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To Sami, Abdel, Judi, and Jim

~

And for anyone who needs hope



INTRODUCTION

Ever asked it? With your nose pressed up against a mental crystal ball, your eyes squinting and your heart pounding, have you ever asked:

What will happen if I . . . ?

Fill in the blank: get a divorce, win the lottery, am diagnosed with cancer, quit my job, suddenly lose someone I love.

We’ve all wondered about a what-if and wished for time’s guidance. We want time to say to us, “Yep, you’ve made the right decision.” Or “Everything’s going to work out just fine.” But (hmph!) time won’t tell. Not until we take a first step. Time then takes over, slowly turning our what-ifs into realities. The days, months, and years eventually reveal, like a Polaroid, a clear picture of how significant events and decisions ultimately shape our lives.

From time to time, I’ll look back through the personal journals I’ve scribbled in throughout my life, the keepers of my raw thoughts and emotions. The words poured forth after my dad died, when I went through a divorce, and after I was diagnosed with breast cancer. There are so many what-ifs scribbled on those pages. I was desperate to know whether one day I would feel happy again, that I would find love again, that I would survive. How intriguing to look back at those past fears now that I have the benefit of hindsight. It made me think, What if I asked other people to take a look back at their greatest challenges with a decade’s worth of perspective? What an interesting concept for a book. Plenty of us, including me, have struggled to take a first step toward an uncertain future. We’ve all prayed for the patience required to heal our pain, one excruciating day at a time. We’ve all wondered, in our darkest hours, how life could possibly change for the better.

Ten Years Later is about the journey six extraordinary people take with time. Each has experienced a game-changing event—perhaps a life-threatening illness or a catastrophic personal loss. Some of the challenges will make you wonder how the person got through the next ten minutes. Others will make you think a lifetime wouldn’t be enough to overcome the damage done. Following the game changer, you’ll find out what steps (or missteps) each person took and how each has fared over the next ten years. Did her decision turn out to be wise? How did he navigate the pain? Has she truly changed? Throughout the book, Time curls its pointer finger, beckoning Curiosity, “Come with me. See where I took this life.”

In my own life, I’ve had numerous personal and professional game changers. Some broke my heart, others made me braver. One of the earliest game changers happened along an interstate. In 1987, I was driving around the Southeast in my mom’s car, looking for my first job out of college. I had a degree in communications from Virginia Tech and a twenty-minute videotape résumé. I bought a new green suit for the one interview I so ignorantly assumed it would take to land a television reporting job in Richmond, Virginia. Well, I was off by about six suits and a hundred TV market rankings. Richmond told me no. Memphis said no. Three nos from Birmingham. My résumé tape got ejected from VCR after VCR, and my one day on the road turned into eight, then nine, then ten. “No, sorry.” The maddening cycle of ejection, rejection, and dejection started in Virginia and continued all the way down through the Florida panhandle. A total of twenty-seven news directors told me no. I was devastated. My dream of working in TV news was now looking more like a career in public relations. I turned the car around and headed north back toward Virginia. And then, somewhere in Mississippi, I took a wrong turn. GPS systems and cell phones did not exist; I was officially lost. As I drove around looking for a way to get back on track, I noticed a billboard for WXVT featuring the CBS Eye. The station was located in Greenville, a TV market I hadn’t considered. I figured, What do I have to lose? I drove to Greenville, digging deep for one last shred of hope. That very day, Stan Sandroni was promoted from WXVT’s sports director to news director, and he agreed to see me. In went my résumé tape, and out came the words I so desperately wanted to hear.

“Hoda, I like what I see.”

My wrong turn turned out to be one of the best mistakes I’ve ever made. Stan hired me after nearly thirty other people would not. Gutting out the challenge of rejection paid off. That chance meeting would prove to be a game changer in my life.

Ten Years Later profiles six people who’ve faced a series of life’s game changers and challenges—abuse, illness, addiction, grief, job loss. These people didn’t just fight their way through adversity, they forged better lives because of the battle. Their journeys are measured in the very small steps that painstakingly result in change and the big, bold leaps of faith that launch dreams. The book is meant to inspire you, wow you, motivate you, and move you—and maybe even do all those things within the same chapter. In the pages ahead, the courageous people who share their life stories have done so in hopes of enriching yours—now or ten years later.



