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By MARGIE O’LOUGHLIN and 
TESHA M. CHRISTENSEN

The 200 students who left 
South High School to be a part 
of the Global Climate Strike on 
Friday, Sept. 20, 2019, were not 
allowed to participate in their 
homecoming football game and 
related activities that night.

Because of  that ,  senior 
Claire Hennen made the tough 
choice to not attend the strike 
so that she could go to her last 
homecoming pep rally during 

seventh hour.
It wasn’t an easy choice to 

make, and she’s frustrated by 
the district’s decision to pro-
hibit students from returning to 
school grounds for events later 
in the day.

“ I  c a r e  a b o u t  c l i m a t e 
change,” said Hennen. “It affects 
us, but people don’t give us the 
chance to say anything.”

She added, ‘That’s why I 
think older people need to step 
up for us.” 

Students strike despite MPS 
policy

Despite the school district’s 
policy, many students at all 
grade levels participated in the 
Global Climate Strike held three 
days before the UN Climate 
Summit in New York City. 

Protests were held in more 
than 150 countries around the 
world to demand transforma-
tive action to address the cli-
mate crisis. 

Rain gardens improving
water quality 
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By TESHA M. CHRISTENSEN
Jennifer* grew up in a lov-

ing, two-parent household in the 
suburbs. She didn’t think she was 
in an abusive marriage but she 
knew that after five years and two 
kids, she had to get out. On the 
day he started screaming at her 
in front of her mom, she decid-
ed she’d had enough. She kicked 
him out.

It was only later that some-
one gave her a label for what she 
had experienced: domestic vio-
lence or intimate partner terror-
ism.

“I was so naïve,” admitted 
Jennifer, age 41. “I am an exam-
ple of someone who is educated 
and grew up in a loving home, 
but had no idea that emotional, 
financial, or psychological abuse 
existed – or what it was.”

A  bus iness  and  French 
major, Jennifer had gone back to 
earn her master’s from Carlson in 
business management. She dated 
Dave* for two years and they got 

married in 2011. Their son was 
born in 2013, and their daughter 
was an infant in 2016 when they 
split up.

No, she didn’t see any signs
“The number one question I 

get is ‘Did I see any signs?’” Jen-
nifer pointed out. 

“No I didn’t. That question 
isn’t helpful. People think I went 
to Vegas and married a douche-
bag. When we first started dating, 
he came across as very alluring.” 
He was well-groomed, took care 
of himself and was attractive. 
“He didn’t fit the mold of what 
I thought an abuser would be,” 
she said.

Now, Jennifer knows she’s 
the typical victim. “We’re all 
helpers,” she observed. “We’re all 
pleasers.”

When they were dating, Dave 
might mention that his back 
hurt. She was quick to call the 
chiropractor for him to sched-
ule an appointment. She’d feel 
good that he felt better. “Five 
years later, you’re exhausted from 
doing everything for him and not 
helping yourself,” Jennifer said.

Jennifer’s ex tried to convince 
her, others she was crazy

VOICES
against

VIOLENCE
In recognition of Domestic Violence Awareness month, the 
Messenger is launching a new series that seeks to puts a face 
on domestic abuse and intimate partner violence.

About 200 South High students walked out of school on Friday, Sept. 20 during the Global Climate Strike. Carrying 
signs, they headed to the Blue Line train station at Lake and Hiawatha to travel to St. Paul’s rally. (Photo by Tesha M. 
Christensen)

She finally left, but 
the abuse continues 
through court system

FOR SOUTH HIGH STUDENTS: 
Homecoming or Climate Strike

By TESHA M. CHRISTENSEN
Thanks to South High par-

ents and students who pushed 
the district to upgrade the field 
for 20 years, South High’s teams 
can finally play night games. 

Scott Schluter was part of 
the group that made the final 
push towards making this a re-
ality for South High. His two 
children attended South High, 
and that’s when he realized what 
bad shape the field was in and 

how unsafe it was for athletes. 
The old grass field was usually 
a mud field, and players had to 
avoid the dangerous storm grates 
on the corners. Much of the track 
was torn up and jagged parts ex-
posed concrete underneath. 

“If you see something you 
believe could be better, not only 
say something, but do something 
positive to help create that out-
come,” encouraged the 28-year 
Ericcson resident. “You might not 
be able to do everything, but you 
can do something.”

For him, it was hearing 
from another soccer parent that 
the district was not planning to 

construct a better athletic field 
as promised nor did it intend 
to switch the field to a north-
south layout in July 2016 with 
land it had bought and cleared 
just north along E. Lake St. In-
stead, the district planned to 
erect a brand new $29 million, 
87,000-square-foot education-
al building at E. Lake St. and 
21st Ave. The new building re-
placed the adult basic educa-
tion (ABE+) facility being torn 
down to make room for a new 
Hennepin County Service Cen-
ter and related multi-use devel-
opment at Hiawatha and Lake. 

New athletic field with lights at South High
Families can finally 
watch home games at 
updated South High
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He always came across as 
a victim, even from the start 
– something she knows now 
should have been a red flag. His 
family life was horrible. He be-
lieved everyone was mean to 
him at his job. When he took a 
class, he leaned on Jennifer to 
do the work. All of his past rela-
tionships failed because of the 
women he was with. Things were 

never his fault.
Jennifer used to think that 

being abused in a marriage 
meant black eyes and physical 
beatings. But Dave never hit her. 

He engaged in gaslighting 
behavior, telling her she was 
misremembering what he’d said 
and pretending that other things 
never happened.  When they 
moved into their newly-built 
dream house in the suburbs, a 
fixture in their master bathroom 

didn’t work, so Jennifer had to 
use a bathroom down the hall 
to blow dry her hair. It was a bit 
of a hassle. One morning, tired 
from a night awake with her 
baby, Jennifer absent-mindedly 
plugged the blow dryer into the 
outlet – and it worked. She ex-
citedly told her husband about 
it, and asked when he had fixed 
it. “It always worked,” he re-
sponded. “What are you talking 
about?” 

Jennifer remarked, “He tried 
to make me feel crazy.”

During an argument, he 
would go on and on, and keep 
her up late. Other nights, he’d 
wake her up every two hours. She 
was exhausted. When she’d fi-
nally leave the room for a break, 
and then come back ready to 
talk anew about the 3.5-hour-
long conversation they’d just 
had, he’d look at her and deny 
it occurred. At other times, he’d 
refuse to talk about something 
unless she could remember word 
for word exactly what he’d said 
previously – down to the right 
pronoun. 

Everything was always Jenni-
fer’s fault.

He ’d  hide  her  comput-
er mouse or her keys. After she 
looked through the entire house, 
she’d find the item in the room 
where she had started, the room 
where he was.

He spent all their money 
and racked up credit card bills, 
buying things for himself but 
not Jennifer or the kids. “It was 
always about him,” said Jenni-
fer. He was arrogant and enti-
tled. At one time when they were 
strapped for cash, Jennifer agreed 
to give up a hobby for the month 
and let him take the $200 to at-
tend a family event without her. 
He blew that and more at a ca-
sino – and never said thanks. He 
earned thousands in cash at side 
jobs, telling her he made less 
than he actually did. He quit a 
well-paying job and relied on her 
to cover their living expenses.

Every house they ever lived 
in had holes in the walls. He’d 
punch the walls or throw items 
at the walls. “He would hit other 
thing that hit me,” said Jennifer, 
even when she was pregnant. In 
fact, she’s learned that abusers 
often intensify when a woman 
is pregnant or they have a child 
because the attention isn’t fo-
cused on them anymore. When 
she was pregnant with their son, 
she shut a door and he kicked it 
open, hitting her so hard she fell 
down. When she’d tried to leave 
a room, he’d stand in the door-
way and block her exit. 

Sometimes she’d call Dave’s 
mom to come help. She found 
out later that his mom had 
helped remove the guns in every 
house he had ever lived in. That’s 
the kind of information she 
wishes someone would have told 
her before they got serious.

Dave said a lot  of  put-
downs, Jennifer recalled. When 
she called him out on the mean 
things he had said, he’d retort, 
“Kidding, just kidding! You need 
to learn how to take a joke.” He 
tried to isolate her from family 
members and friends. He bullied 
and manipulated and lied, while 
showing her just enough affec-
tion here and there to give her 
hope.

