jerman feels a special bond with the clients who depend on her to shape a chic wedge cut or set a perm.

"We know when there's a wedding, a birth or death. We see their children grow up," said Jerman as she guided the finishing brush strokes through the hair of client Dale Willis of Stafford County. "Often, we hear more than a therapist."

That's why she's encouraging the other stylists in her Stafford County shop, Hair, Wigs & Tan, to attend a training seminar aimed at curbing domestic violence.

"Hairdressers can make a difference," Jerman said. "We are the last hands-on industry. We touch people in a way that only the doctor does anymore. Outside of the spouse and loved ones, no one gets that close."

That's a sentiment shared by Virginia Attorney General Jerry Kilgore, whose office has set up the regional sessions called "Cut Out Domestic Violence."

The local session will be held Monday at the Rappahannock Council on Domestic Violence office in south Stafford. It's one of nine workshops under way throughout the state. The National Cosmetology Association has adopted a similar effort through Salons Against Domestic Abuse.

Nancy Fowler, executive director of the Rappahannock Council, will conduct the two-hour session that gives hair and nail stylists information on how to recognize abuse. They get advice on how to talk to clients and refer them to resources that can help them.

Salon professionals aren't expected to double as domestic violence police, Fowler said. There's no mandatory reporting and neither are they encouraged to offer advice. 

"Hairdressers have a unique opportunity to hear intimate details of a person's life," she said. "They may see bruises and make a connection. We're trying increase their awareness and comfort level so they can refer them to people who can help them."

Informational pamphlets will be placed in participating salons to offer resources.

Domestic abuse hits close to home for Jerman.

Her sister suffered spousal abuse, she said.

It's also a subject that's important to Jerman's associates. 

Crystal Roberts, a stylist there for two years, said her mother had an abusive husband. Her co-worker, Travis Corker, said his mother also had an abusive husband.

"My childhood was healthy and normal," he said, "It's not healthy for a lot of people."

The subject resonates with Jerman's client, Willis, who heard about the awareness class that day. The Stafford County mother of four said she wished that she had known someone who could have guided her years ago. 

It's been two decades since she endured physical and emotional abuse at the hands of her first husband. She's been happily married to her second husband now for 18 years.

But the emotional scars still surface occasionally. She was married at 16, a mother of four children by time she turned 21.

Looking back, she's finds it hard to believe the level of abuse she withstood at the hands of her first husband.

"He put knots on my head, but refused to take me to the hospital because he was afraid they'd ask questions," she said. "You feel so trapped. He kept telling me 'who would want you?' He said he didn't want me, but he didn't want anyone else to have me either. I still have low self-esteem because of that time."

Willis said she left when she realized the abuse could affect her children.

"I felt like I had let it happen, that I wasn't strong enough," she said. "That changes when you think it could happen to your children. I wanted more for them."

Willis said she was lucky that her parents took her in while she got on her feet. She knows other abused spouses aren't so lucky. 

She applauds a program that encourages professionals to provide a sympathetic ear and gives abuse victims resources that can direct them to help.

Willis' story, shared while sitting in her hairdresser's chair, reinforced Jerman's conviction to help victims of domestic violence any way she can.

"I feel that if that training helps me save one woman, if it helps her find self-esteem and a way out, then the time spent is well worth it."
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