AMY BARNES

I’ve met plenty of inspiring women on the Today show’s Joy Fit Club who’ve lost a significant amount of weight. But when Joy shared with me the profile of a particular club member, Amy Barnes, I knew she was special. In the short story Amy wrote about her journey, it was clear that her astounding 340-pound weight loss was not her proudest accomplishment. This woman wanted to share what she considered the more important message. She wanted people to know that she had shed and survived an even heavier burden.
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In the spring of 2001, twenty-seven-year-old Amy Barnes was working as a paralegal at the Anoka County Public Defender’s Office, thirty miles north of Minneapolis. Her career was solid, but her personal life was vulnerable, not that Amy recognized it. There were too many distractions. She had two sons from different fathers, a cheating husband, and a hundred extra pounds on her five-feet-eight frame. On a sunny April day, Amy walked next door to the courthouse to pick up new client files. As she headed back to her office, a handsome man her age started up a conversation.

“It was his smile, it was his eyes, it was the way he smelled, it was his voice,” Amy recalls. “He was just smooth. He was well groomed and very well spoken. This was in the midst of me finding out my husband was having an affair. I had low self-esteem, and all of a sudden this really hot guy is paying attention to me.”

(We’ll call “this guy” Robert throughout.)

“I had this stack of file folders in my hand and he asked if he could help carry them back,” she recalls. “He was a gentleman and nice, so he helped carry them back, and he saw that I worked at the PD office.”

The tall, well-built Robert asked Amy for her number. She told him no; she was not interested.

The next day at work, a huge bouquet arrived for Amy.

“There must have been two to three dozen red roses, and all the card said was, Dinner?”

Robert called right as the flowers arrived. “I told him, ‘Thanks, but no.’ ”

He called Amy’s office every day for a week. She finally said yes to lunch. Robert drove them in his luxury sedan to the Coon Rapids Dam Regional Park along the Mississippi River.

“He went into the trunk and pulled out a blanket and this huge picnic basket,” she says, “and we had a picnic in the park. That was our first date.”

Amy grew up just thirteen miles northwest of the park in Elk River, Minnesota. She describes her parents as hardworking and her upbringing as loving and middle-class. She and her younger sister were raised to go to church and to get an education. In 1992, Amy graduated from high school and enrolled for a year in a small Christian liberal arts university in Saint Paul. By nineteen, Amy had met and begun dating her first boyfriend. She then transferred to Saint Cloud State University in Saint Cloud on a golf scholarship. But in 1994, at twenty-one, Amy became pregnant, making her ineligible for the grant. She lost her funding and her boyfriend, who was not interested in a relationship with his new son, Marcus.

“He was twenty-five and told me he didn’t want to be a dad. He said, ‘I’m not ready to be a dad.’ I told him that being a dad was not a matter of convenience,” she says, “and you either choose all or nothing. And he said, ‘I choose nothing.’ ”

Amy got a part-time job on campus and a full-time job as a single parent. Ten months later, she met her second boyfriend. Over the next two years, school, work, a relationship, and the baby kept Amy very busy. In May 1998, she graduated with honors from Saint Cloud with three degrees—a bachelor of arts in criminal justice, minority studies, and human relations. She walked across the stage carrying her diploma and nine months of baby beneath her black gown. She gave birth to her second son, Terrell, a month later. Amy spent the next two years working toward a master’s degree and raising her sons with Terrell’s father. In June 2000, she got an MA in psychology and a certificate of marriage; she wed Terrell’s dad after dating him for six years. But soon after, trouble began. Amy says her parents clearly taught her right from wrong, but for some reason, she kept making bad decisions when it came to men.

“I found out he was having an affair,” she says, “and we were married for less than a year.”

Amy admits the affair was not a shock. She says the relationship was broken from the start. She describes her then-husband as a frequent drinker and herself as a pushover. He was an absentee partner, but she welcomed help with the boys whenever he came home. She’d also become obese, gaining seventy pounds with Marcus and another seventy with Terrell, who weighed nearly thirteen pounds when he was born. Plus, Amy had a history of bad relationships with food.

