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Praise for Fallen

“This is one of the most powerful stories of redemption I’ve ever read. With heart-wrenching honesty, Fallen details the journey into darkness that almost cost Annie her life. If you’ve ever wondered if it’s possible to fall too far to be saved, then read on!”

Sheila Walsh
Author of Loved Back to Life

“This is a story about true redemption: painfully brutal and ultimately beautiful. My friend Annie’s real and raw life story will inspire you to trust in a God who can pull us from the depths of our pain and bring us to a place of true pleasure that only comes from above. Get ready, Fallen will change your life.”

Brian “Head” Welch
KoRn and New York Times best-selling author of Save Me from Myself

“Annie Lobert’s story will help women realize that they are worthy of love and can be free, no matter what they’ve been through. Annie has opened her heart in such a raw and beautiful way in Fallen. I am so grateful for her courage to share her narrative in order to impart hope to all who read it.”

Lisa Bevere
Messenger International and best-selling author
Lioness Arising, Kissed the Girls and Made Them Cry, and Fight Like a Girl
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To Jesus Christ, who redeemed and rescued me.

To my husband, Oz Fox, for loving me and never being intimidated by my past.

To my family and all my friends, past and present, who have been with me on my incredible journey to wholeness.

To all those who are still out there lost and looking for a way home. If you keep searching, you will find your way. Never give up.
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PROLOGUE

“BREAK YOURSELF!”

A beating is all it took. An hour of fury unleashed, blood splattering onto the sparkling white floor while my boyfriend-turned-pimp smashed my head repeatedly into the kitchen cabinets.

“Break yourself!” he demanded. In other words, “hand over the money.” The money I had just made turning tricks on the Las Vegas Strip. As his hands clutched my throat, his nails marking my skin, my defiant cries for him to stop turned into desperate gasps for breath. The punches ensued, and I blacked out.

I drifted in and out of consciousness, coming to while being choked and punched in my face and ribs. Another blow by his large fist knocked me out. When I opened my eyes the next time, I was lying facedown in a pile of fresh dog feces in the backyard. Mixed with the tears that streamed down my face, the blood on my face ran pink, leaving a putrid taste in my mouth.

Though likely suffering a concussion, I tried to regain my bearings. My vision blurred between the tears and the feces, I saw the man I was in love with. Drops of blood stained his stark white shirt, his eyes full of rage. “You’re lucky to be with me, let alone be alive! I won’t be having any disrespectful attitude!” he screamed with a flurry of obscenities. “I love you! Don’t you know that?! Wipe them tears off your face and shut up before I take you out to the desert and bury you six feet under! This is pimpin’! Imma be your boss from now on!”

My worst fears had come true. The man I had given my heart to really was a pimp. It was official. I had been broken. In pimp culture, that meant I now worked for him as his slave and would have to hand over every dollar I earned. That night I found myself in the game. Green, wet behind the ears, I would learn the rules as I played, breaking them at times and almost paying for the lapses with my life.

I lay on the ground practically lifeless, my nostrils filling with the reeking stench of patched grass, feces, and blood, the metallic taste dripping down my throat. I could hear my now-pimp continuing his rant of obscenities. As his berating monologue trailed off, I waited to wake up. Surely this is a dream, and any moment now it’ll be over. Oh dear God, please let me wake up, I’m begging You!

Only it wasn’t. It was just the beginning.

Out in the backyard of my best friend’s house in Sin City, getting the living daylights beaten out of me, I thought of simpler times. Home. Winters spent making angels in the deep, thick Minnesota snow. Summers on my bike, dipping up and down steep and winding country roads. My parents, who had worked hard and had done their best to raise me right.

What had happened to me? How on earth did I find myself bound to a pimp who demanded my obedience and loyalty by attempting to beat the very life out of me? I had wanted to escape this life before, but now I felt trapped.


CHAPTER 1

LITTLE GIRL LOST

“When one’s lost, I suppose it’s good advice to stay where you are, until someone finds you. But who’d ever think to look for me here?”
—Alice in Alice in Wonderland

I entered the world on September 26, 1967, in southern Minneapolis, during the summer of love. Bell-bottoms ruled, miniskirts were the rage, mood rings were hip, Twiggy was queen, and the Beatles and the Doors blared.

