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This book is dedicated to anyone who has ever suffered at the hands of an abusive partner, and to their family.






A Note from Sandee Jo

Several people have asked me why I would be willing to tell this story now. Why share such intimate, and sometimes humiliating, details that have not been revealed publicly before this time? What do I hope to gain?

The answer is simple: I want to help.

I want those who are currently trapped in abusive situations to know they are not alone. I want them to be able to relate to my story and feel a deep connection. Then I want them to feel empowered to follow my advice and get out. If hindsight is 20/20, I’m hoping my hindsight enables them to see their situation with absolute clarity.

Perhaps there are others who are beginning relationships, and after reading my book, they will find themselves far more equipped to spot early warning signs of abuse.

Many others may find themselves in proximity to abuse. It is my hope they’ll be better informed of the prevalence of partner abuse, and how easily it can exist right under their unsuspecting noses. Perhaps these individuals will become more suspecting, aware, and able to become a part of an army of motivated, proactive advocates for those suffering from partner abuse.




CONTENT WARNING: This book contains subject material that may be disturbing or upsetting, including: domestic physical violence, child abuse, emotional abuse, mental illness, gun violence, animal cruelty, and death.




Foreword

Walls don’t talk. They never have and never will. Some victims of partner abuse talk about their experiences, but the fact is that the vast majority never do. Fear, embarrassment, shame, lack of time, lack of financial means, and a host of other factors discourage or prevent people from telling the stories that ought to be told. Those who do muster the courage and resources to tell, deserve so much credit. There have been plenty of nights over the last few years that I’ve had to awaken Sandee Jo out of her nightmares, and I worried that she might quit. However, I’m not sure the thought of quitting ever got to first base in her mind. Once she caught the vision of helping others through her story, she relentlessly pursued the completion of this book, and I am so very proud of her daytime work of writing and her nighttime work in pushing through those nightmares.

It may be difficult to find any subject that has more impact on our families, our communities, our churches, our children, our society, on future generations, and on our world, yet is talked about so little. Not just from our pulpits, from where you might expect it to be addressed, but from television talk shows, news broadcasts, magazine articles, and books—except for the rare exception you’re about to read.

The pattern is remarkably consistent. Some gal gets involved with a guy who has never learned to control his anger, jealousy, greed, or other evil impulses. He starts out so nice. Love, of course, is impatient and fails to allow time for a person’s true self to be revealed and the gloss to fade to the real man. Even when there are a few signs, love is blind and thus blurs the ability to see anything but the tip of the proverbial iceberg. The next thing you know, they move in together or get married or have a baby together, any of which can make it far more difficult to break away. Once an abuser feels that his partner’s departure is difficult, the trap is set. He then gets comfortable allowing his true nature to come out unbridled. Soon enough, things escalate, and another sad statistic becomes reality. Wouldn’t it be great if at the end of an occasional one of these stories, we’d learn how to spot the early signs of an abuser? Why not educate and equip women and girls with the advice and tools that may enable them to get out or, better yet, never get into this situation in the first place.

It’s not unusual that the early warning signs of abuse are ignored or assigned an offsetting lie, such as, “Well, everybody has a bad day now and then” or, “When I get him to church and he gets saved or confirmed, his rough edges will disappear,” or, “When we have kids, the kids will soften him and he’ll be nice then.” By the time you’ve read this book, those lies and a thousand like them will be replaced with truth. Hopefully reading this book will raise your awareness, and you’ll begin to look for ways to be proactive. Get involved in a local shelter, attend a fundraiser, cook a meal for a single mom who may have found the courage to leave an abusive situation, volunteer at your local church if they have any related programs, and repost social media stories when they highlight the problem or a partial solution. The key to improvement on any front is awareness and you can be a part of that.

The gripping firsthand account you’re about to read stretches the imagination. It will increase your awarenesses as to how an abuser maintains control over the abused and the pattern of escalation. Armed with your fresh perspective, you’ll be better equipped to identify abusers and help your loved ones steer clear or break free of such a person. Unlike many of the stories you may have heard on television shows, this one has a happier ending.

James Crocker, September, 2024






CHAPTER 1 [image: ] Incriminating Evidence


How could I have let this happen? I asked myself repeatedly. I had long ago decided that I could survive almost anything, as long as I kept my children safe from their father’s irrational violent outbursts. Now my worst fears had happened. The man from whom I had endured eighteen years of unspeakable abuse lay in our bed, dead from a gunshot wound to the head. I had desperately sought to prevent this horror so my children would not be hurt. Now, here I was, sitting in a strange car, while three of my children were sequestered at our neighbors’ home. My seventeen-year-old son rode alone in a separate squad car, on the way to the police station for questioning.