“I’ve been on a diet since I was fourteen. My mom has been on a diet since I can remember,” she explains. “There was never a time that I wasn’t taking a diet pill, that I wasn’t trying some crazy diet.”

At 335 pounds, Amy was not only physically heavy, she felt the weight of the world on her shoulders as a working mother of two. She separated from her husband in April 2001 and began kickboxing at a local gym in an effort to lose weight.

That same month, she crossed paths with Robert, who was paying a traffic ticket fine at the county courthouse. Amy would have no way of knowing what a high price she’d pay for agreeing to have lunch with him in the park. Their relationship progressed quickly. Within six months of their first date, Robert moved in with Amy and her six- and three-year-old sons. She was happy to have a family, of sorts, to nurture.

“God put me on earth to be a wife and a mom,” she says. “There’s nothing that brings me more joy.”

Amy felt self-assured in her new relationship.

“I stopped going to the gym and we ate out a lot. He made me feel secure the way I looked already, so losing weight wasn’t as much of a necessity at that point. It was, ‘I love you just the way you are, just the way you look; you’re absolutely perfect.’ ”

Over the next few months, Amy’s weight began to grow and her world began to shrink. She wasn’t troubled by either change.

“I know now looking back it was all a control thing,” she says. “He would call me ten times a day. I’d say, ‘Hey, I’m going out with my girlfriends this weekend,’ and he would say, ‘No, I really want to spend time with you.’ Abusers slowly try to close you off from your friends and family, but you don’t realize it when you’re in it.”

Within a year, Robert’s reactions intensified. He questioned Amy’s every move and motive.

“The mental and emotional abuse started. I don’t really remember when it transitioned from ‘I love you. You don’t need to go to your mom’s’ to the name calling and the checking the caller ID and seeing that my mom called, and being insecure about what we talked about, or, ‘Why were you on the phone with your mom for twenty-seven minutes?’ He would check the logs and check the caller ID to see who called. Then it got to the point where he would escalate things and accuse me of talking to another man,” she says. “He would actually get more mad if he didn’t see any phone calls come in, because then it was me deleting evidence that I was talking to my mom, or a friend, or some other guy. He would say, ‘I know you talked to somebody. Who did you talk to?’ It got to the point where people stopped calling the house because they knew the repercussions that I would face just based on their two- or three-minute check-in phone call.”

Marcus and Terrell became leery of the increasingly volatile Robert.

“They would walk away and go in their rooms,” she says. “They would just kind of disappear.”

Eventually, Robert’s war of words gave way to more potent weapons. He began to use his fists. He fired the first salvo on a drive back from a funeral in Indiana. Robert and Amy dropped off his brothers in Minneapolis. When Robert got back into the car, he accused her of sleeping with one of his brothers, even though both had stayed with an aunt, not in the hotel with Robert and Amy.

“He literally, with a closed fist, punched me three or four times in the face,” she remembers. “Then there was an ‘I’m sorry.’ A honeymoon stage, like, ‘I’m sorry, I’ll never do it again.’ That honeymoon period was probably the longest, because it was the first time he hit me. It was probably two or three months. That was long. After that, a honeymoon period could last anywhere from two weeks to three days.”

Robert rarely hit Amy in the face or arms, to avoid causing obvious bruising on her body. She recalls a day when Robert returned from a trip and became enraged when he found no calls logged on her cell phone. It sparked a particularly brutal beating.

“He hit me on the same leg for two hours. It was like him hitting a punching bag. Every single time I said, ‘I didn’t talk to anyone,’ he would hit me. He would rest from hitting me and move on to the name calling, the name calling, the name calling, and then he would start back in on my leg. It was so bad the next day that when I got out of bed, when I stepped on the ground, I collapsed onto the floor,” she describes. “My leg was so swollen that I couldn’t wear pants. My pants didn’t fit on that side, so I had to wear a skirt.”

I ask her if she ever tried to leave the room during the two hours.