These incidences didn’t hap-
pen every day. “This type of abus-

er will play the victim and then 
seem ‘normal’ for awhile before 
another incident,” observed Jen-
nifer. “Each time I would make 
excuses for his behavior and 
there would be many days in 
between the next incident. The 
longer I was with him, the short-
er the time in between incidents 
became. In the beginning it was 
maybe only monthly, if that. By 
the time I left, it was probably 
every other day.”

Significant incident
On the day Jennifer had fi-

nally had enough, it wasn’t that 
it was worse than it had ever 
been, but that the thousands 
of straws piled together finally 
broke the camel’s back. They had 
an infant, and he wouldn’t her 
sleep. So her mom came over so 
that she could get more than 45 
minutes every three hours. Jen-
nifer laid down and Dave came 
in to change the garbage can in 
their room, upset that she wasn’t 
cleaning their house. Then Dave 
insisted they run errands. Jenni-
fer gave in, got up, and left with 
Dave. When they finally got back 
home, she was beyond exhaust-
ed. He started yelling at her in 
front of her mom. 

“Because my ex showed 
his behavior to my close fami-
ly member, it become real and I 
something I had to get out of,” 
said Jennifer.

Abuse affects kids, too
To help resolve disputes after 

their divorce, they were assigned 
to a parenting consultant (PC) 
with the understanding that they 
would split the fees equally. They 
did an intake together, and then 
meet separately with the PC, who 
immediately referred Jennifer 
to the Domestic Abuse Project 
(DAP) in Minneapolis after see-
ing the interactions between the 
two of them. “When he said that 
to me, I was so confused. Because 
he’s so mean to me verbally in 
the things he says?” Jennifer re-
calls asking. “I didn’t quite get 
it.”

But she did start a 16-week 
support group at DAP in late 
2016, and it was life-changing. 
When she heard the stories that 
the other women in her support 
group told, she couldn’t help but 
cry. “They all said something that 
was just like my life,” said Jenni-
fer. “It was freaky.” One in three 
women have been in an abusive 
relationship, which means that 
Jennifer is far from being alone 
in her experiences.

She admits, “I feel ashamed 
and stupid that I should have 
known better, but also so glad 
and strong for getting out. It also 
was important to hear that these 
men, more than likely, will not 
change. I stuck around for a long 
time hoping he would change... 
that never will happen.” 

In her support group, Jenni-
fer learned that abuse isn’t just 
physical and verbal. It’s also psy-
chological, sexual, financial, and 
emotional. And it doesn’t just af-
fect the mom when a dad engag-
es in intimate partner terrorism. 
It negatively affects the kids, too, 
and those issues continue after 
the divorce.

“When I left my abuser my 
kids were tiny (newborn and 

Jennifer’s ex tried to convince her, others she was crazy
DEFINING ABUSE
Domestic violence (also called intimate 
partner violence (IPV), domestic abuse 
or relationship abuse) is a pattern of 
behaviors used by one partner to main-
tain power and control over another 
partner in an intimate relationship.

Domestic violence does not discrimi-
nate. Anyone of any race, age, sexual 
orientation, religion or gender can be a 
victim – or perpetrator – of domestic 
violence. It can happen to people who 
are married, living together or who are 
dating. It affects people of all socio-
economic backgrounds and education 
levels.

Domestic violence includes behaviors 
that physically harm, arouse fear, 
prevent a partner from doing what they 
wish or force them to behave in ways 
they do not want. It includes the use of 
physical and sexual violence, threats 
and intimidation, emotional abuse and 
economic deprivation. Many of these 
different forms of domestic violence/
abuse can be occurring at any one time 
within the same intimate relationship.

It’s not always easy to tell at the 
beginning of a relationship if it will 
become abusive.

In fact, many abusive partners may 
seem absolutely perfect in the early 
stages of a relationship. Possessive 
and controlling behaviors don’t always 
appear overnight, but rather emerge 
and intensify as the relationship 
grows.

Domestic violence doesn’t look the 
same in every relationship because 
every relationship is different. But one 
thing most abusive relationships have 
in common is that the abusive partner 
does many different kinds of things to 
have more power and control over their 
partner.
~ From www.thehotline.org

Gaslighting: A form of psychological 
manipulation in which a person 
seeks to sow seeds of doubt in a tar-
geted individual making them ques-
tion their own memory, perception, 
and sanity. Named after a movie 
called "Gaslight."

Coercive Control: An act or a pattern 
of acts of assault, threats, humilia-
tion and intimidation or other abuse 
that is used to harm, punish, or 
frighten victims.

SUPPORT GROUPS
Cornerstone Services ‑ 
Ongoing groups meet regularly for 
women, children and men
24-hour helpline: 952-884-0330
cornerstonemn.org

Domestic Abuse Project ‑ 
Sessions offered regularly for women, 
men and children
612.874.7063 ext.232
www.domesticabuseproject.com

CALL FOR HELP
Day One MN Emergency Crisis 
HotLine: call or text 1.866.223.1111
LGBTQ Domestic Violence Hotline
612.824.8434
Teen Dating Violence Hotline
866-331-9474, LoveIsRespect.org
Native Domestic Violence Helpline
844-762-8483 
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Jennifer was surprised to find she was among this statistic:

Thanks so a support group, Jennifer now recognizes how 
the desire for power and control led to abuse by her ex.

Jennifer never reported her ex-husband to the police. She 
hoped he would change. She wanted to give her kids a happy 

family. She didn't understand why he acted how he did.

JENNIFER'S EX  >> 6
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3-years-old). My son had already 
started having issues with anxi-
ety,” said Jennifer. “During our 
separation and long process to 
divorce, my son developed emo-
tional trauma/PTSD. He has 
issues learning and issues with 
memory. He has regressed and 
speaks in ‘baby talk,’ and gets 
frustrated easily. Overall, both 
kids are extremely attached to me 
– and have to sleep with me at 
night.”

Both have a lot of emotion-
al issues compared to their peers 
and have trouble focusing. 

One of the things that Jen-
nifer learned during her support 
group really sticks with her: “If 
you help a mom, you help the 
kids.” 

No justice in family court
Jennifer has not found jus-

tice in the court system. Instead, 
Dave has continued to abuse her, 
changing some of his tactics but 
not the controlling behavior and 
disrespect that drive his actions. 
“He can be as abusive to me as 
he wants and there are no reper-
cussions,” Jennifer said. 

When it came time to sell 
their dream house after the di-
vorce, he moved back in and 
refused to cooperate with a 
real estate agent in order to 
put the house on the market. 
He wouldn’t respond to emails 
about the sale. Jennifer didn’t 
have enough money to pay the 
bills due to the financial abuse 
and had to move back in with 
her parents. The high cost of 
continuing legal bills means that 
she’s still living with her parents.

Mediation didn’t work. “It 
didn’t matter what I said, he said 
no. He was that entitled,” said 
Jennifer.

When it was time to ex-
change the kids, he would give 
her an address in Blaine. Then 
he would tell her they were ac-
tually in Chanhassen And then 
he’d say they were in Woodbury. 
If she responded that he could 
drop them off at her house, he’d 
refuse and insist that she come 
to him. A PC advised her to do 
that anyway, and then go home 
and wait. But she struggled with 
her kids’ needs, to eat and go to 
bed and not be pawns in a game 
of power and control, and how 
to balance those things. Today, 
she’s protected somewhat by an 
order to exchange the kids at a 
local police station, thanks to a 

PC ruling.
There isn’t much she has to 

say that’s positive about the court 
system she’s now been involved 
in for three and a half years. 

Jennifer has been shocked 
that the court system recogniz-
es that Dave is abusive and has 
mental health issues, but has 
still granted him overnights with 
the children. “When people hear 
just a portion of my story they 
assume I have full custody,” she 
observed. “People outside of di-
vorce have no idea that custody 
equals three things: physical, 
legal, and parenting time.”

Jennifer  and Dave have 
shared joint physical and legal 
custody since their divorce, 
which means they have to reach 
decisions together on things like 
education and health. “He al-
ways wants more parenting time 
because if he gets it, he pays me 
less child support,” said Jenni-
fer. Dave currently has their 6 
and 4-year-old for two overnights 
once a week, 24 hours at a time. 
Jennifer is concerned about her 
kids during that time as their dad 
doesn’t always feed them, refuses 
to take them to a doctor when 
they have a fever, “forgets” about 
occupational therapy appoint-
ments, leaves them sitting in 
poopy pants, and ignores safety 
issues. 