I’ll always consider myself a Minnesota girl, even though we lived in Illinois and Wisconsin as well. Because we moved around a lot, I was the “new girl” most of my young life, with my sense of security stripped away wherever I went. As difficult as that was, a part of me liked creating adventures in new places—from the turkey farm echoing with incessant gobbling to a brownstone-lined suburb of Chicago to a house next door to a synagogue where deeply religious Jews showed us compassion many times over when we were in need.

I loved my mama, Joann, dearly. Raised Catholic, she came from a large Polish family of nine siblings. As a little girl, I was attached to her at the hip. Wherever she went, I followed on her heels, sometimes even hanging on to her purse straps to make sure she was close. She made me feel safe when I was around her. We could talk about anything, and I knew that she always had my best interest at heart. I felt genuinely loved through her gentle grace and kindness.

My father, Chet, on the other hand, was not so gentle and kind. Dad served in the air force for a few years, and his personality reflected the strict, regimented military lifestyle. Originally from Chicago and of German and French descent, his roots trace back to Amsterdam, home of the famous red light district.

My sister, Diane, was the firstborn, and she took to her part well. She was smart, artistic, played the piano, and knew how to sew and cook. I looked up to Diane, who always did the right thing, but I was sometimes envious of her. I never forgot the comparisons my mom and dad would occasionally make about the two of us.

Unbeknownst to my family at the time, my sister was born with Marfan syndrome, a genetic disorder that affects the body’s connective tissue and causes rapid and excessive growth; we just thought she was unusually skinny and tall. Diane was teased a lot growing up. The kids nicknamed her “Buck Teeth” because of her overbite and “Bean Pole” because she was so thin. I often stuck up for her, regardless of my resentment toward her, because I knew what a great person she was. After all, she was my sis!

My brother Bill was almost two years older than I, and he was my protector. If anyone tried to give me a hard time as a kid, he would always step in and stop it. My little brother, Charlie, is two years younger than I and was a big clown who loved instigating trouble. He made life fun with his wild ways and playful personality. He would sometimes mercilessly pick dumb fights with me while Bill would sweep in like a knight in shining armor to rescue me and save the day. We Lobert kids loved each other. Though we had our share of typical sibling rivalry and conflicts, we were as thick as thieves.

Dad was the disciplinarian in the family. He had a deep, powerful voice that carried throughout the house. Whenever he yelled, I stopped dead in my tracks, whether I was skidding on the kitchen floor in my dirty socks or playing with my Barbie dolls in my room. His anger frightened me. Since I can remember, I was deathly afraid of making him mad.

If we kids didn’t follow through with a task or chore according to what he considered was the right way, well, there was serious hell to pay. Out would come the forked leather belt, the end intentionally cut into straps. Like most parents of that generation, my father instilled the fear of beatings into us, the punishment for sassing, getting out of line, or rough-housing. While my brothers bore the brunt of Dad’s physical anger, I was always worried that I would be next in line. It seemed I was forever waiting my turn.
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While living in Minneapolis, my mom took us to church every Sunday. I enjoyed Sunday school because the teachers passed out candy and cupcakes, but the preaching during the service was long and boring. Week after week, the preacher’s words strung together hypnotically and many times would make me fall asleep. The only time I sat up and paid close attention was during Christmas Eve services. I felt something pure and perfect, completely peaceful, during those services. Perhaps it was the presence of God. I would feel it so deeply and would cry when the choir sang melodies like “Ave Maria” and “Silent Night,” because I knew instinctively there was good in the world. There just had to be. Jesus saw me and what I was going through. He had come to make all the wrongs done to me right.

I remember countless times watching tears stream down Mama’s face during the last lackluster hymn on a regular Sunday right before the service concluded. “Mama,” I would whisper, tugging the hem of her flowery print dress. “Why are you crying?” She would turn to me, a sadness in her eyes, and whisper back, “Hush now, Annie, be a good girl.” I felt so bad for her. I could see she was deeply anguished. I didn’t know what made her so upset, but I wanted to fix it.