“Ha. No. When he first hit me, I got up off the bed and I said, ‘That hurt. Stop.’ He yelled, ‘Sit the F down.’ The way he said it, I just listened. Because I’m thinking, If I don’t, it’s just going to be worse. So I’ll just sit down and it won’t be as bad. There were three other times during that tirade that I tried to get up,” she says, “and the second time he screamed at me, and the third time he grabbed me by the back of the hair, pulled me back onto the bed, and told me not to get up again. A lot of people ask people in abusive relationships, ‘Why do you put up with it? Why do you stay?’ And it’s because you can prepare yourself. You can mentally and emotionally and physically prepare yourself, and you always think that if you don’t go along with what they’re doing or saying, it’s just going to be worse. So, if you can just calm them down and pacify them by doing whatever they want, or saying what they want to hear . . . You’re willing to do anything just to make them stop.”

Amy had four academic degrees, two little boys, and zero self-worth. Despite the abuse, she stayed with Robert.

“He has done everything from throwing a punch, a kick, he has strangled me, he has burned me with cigarettes,” she says. “But I think the worst of everything that he has ever done—and I think a lot of women who have gone through domestic violence would also say this—is the emotional and mental abuse. He would get physically tired from beating me, so a beating could last ten minutes or a half an hour. But the name calling and the words that stung, that could last three or four hours. The worst thing—beyond the name calling for hours at a time—that he did all the time was spit in my face. That to me is the most disrespectful.” She pauses. “I can’t even explain it. I would have rather had him punch me in the face than spit on me.”
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Amy at 395 pounds in 2003. Anoka, Minnesota.
(Courtesy of Amy Barnes)



Amy hated herself and her life, which had spun out of control. Her crutch and comfort was food. If an entire large pizza felt good, a whole ice cream cake for dessert felt even better. Amy gorged herself in the bathroom with the door shut or loaded up at the drive-through.

“I ate a lot in my car,” she says, “or I ate a lot when Robert was gone or the kids were in bed.”

Robert spent several days at a time away from home for work. Amy knew some of his relatives were involved with drugs but did not think Robert was, until one afternoon when she forgot her lunch and drove the two miles from work to eat at home. Her sons were in day care. Even from the garage, she could detect an overwhelming and unfamiliar smell. Amy walked into the kitchen and saw Robert and two of his relatives sitting at the breakfast counter.

“I’ll never forget looking at the counter, and there was a sheet of newspaper, and it had a mound of white powder on it and I knew it was cocaine,” she says. “That was the smell. They were cooking crack.”

A horrified Amy says she “lost it.”

“First of all, I worked at the public defender’s office, and I had heard and seen what happens to people who are caught with drugs. Plus, if it’s in my house, they could take my kids away. I screamed, ‘What are you doing?!’ I ran to the counter and I picked up the piece of paper and started running across the kitchen and up the stairs. I was three-hundred-plus pounds. The powder is blowing off the paper. I went running up the stairs, and he’s running after me, and right when I got to the bathroom, I did this”—she tilts the imaginary sheet of newspaper downward—“into the toilet. I did it without thinking of the ramifications. My whole thing was, If someone finds this, they could take my kids away. I could go to prison. It was all over the place. I can still see the look on his face.”

One relative followed Robert up to the bathroom and began screaming at her.

“Robert grabbed me by the back of the hair and was beating me on the bathroom floor.”

The other relative bounded up the stairs and told Robert, “That’s enough.”

Amy says she doesn’t know the exact street value of the cocaine she dumped into the toilet, but she did feel that had his relative not intervened, Robert was enraged enough to have killed her.

To her knowledge, Robert never again brought drugs into the house. Amy admits to making poor decisions of her own during the relationship with Robert. She says she did things with him and for him that were against her principles.

“Honestly, when I was with him, I was an ugly person; he made me an ugly person. I became a very negative and hateful person, and that’s not who I am. I don’t deny anything I ever did that I’m not proud of, but I was a product of my environment.”

Things got very ugly. The pattern of violence was reinforced month after month and year after year. Robert did not abuse Marcus or Terrell; he saved his cruelty for Amy. She would take the abuse until she reached a breaking point and then leave. She and the boys would show up repeatedly at her parents’ house. Despite their horror, Amy says they never turned their backs on her.