How could I have let this happen? I asked myself over and over again.

Calling the police was something I had wanted to do for a long time, but I had been too afraid. I had tried once before and had nearly gotten killed. That day, when the police pulled down our lane, my husband hid behind our bedroom door with a loaded rifle, threatening to kill them, then me, and himself. I had plenty of reasons to believe he would carry out his threats. So I told the officers that the 911 call must have been an accident, and though they may not have believed me, they left.

Years later I would finally make another 911 call—well, to be precise, my friend would do it for me—and when she dialed 911, she didn’t hang up.

Earlier that evening, I had looked at my son Tommy (known to our family and friends as “Bubba,” to avoid confusion with his dad and grandfather, also named Thomas).

“We have to call the police,” I said to him.

Bubba, who still held the rifle with which he had killed his father, nodded in understanding.

For some reason, I called my neighbor Patsy Wisdom first. She came immediately and took the kids and me to her home, and we called the police from there. This time I was not calling to report my husband’s profane verbal threats—that he was going to kill me or one of our children—or to file a complaint that he had been punching me, kicking me, choking me, or dragging me by my hair from one room to another. I was not calling to report him chopping up our furniture with a chain saw in the middle of the dining room, heaving a stove through the window, or smashing glass all over our kitchen. No, I had not called to report his awful physical and emotional abuse of our family.

Patsy contacted the police to tell them my husband was dead—and that my seventeen-year-old son had shot him in the head with a .22 caliber rifle.

Just before we disconnected the call with the 911 operator, a couple of police cruisers arrived at Patsy’s home. I later learned that others had raced to our house, sirens wailing, red and blue lights flashing, casting eerie images against the backdrop of trees surrounding our property in the dark Tennessee evening. Several officers had bounded out of the vehicles and, with guns raised, had gingerly stepped inside the house. One policeman soon came back outside and holstered his gun, nodding his head toward his partners.

Waiting with Patsy and my children, I wasn’t too worried. Surely the officers would ask us some questions while the investigators noted the bullet holes in the walls of our home and in the driveway. I was confident that they would allow us to tell our story when they found the arsenal of weapons my husband, Tommy, had scattered all around our home—in the living room, the bedroom, even above the tiles in the dropped ceiling of the house. No doubt they’d find the large jugs of inexpensive whiskey from which he had been drinking since early that morning, mixing booze with prescription medications intended to calm his erratic, bipolar behavior. They’d discover the pickax Tommy had wielded in his strong hands, brandishing it dangerously at our son, Bubba, and yelling, “I’m going to kill you! I’m going to split your head wide open like a melon!” Even in the dark, surely they’d stumble upon the broken pieces of cinder blocks and bricks that, in his drunken stupor, Tommy had hurled at our boy.

Finally, I could tell somebody what my four children and I had endured for so long. My two boys—Bubba, seventeen, and Timmy, fifteen—and two girls—Tonie Jo, thirteen, and Tayler Jewell, only nine years of age—had witnessed their father doing unspeakable, despicable things to me, and had lived in fear all of their lives. I had longed to tell the police so many times but hadn’t dared. Tommy had repeatedly warned me against doing so. “I’ll never spend a day in prison,” he boasted. “The cops will never take me alive.”

Now I wanted to tell the authorities. I had held it all inside me for so long.

The officers wrote down some brief notes on a clipboard after talking to Bubba, me, and our neighbor.

“We’ll need you and your son to come down to the station, ma’am,” one of the policemen said to me. He seemed polite and respectful, almost sympathetic.

“Okay,” I mumbled. “Bubba, let’s go with them.” I nodded toward the officers. I assumed Bubba and I could ride together, so we started toward Patsy’s car.

“No, ma’am,” the officer said. “We’ll need your son to come with us in our car. One of your friends can drive you, and you can follow behind us.”

I felt numb. I was still in a daze and could barely comprehend his words, but our friends led me toward a car. Then one of the officers pulled Bubba’s hands together and clapped handcuffs onto them. He placed a hand on Bubba’s head and guided him into the back seat of the cruiser. I stared in disbelief at the sight of my son’s expressionless face, barely visible through the back window of the police car.

When we arrived at the police station, the officers escorted us inside. “Right this way, ma’am,” an officer said, leading me toward a room down the hall with the door already open. A female officer accompanied my neighbors and me in that direction, as another officer separated Bubba from us and led him to an interrogation room all by himself.