I wondered if she cried because of Daddy. I knew his rage well. My father’s violent behavior, his intimidating, booming voice, his insistence on harsh discipline—all those things caused me to fear him. Not only that, my memory would flash back to images of my dad yelling at my mom and punching her in the nose or eye to punish her for arguing with him. When he hit her I felt so bad for her … powerless and helpless. I tried to distance myself from him, spending a lot of time in my room under my bed or hanging outside with my friends. When I was around him, I walked on eggshells, careful not to do anything to make him angry.

We had a bittersweet relationship. While I was extremely afraid of Daddy, I still longed for him to accept and love me. After all, I loved him, no matter what he did. I really did. And I thought if I was good enough, I could make him happy and finally earn his love.

Dad’s words had a hold over me, and usually the things he said weren’t so nice. I remember hanging out at the first Target in town with my friends when I was eight years old. On a dare, I stole some plastic toy Barbie shoes, stuffing my pockets full of the tiny high heels. Nervous and scared walking out of Target and into the parking lot, I was tapped on the shoulder. I turned around to look and my stomach instantly felt ill. I was apprehended by a security guard, who to me looked like Jesus, if Jesus happened to be a hippie with glasses and long hair. When I got home, I had to tell my father what had happened. I will never forget how afraid I was because I knew the punishment that was coming.

His words stung. “So you’re a thief now? Why would you do something like that? What a bad little girl. Shame on you, Annie! Stupid girl!”

Surprisingly, I didn’t get a severe whooping. My punishment was worse. Dad grounded me for a full thirty days. The worst part was that it was in the middle of summer vacation! I wasn’t allowed to leave the house, not even to go into the backyard to play. Every night as I rested my head on my pillow, I felt the guilt and shame of his words cover me with more weight than my heavy blanket.

Thief.

Bad.

Stupid.

Throughout my childhood, I was lost in my father’s anger, unsure of his love for me. I felt disconnected from him, and always hoped that maybe someday a bond would develop. The absence of love I felt from my father growing up left a life-sized hole in my heart that I became quite adept at trying to fill—usually with all the wrong things.

Years later, as an adult, I visited my parents in Wisconsin on Christmas, with the hopes of telling my dad I forgave him for how he treated me growing up. I had a deep sense of how important it was to do, not for him, but for me. It was part of my healing process. But as I opened my mouth to tell him, my dad bowed his head slightly and said, barely above a whisper, “Annie, I need to tell you something. I need to ask you to forgive me. I didn’t treat you right growing up. My dad raised me pretty rough. He did things to me I can’t talk about right now. I didn’t know how to be a father. And I’m sorry.” My father’s voice trembled as tears slid down the face of a man I had rarely seen cry.

My tears joined his, and I reached out for his hand, rough from years of manual labor, worn from age and hard work. I held his hand as the stillness of the holy moment consumed us. I didn’t even have to broach the topic. I didn’t have to say a word. Dad said it all. And all the years of harshness, of feeling disconnected from him, of feeling unloved, unraveled in truth. Hurt people hurt people. And I finally understood why he acted the way he did—he was abused harshly as a child by my grandfather.

Don’t get me wrong. I always loved my dad. I saw the good in him. I knew how much fun he could be. Sometimes he’d play games with us, his bellowing voice softened by hearty laughter. He would take us on fishing and camping adventures to lakes up north in Minnesota and Wisconsin. Other times he’d take us on wild rides on our snowmobiles in the cold and snowy Minnesota winters and hit the four-wheelers when spring and summer came. We always got the latest toys before the other kids in town. I thought it was strange because we didn’t have much money, certainly nothing extra we could afford to spend on frivolous things. What I didn’t know was that he was depleting his retirement account with those purchases. Maybe it was a way to relieve the guilt he felt for being harsh with us.

Guilt makes you do funny things. It’s a powerful emotion that changes how you look at, react, and respond to people, situations, and life. Guilt that stems from a place of confusion is a tricky thing. While it may not be legitimate, it can still shape you. And it can create in you a shame that grows and festers for years.
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When I was nine years old, I hung out with a girl a few years older than me from my school. Every now and then I’d spend the night. We’d watch TV way past midnight, shovel popcorn in our mouths, and talk about nothing too important—you know, little-girl stuff.