“I came home two, three, or four A.M. and I had a bloody face, and I was bruised, and my mom took a picture of me and said, ‘This is what he’s doing to you and your family and your kids!’ and I literally didn’t care,” Amy says, describing her state of mind. “You’re not hearing what they’re saying. My mom said, ‘You have a choice at this point. It’s gonna be you or your kids.’ At that point, I was like, ‘F you, Mom, you can’t tell me what to do, I’m grown!’ Two hours later, Robert is calling me and begging and crying and saying, ‘Baby, I’m sorry, I promise I’ll get help.’ My mom and I would get in screaming fights. She would beg me, ‘If you want to go back to that nonsense, leave my grandbabies here.’ I was blessed to have my parents, as much as I’m sure they wanted to kill me, because every time I’d knock on their door at three o’clock in the morning bloodied and bruised, and say that me and my kids needed a place to stay, two days later, they’d watch me walk out of their house with the same person who did that to us.”

The pain of watching that pattern runs so deep for Amy’s mom and for Amy’s closest friend, who also housed Amy several times, that neither wanted to share her memories of that time. It’s a door they’ve closed and dead-bolted. Imagine the immeasurable frustration and fear they felt. Amy just kept going back, and taking the kids with her.

“He would beg and plead, ‘I’ll never do this again. We’ll go to counseling,’ all these broken promises. And I would go back. Every time. The person that is there is the person you love and has a great personality. You fell in love with Jekyll, but then when they abuse you, it’s Hyde. But when they beg for you back, they put forward Jekyll, who you love and who made you feel special. It’s a never-ending battle of abuse and the person you love, especially when you are two, three, four hundred pounds,” she says. “Every time he came back to me he said, ‘No one’s gonna love you like me. No one’s gonna love you because of the way you look. I’m the only one who’s ever gonna love you because you’re as fat as you are,’ and I’d be thinking, You’re right; I’m four hundred pounds.”

Amy felt hopeless and numb. She had big problems and little faith.

“I was raised in the church. I was confirmed. We went to church every week. But I turned from God. I was like, If there really was a God, he would not have me going through this,” she says. “I threw Bibles in the garbage. I threw crosses and crucifixes in the garbage, because I was sure there was not a God.”

By the time Marcus and Terrell were seven and four years old, they were very afraid of Robert. Their mother’s pattern of escaping his wrath became a routine part of their young lives.

“When we escaped in the middle of the night, Marcus knew to be quiet. Whenever I went into his room and woke him up at two o’clock in the morning, as a seven-year-old, he knew he needed to be quiet. He would put on his shoes without question; he knew that he was going to walk next to me,” she says, “and we would walk into his brother’s room, and his brother was only four, and I would pick my young son up, and at that time I was five hundred pounds, so here we were, trying to escape in the middle of the night.”

Amy starts to cry, thinking about what she was asking of her little boys.

“Marcus would put on his shoes, and he would grab his jacket without making a sound so we could go wake Terrell. Even at four years old, Terrell would wake up and not cry. He would just grab his shoes, knowing we were trying to escape that night.”

Amy had mapped out the quietest escape route before she ever needed to use it.

“The house we were in, the floors would creak. And because I was so heavy,” she explains, “I would actually, when Robert was gone, get out of bed, and I would walk on the floor to find out where the boards creaked, so I could make an escape route where he wouldn’t hear me. I knew the third and the seventh step I couldn’t step on, because I was too heavy and that the floor would creak, and I would be too scared that he would wake up.”

Amy’s plan extended beyond the floorboards and out onto the street where her truck was parked.

“I knew how to pop a clutch without actually turning on the vehicle to get it started once I rolled down the hill, so he wouldn’t hear us.”

In early 2004, following a series of numbing episodes of abuse, Amy woke up on a Sunday morning with an intense need to go to church.

“I didn’t even believe in God at that point, because if there was a God I would not be going through what I’d been going through. But there was just an overwhelming feeling—I can’t even explain it—that I needed to go to church,” she says. “I didn’t even know what church I would go to because I hadn’t been to church in years.”

Amy left the bed and went into the bathroom. When she began to shower, Robert woke up and asked her where she was going. She told him to church.