Still, I wasn’t worried. Although I was shaken by the events of the day and self-conscious about talking with the police, I no longer had an overwhelming sense of dread. I wasn’t afraid of retaliation or consequences for speaking up and telling the truth. No longer was I concerned about Tommy’s family or mine finding out, or more likely, confirming what they already suspected. “I’ll answer any questions you have,” I told the officers.

Maybe because I had been operating on such an intense, high level of fear and anxiety all day long, it felt good to sit safely and calm down a bit. Oddly, my emotions bounced back and forth between grief and relief. I was terribly sad that Tommy was dead. He was my husband, after all—the man who had swept me off my feet when I was still a teenager, the man with whom I had brought four beautiful children into the world. On the other hand, he was the monster who had terrorized me for eighteen and a half years, not to mention the fear he inflicted upon our family members. So I felt a mishmash of emotions as I sat waiting for the Lawrenceburg police officers to do their work.

Lawrenceburg, Tennessee, was a friendly community of approximately ten thousand residents (nearly double that today), located about ninety miles south of Nashville. It had been the hometown of Davy Crockett, the American folk hero and frontiersman known for his expertise in killing bears with a trusty long-barreled, .40 caliber flintlock rifle he affectionately referred to as Old Betsy. Crockett died at the Alamo in 1836, but his spirit lived on in Lawrenceburg, where his small log home could still be viewed when our family moved nearby in 2005.

Although many residents in the area owned guns, our crime rate was low, so we didn’t need a large police force. Murder investigations in our area were rare.

Consequently, I didn’t expect matters to move quickly but assumed the officers would soon have the information they needed. Then Bubba, our friends, and I could all return home together. I simply took it for granted that the authorities would believe my account of the day. I had no reason to lie or exaggerate the details.

But as the night wore on and the officers continued to ask me questions—most of which I had already answered several times—a stunning realization dawned on me: They don’t believe me. They don’t trust that I’m telling them the truth! That possibility had not even occurred to me.

So I told the awful story all over again, everything I could remember, beginning from early in the morning until the moment the police cars pulled down our lane. As gut-wrenching as the day had been, and as heartrending as it was to rehash the details, I was relieved to be alive to speak about it. I repeated the account again…and again.

As I sat in the interrogation room, my body aching and my head pounding, one of the officers pointed at the washed-out gray sweatsuit with red lettering I was wearing. “Where did that blood on your clothing come from?” he asked.

For the first time, I noticed blood spatter in various spots on my sweatsuit and on my body. The day had been such a blur, I hadn’t taken time to consider my own injuries. My eyes followed the officer’s gaze as we both focused on the dried blood on my hands. I had not washed or changed my clothing prior to the arrival of the police at our house, so I still looked exactly as I had the moment Bubba told me, “Mom, I shot Dad.”

“Where did that blood come from?” the officer probed. His voice sounded a bit testier now. “Tell me precisely how it got there.”

“I…I’m not sure,” I answered, raising and turning my hands so I could see better where all the blood was located. “I don’t really know for sure…” My voice trailed off.

“You don’t know,” the female officer repeated brusquely.

“I’m not sure. There was so much struggling…for several hours…” I knew I was being vague, but I honestly had no clue when or how I had gotten the blood on me. “We fought on and off, all day long…”

The officer crossed her arms over her chest and glared at me silently.

I did a mental check of my body. My throat hurt where I could still feel Tommy’s strong hands squeezing around my neck, choking me. No doubt there were red marks on my neck and shoulders. My entire body throbbed and ached from head to toe, but I didn’t see any visible cuts or lacerations or feel any moist areas where I might be bleeding. I was certain I’d find plenty of black, blue, and purple blotches on my body by morning. I always did after one of Tommy’s beatings.

Then suddenly it came to me. I saw an image in my mind of Tommy smashing cement blocks against each other, breaking cinder blocks with his bare hands and hurling the pieces in the direction of our son’s head. Although his hands were rugged and calloused from working with wood, the rough cinder block had sliced Tommy’s fingers—and when he shoved me to the ground or pushed me off him as I tried to protect Bubba, his blood had probably splashed onto me.

When I realized the blood on my clothes had to be from Tommy, I looked up at the police officers and blurted, “I’m fine! This is my husband’s blood.”

I had naïvely assumed the police were concerned about my well-being, worried I might be injured. I had not even considered that they might be questioning my innocence. Nor had I realized that by explaining the blood on my body and clothes as Tommy’s, I was potentially incriminating myself!