“I picked up my son one day 
and he had a Cascade dishwasher 
pod in his mouth,” recalled Jen-
nifer. When she said something 
about the dangerous poison to 
Dave, he yelled at her. “Don’t tell 
me what to do on my parenting 
time!”

When she asked the PC 
about it, she was told, “Some-
thing needs to happen for 
something to happen.” In other 
words, the child needs to be hos-
pitalized, require surgery, or die 
for the court system to restrict 
his parenting time. “The slogan 
should be ‘Reactive not proac-
tive,’” said Jennifer, who wishes 
that the courts would put the 
well-being of children first and 
enforce the statues that limit par-
enting time and custody in cases 
of domestic violence.

“It’s sad because the system 
is so reactionary. Instead, when 
abuse is proven, all custody 
should be given to the non-abu-
sive parent, and the abusive par-
ent should need to earn their way 
back,” said Jennifer. “Sadly, I do 
not see the system changing.”

It doesn’t take long for Dave 
to get mad and fire a PC, leaving 

Jennifer to pay the bills. It takes 
about three months or longer to 
get another one, and things are 
pretty difficult during that time 
as he refuses to follow any previ-
ous agreements. 

‘You need to get along for your 
kids’

Jennifer has been frustrated 
when they get a new professional 
involved in their family as each 
time they tell her they will be 
drawing a line in the sand and 
moving forward, and that the 
past is in the past. She believes 
that what has happened before 
is important to know to under-
stand what they’ve already done 
and what their situation is, but 
is told to essentially forget about 
the past. Move on. 

And so it keeps repeating it-
self. 

It’s a situation that’s com-
mon enough to have its own 
term: domestic abuse by proxy 
or post-separation abuse, as in 
domestic abuse through the kids 
after the couple has split up. 

The police in her city know 
them by name because of how 
often Dave has called complain-
ing that she is withholding the 
kids from him when they’re sick 
or when it’s not actually his par-
enting time. He threatens and 
yells at Jennifer and her parents 
regularly at their home. But it is 
never enough for the police or 
courts to take action. Recently, 
their new judge told them he 
wasn’t going to restrict Dave’s in-
volvement despite his threats and 
parental negligence because “he 
loves his kids.”

Jennifer often hears the re-
frain, “You need to get along for 
the sake of your kids. You guys 
need to figure this out for your 
kids.”

She asks, “How do I?”
Editor’s note: *Names changed 

for protection. 
Contact editor at Tesha@

LongfellowNokomisMessenger.com

In recognition of Domestic 
Violence Awareness month, the 
Messenger is launching a new 
series that seeks to puts a face 
on domestic abuse and intimate 
partner violence.
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SURVIVOR STORIES 
ALLY is a beautiful, independent, charismatic woman who is a single mother 
and full-time student and paralegal. 

However, her life wasn’t always like this. 

She spent many years in a very emotionally, mentally and physically abusive 
relationship, living day-to-day in fear and constant turmoil.  The good news is 
that Ally managed to make the decision that some abuse victims don’t get to 
make: She left her abuser.  

The bad news is that things got worse then. Her abuser’s rage grew, and he 
began stalking and harassing her on a 24-hour basis. He tried to kill her sev-
eral times. And then he and his family began an eight-year court battle to take 
custody of their daughter away from Ally. 

And then, finally, some really good news. Ally survived the repeated attempts on 
her life, and she won the custody battle for her daughter. Today, Ally is thriving, 
stronger and smarter than ever, relishing a life of freedom and peace after 
abuse, her daughter at her side.

BEA and dating abuse. 

The first day of high school was terrifying for Bea. She couldn't find her friends, 
so instead she met a new girl who smoked marijuana and had older guy friends 
from another town. One of those “older guys” became Bea’s boyfriend. He was 
19, she was 14. 

In retrospect, the signs of dating abuse were there, but back then, there weren’t 
words for it, people didn’t know what it was or how dangerous it could be. 

Bea’s boyfriend’s behavior was flattering to her at first: He was charming and 
smooth and jealous, called her all the time, bought her her own phone, asked 
her to call him from school to “check in.” Their relationship moved fast, too 
fast, and soon the boyfriend was controlling Bea – what she wore, what she 
did – and isolating her from family and friends. Eventually, it was just the two 
of them. 

Sometime Bea stayed in her room all day, wearing a pink robe her boyfriend had 
bought her. She cried a lot and whispered and pleaded with him on the phone. 
Then he would pick her up to "go to the mall." 

One day, Bea told her family she was pregnant. Her mom drove her to get an 
abortion. It was the worst day of her mother’s life – and maybe Bea‘s as well.  

Things went on for a long time, until Bea was 19. Then, somehow, thankfully, 
the relationship ended.   

Bea is in her forties now. She is a family therapist with a master's degree, has 
three children and owns her own home. The experience with dating abuse as 
a young teenager left Bea with emotional scars that don’t show and physical 
scars – cigarette burns on her arms and long scars from self-inflicted cuts on 
her thighs – that do. But she is, finally, happy.  

~ Stories courtesy of Domestic Violence Awareness and Action based in Maple 
Grove at St. Joseph the Worker Catholic Community. 

PAINT THE TOWN PURPLE 
Citizens are asked to wear purple clothing and to change outdoor lighting 
and décor at their homes to purple by using purple lights, displaying purple 
wreaths, or tying purple ribbons to mailboxes, trees or vehicle antenna during 
Domestic Violence Awareness Month in October.

Jennifer’s ex tried to convince her, others she was crazy
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By TESHA M. CHRISTENSEN
To the outside world, Fred*   

was a model citizen who worked 
at the top of the Hennepin 
County Social Service depart-
ment as comptroller.

To his family, he was a dicta-
tor who was abusive and impos-
sible to please.

His moods were up and 
down, he was controlling, ma-
nipulative, critical, blaming, 
cruel, rageful, isolating, hateful, 
belittling and unethical, recalls 
his daughter, Renee, now age 57.

She and her mother, Nadine,  
now 77, finally escaped into hid-
ing in 2007 and go by alias iden-
tities.

He was careful to never leave 
visible marks

As comptroller, Fred was in 
charge of finances for the Social 
Services Department and Crisis 
Management.

“He knew the ins and outs 
of  how to work the system,” said 
Renee.

He’d throw things at his wife 
and daughter, pulled his wife’s 
hair, and whipped Renee with a 
belt, but he was careful to never 
leave any visible marks. 

Diagnosed with Complex 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(C-PTSD), anxiety, and depres-
sion, Renee doesn’t remember 
much about her childhood. She’s 
blocked out most of the memo-
ries.

“But I do remember the feel-
ings they provoked, and how the 
abuse has affected me,” she said. 

‘No one will ever believe you’
“Imagine being in an envi-

ronment so abusive and stressful 
that as an infant in the womb I 
did not even want to come out!” 

Climate activist 
walks the walk
every day
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VOICES
against

VIOLENCE
This series seeks to put a face 
on domestic abuse and intimate 
partner violence.

NO ONE WILL BELIEVE  >> 3

By MARGIE O’LOUGHLIN
Xcel Energy is installing 

17,500 new electric meters across 
South Minneapolis and Eden 
Prairie in the next few months. 

The new meters will measure 
customers’ electricity use in 15 
minute increments, so they can 
see how much energy they use at 
different times of the day – and 
make better-informed energy de-
cisions. 

Next April, about 10,000 of 
those households will switch to 
a new pricing system. During the 
two-year pilot program, electric 

rates will vary depending on time 
of day. Electricity will cost more 
during peak hours (3–8 p.m.), 
and less overnight. The pilot 
program is designed so that cus-
tomers may see some savings by 
shifting to off-peak energy con-
sumption. 

Xcel community relations di-
rector John Marshall said, “Our 
customers want more than just re-
liable energy. They also want prod-
ucts and services that will help 
them save money and energy.”

By MARGIE O’LOUGHLIN
The Minnesota Peacebuild-

ing Leadership Institute (Peace-
building) received the 2019 Mel-
anie Greenberg U.S. Peacebuild-
ing Award for Excellence from 
the Alliance for Peacebuilding. 
Donna Minter, PhD, founder and 
executive director of Peacebuild-
ing, travelled to Washington DC 
to receive the award last month.

A local award celebration 
was held on Nov. 1, 2019, at the 
new Peacebuilding office (their 
first), located at 5200 47th Ave.S. 
In her comments, Minter said, 
“Isn’t it only appropriate that 
an organization whose name is 
‘Peacebuilding’ should finally 
have a building?