“So, of course, there was this extreme jealousy, like I was going to see someone. The next thing I remember is him pulling me out of the shower and beating me.” She starts to cry, recalling how her youngest found her lying on the bathroom floor. “I woke up to my four-year-old son waking me up, scrubbing my face with the drenched bath mat, saying, ‘Mama, wake up. I want to make you look beautiful again.’ ”

Amy never made it to church, but she did make up her mind.

“I was like, That’s it. I cannot be here anymore.”

When Robert left the house, Amy packed as much as she could into her truck and, with her parents’ support, hit the road. She and the boys moved in with girlfriends who lived in Madison, Wisconsin. Before long, she found a town house and created a more peaceful setting for herself and her sons.

Three months later, the doorbell rang at midnight.

“And I opened the door and he was standing there,” she says. “The sense of fear and urgency—I can’t even explain the feeling. He was crying and begging and ‘I’m sorry, I came to find you,’ and ‘I can’t live without you,’ and all the things abusers do to get you back. They feed on your insecurities and all the things that they’ve been priming you for during the years that you’ve been in this ridiculous relationship.”

Amy wanted desperately to believe Dr. Jekyll, standing on her doorstep.

“The person that comes back to you—and this is with every abusive relationship—and begs for your forgiveness and begs for you to come back to them is the person you fell in love with. It’s this kind person who is smart and gorgeous and affectionate. And he is standing on the opposite side of the doorway.”

Robert told Amy he’d enrolled in anger management classes and that he loved her. But Amy squared up to Robert and beat back the kernel of hope she felt forming in her heart.

“I was like, ‘Screw off. I’m not taking you back.’ ”

Robert didn’t give up. Every weekend, he drove the four hours from Minnesota to Wisconsin to see her. He showed her the certificate he got from attending anger management classes. He reminded Amy of his difficult childhood—raised by a crack-addicted and physically abused mother who suffered a fatal heart attack in front of him—claiming she, Amy, was all he had.

I hate to even ask Amy if she took him back, but I do.

“Of course. A complete dumbass. I was a complete dumbass,” she admits.

In mid-2004, she and the boys moved back to Minnesota into Robert’s house. Two weeks later, Amy needed to drive back to Wisconsin to put her house on the market. The kids had to go to school, so she left them with Robert. The honeymoon period was in full effect.

“It was the person I fell in love with,” she says. “He was wonderful with me; he was wonderful with the kids.”

Amy returned from her trip on a Monday, and asked Robert to go with her to pick up the boys, now eight and five years old, from school.

“I get to the school, and the principal says to me, ‘I can’t give you any information about your kids; you have to call social services.’ ”

Confused, Amy got back in the car with Robert and called her mom.

“She said, ‘Are you with Robert?’ and I told her yes. She said, ‘You have a custody hearing on Thursday morning at eight thirty because your kids were beaten very badly. And because you were out of state, the state gave your dad and me temporary custody of the boys.’ ”

The situation that sparked the abuse occurred while the boys were staying by themselves with Robert. He found laundry on the floor, became angry, and went after Terrell. When Marcus came to his brother’s defense, Robert beat them both. The boys showed up for school with welts and bruises on their bodies caused by Robert’s blows with a cable cord. Ultimately charges were filed against Robert for beating the boys.

Amy was shocked by her mother’s words. Your kids were beaten very badly. She was infuriated. The usual nausea she felt before a confrontation with Robert was replaced by focused rage. Amy turned toward him, still holding the phone.

“I was in the car with him and I looked at him and I said, ‘You beat my kids?’ For him to see that anger and fear in my face, he must have worried that he was going to lose control of me. He took the phone while I was still on with my mom and threw it out the window. My mom said she thought that was the last time she would ever hear my voice. And he said, ‘I did not beat your children. I disciplined them, and if you have any lack of understanding between the two, I will show you the difference between discipline and a beating.’ ”

And he did. He drove Amy home and beat her for the next three days.