That information provided fresh impetus to the interrogators, who immediately fired more questions at me. “How did his blood get on your clothes? Where were you and what were you doing to get his blood all over your hands?”

My head pounded like a hammer on a steel anvil, and my words slurred as my voice barely exited my parched throat. “I don’t know. We fought…so much…Bubba ran…I tried to stop his dad by tackling him…”

None of my answers made much sense to the officers. In fact, one of the female officers seemed irritated by my responses. She didn’t even pretend to hide her disgust with me, as though she thought I was hedging, hiding something sinister, or making up the entire story.

After more questions, one of my friends who had accompanied me recognized my precarious position, even if I did not. She leaned over and gently tapped me on the arm. “Sandee Jo,” she spoke quietly. “Maybe you should get a lawyer before you say anything else.”

“What?” I looked back at her in astonishment. “A lawyer? Why? Who, me? Why would I need a lawyer?”

My friend lightly gripped my arm and nodded.

For the first time all evening it struck me that, to the arresting officers, I looked guilty—regardless of how innocent I was, or how victimized I’d been by my husband once again, or how Bubba had admitted to pulling the trigger.

With the officers’ permission, my friends helped me out of the police station. Bubba, the officers had informed me, had to stay. “Don’t worry, ma’am,” the polite officer said. “He’ll be fine. He’s not going to jail. Because of his age, he’ll be going to a juvenile detention center for a few days till we sort things out.”

I nodded weakly. I assumed the police had more to investigate as they gathered pictures in the daylight and interviewed the neighbors. I knew in my heart that the truth was obvious, and the officers would surely see it. I simply trusted everyone involved. I had no idea that Bubba faced first-degree murder charges with the possibility of years in prison—and I might too.

My neighbors offered to let my three younger children and me stay with them for the night, but first my friends Gail Dixon and Melissa Brazier drove me back to the house. Our entire property was now taped off. It was considered a crime scene and investigators were still working, but the police allowed us inside the house so I could gather some clean clothing and personal items. I shuddered as I walked down the same hallway toward our bedroom—my bedroom now—where only a few hours earlier I had been frantic with fear, terrified that we were all going to die that day.

My friends closed ranks tightly around me, helping to lead me down the hall as the recent memories flooded through my mind. Oh, God, how could this have happened? Tommy and I were so in love. How did we ever get to this awful place in our lives?






CHAPTER 2 [image: ] Growing Pains and Palm Trees


Gently swaying palm trees, white sand beaches, and blue bay water surrounded me in the heart of Tampa, Florida, where I grew up. I developed a spunky personality early on. I was not a wimpy, wallflower type of woman who would tolerate being abused by a man. Neither were the women in my family. Actually, they were quite the opposite.

My grandparents moved from Michigan to Tampa when my mom was only three years old. Soon after their extended family, including most of the aunts and uncles, joined my grandparents in Tampa as well.

My mom, Sandy, was the oldest of four girls. She had long, dark hair, and she and her sisters were all beautiful. They were trendy and loved fashionable clothes. At sixteen, my mom met and married a man who was taking correspondence courses from Trevecca University in Nashville and was planning to be a missionary. But on my mom’s seventeenth birthday, he was robbed, shot, and killed while working at a Florida convenience store. He and Mom had been married little more than six months when the attack took place. Not surprisingly, her sadness soon turned into disillusionment with God. Her questions ran the gamut from, “How could You let this happen?” to “Do You not love us? Didn’t You call him to be a missionary?” to “God, don’t You care?”

Later she remarried—this time to my father. Together they had two children, my brother, Billy, and me. Billy was barely a year old when I was born. My parents named me Sandee Jo—Sandee after my mom, and Joanne after my grandma on Mom’s side of the family, my nana.

Mom had been raised in a strict Christian home, but Dad didn’t hold such a high view of marriage. He was unfaithful to Mom, and his numerous sexual affairs caused their marriage to fall apart. Reeling from the hurt, Mom wandered further away from God after our dad cheated on her. It would be years before Mom found the courage to trust in a good God again.

For most of my childhood, she always had a boyfriend—and occasionally, a husband. During this time, Mom started drinking heavily and didn’t stop for years.

Eventually she remarried, and with the help of her husband, Bill, overcame her dependence on alcohol. As I write these words, Mom has been sober for more than thirteen years.

Divorce became a common occurrence in my family. Both my mom and my dad married five times. Other close relatives also divorced. More than anything, I did not want that to happen to me.

