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Praise for
Life, In Spite of Me


“Life, In Spite of Me is a remarkable story of life beyond despair and hope that triumphs over tragedy.”

—LOUIE GIGLIO, pastor, Passion City Church/The Passion Movement




“Suicide is a liar and a thief. It promises peace to those who are escaping but delivers unimaginable pain and rejection to those left behind. Kristen Jane Anderson’s riveting story unmasks the thief and gives hope a face.”

—DR. DENNIS RAINEY, president, FamilyLife Ministries




“When I first met Kristen, I was overwhelmed with her smile, and then I saw her wheelchair. It was a defining moment for me. I had not heard her story or why she’d ended up at Moody. But it was her smile—and it is still her smile—that dismantles me. Kristen has something. It is something otherworldly. She had every reason to die, but now she has every reason to live. I hope you’ll read her story, see her smile, and know why she lives.”

—MICHAEL EASLEY, former president, Moody Bible Institute




“Kristen’s story is a great example of what a big God and the resilient human spirit can accomplish. Life, In Spite of Me is a must-read for anyone who struggles with self-doubt or insecurity. I have no question God will use Kristen to transform many lives.”

—TRENT DILFER, Super Bowl XXXV champion quarterback and TV sports analyst




“Kristen’s endearing personality and piercing vulnerability drew me in from the first page to the last. If you are in a pit of despair, this book will give you the strength to hold on. By giving voice to her struggles, Kristen shows that you are not alone and there is a God who sees and will not waste any of your pain. This book is going to save lives.”

—NICOL SPONBERG, singer, songwriter, and former member of the Dove award-winning trio Selah




“From the first time I met Kristen, I knew she was an amazing young lady. As a fellow double amputee, I understand the difficulties she faces every day. Kristen lives with relentless joy and contagious optimism. Her story will infuse you with hope and a passion for life.”

—RON SANTO, Chicago Cubs nine-time All-Star third baseman and radio broadcaster




“Kristen is a trustworthy guide through the difficult issues of depression, facing one’s own choices, self-forgiveness, and discovering authentic faith. Her recovery isn’t a mountaintop experience others are incapable of having, but a real story of perseverance through fear, setbacks, and disappointments. She is an honest and credible teacher for all of us.”

—DR. JOANN NISHIMOTO, clinical psychologist




“An incredible, heart-wrenching story about an incredible God who is always there, however dark it is, and how—standing in the shadows—he saved, healed, and restored his daughter to become a healing agent in a hurting world. A must read.”

—JILL P. BRISCOE, author and speaker
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To God. You are the reason that I live.
Thank you for everything you are. I will love you forever.
To anyone who has ever questioned the point to life
or wondered why you’re alive,
and to those who want to help the hurting.
This book is for you.
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Dear reader,

This is my story. Sometimes it gets a little crazy … you’ll see, but my guess is that in many ways my story and yours are not that different.

Between some of the chapters you will find personal notes from me to you. These include things I wish I had known, things I wish someone had told me back then. I hope you will find what I’ve shared encouraging.

I am praying for you.

Kristen




1
Just Let Me Die

Numb. The cold Illinois wind chilled my body.

Numb. My mind, my heart.

At just past 6:00 p.m., the sky was black, and the icy January air hovered over the ground as a thick, misty fog. Snow clung to the dirt in patches, and my heart felt as dead as the wintry world around me. Silently, I trudged through the park and tugged my knit gloves tighter. I wanted only to be happy and for life to be a little easier, but everything seemed to be getting worse.

On one side of me, the park was dark and silent. Once full of life and laughter, my soul was the same. Play equipment, empty and laced with frost, sat motionless. In the other direction, lights from the town attempted to penetrate the fog. The idea of going home caused a heavy weight to sink in my stomach. I didn’t want to face my parents.

Or my life.

Cold seeped through my jeans and coat as I sat down on the hard wooden seat of a nearby swing. Frozen chains creaked softly, and my thoughts took me back to all the times I’d played at this park during happy childhood days—too many to count. Now I was seventeen; those days were long past.

Why does life have to be so painful?

I turned in the swing, twisting the chains above my head tighter and tighter. Then I released. My body unwound in a slow turn. If only the invisible chains wrapped around my heart would free as easily.

A car drove by, and my body tensed. The park closed at dusk. Policemen patrolled the area, and I knew if they found me they’d send me home.

I don’t want to go back … I just can’t do it.