“I had no concept of time. I couldn’t see because my eyes were swollen shut. And when you black out from being beaten, you don’t know if you’ve blacked out for two minutes or two days. My only concept of time was what I could hear on the TV. Robert was so physically exhausted from beating me, he would fall asleep. But before he did, he would shackle me to him. And when you’re almost five hundred pounds, there is nothing you can do gracefully or quietly. I had lost blood, I hadn’t eaten, I had urinated on myself; I was a mess. But I knew at that point I had to get to that hearing in court.”

Amy says when she heard late-night talk show host Conan O’Brien’s voice on television on what she guessed was the third night, she knew she didn’t have very much time left to get to the eight thirty A.M. hearing.

“I literally got on my knees,” she says, beginning to cry, “and I said, ‘God, I know that this is my time, and I am asking your forgiveness, because it’s either me or him. Either I am going to kill him and ask your forgiveness and that you take my soul to heaven, or he’s going to kill me, and I need you to take care of my kids and take my soul.’ I was mentally prepared to kill him, still shackled to him, so I could get away from him and get to my kids.”

When Amy attempted to free herself from Robert, he woke up and was enraged.

“I was at the point where I was done. I didn’t care anymore. The only thing that had kept me alive for the past two or three years was my kids. If it wasn’t for my kids, I wouldn’t have cared if he killed me. Abusers take your soul from you. You have no soul.”

Robert and Amy’s toxic three-year relationship had come down to a death match.

“I said to him, ‘It’s me or you.’ And he said, ‘It’s not gonna be me,’ ” she says. “The next thing I remember is him stabbing me with a knife in the center of my stomach, and everything went black.”

When she came to, Amy heard sirens blaring and voices asking her questions.

“I had no ID, nobody knew who I was,” she says. “I was just this fat, bloodied, abused person lying on the sidewalk in front of the courthouse. To this day, I do not know for sure how I got there.”

Emergency workers in front of the Sherburne County courthouse were trying to get a handle on the identity of the beaten, bleeding woman. Amy was trying to get answers about the date and time.

“I’m like, ‘What day is it? What day is it?’ And they said, ‘It’s Thursday. Who did this to you?’ I told them and said they needed to bring me to my kids,” she says. “They said, ‘Ma’am, you’re in critical condition.’ I told them I didn’t care, and I blacked out. Everything went black.”

Amy says emergency workers later told her that they lost her heartbeat for a few seconds. They managed to stabilize her and get her into the ambulance. She continued to tell them she needed to go to court, but they insisted that she go instead to the hospital.

“I said, ‘You cannot legally keep me here and I have to get to my kids.’ There was a cop who told the EMTs they couldn’t legally take me, even though I was in critical condition. So, they wheeled me to court on a stretcher, covered with a sheet because I was naked, and they stabilized me with tubes. I will never forget the look on my father’s face,” she says, breaking down, “but I looked at the judge and I said, ‘I just want my kids back.’ ” She continues through tears. “And the judge said, ‘You have to get healthy for them.’ The judge didn’t care that I was five hundred pounds. The judge didn’t care that I was fat. He was saying, in order for you to get your kids back, you have to be mentally and emotionally healthy. It wasn’t about me getting physically healthy, it was mentally and emotionally. I was a freakin’ basket case because of all the stuff I was going through. And honestly, at that point in my life, I didn’t care if I lived or died, but my kids are the reason I breathe. The judge said, ‘In order to get your kids back, you have to get a job, you have to find a place to live, you have to pass assessments by the state.’ ”

The ambulance took Amy to the hospital, where representatives from a local battered women’s shelter told her they had a bed waiting for her if she wanted it. She told them to save it for her.

Once Amy was released from the hospital, she entered the shelter, the Alexandra House. She took advantage of pro bono legal work offered at the shelter and filed an order for protection against Robert. She also divorced her estranged husband. Amy wanted a clean slate and, first and foremost, her boys back. Amy immediately began looking for a job.

“The judge said to me I needed to have a job, and I didn’t care if it was at 7-Eleven; I needed to get my kids back,” she says.

Amy applied for any and all jobs. She got a call back from a software company to interview for a position as an executive assistant and a paralegal.