During the time I attended sixth through eighth grades, we lived in Summit West Apartments on Fowler Avenue. My friend Roxie and I roller-skated in the streets. I walked to school and rode my bike to the mall, and our neighborhood was relatively safe.

But one of Mom’s long-term boyfriends, Prince, no relation to the music artist, was a drug dealer. On one occasion, he took our family to Belize for a fun-filled monthlong vacation. While there we visited the ancient Mayan ruins. No doubt, he also purchased marijuana and other illegal substances while we were there. Ironically, my future husband, Tommy, was there around that time with his family, serving on a Christian mission trip. We didn’t meet then, but it was an interesting topic of conversation in future years.

One night, several years after we returned from Central America, Mom had been drinking again and said matter-of-factly to her current boyfriend, “Well, I killed him.”

The boyfriend said nothing in response.

I was in bed, but I heard Mom’s words. “What?” I cried.

“I killed him,” Mom repeated loudly. “I stabbed Prince.”

Sure enough, Mom had stabbed Prince in the leg above the knee with a large butcher knife. I thought for sure that Prince was dead, and I was sad because I loved him. I was in sixth grade at the time, and the next morning, I got up and went to school as though nothing had happened. But when I came home, police cars had surrounded our apartment building.

Mom’s sister, my Aunt Susie, and Uncle Darrell were there too, and the police said that Billy and I were to stay with them for a few days.

Fortunately for us, Prince refused to press charges against Mom. Apparently, when he arrived at the hospital, the doctors and the police asked him, “Who did this to you?”

He covered for Mom and said, “I did it to myself. It was an accident.”

They knew my mom had done it, but she was never formally charged.

Prince never stopped loving Mom, and years later on his deathbed, he asked for her to come to him. His girlfriend at the time even called Mom and said, “He’s dying and is asking to see you.”

Mom decided not to go.

I never saw Prince again.

Mom was quick to admit her mistakes. But I always knew she loved me, and I loved her with all my heart. I enjoyed being with her, although we had limited time together because she worked so much. Throughout my early teenage years, Mom worked as a paramedic, so she always had a job and always paid her bills. Prior to her employment with the ambulance department, she had worked in hospitals as a surgical technician, then later as a phlebotomist. Eventually she became a nurse, as her mom had done before her. No doubt, she was a great nurse.

She was also the aggressor in most of her relationships. She told me she had been beaten up once by a man, and she vowed to never let another man hit her.

Clearly my female role model was not a “roll over and put up with it” type of woman. I saw my mom as a tough, take-charge person. She was not about to accept abuse from anyone. Not that she was hard-core. Far from it. Nothing seemed to phase her. That was her style of parenting as well. She didn’t hover over me. She did, however, enroll me in dance classes rather than gymnastics since she feared I might break a bone on the mat or balance beam. I loved dancing. Since I had a tall, slender physique, I was pretty good at it, so I felt confident in junior high.

That confidence took a hit in high school. I tried out for the cheerleading squad twice and was rejected both times. I was devastated. My stepdad brought flowers to me, “just for trying,” but my dreams were dashed. Worse yet, my best friend made the cheerleading squad when I hadn’t.

Most of the friends I hung out with as a young teen in middle school were rebellious. They all smoked cigarettes, and I wanted to be like them—so when someone offered me a cigarette, I took it and inhaled a long drag. My eyes instantly watered, my throat burned, and I nearly choked to death! That was enough for me. And I’ve never had a desire to smoke tobacco since.

My friends knew every curse word ever invented and spewed profanity like unplugged fire hydrants. Naturally, I picked up some of the foul language as well. But when I walked up to my friends at the bus stop and threw out a cuss word trying to be cool, they seemed shocked. “Don’t do that,” one of my friends said, shaking her head from side to side.

So I didn’t. I didn’t drink or do drugs either, even though it would have been easy to access alcohol or illicit substances. Maybe I realized the potential problems those things presented, or maybe it was my nana’s prayers—but for some reason, the drug and alcohol scene never attracted me even though I lived close to it.

With the swirl of evil all around me, it’s a wonder I didn’t turn out to be some sort of wild child. I did not attend church at that time. Yet surprisingly, I didn’t spiral downward.

Dad lived on the outskirts of Tampa and was employed as an over-the-road truck driver, but we spent each weekend with Dad at his home, where he focused his attention on us for a few days before bringing us back to Mom.