I’d never hung out in this park at night before. I didn’t like being there, but I had no idea where else to go. I just needed time—time to figure out what to do next.

My gaze turned to the two sets of railroad tracks at the edge of the park. The first set of tracks was empty. A cluster of six cars sat on the second set. I knew the cops wouldn’t be able to see me there.

Sluggishly, I made my way over to the line of railroad cars. My eyes zeroed in on the last car. I climbed up the side of it and sat, dangling my legs. I’m not sure how much time passed. Maybe an hour, maybe two. The danger of sitting on the train car put me on edge. After all the years living so near the railroad tracks, I’d never ventured this close.

I blew warm air into my hands, trying to thaw them, but it did little good.

What’s wrong with me?

Everyone else seemed to be able to handle the burdens, the struggles of life, better than I could. All I wanted was to be happy. To have the perfect life I always thought I had when I was a kid. But my arms had grown tired from trying to hold my fantasy world together.

Lately, it seemed I couldn’t do anything right. I wasn’t there for my friends and family when they needed me. I was doing horribly in school, and I’d become a worry to my family. Now I was “grounded until further notice.” I pushed the most recent argument with my parents out of my mind. And then there was the pain that ran even deeper than that. Memories too painful to think about. I pushed them back below the surface, as I had for months. In the past year I’d started smoking, drinking, and partying with my friends on the weekends, futilely trying to escape the pain.

I looked down at the railroad tracks and remembered a time I’d realized the power of a train. A train would kill anyone in an instant. No one could survive that. If I ever wanted to take my life, if ever … that’s the way I’d do it.

The cold air around me brought me back to the moment. A deeper chill settled into my bones—and my thoughts grew darker; I knew I didn’t want anyone to worry about me anymore. More than that, I wanted the pain to stop.

If I ever want my life to end … this would be my chance.

It’s not going to get better. There’s no reason I need to be here. There’s nothing I’m supposed to do here. They’d be better off without me.

I tried to think of a reason to stay around, to live, but I could think of only one, my two nephews.

I’m not a very good example anymore. They’re probably better off without me anyway, and I don’t have any kids of my own. No younger brothers and sisters either. There’s nothing important I’m supposed to do. My family, my friends … They’ll get over me, right? I’m just causing pain and problems.

I looked around again at the cold, dark night.

This night is icky.

The world is disgusting.

My life sucks.

It could all be over soon, and then I won’t hurt anymore.

I thought about school the next day. The homework I hadn’t done.

I’m such a failure.

Do I want my life to end? If the train comes, should I end it?

Conflicting thoughts ping-ponged, faster, faster.

It’s going to get better.

It isn’t going to get better.

There’s a reason I’m here.

There’s no reason I’m here.

There’s something I’m supposed to do here.

There’s nothing I’m supposed to do here.

I was cold, and it was late. I wanted to leave, but I didn’t know where to go.

Suddenly, a train whistle split the air. My heart pounded. I hadn’t expected the train. Not yet. I still hadn’t decided what to do.

I knew it would be a long time before the next train. This is my chance.

The thoughts came as fast as the train speeding toward me.

I’m so cold. This might be the only train for a while.

If I did it, the pain, the heartache, the numbness would be over.

I’m gonna do it. Soon it will all be over.

I stood between the parked train cars. I glanced across the dip between the tracks I was on and the ones the approaching train was speeding down.

I waited until the train got closer. I didn’t want the engineer to see me. I didn’t want him to stop the train. The large outline of the train’s engine was barely visible beyond the bright headlight. It was almost here.

Heaven waited for me. I was sure of it. I was a good person.

Heaven has to be better than this life.

My heart pounded as I ran up the small bank. The train’s headlight illuminated me. Its horn blared. I tried to push down the fear and shame, turned my face away from the train, and lay facedown.

I clenched my fists, crossed my arms under my head, and braced myself, closing my eyes tight. My head and body lay between the tracks, my legs hung over the rail. I could feel the cold metal against my thighs and the wood and rocks under my stomach. As the train closed in, the ground shook so much that my whole body vibrated. Then the train was upon me, over me.

Pain overwhelmed me. The train roared.

The momentum of the cars pulled at me, as if the train were trying to suck me into itself. The wind tugged harder, wrenching at my jacket and yanking my hair upward. My body rose, lifting slightly.

Then, even more powerful than the wind and the momentum of the train, another force pushed me to the ground. My head and chest hit first, then my hips and legs. Again I felt the power of the train, the shaking of the ground, the roar of it moving over me. The force of the weight pushing me down hurt more than anything else.