“I was black and blue when I went to the job interview. My eyes were swollen shut, I had stitches in my body; I was a hot mess. The guy asked me, ‘What would be your availability?’ and I said, ‘I’m not leaving here without a job.’ ” Amy pauses, crying. “And he gave me a job. And that was the only thing I needed, was for someone to be able to believe in me enough to work so I could get my kids back.”

The job paid her bills, which led to an apartment and a car. In August, Amy threw a party for Marcus’s ninth birthday and to celebrate their upcoming reunion as a family. In September, Amy’s hard-earned dream came true: she got full custody of her sons after a trying four months. All three continued counseling to deal with what they’d endured over the years at the hands—and mouth—of Robert.

“I lived in fear of him. I always looked over my shoulder. The counselors gave the kids whistles for around their necks to express their fears. So, anytime they saw something that reminded them of him, like his sedan,” she explains, “they would blow the whistle. If they heard a song that reminded them of Robert, they would blow the whistle. That was their security.”

Ultimately, Robert pled to lesser charges arising from the incidents in May and spent a few months in jail. Still, Amy’s peace of mind was rattled by the relentless ringing of her cell phone. Robert’s calls were a violation of the protective order against him. He even called Amy during the few months he spent in jail.

“Each time he called my cell phone, I called the police, and they would file an order-for-protection violation,” she says. “The Plymouth police department already had pre-filled-out police reports because they knew they were going to have to come out and see me, because I was going to call them to file an order-for-protection violation. They wouldn’t have to fill out my name and address; they’d just fill in the time that he called and the number that he called from.”

At some point, Amy said she’d simply had enough. Ring-ring!

“I looked at my phone and I saw his number come in, and I pushed talk on my cell phone. And I think he was just as surprised as I was that I answered,” she says. “I could hear he was there. I was so angry and filled with hate, but I actually felt sorry for him, because I knew him as a person, and there is a legitimately good side of him, and he’s had a horrible life as a child, which is not an excuse, but he doesn’t know anything different. So I said, ‘I have forgiven you for what you did to me and my kids, and you have no control over me anymore.’ There was dead silence, and it felt like an eternity, and he hung up. And I have never heard from him since then. When they know that they don’t have control, they don’t want you anymore.”

But Amy wanted a lot more. She had finally rid herself of Robert and had earned back her kids. The counseling had helped her realize the depth of her battered psyche; she was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder. Amy wanted to be mentally and physically healthy for her boys, so she began to implement what she already knew from decades of experience.

“I’ve done Weight Watchers, the cabbage soup diet, I did Atkins for a while, I did just exercise and diet pills, I did the Zone Diet, I did Nutrisystem, I did prescription appetite suppression pills,” she says. “Fat people are the smartest people when it comes to dieting because we have read every book, we have been on every diet, we have tried every pill; so fat people are super smart when it comes to dieting. We know what to do. We know what we’re supposed to eat; we know what we’re not supposed to eat. We know we’re supposed to eat lean proteins and healthy carbs and lots of veggies, lots of water, but people don’t address the root cause as to why they’re fat in the first place. So, I knew what to do as far as what I was supposed to do physically. But going to counseling at that time was key, because it was addressing the root cause as to why I used food as an addiction. Most people use alcohol or drugs, but most people don’t recognize food as an addiction like crack or alcohol.”

Amy knew she needed to develop a sound eating plan that she could follow the rest of her life.

“I just kind of incorporated all the diets I liked,” she says. “I wanted it to be sustainable. And then, ninety-eight percent of it was portion control.”

Amy knew she also needed to sweat. At 490 pounds, she was embarrassed to begin working out in a gym. She decided to start moving to Billy Blanks Tae Bo fitness VHS tapes in her living room, and to walk around the block. Once. Amy literally took it one step at a time.

I ask her how long it took before exercise felt a bit easier.

“Oh, my God. Ha! Probably six months. The first week I went three times around the block, so each week I had a new goal. I would either walk two times around or I would go one time around, but it had to be faster than the week prior. So, if it took me an hour the first week, the next had to be under fifty-nine minutes. Every week there was a goal for either duration or time. Even with Tae Bo, I would only add a minute. It wasn’t like, Oh, I’m feeling great this week, I’m gonna do twenty minutes. I set realistic goals.”
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