Life at my dad’s house was not perfect, but it was consistent. And that truly mattered. After four other marriages, when he and my stepmom, Wanda, found each other, they remained married for nearly forty years. We had home-cooked meals, and I felt safe and secure there. Once Dad asked me, “Jo Jo, what would you think about living with Dad for a while?”

“But what would I do on the weekends?” I asked innocently.

My mom’s mom, Joanne Carol, whom I affectionately referred to as Nana, was also a role model to me, as were my aunts Carole, Leslie, and Susie. They were beautiful women, and I looked up to them. I admired their independent attitudes and wanted to be like them.

I was especially close with Nana, but while I was still a young girl, she went through a divorce and moved to Central Florida. Her new home, Avon Park, was a picturesque little town of less than ten thousand residents, surrounded by hundreds of thousands of acres of citrus trees. I didn’t see Nana as frequently after she moved, and I missed her terribly.

Nana, who was light-skinned and had beautiful bluish-green eyes, looked nothing like my mom. With her dark eyes and dark skin, Mom was gorgeous; she resembled Poppa, my Native American grandfather, whose mother was a Cherokee.

I was built a lot like my nana, tall and slim, and we had similar personalities. I loved being with her, talking with her, and learning from her. She dressed in simple but stylish clothing and took good care of herself. She was a beautiful woman, and I admired her immensely. Nana was also a nurse who worked at our local hospital, so naturally, I wanted to become a nurse too. She looked so pretty in her white uniform and her nurse’s cap.

In high school, I prepared for my future career by working as a certified nursing assistant, a designation I earned through my health classes. I planned to enroll in nursing school after my high school graduation. I wanted to be just like Nana and Mom.

Nana was also a godly, churchgoing woman. She knew my mom didn’t often take me to church, so Nana always made sure we attended her church in Avon Park when I visited. She was serious about her faith, but not stuffy. Even though she dressed conservatively, especially when we went to church, she was not legalistic about such matters. She enjoyed dressing well. Away from church activities, unlike many women in ultraconservative Christian circles at that time, Nana was not opposed to throwing on a bathing suit and going swimming with me. And she looked good!

Although I didn’t understand how such matters worked, I knew Nana prayed for me regularly, asking God to protect me, guide me, and draw me to Him. One of her big-time prayers was about to be answered, and I was totally unaware of it.






CHAPTER 3 [image: ] Mr. Right


Mom remarried when I was fourteen, and life with her new husband, Fred, helped us feel like a “normal” family. Shortly after they married, they began attending a Pentecostal church together, so I went along with them one Sunday morning. I enjoyed the lively music and the interesting sermon, but neither of those affected me greatly. But there was a special presence in the service that I had never experienced previously. It was something different. It was God, and I knew it. I wanted to know Him.

As I stood singing with the congregation, a sense of warmth wrapped around me. It was as though love was washing over me, and I felt comforted and secure. I cried quietly, but not tears of sorrow or pain; they were tears of release and happiness. I didn’t want the love and peace I experienced that day to ever go away.

That night, while alone in my bedroom, I said to myself and to God, “I don’t know what is going on, but I want to continue feeling this way.” He seemed to be seated right beside me, listening intently to the words pouring out of my heart. I knew something had changed in me; I could sense it, feel it, and I was changed for the better.

Some people say they found Jesus. Not me. Jesus found me, right there in my apartment bedroom. I was not in any sort of spiritual environment, yet He found me!

I was certain something had changed the first time I tried to watch a horror movie following that prayer in my bedroom. Prior to this day, I had been a big fan of horror movies, even the most occult sort of films. My aunts and I watched those movies and loved being scared half to death. But after those experiences in church and in my bedroom, I had no desire to see that stuff anymore. I thought, God does not want me to watch this.

I didn’t know how to describe what had happened to me, or how to label it, so I wrote a letter to Nana. I told her what I had experienced in the church service and how differently I had felt after praying that night in my room. She wrote back to me within a few days and said, “Sandee Jo, I am so happy that I’m crying! You got saved!”

Saved? I had never heard that term in a spiritual context. Saved from what? It would take a while for me to understand that I had been saved from hell and given eternal life in the kingdom of God.

I wasn’t familiar with church language and the expressions many Christians take for granted. All I knew was that my heart was full of joy. I felt clean and free, and I never wanted that to change.

I had no Christian friends. Other than Nana, the only other Christian I knew was my Great Aunt Pat, Nana’s older sister, who still lived in the Tampa area. My mom and Fred didn’t attend church regularly due to their job schedules, so Aunt Pat would often pick me up and take me along with her to a Baptist church.