Fear coursed through me. I squeezed my eyes tighter.

It’s going to be over now. The pain is going to end. I’ll be in heaven soon.

As the whistle blew again, the vibration of my body stilled.

    The sound stopped. The wind stopped. The train stopped.

Am I dead yet?
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I opened my eyes and looked around. All I could see was train—beside and above me—dark, dirty, oily, but not moving.

Train cars stretched endlessly down the tracks in both directions. To my left, the closest train wheel was two feet away. To my right, an opening between the wheels revealed something next to the tracks. My jeans. And the bright white tennis shoes I got for Christmas.

Disbelief filled me. I was looking at my legs … lying about ten feet away.

This is a horrible nightmare. I need to wake up.

Suddenly, I had to get out from under the train. I felt claustrophobic; everything was closing in. The smell of hot metal and smoke was suffocating. I didn’t know what was real, what wasn’t. I couldn’t think. I didn’t know what to do.

I tried to move my legs to propel myself out. I couldn’t. I lifted my right knee and tried to crawl out, but fell flat.

I have to get out of here …

I sucked in a breath, placed one arm in front of me, and then pulled my body toward it. I did it again with my other arm—army-crawling off the tracks. The pain was dull and deep.

I crawled off the tracks to the large black rocks that sloped beside them. I swung the bottom half of my body around, positioning my legs downward. I leaned back, half-sitting. Sharp rocks poked my back. Even in the cold night, I felt hot all over.

Behind me sat the ominous presence of the train.

I looked down, first to my left. I couldn’t see anything except the ground. I looked to my right, and it appeared as if my right leg ended below the knee. Seeing only half my leg confused me.

I ran my hand below my knee. Nothing was there. My lower leg was gone. As I brought my hand back up to my face, something dark and shiny reflected off my knit glove.

Blood. The train must have cut off my legs. They are gone.

With that realization, the pain hit. It shot through me, sharp and deep, consuming all that was left of me—more pain than my mind could bear. Fear filled my heart.

I’m alive, and I don’t have my legs.

Cries choked me, filling my throat and pouring from me.

“Mom. Mom! Mo-o-o-o-m!” I knew she couldn’t hear me. No one could.

My body shook, and my cries became a scream. My hands trembled, my teeth clattered. Cold air hit my face. Heat consumed my body, especially my legs.

My cries became whimpers. “Help me,” I mouthed.

I’d never felt so helpless.

I couldn’t help myself even if I wanted to. And I did want to. I wanted to move. I wanted to run away from this nightmare. Heaviness settled over me, a mix of fear and disbelief.

My body felt heavy too, as if I were chained to the ground and couldn’t stand up. My stomach sank deeper. My heart ached.

Then a new fear struck me. What if someone was looking for me? The engineer must have seen me, because he had stopped the train. I didn’t want anyone to find me. I didn’t want help. I just wanted to die.

I knew I must have been losing a lot of blood. Surely death would come soon. God, let me die; just let me go to heaven.

Frustrated tears overwhelmed me. Intense pain continued to course through me. The sobs came harder. I crossed my arms and laid my head on them, just as I had on the tracks. I turned onto my stomach, clenching my fists once again, and cried into my arms. Suddenly, a peaceful sensation flowed over me, as if a warm blanket had been wrapped around me. The comfortable presence was indescribable. I sensed that everything was going to be okay.

I could still feel the pain in my body, the aching of my heart, but it was in the background. The world around me was muted. I must be dying. Maybe I’ll be in heaven soon.

A song filled my mind. There was no clear voice, yet there were words, sharp and clear, playing ten times louder than the music.


Amazing grace, how sweet the sound,
That saved a wretch like me.
I once was lost, but now am found.
Was blind, but now I see.



The song played over and over and over. I knew the end was near. It could only be music from heaven.

As the song ended, the peace remained. This is it. This is the end. I prayed I was a good enough person for heaven, hoping that I was. My body relaxed, and I felt lighter … lighter …

Then … a whisper of a touch on my face pulled me back to reality. Back to the moment. Back to the pain.

I opened my eyes, and they met with those of a rescue worker. His eyes widened, and his mouth dropped open. He stepped back slightly, as if unsure he believed what he saw.

Pain surged, and a war erupted within me. I was close to death, and I didn’t want to come back.