“We are known for being an 
institute without walls, one that 
delivers most of its trainings out 
in the community – but it’s great 
to finally have some walls!” 

Tonja Honsey, Peacebuild-
ing board member, incarceration 
survivor, and member of the An-
ishinaabe people, opened the cel-
ebration with a ceremonial sage 
smudging. Minter explained that 
the office space had been a store-
house for ammunition before 
Peacebuilding moved in, and she 
welcomed it being cleansed and 
blessed. 

Hennepin County Com-
missioner Angela Conley in-
cluded some sobering statistics 

among her personal comments. 
“Hennepin County,” she said, 
“has between 25,000-30,000 
people involved in the criminal 
justice system, the seventh high-
est number in the country. The 
work that you’re doing at Peace-
building should be embedded 
in the Hennepin County work-
place.”

Since 2010, Peacebuilding 
has trained 3,000+ Minnesotans 
to be more resilient, trauma-in-
formed, and focused on restor-
ative justice. The goal of the sig-
nature Peacebuilding training, 
Strategies for Trauma Awareness 
and Resilience – the STAR Train-
ing, is to learn how to trans-
form psychological trauma into 
non-violent power.

Minneapol i s  communi -
ty organizer Tommy McBrayer 
completed the one-day version 
(called the STAR-Lite Training) 
earlier this year. He said, “The 
training helped me learn to 
identify different types of trau-

ma. Now I’m passing some of 
what I learned on to the people 
I serve in my job in the Central 
neighborhood. It helps them 
to develop resiliency, and gives 
them some options other than 
revenge.”

St. Paul City Council mem-
ber Mitra Jalali Nelson talked 
about moving to the Twin Cities 
after working for years as a mid-
dle school teacher in post-Hur-
ricane Katrina New Orleans. She 
said, “I started asking right away, 
who was doing healing circles 
in this community? Who was 
doing work with peacebuilding? 
I found Donna and her organi-
zation quite quickly. We need to 
be investing in programs like this 
one.”

The STAR Training was cre-
ated at the Center for Justice and 
Peacebuilding in Virginia. A New 
York City non-profit requested 
the training in the aftermath of 
911, and provided a $2,000,000 
grant to support its development. 
Minter, who is a neuropsychol-
ogist and forensic psychologist, 
took the STAR Training to add 
to her skill set. She was so im-
pressed that she decided to bring 
the five-day training back to Min-
nesota to share with her com-
munity here, and it’s still going 
strong.

Community members and leaders had two reasons to celebrate with Donna Minter, her staff, board, and volunteers 
last month. The organization Minter started 10 years ago recently won a U.S. Peacebuilding Award for Excellence 
from the Alliance for Peacebuilding, a Washington D.C.-based international organization. And, after many years of 
operating out of a storage closet, Minnesota Peacebuilding Leadership Institute finally has a brick and mortar office 
space. (Photo by Margie O’Loughlin) 

Peacebuilding Leadership Institute opens first office in Nokomis

Celebrate Minnesota as the 
Peacebuilding power state for all 

“The STAR Training helps 

people develop resiliency, 

and gives them options 

other than revenge.” 

~ Tommy McBreyer, STAR-Lite graduate 

PEACEBUILDING  >> 8

Xcel Energy installing new 
energy-saving electric meters 

‘No one will believe you’
Abused for years by her dad and a troubled 
system, Renee and mom are finally free

Renee and mother Nadine fought for 
some normalcy during her childhood 
despite her father's abuse. Today, they 
are happy to say they are survivors. 
(Photo submitted) 

XCEL ENERGY  >> 12
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612-326-5745 | www.blackbirdsmusicstore.com
3445 Cedar Ave. S., Minneapolis MN 55407

Play well. Live well. 

Lessons • Rentals • Repairs

BACK TO SCHOOL SALE
25% off 3 lessons with rental or purchase of a violin or 

guitar.  Take 15% off music stands and tuners!

BUY LOCAL
Support your neighbors, live a more sustainable 
life, and build community in South Minneapolis. 

This is why we buy local.
* Be sure to tell these businesses your support them and are glad to have 
them in the neighborhood. Advertise your business here, too, next month!

Family Dentistry
Joan Jakubas, D.D.S.

Jenna Swenson, D.D.S.
• General Dentistry
• Cosmetic Dentistry

• Whitening
• Crown and Bridge Work
• Invisalign Orthodontics

New Patients Welcome!
Our name has changed,
our providers have not.

612-721-3012
www.minnehahafallsfamilydental.com •  4554 Minnehaha Ave. 

Comprehensive, Gentle Dentisty with Above and Beyond Service

We cater to your comfort • Ample parking

Formerly Jakubas Dental  •  Serving you since 1988

Document available in alternative formats to individuals with disabilities by contacting 651.846.1547 or 
AccessResources@saintpaul.edu. Saint Paul College is an Equal Opportunity employer and educator.

Saint Paul College named one of America’s Top 150 community colleges by the Aspen Institute!

spring semester starts

JANUARY 13
Get more for your tuition dollar!

Not only will a Saint Paul College education cost you less, but it will also
give you more. Tuition is among the lowest anywhere, and many financial 

assistance options are available to make college affordable for you!

With over 100 degree, diploma, and certificate programs,
Saint Paul College offers a path to achieving your career goals.

Register now for spring semester!
saintpaul.edu/Apply

Saint Paul College,
A member of Minnesota State

Editor’s note: The text below 
was from a speech Nadine wrote 
and gave at two Twin Cities 
churches during Domestic Violence 
Awareness Month. We have used 
just her original first name and 
not her new name to protect her 
and her daughter. 

My name is Nadine. I am 77 
years old. I was married for 47 
years. My daughter and I are in a 
protection program through the 
Minnesota Secretary of State and 
share a home. I work three part-
time jobs, I assist my daughter 
who has a chronic illness. I am 
active in my church and commu-
nity. 

I’m telling my story not be-
cause it’s unusual, but because 
one in every three women will be 
faced with a similar story. It hap-
pens in every neighborhood, reli-
gion, nationality and workplace. 
Today in the time it takes me to 
tell my story over 200 Minnesota 
women will be abused.

It’s difficult to put 50 years 
into a few minutes.

I married this good humored 
man who came from an abusive 
background. His parents and 
grandfather were murdered by a 
family member.

We moved to Nebraska, 
where he was going to college, far 
from my family and friends. The 
first week, he came home from 
school and went into a rage be-
cause I fixed creamed corn when 
I also made gravy. He cleared ev-
erything from the table, leaving 
food and broken dishes on the 
floor, walls, everywhere. I was 
shocked! I had never seen anyone 
do such a thing. This was not the 
last time.

When I learned I was preg-
nant, I was thrilled and couldn’t 
wait to tell him. He became very 
angry, called me terrible names. 
“How could you be so stupid as 
to get pregnant!” He grabbed 
me by the hair and dragged me 
across the room and pulled out 
a handful of hair from my head.

We moved to Minneapo-
lis. He became Comptroller of 
Hennepin County Department 
of Social Services for 25 years. He 
learned the system well. At home, 
he controlled everything. He con-
trolled what, when, where, and 
if we ate. He controlled when we 
went to bed and when we got up. 
Often in the middle of the night, 
he’d make us get up to do some-
thing he wanted done now. He 
went on lavish fishing and hunt-
ing trips, but there were no fami-
ly vacations.

At Christmas, we opened 
gifts and ate, if and when he said 
we could. My daughter and I 
were nervous wrecks before hol-
idays. His expectations of our 
daughter were totally unreason-
able. Nothing we did was ever 
good enough. Everything that 
went wrong for him was some-
one else’s fault.

A friend told me he had pur-
chased three airplanes. He didn’t 
even have a pilot’s license. When 
I asked why, he became very 
angry. He shouted, “I am the fi-
nancial expert in the family and 
I’m not going to let you make 
the financial decisions. You are 
so dumb, you think 2+2 = 5. He 
threatened that he would take 
my daughter and I’d never see 
her again. “I have friends in high 
places. No one will believe you. 
You are nobody.” He threw me 
against the wall. I had large bruis-
es on my legs, hips and head.

One day, my daughter and 
I went shopping. It took longer 
than he thought it should. When 
I took her home, she had a mes-
sage on her answering machine 
that he was coming over with his 
.357 Magnum. Soon he was at 
her house yelling and waving a 
loaded gun at us. We were terri-
fied. We were too afraid to call 
the police, for fear it would just 
get worse. I was threatened with 
a loaded gun on many other oc-
casions.