Of course, any time I visited Nana in Avon Park, I attended services with her at the nondenominational Community Bible Church. One night when I was with her, she introduced me to the pastor’s son, Tommy Schankweiler—a handsome, blue-eyed, blue-jean-clad believer with a bit of swagger. About five feet, ten inches tall, his body was slender and toned from hard work. “I’m so glad to meet you,” he said, his eyes sparkling. “Your nana has spoken so highly of you.”

I was hooked the moment I looked into those beautiful, deep blue eyes—much like those of my father—saw that quick, confident smile, and heard the subtle bravado in his voice. I liked him right away—almost surprising myself that I felt so delighted he had noticed me. Admittedly, my guard was down since Nana knew him and his family, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t attracted to him. I was a new Christian, and I was impressed with this fine, God-honoring young man with his rugged cowboy type of good looks. I was a “city girl,” so I thought he was different from most other fellows I’d met—a cut above, unique in many ways—and he captured my attention.

Since Tommy lived in Avon Park and I lived in Tampa, separated by a ninety-minute drive, we exchanged mailing addresses. For the next few months, we wrote letters to one another.

When I visited Nana, Tommy and I met at church and played board games at Nana’s house. We continued our long-distance friendship, writing letters back and forth.

“Well, maybe Tommy could drive to Tampa to pick you up, and then drive you over here,” Nana suggested. I knew I wouldn’t feel comfortable riding an hour and a half with Tommy by myself. I’d be so nervous. I couldn’t imagine talking with him for that long.

“Oh, Nana, I wouldn’t even know what to say,” I responded. But I continued to watch for his letters.

A few months into our pen pal relationship, Tommy sent a letter filling me in on his activities and proposing a possible date. He signed the letter, “Love, Tommy.”

I wasn’t used to that. I’d had a “puppy love” relationship with a friend in grade school, but that was the extent of my interaction with the opposite sex. I was fifteen years old, close to turning sixteen, and had never previously dated anybody, not even in a group—so I was nervous about going out alone with Tommy. As I entered my high school years, I stayed focused on my goal of becoming a nurse one day, so I didn’t get distracted by dating. A senior football player in one of my classes took more than a casual interest in me, and though the other girls in my class were fawning over him and welcoming the attention of a popular upperclassman, I repeatedly rejected his advances. To me, he was simply annoying.

But Tommy was different. He was a young Christian man. And the more we wrote to one another, the more I liked him…a lot.

Nevertheless, I still felt uneasy when Tommy picked me up in his pickup truck. I sat as close to the door as possible and responded poorly to his feeble attempts at conversation.

For our first date, Tommy took me out for dinner at Spaghetti Warehouse, a casual Italian restaurant in Tampa that was part of a national chain. I dressed really cute, wearing a short—but not too short—dress and flat shoes, as I didn’t want to appear taller than Tommy. Throughout the evening, he was a perfect gentleman. I liked him and appreciated his kindness, but I felt awkward the entire time. I was so nervous I could barely eat, and I felt bad about wasting Tommy’s hard-earned money. During our conversation, I could never be sure if I was saying the right things or responding to Tommy’s statements in a way that resonated with him.

Tommy told me he had been homeschooled most of his life, but he was hoping to attend a private Christian school for his last two years of high school.

“So what do you hope to do in life?” he asked. “What do you want to be?”

“I want to be become a nurse,” I replied, “but I haven’t figured it all out yet,” I said honestly. “If I don’t become a nurse, I want to be a stewardess, a flight attendant, and travel all over the world.”

Tommy looked down at his plate and fiddled with his food. He later told me that when I expressed a desire to be a flight attendant, he didn’t know what to think. Well, she doesn’t want to get married and have a family, he wrongly assumed. According to Tommy’s way of thinking at the time, a woman didn’t carve out her own career unless it was something noble such as nursing or serving as a missionary.

Later I talked with my nana about my dinner with Tommy and said, “If that’s what it feels like, I’m not ready for dating yet.”

I sent Tommy a letter, saying, “I hope you don’t hate me. You are a great person but I’m not ready to date yet.”

Six months went by.

Nana called and said, “Tommy’s birthday is coming up. Why don’t you call him and wish him happy birthday?”

I thought that was a good idea.