Confusion filled my mind. How can I still be alive?

In an instant the man gathered himself, as if realizing what he needed to do. He looked toward the park and then slipped the radio off his belt. He spoke into it, giving his location and my status.

Anger coursed through me. I didn’t want anyone to come. I didn’t want anyone to save me.

“Over here!” he called.

Just let me die. I opened my mouth to speak, but the words didn’t come.

The pain was unbearable. It has to be over soon.

A half-dozen rescuers hovered above me. Their intent, focused faces mirrored how serious my injuries were.

One man used scissors to cut away my coat. My favorite, yellow down coat. Small feathers fluttered everywhere, covering me.

Stop, leave me alone. Stop!

“What’s your name?” A paramedic in a blue uniform approached.

“Kristen. Kristen Anderson.”

“Are you alone?”

“Yes.”

“What happened?” He leaned over me, looking into my eyes.

I swallowed hard, wincing from the pain. “The train … It ran over me.”

The man turned away. “We need to stabilize her.”

“An ambulance is on its way.”

“Careful … watch her neck.”

“She’s lost a lot of blood.”

“Call ahead and tell them it’s a young, female patient. Legs severed …”

Watching everything, I was powerless. I felt like I was part of a television show, a movie, or a nightmare. It was surreal. This wasn’t me. This was someone else. This wasn’t happening.

I will wake up. But the pain told me it was real.

I felt vulnerable, helpless.

A radio crackled.

I couldn’t see where the sound came from because of the fog.

My mind felt like that fog—cold and too thick to penetrate.

The voice on the radio cut in and out.

“On the count of three, let’s get her onto this stretcher.”

No! Don’t help. Just leave me alone. Let me die.

“One, two, three …”

I braced to be moved, braced for the pain.

My body moved, and they carried me to the ambulance and loaded me inside.

Two people climbed into the ambulance with me.

I thought about my parents. I thought about the hospital bills. I didn’t want my family to have to pay for the doctors to save me, especially when I didn’t want to be saved.

My heart pounded as I looked around the inside of the ambulance. Someone took my hand. A woman’s kind eyes peered down at me. “You’ll be okay. Stay with us. Everything will be fine. Just hold on, sweetheart.” Her words were gentle, concerned, motherly. A part of me clung to those words. Yet another part of me rejected them.

I looked away.

“You’re going to be okay.” Her voice was like a soothing balm, but I didn’t want to be okay. I didn’t want anyone working on me. Didn’t want to go to the hospital.

Before I knew it, we were there. They quickly removed the stretcher from the ambulance and rolled it into the hospital.

A police officer hovered over me. “Why were you at the tracks?”

“I laid down in front of the train.”

“Why?”

I hesitated. “My parents?”

Anger rose inside me. I knew it was so much more than that. It wasn’t their fault. But how could I explain? I just wanted this man to leave me alone.

I glanced around as I was wheeled through the emergency-room doors and into a room on the left. It had large, yellow tiles on the walls. Medical equipment and machines filled the room. People hovered over me, touching me.

Go away. Leave me alone.

They moved me to another table. More needles. With their every effort I felt my space invaded, my body violated, my plans destroyed.

“Someone needs to call her parents.” I couldn’t see the woman who was speaking.

“What’s your parents’ phone number?”

I gave it to her, and she hurried away. I couldn’t see her, but I could tell she was using a phone in the corner of the room. A minute later she was back.

“No one is answering at your parents’ house. What’s another number we can call?”

“You can call my sister, Stacey.” I gave her that number too.

The paramedics had braced my neck, so I could only look straight up. Around me doctors and nurses worked. They stuck IV needles in me and hooked me up to various machines.

What is Stacey going to say? What is everyone going to think?

I pictured my sister picking up the phone, and my stomach turned. I imagined her being worried about me, scared.

The nurse’s voice carried from across the room. “Yes, we have Kristen here. There’s been a train accident. Please inform her parents. We suggest you get here as soon as possible. We’re taking her into surgery.”

A few minutes later, they wheeled me down the hallway toward the operating room. Everything smelled medical, disinfected, sterile. My mind raced back and forth.

Is this real or a horrible nightmare?

I watched the ceiling above me. Tiles and lights. Tiles and lights. They flashed by as we hurried on. Tiles and lights.

The doctor and medical personnel jogged at my side.

“Am I going to live?”

The doctor looked at me. “I don’t know. You’ve lost a lot of blood.”