I started having panic at-

tacks every time I got in the car 
with him. He called me names, 
swore and yelled at me, and I felt 
trapped. One day alone he yelled 
at me over 74 times. I quit count-
ing.

For over 40 years, I managed 
the accounting practice we start-
ed, but I was never allowed to 
get a salary or any benefits. He 
said,”I’m the accountant, so it’s 
my money.”

When he touched me, my 
stomach turned to knots. It was 
not affection. If he showed any-
thing, it was a signal to go to bed 
with him. If I didn’t, I was called 
crude names and was told I was 
worthless. 

Why didn’t I just leave?
• I feared what he would do 

to my daughter, my family and 
anyone who helped me.

• I feared that no one would 
believe me.

• I didn’t know who I could 
trust to turn to for help.

• I  felt  paralyzed, over-
whelmed and couldn’t think 
clearly. All I could focus on was 
surviving each day.

• I didn’t know if I had the 
strength to leave.

 •I was over 70 years old, 
with not a lot of technical skills 
or formal education. Who would 
hire me?

 I had no job, no money, and 
I had no idea how I would sur-
vive financially.

• I feared my church would 
abandon me.

After 50 years, she’s encouraging others
HER STORY IN HER OWN WORDS

VOICES
against

VIOLENCE
This series seeks to put a face 
on domestic abuse and intimate 
partner violence.

AFTER 50 YEARS  >> 3
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Renee said. She was a month 
overdue, and wasn’t born until 
her mother had been induced.

At three, she was so stressed 
and nervous that she had failed 
to thrive. She was underweight 
and her hair came out in hand 
fulls.

She was fearful all the time, 
didn’t get her needs met, and 
rarely talked. 

“My father controlled every-
thing from when we slept and 
when, what and if we ate,” re-
called Renee. She remembers a 
house full of yelling, name call-
ing, swearing and threats. Plus, 
her dad threw things and broke 
them. 

“We walked on eggshells con-
stantly in our home never know-
ing what would send him into a 
rage,” said Renee. One day some-
thing might be fine, but the next 
day the same thing would be a 
major offense. “His rules were al-
ways changing, throwing us off on 
knowing how to behave to pre-
vent one of his explosions. Every-
thing was always our fault (never 
his), and we were the cause of ev-
erything wrong for him.

“We were stupid, lazy, worth-
less, oversensitive, crazy, emo-
tional cripples and weak. We 
were told no one would ever hire 
us, want us or believe us.”

She worked hard to stuff her 
feelings and emotions so that 
they weren’t used against her. 

“Sometimes my feelings be-
came so intense because of not 
being allowed to express them 
that I had to find a way to release 
them,” she remembered. “I start-
ed burning myself when feelings 
became more than I could possi-
bly hold inside. 

“I felt like a teapot about to 
explode and the burning of flesh 
felt like letting off steam.”

She didn’t start talking in 
school until junior high. Her 
grade school teachers were always 
telling her mother, “She doesn’t 
talk.” Her mom wanted to know 
what she could do. Now they 
both know that’s a symptom of 
abuse.

Renee remembers that kids 
at school thought she was stuck 
up, but she was just afraid to 
have friends. She didn’t want oth-
ers to know what happened in 
her home, and felt ashamed and 

embarrassed. She didn’t want to 
subject any one to her father’s 
abuse.

She had made that mistake 
before. She had invited friends 
over, and Fred accused them un-
justly of stealing from him. He 
caused such a stink in the neigh-
borhood that after that no one 
was allowed to play with her.

Renee didn’t get to do the 
usual after-school activities that 
other kids did, and she wasn’t 
allowed to work outside of the 
house. It was another way to con-
trol her and keep her dependent 
financially upon him.

“He was great at finding a 
person’s weaknesses and using it 
against them,” observed Renee.

If Renee or her mother en-
joyed anything, they paid dearly 
for it. “I never was sure if it was 
because dad was jealous or if he 
just really enjoyed making us 
miserable,” remarked Renee. 

He anticipated any question 
of leaving by telling them that 
no one would believe their story. 
After all, he was a successful 
comptroller in the social services 
department. If they couldn’t go 
there for help, where could they 
go?

Still paying dearly as an adult
As an adult, the abuse con-

tinued although it looked differ-
ent. When Renee called home to 
talk to her mom, he would lie 
and say she wasn’t there. He’d 
threaten Renee that she couldn’t 
have anything to do with her 
mom if she didn’t do what Ed 
wanted.

When Renee’s husband died, 
she was left to raise her two step-
sons, who were initially treated 
much better than she was be-
cause they were males. At first, 
Fred spent time and money on 
them, recalled Renee, but even-
tually he started to use them for 
his personal gain and the abuse 
began for them, too. 

“He would often make me 
chose between my stepsons or 
my parents and extended family,” 
said Renee. “I would end up pay-
ing dearly for trying to be a good 
mom to the boys.”

Finally, one day her youngest 
stepson and the most laid back 
of the two, did what everyone 
dreamed about but never had the 
guts. He punched Fred and left.

Finally, they went into hiding but 
he used system against them

As he aged, Fred didn’t get 

any better. Instead, he escalated 
to threatening them with knives 
and loaded guns. He manipulat-
ed or “bought”  friends to carry 
out some of his dirty work, as 
well.

Finally, Renee helped her 
mom leave Hennepin County 
and they went into hiding to-
gether in a new county. 

They decided to leave at a 
time inbetween his rages be-
cause they thought he wouldn’t 
be watching them as closely. To 
their dismay, they discovered that 
their local police didn’t under-
stand that line of reasoning. “I 
think the victim knows the sit-
uation best and when to leave,” 
remarked Renee.

To retaliate, Fred started hid-
ing and getting rid of their assets, 
along with the things he knew 
Nadine and Renee cared most 
about.

“The legal battle in the di-
vorce was a joke,” stated Renee. 
“My dad blatantly lied through 
the court hearings and was in 
contempt of nearly every court 
order. He was rarely held ac-
countable or punished for refus-
ing to obey court orders.”

He used the court system to 
harass them by filing false accu-

sations, wasting their time and 
money to defend themselves. 
“Nothing was done to stop him 
from doing this,” said Renee, 
who is still shocked by how 
things played out in the court 
system. “When finally threatened 
by the courts for jail time, he 
moved out state so he wouldn’t 
be arrested.”

Both Renee and Nadine filed 
for orders of protection, but Fred 
appealed them. Renee’s remained 
but her mom’s was removed by 
Hennepin County Judge Bruce 
Peterson. This was despite Fred 
pointing a loaded gun at them 
both during a rage. “Apparent-
ly, leaving a threatening message 
on my voicemail, confronting us, 
screaming, and pointing a loaded 
gun at us was not reason to give 
my mom the OFP because my 
dad didn’t say he was going to 
kill us (that time),” stated Renee. 
“Apparently, perpetrators have to 
tell you they are going to kill you 
before they pull the trigger.”

She was also frustrated by the 
family court insistence that her 
mother attend mediation with her 
abuser in the same room. “How is 
this going to be productive when 
the abuser is abusive and con-
trolling?” she asked.

Her parent’s divorce was 
messy, ugly and complicated, 
Renee observed, and is now stud-
ied by law students.

“We found that the legal/ju-
dicial system we always believed 
in is not just. Victims keep get-
ting re-victimized by the system,” 
said Renee. “How do we fix a bro-
ken system?”

She advocates,  “Get  in-
volved, have a voice, educate and 
contact your representatives!”

Shouldn’t be ‘Why doesn’t she 
leave’ but ‘Why does he do that?’

Renee is working to help 
people understand the dynamics 
of abusive households and to rec-
ognize what’s happening.

“I feel most people do not 
understand abuse or people 
would not ask why doesn’t she 
leave him? Why not, ‘Why does 
he mistreat someone who loves 
him’ or ‘Why is this acceptable in 
society?’”

She added, “Most people 
think the abuser is mentally ill 
because certainly no one in their 
right mind would behave as the 
abuser does. But actually, domes-
tic violence is a learned behavior.”

Renee has found support 
and help at the Minnesota Coa-
lition for Battered Women (now 
Violence Free Minnesota), the Al-
exander House in Anoka, Home 
Free Community Program, the 
Domestic Abuse Project, and 
DomesticShelter.org. She’s also 
grateful for the various domes-
tic abuse support groups she has 
been a part of, therapists she’s 
worked with, doctors and some 
educated priests. She and her 
mom benefited from the local 
food shelf and community action 
groups.