On one particular sleepover, I woke up early one morning and found her on top of me, groping my body. No more little-girl stuff. I was shocked, grossed out. I didn’t know exactly what she was doing; I just knew it made me feel awkward and uncomfortable. “I don’t want to do that,” I said, wrangling my body out from under hers. My friend just shrugged and began talking about her record collection.

I was so embarrassed, and I didn’t want to make a big deal about it. I tried to forget about it, hoping it was an isolated incident. But something similar happened weeks later. And then again. I was so confused. She was my friend, yet I felt violated. I was afraid to tell anyone, and the guilt consumed me. I blamed myself for what happened and wondered if God could ever forgive me. I decided then that I was a dirty little girl, undeserving of redemption. I carried the shame with me over the years, blaming myself time after time when others mistreated or even abused me. I felt responsible. The instinctive voice in my head said it was always my fault.

At the time of the abuse, I began attending a Lutheran parochial school. My previous elementary school had closed down, and my father didn’t like the neighborhood the new school was in. My parents had enrolled me in what I was sure would be a stuffy eight-hour bore fest, given my church experience. I was gloriously wrong.

There I discovered a faith rooted in love and joy. My teacher, Miss Barbara, glowed with something special that I couldn’t quite figure out at first. Then I realized what it was. She was never worried. She never seemed to have a bad day. She had peace, and always wore a genuine smile. I wanted to be like her, happy, confident, and full of joy. She would play the guitar in class and sing songs. The first one I ever learned was “I got the joy-joy-joy-joy down in my heart.” With sweet kindness in her eyes, she shared how Jesus was my friend and loved me so much, and that there wasn’t anything or anybody who could stop Him from loving me.

Seeds were planted. I wanted the kind of love that Miss Barbara spoke of, the kind of love it was evident she felt. I started to believe that Jesus loved me, that it was possible to be loved, even when I wasn’t perfect and I messed up. However, that small sense of inner security would sadly be ripped away whenever the neighborhood girl made sexual advances.

I had my first real crush when I was nine, and I was pretty sure I was going to go steady with him. As far as I was concerned, I was all grown up and knew what I was doing. He was the first boy to hold my hand, the first to share a kiss. My ecstasy at finding true love was short-lived, however, as my parents had to pull me out of the school because they couldn’t afford the tuition any longer.

Crushing on that kid revealed my deep-rooted desire for love, for a fairy tale. It was in my bones. Disney movies established a precedent for my romantic expectations—specifically the part about falling in love and living happily ever after. That whimsical notion was the focus of every movie I watched and consequently became the goal of my life. I was Cinderella. I knew there was a fancy life-changing ball that I was going to be invited to one day. How hard could it be, right?

I wanted my prince. I needed him. I pined after the image of a well-dressed, handsome, smart guy who would buy me roses and sweep me off my feet. I think those unrealistic expectations set the stage for me to become boy crazy in my preteen years. I constantly giggled around boys and craved their attention. I mean, it was all about the boys! I’d get butterflies in my stomach when a cute guy would smile approvingly at me or dole out a compliment.
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Right before I entered the sixth grade, we moved to Balsam Lake, Wisconsin, a little country town about seventy miles from Minneapolis. My parents had bought property there a few years earlier, and Dad wanted out of the city because his job was stressing him out. He loved the country life, the peaceful setting of the great outdoors, the pace of farmers who weren’t bound by time clocks and demanding bosses. I didn’t want to move. I finally had established some roots in Minneapolis. I had friends. I knew all the kids in the neighborhood, and everyone knew me.

For the first six months, we lived in a trailer without running water while my dad and brothers built our new home. We had to shower at our neighbors’ down the road. I hated it. It was embarrassing and inconvenient, and once again I was the new girl on the block, but this time I lived way out in the country and had to ride a bus for over an hour just to get to the middle school.