	
If you’re struggling with suicidal thoughts …


I know how you feel. Life is harder and more painful than you ever thought it could be. You’re not sure if it’s worth it, but I’m telling you there is so much to live for—more than you have ever experienced or imagined. Somehow, I hope my story will show that to you.

Please don’t give up. You are not alone. There is a God who made you, and he’s not as far away as you may think. He is always near. Wherever you go, whatever you do, he will be with you. He loves you, and he wants to comfort you, heal the hurt in your heart, and carry you through this life. Let him in.

God has an amazing plan for your life, even if you don’t have a plan for yourself. He has hope for you, even if you don’t have hope for yourself. He loves you immensely, even when you don’t love yourself. And he sees beauty in you, even when all you see is a mess.

Suicide is never the answer. There is too much to live for. Keep fighting. Please don’t give up. Reach out for help. You won’t regret it. Your heart can be filled with hope, just like mine and so many others have been.

Love, Kristen




2

It Wasn’t Supposed to Turn Out This Way

My eyes fluttered open, and I looked around. Where am I? My body felt heavy, as if a large weight had pushed me deep into the mattress. My mouth was dry, and I licked my lips.

What is my family doing here? My parents, brother, sister, and brother-in-law were standing around the room, arms crossed over their chests. Their faces were somber, and their eyes lowered. No one was talking; they were all looking down at the floor. Something’s wrong. An ache settled in my chest. Not pain, but a deep knowing that I was the reason for their worry.

My mom looked up first, and our eyes met. She hurried to the side of my bed. All eyes lifted and turned in my direction.

“Honey, we’re so glad you’re okay.” Her gaze was full of love and concern.

Why is she saying that? I heard her words, but I didn’t understand what she was talking about. Then I remembered. I remembered crawling off the tracks, the crying, the pain. I remembered the rescuers.

“Mom, they cut my coat. They cut my clothes.” I felt bad that my nice things were now ruined.

“Oh, sweetie, it’s okay. We can get you new ones.” My mom’s voice was gentle. “We’re just glad you’re okay.”

I heard her words but was too tired to respond. Her face faded to gray, and I felt myself slipping away.
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It could have been hours or days that passed—I wasn’t sure. I heard another voice, but it wasn’t my mother’s. “Kristen.”

A man nudged me awake. My eyelids were heavy, but I struggled to open them and focus. I was lying on my right side, facing the window, my back to the man.

“Kristen, I’m your doctor. I need you to look at me. I need to tell you about your injuries.”

I glanced over my shoulder to meet his gaze. I knew he didn’t have anything good to tell me, and I didn’t want to hear what he had to say. I looked away, instead focusing on the tall trees outside my window.

“Your left leg is severed well above the knee. And your right leg is severed below the knee. You may be able to walk again someday with the use of prosthetics.”

I heard the words, but I didn’t engage my heart or mind in what he was saying. I didn’t want to talk about it. Or think about it. Sleepiness tugged at me, and I was all too willing to submit. I needed an escape from the truth.

My half-opened eyes fluttered shut, and sleep pulled me into its dark, consuming grasp.

[image: ]

When I woke again, it took a moment for my eyes to focus. White curtains covered a glass door. The curtains were partially open, and I could see part of the hall and a door to another hospital room. Flowers, balloons, and cards filled the table by my bed and the counter across the room.

Pink, red, blue balloons and varied bouquets brought brightness to the space. The scent of roses mellowed the hospital smell.

My mom stood by the table, straightening the cards. Mom …

My dad, sister, and brother sat in chairs. Everyone was quiet. My mind slowly cleared, as if layers of gauze were being unwound from my head, like the wrappings on a mummy.

My head was clearer, but I felt icky. My hair. My body. I wanted to get cleaned up. I felt awful and imagined I must look awful too.

I touched my face and felt dried mascara around my eyes, streaked from my crying. My skin felt crusty. Hair that clung to my face felt greasy. Dried blood flaked on my hand where they put in the IVs. More than anything, I wanted a shower. I wanted to be clean—to feel clean.

“Mom, can I call Kelley?”

Kelley had been a close friend since second grade. She was tall, thin, blond, and beautiful, and I felt more comfortable around her than anyone. We could always talk about everything. We’d often get ready together before we went out on the weekends. I knew she could help me. And I wanted her to be here with me.

My mom dialed Kelley’s number on the hospital phone in my room, and then handed me the receiver. A moment later, my friend’s voice came over the phone.
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