She recommends that others 
check out the free app Insight-
Timer for its meditations, and 
Lisa A. Romano’s talks.

Today, Renee knows that 
she is still affected by the abuse 
she’s lived through. It is part of 
how she lives and her relation-
ships with others. She’s found 
it difficult to trust in herself or 
others. Her self-confidence is 
low, she has trouble expressing 
emotions, she replays memories, 
and doesn’t always want to be 
touched, and can be jumpy, ner-
vous, and easy to frighten. She 
suffers from a chronic illness.

But she’s a survivor. One 
who is working to transcend the 
wounds of the past, to learn to 
love herself, and to be comfort-
able in her own life. She’s got a 
future filled with hope, laughter 
and freedom. She believes her fu-
ture is a gift from God.

* Name changed for protection.
Contact  editor at  tesha@

longfellownokomismessenger.com.

‘No one will believe you’

What made me leave?
Through counseling, I re-

alized the real danger I was in. 
Have you ever seen someone 
with a loaded gun in his hand 
in such a rage that their face 
does from red to gray? It was like 
seeing pure evil. I felt if I didn’t 
leave, I would be carried out in  a 
body bag.

So I prepared to leave
I joined a support group, I 

prepared a safety plan, I packed 
a suitcase. When I shopped, I 
wrote the check for more and hid 
it. I coped important documents. 
I opened a checking and charge 
accounts in my name only. 

In November 2007, with very 
little besides the clothing I had 

and the help of my daughter, I 
went to the Alexander House 
battered women’s shelter with 
the support of my family and 
his. They not only provided me 
a place to collect myself, by as-
sisted me in finding housing, re-
sume writing, resources and sup-
port. 

My ex harassed my daughter. 
He called her doctor and said she 
was missing and wanted them to 
help him find her. He had peo-
ple stalk her, take pictures of her 
and her home. One of the stalk-
ers strangled and killed a woman 
three blocks from her house. She 
and I moved six times in five 
years to try to feel safe. She sold 
her home where she had lived 
for 30 years because she no lon-
ger felt safe.

After I left, he did everything 

possible to destroy me emotion-
ally, physically and financially. 
He broke into my house twice, 
destroying things, got rid of gifts 
that were sentimental to me, left 
loaded handguns and ammuni-
tion in the house. Had people 
drive by my house, take pictures, 
report what lights I had on and 
who was in my driveway. A dead 
deer was left by my back door. 

He sold our accounting 
practice to a friend for $1. He 
changed titles on properties we 
jointly owned. He sold a car that 
was titled in my name, without 
my signature. He removed me as 
a beneficiary on all of our life in-
surance. He filed joint tax returns 
without my signature and took 
all the refunds. He took all the 
equity in our home, even though 
our line-of-credit required both 

of our signatures. He is in con-
tempt of court of nearly every 
court order. He moved to Arkan-
sas to avoid enforcement by Min-
nesota courts.

And I thought none of this 
could ever happen!

In support groups I learned 
how many women have gone to 
their pastor or priest and left feel-
ing hopeless, trapped and reject-
ed. It is important to me to share 
with you my experience with my 
church. Over the years, I spoke 
with many priests and basically 
was told to pray – pray harder – 
be a better wife, love more, turn 
the other cheek, be forgiving. But 
when I left, I went to my priest, 
his first question was, “Are you 
safe now?” He told me to contact 
a shelter and do whatever they 
told me to do. Each time I went 
to court, he gave me a blessing 
and prayed with me. Knowing 
my church was there to support 

me meant everything to me. 
And I wish every abused woman 
would have this kind of experi-
ence.

How do I manage?
I work three part-time jobs. 

I’ve gone to a food shelf. Family, 
friends, and my therapist pray for 
me. I have reminders throughout 
my house: “I am with you al-
ways, signed God.”

One day at a time, I have 
seen miracles unfold in my life. 
I have a roof over my head and 
I can actually laugh and cele-
brate holidays. It wouldn’t have 
happened without the support 
of a shelter, the support of my 
friends, daughter, family and 
God’s every present help. I know 
God loves me and I am worthy 
of peace. 

I don’t believe I am here to 
just survive a marriage. I am here 
to encourage others.

After 50 years, she’s encouraging others  >> from 2

>> from 1
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By TESHA M. CHRISTENSEN
Mikayla Olson Tester might 

be a happy 21-year-old woman 
today if the family court system 
had listened to the warnings of 
her mother.

Instead, it’s been 15 years 
since she was murdered by her 
own father, and the weight of not 
being believed by the court sys-
tem still weighs heavily on moth-
er Leigh Ann Block (fomerly 
Olson). She has spent the last 15 
years putting together the piec-
es of this tragedy, trying to fig-
ure out how to prevent this from 
happening to anyone else.

“Fifteen years later I’m try-
ing to protect women and chil-

dren from going through what 
we did because I can’t save her,” 
said Block.

“It should never have hap-
pened.”

Calculated murder 2 weeks 
after he took daughter on 
vacation

It was her father’s turn to 
have the five-year-old on Labor 
Day weekend 2004, right before 
she was going to start kindergar-
ten at Randolph Heights School. 

The Ramsey County court 
had given St. Paul resident John 
Tester, age 41, joint custody and 
over 50 percent parenting time, 
over the objections of Block.

By MARGIE O’LOUGHLIN
The Bark Ranger Program 

is a joint venture of the Nation-
al Park Service (NPS) and their 
non-profit partner, the Missis-
sippi Park Connection. In early 
January, a cadre of four-legged 
volunteers and their owners will 
be sworn in at Coldwater Spring. 
New recruits to this awareness 
campaign will pledge to leash 
their dogs while walking at Cold-
water Spring, pick up dog waste, 
and respect wildlife and habitat 
restoration.

NPS land manager Neil 
Smarjesse, leads the habitat res-
toration crews at Coldwater 
Spring. He said, “We would like 
to create a different way for peo-
ple and their dogs to experience 
this place. We’re adjacent to the 
Minnehaha Dog Park, but we are 
not an off-leash area. When dogs 
are kept leashed, grassland-nest-
ing birds (like the newly returned 
clay colored sparrow) aren’t dis-
turbed. We are welcoming back 
indigo buntings, Baltimore ori-
oles, fox, coyote, deer, and many 
other species.” 

The 29-acre site was added to 
the Mississippi National River and 
Recreation Area in 2010, with the 
goal of restoring the landscape to 
a prairie oak savannah. A major 
renovation, which included seed-
ing 13 acres of prairie and wet-
lands, was completed in 2012. 
More than 1,000 trees, shrubs, 

grasses, and wildflowers have 
been planted on the property.

Paula Swingley is the NPS 
volunteer coordinator. She said, 
“People love this place for many 
different reasons. The paths here 
aren’t straight-to-a-place paths; 
they meander. It’s a place to 
enjoy the prairie in all seasons. 

As part of the Bark Ranger train-
ing, there’s the added bonus of 
learning some of the non-visible 
history of this site. You can still 
see the Spring House and the ore 
bins, but there is so much more 
to learn.”
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The Bark Ranger trainings on Jan. 4 and 9 will be a great opportunity to engage with staff and volunteers, and to learn 
more about both the histories and the lay-out of Coldwater Spring. (Photo courtesy of NPS)

BARK RANGER PROGRAM STARTING SOON
NPS staff creating 
new way for people 
and dogs to enjoy 
Coldwater Spring 

By MARGIE O’LOUGHLIN
Isuroon is a robust word in 

the Somali language. 
According to Isuroon Ex-

ecutive Director Fartun Weli, it 
can be used as a verb, a noun, 
or an adjective. It is also the 
name of the organization she 
leads. 

She said, “Somali words 
are conceptual.  While the 
short translation of Isuroon is 
‘a woman who cares for her-
self,’ the long translation is ‘a 
woman who has gotten every-
thing she needs to be strong, 
healthy, independent, empow-
ered, beautiful, vivacious, and 
confident.’ The mission of our 
organization is to be a space 
where every Somali woman can 
be all of those things.” 

  Isuroon was founded 
in 2010 to address the unmet 
health care needs of Somali 
women and girls in this com-
munity. Through group meet-
ings, one-on-one counseling, 
and carefully designed teach-
ing sessions, staff offer educa-
tion on issues including self-
care and social connectedness, 
healthy eating, pre-natal health, 
the impact of female geni-
tal cutting/mutilation, mental 
health, sexual and reproductive 
health, domestic and sexual vi-
olence, pregnancy prevention, 
child abuse, understanding 
HIV/AIDS, and navigating a 
complex health care system.