The kids there were stuck up, and the pressure to fit in was overwhelming, especially because I was in a physically awkward stage. I was flat as a board, but my mom took me shopping for a bra anyway. Could life get any worse? I hated school, but I didn’t hate boys. And the few girlfriends I had just added to the problem because we were constantly talking about cute boys we thought we were in love with.

I did hate being picked last in gym class. Hated when teachers called on me and I would get tongue-tied, tripping up my words. Hated when I was made fun of because I didn’t wear cool layered polo shirts, boat shoes, or turtlenecks with specks of stars and hearts on them like the popular girls did. I hated being called ugly names by girls and getting pushed and punched in the stomach by boys (whom I later found out had crushes on me). Basically I hated the way I was treated at school. I felt unlovable and was convinced there was something seriously wrong with me.

My one escape was music. I could play the piano by ear since I was five. And in the eighth grade, I taught myself how to play the guitar, plucking away on a cheap acoustic my sister had found at a yard sale. I would hear songs on the radio and strum along. At night I’d listen to the lulling sounds of classical music on my Walkman, floating away on the heavenly melodies of Mozart and Handel. I loved music. And yet, not even the classics could soothe my pain. I had so much pent-up angst that was dying to escape.

I know now this is unfair to my dad, but at the time I resented him. I resented him for spending money to build up his antique collection while making me shop at garage sales or the local church basement for my outfits. I resented him for not understanding how important it was for me to fit in with all the cool kids. I resented not being able to participate in after-school activities because we lived too far away and didn’t have the money for it anyway. Dad tried his best—I know that now—but somewhere between the resentment I felt toward him and the exhausting climb to try to win his approval, I snapped. I figured I might as well try the bad route but keep it quiet, like a secret rebellion. Because the good route wasn’t getting me anywhere I wanted to be.

I started stealing Dad and Mom’s cigarettes. My friends and I would hightail it into the woods on our three-wheelers and smoke in secret, hanging out on a hill overlooking our property. Cigarette dangling from my mouth, I’d peer through a small clearing amid the dense grove of red pine trees, puffing out circles of smoke (I didn’t inhale yet), and watch Dad work on the house below. I felt a sense of satisfaction, doing something behind his back. Look at me, Dad. Look at what I’m doing. Oh wait, you can’t. Nah-nah-nah-nah-nah. My parents never knew I smoked. Perfume and gum masked the telltale odor.

Taking a cue from Daisy Mae Dukes, the sexy character from the original Dukes of Hazzard show, I started slicing off my jeans and wore the shortest cutoffs possible. The higher my shorts, the happier I was. I was proud of my super lean body. I rode my bike constantly along the hilly country roads so my legs were thin but muscular. On one hand, I had no problem showing off my physique; on the other hand, I never felt thin enough. I was always on a diet. I was also a part-time bulimic. Fearing that I would gain a pound, I would sneak into the bathroom and discard food if I felt too full after I ate. The scale became my best friend and my worst enemy. I’d obsessively step on it five to ten times a day, my eyes glued to the red dial as it jiggled furiously to its resting place, to what I hoped would be a skinny number.

There was something to be said about the way I looked and the attention it commanded. I would walk down the country roads of Wisconsin with my friends and wave at men, young and old alike, driving in their cars. Sometimes I even boldly flashed cars that whooshed by just to see what kind of reaction I would get. It was exhilarating. The attention from the opposite sex gave me a thrill like no other. It boosted my confidence, and my self-esteem soared. I felt proud, beautiful, wanted. This was a new feeling I craved and wanted more of.

I was in the ninth grade, right before our final move to another town, when I was sexually abused again. A cute senior liked me. He was older, mature, and, boy, was I spellbound by his sweet words and warm kisses. He would pick me up at the house and we’d go for long drives, stopping atop scenic hills to make out. One afternoon he slid his hands down my pants. I was taken aback and embarrassed, but afraid to push him away or say no. I truly believed if I let him have his way, he would like me even more. It was such a pattern—doing things I really didn’t want to do because I thought it was the only way I’d ever experience love. I was crushed and confused the next day when he left a note for me on my school locker saying he never wanted to see me again.