Tommy’s birthday was April 1, so I called him—and that’s when we restarted our dating. Although we did some things I wanted to do, most of our dating activities centered around things he enjoyed, such as deer hunting and fishing. I had never hunted before and had only fished a few times, but I was intrigued with life in nature and didn’t mind accompanying Tommy. And of course, we went to church. Tommy never asked me, “What would you like to do?” Really, he never went out of his way to do anything I wanted to do, which should have been a red flag to me. But I was young and in love and didn’t recognize the selfishness Tommy displayed.

Tommy seemed to enjoy giving me instructions about what to do and what not to do in the woods and on the water. He was a perfectionist and wanted me to be the same. One of his sayings when hunting was, “When you shoot, you should only need one bullet. You get ’em the first time.” Later he would teach that same adage to our sons.

Occasionally Tommy went hunting with his father for deer, elk, and bear in Pennsylvania and Northern Canada. They even went near the Arctic Circle hunting caribou, and he often brought down game in only one shot.

He obviously knew how to handle a gun well, and he had good aim.






CHAPTER 4 [image: ] Dating the Prince


Dating the preacher’s son had its advantages. Everywhere we went, people knew Tommy and greeted him respectfully. I was proud to be seen with him. Everyone assumed Tommy was a good guy, and he was—as far as anyone knew. He was kind to me, although he held rigid beliefs about the clothing I ought to wear and whether I should wear makeup. Women in his dad’s congregation were meant to blend in, not stand out, he told me—and with my attractive, soon-to-be-seventeen-year-old features, long dark hair, and stylish clothes, I did not fit that image. When I wore a shorter than knee-length skirt with a cute blouse, I ruffled more than a few feathers, including Tommy’s.

Tommy had three sisters who dressed like their mom, wearing only long skirts and high-collared dresses, revealing little skin. They wore hardly any makeup and never wore jewelry of any kind. We got along fine and found things in common to talk about, but no doubt, when they saw me wearing fashionable clothes, they may have worried about my morals.

Tommy’s parents had already picked out a fine “holiness” young woman they hoped would pique their son’s interest. She fit their favorite profile: no makeup, hair piled high on her head, and dressed in long dresses or skirts.

So when I first went to their home, they didn’t exactly greet me with open arms. They were kind to me, but not warm and fuzzy by any means. The first time Tommy and his parents came to my house to have dinner with my parents, I dressed as I normally would have for a celebratory party. I picked out a cute white crop top, which revealed a few inches of bare midriff and fell off one of my bare shoulders. Then I thought, They really like skirts, so I picked out a short blue skirt. This is going to be perfect! To complete the outfit, I put on a pair of low heels.

It’s a wonder Tommy’s parents didn’t try to cast the demons out of me! Nevertheless, they were sweet to me. Years later Tommy told me, “My parents accept you, but you were not the woman they wanted me to marry.”

I couldn’t imagine such a thing since I’d always felt likable.

When Tommy told me I’d have to change my look if we were to wed, I retorted, “You met and fell in love with me wearing these clothes. I’m not going to change just to marry you.” We broke up over the phone, but despite the cautionary warnings of a close friend, I called Tommy and apologized after a few weeks. “I want to be together,” I told him. And just like that, we were back on as a couple.

Slowly but surely, I submerged my wishes to his desires. For instance, prior to Tommy’s influence, I was a confident young woman who expressed my personality through the way I dressed. I enjoyed dancing, and I modeled at an upscale clothing store at the local mall. When Tommy found out that guys were taking dance lessons in the same classes as me, he demanded that I quit. “I don’t want any other guys dancing with you,” he said. At the time, I considered his jealousy and possessiveness to be endearing qualities, thinking, Oh, he adores me! I was impressed that he wanted me all to himself, so I dropped out of my dance classes. Those same controlling traits of Tommy’s would soon come to terrorize me.

We didn’t have a lot of time for dating since we both held down part-time jobs during high school. I worked as a nursing assistant, and Tommy worked for his dad, helping to build houses around the church. He also earned some extra money doing roofing jobs in the area. Looking for something that offered healthcare benefits, Tommy took a job as a corrections officer, basically a prison guard, despite his father’s opposition. “This will be good,” Tommy told me. “After we get married, we’ll have insurance.”

Whoa, marriage! I was still getting comfortable with dating! Due to the distance between our homes, most of our dates occurred on Saturday or Sunday, when we had time to travel. Many of our dates revolved around church activities. I appreciated Tommy’s dedication to the Lord and to serving in the church. He not only attended services on Sunday mornings and evenings, but on Wednesday evenings as well. So I was happy to go along with him when I was in Avon Park. And, of course, Nana was delighted to see us in church together.
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