Weli and her 11 employees 
have a lot on their plates. Their 
resources are available to any 
Somali woman who wants to 
improve her health and well-
ness, and that of her family – 
to give her the tools so that she 
can thrive in Minnesota and 
beyond. Through education 
and coaching, women and girls 
learn to manage their health 
care preventatively, strengthen 
their economic self-sufficiency, 
and develop their innate lead-
ership skills. 

Isuroon serves a popula-
tion that likely came to Min-
nesota from refugee camps. 

Isuroon: 
a portal 
to better 
health

ISUROON  >> 9

BARK RANGER  >> 12

‘It should never have happened’
Mother warned officials 
ex-husband was 		
dangerous before he 
killed child and himself 

Leigh Ann Block visits the bench in Mattock's Park dedicated to her daugh-
ter, Mikayla Olson Tester, who was murdered by her father on Labor Day 
weekend 2004 at age 5. (Photo by Tesha M. Christensen)
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Her ex-husband prevented 
Block from caring for Mikayla 
and threatened and intimidated 
them both. But the people she 
tried to get to protect her and Mi-
kayla failed.

The police, a custody eval-
uator, mediator, attorneys, Ref-
eree Earl Beddow Jr., and Judge 
Michael F. Fetcsch didn’t pay at-
tention to his threats, coercive 
control or post-separation abuse, 
and instead gave him the stan-
dard custody and parenting time 
schedule.

“I tried to do everything 
within my power to protect her 
but the law was not on my side,” 
said Block.

On that day 15 years ago, 
when Block answered the door of 
her home she shared with Mikay-
la, and saw two St. Paul police 
officers, she knew the news was 
bad. 

It was the news a battered 
woman fears most.

“Mikayla is dead, isn’t she?”
Block knew without being 

told. She had received a strange 
call from her ex-husband earlier 
that day. He had instructed their 
only child to call Block and tell 
her they were going on a journey 
in a new car.

Tester then took his daughter 
to a rural Wisconsin road outside 
of Osceola on Saturday, Sept. 4, 
2004, shot her in the head, and 
then turned the gun on himself. 

It was over three years since 
the couple had split up.

Tester’s sister-in-law, Gina, 
told the Star Tribune that Tester 
had done it to get back at Block.

The Polk County Sheriff’s 
Department called it a “cold and 
calculated murder” that took 
months to plan. 

“I had warned the courts that 
Mikayla’s life was in danger,” said 
Block, a smart, capable and re-

spondible woman. 
But no one in the family 

court system believed her in time 
to save her daughter. The fact that 
no one in the justice system did 
anything to protect her daughter 
still haunts Block.

“Despite a well-document-
ed history of threats to abuse me 
and my child, my ex-husband 
was allowed to have unsuper-
vised visitation with our daugh-
ter,” said Block. “John’s abusive 
behavior did not affect the cus-
tody/parenting time decisions. It 
was clear to me that the domestic 
violence and threats to harm me 
and our daughter had no impact 
on the court.”

Mikayla’s funeral was held 
on the day she was supposed to 
start kindergarten.

Court wouldn’t let her protect 
daughter from father

Block’s attorney, Mark An-
derson of Burnsville, told the St. 
Paul Pioneer Press shortly after 
Mikayla was murdered by her 
father that Block lived for her 
daughter. “She was a very, very 
dedicated mother; and she did 
everything she could to protect 
that little girl from people, but it 
was the one guy she could never 
do anything about because he 
had court-ordered visitation,” ob-
served Anderson.

In their divorce decree, they 
shared joint legal custody. Tester 
was granted parenting time of 4.5 
hours with Mikayla on Mondays, 
Wednesdays and Fridays, as well 
as from 9 a.m. Saturday to 5 p.m. 
Sunday on alternating weekends. 
“Even though I had sole physi-
cal custody, Mikayla’s father had 
over 50% of the parenting time 
and spent more quality time with 
our daughter. I ‘agreed’ to this 
arrangement because I had no 
choice,” said Block, after her first 
attorney, Martha Eaves (SMRLS), 

told her to “quit pushing John’s 
buttons.” Eaves also told Block 
that the courts would grant him 
50% custody anyway.

Nightmare began after baby 
was born

Block graduated from Cen-
tral High School in St. Paul in 
1985, the same school her grand-
parents and mom had attended. 
She got a good job at Montgom-
ery Ward, and met John Tester a 
year out of high school through 
mutual friends. 

They dated off and on be-
tween 1986 and 1998, when they 
got married at Como Conserva-
tory because they had a baby on 
the way. 

Block remembers that Tester 
was competitive and compared 
himself to others constantly. He 
really enjoyed boating, and they 
had lots of fun on the weekends. 
But it wasn’t until she gave up 
her apartment and moved into 
“his house” on Palace St. (he 
never called it theirs even after 
they got married) to save money, 
that she felt trepidation about 
marrying him. 

Things started gradually. Like 
many men, he didn’t really start 
showing his abusive side until 
their daughter was born when 
the focus was no longer on him, 
although Block can look back 
now and see some earlier red 
flags.

“It’s supposed to be the hap-
piest time in your life when you 
have a baby,” observed Block, 
“but that’s basically when my 
nightmare began.”

From the time Mikayla was 
born, Block remembers that her 
ex-husband would get angry at 
the amount of care and attention 
Block gave her. 

Sometimes he would pin her 
down on the bed and make her 
listen to their daughter’s screams 
in the next room. 

They both agreed that Block 

would stop working when their 
daughter was born, and care for 
the baby, as well as manage the 
care for Block’s dad who was bat-
tling Stage 4 carcinoma cancer 
and lived with them. She was de-
pendent upon her husband, and 
that was just how he wanted it. 

She timed her trips out of 
the house to fall when Tester 
wasn’t home, and made sure she 
was back before he was. It wasn’t 
easy, though, as he called her reg-

ularly to make sure she was at 
home. He wanted to know exact-
ly what she was doing when he 
wasn’t around and who she was 
with. He followed her from room 
to room to listen to her phone 
conversations. She started keep-
ing journals to track what her 
husband was doing, and asked 
her best friend to hide them.

He started threatening to kill 
Block and their daughter on a 

‘It should never have happened’
 >> from 1

IT SHOULD NEVER  >> 3

Mikayla Olson Tester would have 
been 21 on Nov. 29, 2019. Because 
of her spirit, her mother Leigh Ann 
Block is still fighting for other kids 
in abusive situations with an un-
healthy and dangerous parent. She 
was her mother’s “sweetie-girl." Her 
daycare provider called her Cinderel-
la and brought her to Mattock’s Park 
to play. She called herself “Mika” 
when she was little because she 
couldn’t say “Mikayla.” She loved 
her family, music, Disney princesses 
– especially Ariel, dressing up, play-
ing with stuffed “aminals,” and her 
cat Smokey. Her mother remembers 
going on walks with godmother Kris, 
and Mikayla’s blond hair flying in 
the wind. “Feel the breeze, Mikayla 
Nicole,” Block would say. 
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weekly basis, sometimes while 
holding a large knife in his hand, 
and mimicking killing motions. 
Ten minutes later he would deny 
everything. The gaslighting be-
came more regular.

“He was very smart,” said 
Block. “He never physically left 
marks.”

He told her she was fat and 
made fun of her crooked teeth. 
He told her that she’d never find 
anyone as great as himself if she 
left him. She remembers suf-
fering from the cognitive disso-
nance of hearing him talk about 
how great he was and listening to 
the terrible things he said to her.

At night, when the baby was 
hungry and started to cry, he 
screamed at Block to “shut her 
up! Some of us have to work.” 

Due to his rages and his 
frequent marijuana use, Block 
avoided leaving Mikayla home 
alone with him. “It’s a horrible 
thing to not want to leave your 
children with their father,” Block 
remarked.

At home, Block did all the 
childcare while Tester went boat-
ing or snowmobiling with his 
friends almost every weekend, 
but out in public Tester was a 
doting dad. In fact, five months 
before he murdered Mikayla, he 
took her to Disney World.

He tightly controlled their fi-
nances, and gave her a paltry $20 
a week allowance. Friends and 
family helped Block buy diapers 
and other baby things. 