I thought he liked me. I thought letting him touch me would guarantee a relationship. I should have learned my lesson, but I continued to act out in different ways and with different men.

[image: image]

When we moved to Frederick, thirty miles away, I was determined to fit in, so I joined as many after-school activities as I could (although that was short-lived because I didn’t have a way to get home) and regularly attended parties following football and basketball games to smoke cigarettes and drink beer with all the cool kids. And then I met my first real boyfriend.

Jake was a gorgeous football player, and I was smitten. I had found my prince. We fell in love hard and fast. Jake was a master at pulling my heartstrings and knew exactly how to woo me into romantic oblivion, surprising me with red roses at the most random times and showering me with sweet compliments while looking deep into my eyes with his dreamy blue eyes.

It wasn’t long before he told me he loved me and wanted to consummate our relationship with sex. I wasn’t ready yet. When I told him, he freaked out and put the pressure on, but I wouldn’t budge. I needed time. I can’t remember who initiated the breakup, but it happened. And I was devastated.

A few weeks later I agreed to go with a girlfriend of mine to a keg party after a football game one night. I got drunk. Some guy I vaguely remember, who was in his early twenties, started flirting with me and led me upstairs to a dark bedroom. In a matter of a few blurry seconds, he pushed me down on the bed and grabbed the top of my pants, roughly pulling them down to my ankles with a force that shocked me. As inebriated as I was, I lashed out at him with my fingernails and began to claw whatever flesh my hands could touch. When I heard the rip of a condom package opening and the unzipping of his jeans, I screamed and fought my way out of his strong grip, continuing to claw his chest. My heart pounded as I ran out of the room, down the stairs, and through the crowd of teenage partiers who were dancing. With shaking hands, I pulled my girlfriend Jennifer out of the intoxicated mob and whispered, “Someone just tried to rape me.”

She drove me home, dumbfounded, as I sat in silence and numbly fixed my sight ahead. I felt a familiar sense of guilt wash over me. I closed my eyes, trying to stuff away the fuzzy memory of a stranger forcing himself on me, but the voices of shame echoing in my heart only grew louder. It’s my fault. I deserved the attempted rape. I didn’t tell another soul, and as days passed into weeks, I became better at pretending, ignoring the violation, pressing it further back into my memory until only broken bits remained.

Jake and I ended up getting back together, and by then I was ready, willing, and able to give him what he wanted. Making love to him for the first time was a special moment to me. I looked at my virginity as a gift, and I thought that by giving Jake this piece of me, I would keep him, that a part of him would always remain connected to me.

Young love is manipulative, full of lies that can easily poison a naive and desperate heart. It tricks you into thinking it will last forever, that the one you love is the only one for you, that you will marry him, have cute babies who never cry, and live a perfect white-picket-fence life. It’s magic, complete with castles, pixie dust, and fairy tales. I was convinced Jake and I were the real deal. Then I learned he was cheating on me with three different girls. I was devastated. My heart cried, But he promised this was forever! Jake didn’t deny or confirm my accusations. He just looked at me with no expression whatsoever and said, “Well, let’s break up then.” His apathy hit me hard. I cried myself to sleep every night for weeks.

Once I allowed the sadness its due, though, I became hell-bent on getting my groove back by drinking a bit more at parties, smoking pot, and finding another boyfriend. And even though I was looking for love, a hardness of heart developed as time went by, with more failed relationships and more sexual abuse. I was embittered by men, determined not to let another one hurt me like Jake had ever again.

I graduated from high school in 1986 with a huge chip on my shoulder. The pain of betrayal and continuing absence of paternal affection snowballed into this hunger for revenge. I made it my mission to be successful, to show everyone I believed robbed me of my happiness who the real boss was. I couldn’t wait to get the heck out of that little town in Wisconsin.

I made plans to stay with my sister, Diane, in her tiny two-bedroom basement apartment, a mere seven blocks from bustling downtown Minneapolis. I had thought about college, but it didn’t seem like it was going to happen. My parents neither encouraged nor dissuaded me going to school. They certainly didn’t have the cash to pay my tuition. So I determined to work, save up money, and eventually go to college. Then I’d become a successful business chick
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