She told herself that she was 
going to “stick it out” until Mi-
kayla was in kindergarten.

Then came the day in March 
2000, when she couldn’t stop 
herself from calling the po-
lice because she was so scared. 
It was a Saturday, and she had 
planned to buy tickets for “Bear 
in the Big Blue House.” Tester re-
fused to let her leave the house, 
so she called her sister-in-law to 
tell her she couldn’t go. Angry, 
Tester ripped the cordless phone 
out of her hands. She ran to an-
other room to use the old-fash-
ioned wall phone, and told her 
friend that “things aren’t ok right 
now,” and returned upstairs. His 
behavior was so threatening that 
she grabbed the cordless phone 
again, ran out on the porch, and 
called 911. The phone went dead 
when he ripped the line out of 
the wall.

When the three squad cars 
arrived, Block asked herself,  
“What have I done? He’s going to 
kill me.”

She obtained her first order 
for protection (OFP), and he was 
banned from the house except to 
pick up Mikayla for visits. Angry 
that he’d been kicked out of “his 
house” due to an order for pro-
tection, Tester filed for divorce. 
Block had no money for another 
home, daycare, or an attorney.

Post-separation abuse 
unchecked

Fearing what Tester would 
do despite the OFP, Block put a 
baby monitor in the garage. Tes-
ter worked third shift, but one 
night she heard a noise in the ga-
rage and called the police. The 
cops found him inside with the 
hood of her vehicle up and a 
quart of oil sitting by the open 
gas tank. He told the cops he was 
just there to pick up some tools. 
He was arrested for violating the 
OFP.

The morning after Hallow-
een, Block looked out the win-
dow of her new apartment, and 

her Blazer was missing again. She 
had changed the vehicle’s door 
key after an earlier suspicious in-
cident, but not the ignition key. 
She reported it stolen, and three 
weeks later it was found wrapped 
around a tree in Rochester. It had 
been involved in a vehicular ho-
micide when two kids took it on 
a joyride despite the passenger 
seat having been cut out.

Shortly after, Block flipped 
through the notebook she and 
Tester exchanged with their 
daughter, recording important 
details to share with the other 
parent. Inside, she found the ig-
nition key to her Blazer.

Tester was letting her know 
he could get to her, despite the 
OFP and their divorce papers.

Before he murdered Mikayla, 
Tester quit his job in order to get 
his child support reduced, and 
then worked secretly for cash 
while receiving unemployment 
benefits. 

Tester put Mikayla in the 
middle of Block and himself, be-
cause he couldn’t control Block 
any more as she started a new 
life with Mikayla. Mikayla start-
ed asking her mother distressing 
questions like, “why is Daddy 
mean?” One day Mikayla asked 
her mom if she was going to die. 
“No,” Block told her. “Why do 
you ask?” “Because Daddy said 
you were,” replied Mikayla. He 
told her that if mom starting dat-
ing that she wouldn’t love Mikay-
la anymore.

He stole and refused to re-
turn their daughter’s favorite 
stuffed animal, even though she 
had trouble sleeping without 
Hippity. He told their daughter 
she was fat. 

Block was always on alert, 
waiting for the next thing to hap-
pen.

Tester continued to threat-
en Block and yell obscenities at 
her during exchanges of Mikayla. 
But when she told the officials 
involved in their case – the peo-
ple she thought were supposed 
to help her – they didn’t give 
him any real consequences. After 
Tester tampered with Block’s 
vehicle, he had been instructed 
to see Mikayla at the Children’s 
Safety Center for supervised vis-
itation. After a month or two, 
Tester wanted to take Mikayla to 
a family reunion, and Ramsey 
County custody evaluator Kelly 
Gerleman allowed it, despite 
Tester’s threats to take Mikayla 
away from Block and despite his 
threats to kill them both. More-
over, Gerleman removed Mikayla 
from the Safety Center indefinite-
ly. Gerleman told Block, “John 
needs to be given the chance to 
demonstrate good behavior.” 

Block was warned by officials 
that if she fled with her daughter, 
she would be arrested for kidnap-
ping. And then, Tester killed Mi-
kayla. 

Block called each one of 
these professionals after Mikay-
la was murdered, but she never 
got an apology, nor did any suf-
fer consequences in their jobs for 
their role in Mikayla’s death.

“They failed miserably,” said 
Block. “I didn’t get any help. 
Nobody listened to me. I was 
not some crazy ex-wife. I was a 
loving mother trying to protect 
my child. This is what parents 
are supposed to do – keep their 
children safe from harm. There’s 
something really wrong with the 
system and that’s an understate-
ment.”

She added, “They were min-
imizing. I still feel like I’m being 
minimized because I didn’t have 
any bruises.”

Not hit, but still victims of 
abuse

Block is tired of hearing the 
common myth that “it takes two 
to tango.”

She’s tired of the stereotypes 
about the kind of woman who 
gets abused. “It doesn’t matter 
how much money you make or 
your status,” she observed. She 
doesn’t think people want to be-
lieve that someone with a few 
kids who lives in a nice house 
could be an abuser or a victim, 
but that doesn’t stop it from 
being true.

She’s tired of hearing that 
women are vindictive and make 
up abuse to get back at their 
spouses. She’s ready for people to 
start believing women and chil-
dren. 

“Abuse survivors are con-
stantly trying to prove them-
selves,” she observed. “There 
should be no question.” She 
supports a national resolution, 
H. Con.Res.72, “expressing the 
sense of Congress that child safe-
ty is the first priority of custody 
and visitation adjudications, and 
that state courts should improve 
adjudications of custody where 
family violence is alleged” (115th 
Congress [2017-2018]). This res-
olution makes it standard to put 
the safety needs of children first 
rather than parental rights, and 
Block and friend Bonnie Roy are 
pushing for state legislation that 
will also support putting the safe-
ty of children first through the 
Minnesota Chapter of the Stop 
Abuse Campaign.

Block began recording her 
abuse in journals in the spring of 
1999, and now it’s 2019. Kids are 
still not being protected, despite 
the Adverse Childhood Experi-

ences (ACEs) research on how 
much kids are affected by threats, 
intimidation and physical vio-
lence.

“I may not have been hit, 
but Mikayla was still a victim of 
domestic violence,” she said. 

“There’s still no law that pro-
tects children in abusive situa-
tions.” 

Minnesota has nine best in-
terest factors, and only one is re-
lated to domestic violence. “The 
best interest is not putting your 
children with an abusive father,” 
said Block. She believes that if 
a parent is abusive, they should 
not have joint custody. They 
should not have access to their 
children.

“I want to be part of a pos-
itive change that will prioritize 
these kids’ lives,” said Block.

And so she keeps telling her 
story.

“We shouldn’t have to beg 
for these laws to protect our 
kids,” said Block. 

“We need to start looking 
out for each other.”

She has devoted her time to 
promoting prevention, testifying 

at government hearings against 
50/50 custody laws, and speaking 
out so that no more children die 
because of domestic violence. 

According to the Center for 
Judicial Excellence, at least 728 
children have been murdered by 
a divorcing or separating parent 
since 2011. Seventy-three percent 
of the perpetrators are fathers. 
Many of these children are killed 
in murder-suicides, as Mikayla 
was. 

In the 30 years that Violence 
Free Minnesota (formerly the 
Minnesota Battered Women’s Co-
alition) has been tracking fem-
icides, at least 685 people were 
killed due to relationship abuse. 
The youngest victim was just 22 
weeks old; the oldest was 88.

“Mikayla was mentally and 
physically abused by her father, 
as was I. And we dealt with it ba-
sically from her birth in 1998,” 
said Block. 

“I don’t want any other child 
to have to go through what Mi-
kayla went through.”

Contact  editor at  tesha@
longfellownokomismessenger.com.

‘It should never have happened’ >> from 2

On Thanksg iv ing  Day 
2019, Raven B. Gant’s ex-boy-
friend shot and killed her in 
front of her minor daughter in 
North Minneapolis. Later, over 
the holiday weekend, Kjersten 
Marie Schladetzky, and her two 
sons, William and Nelson were 
killed in a triple murder-suicide 
by their father and Kjersten’s 
ex-husband, David, in south 
Minneapolis. 

Raven, Kjersten, William, 
and Nelson are Minnesota’s 
most recent confirmed intimate 
partner homicide victims. There 
have been 19 confirmed inti-
mate partner homicide victims 
as of press time on Dec. 21.

On the morning of Dec. 
1, David Schladetzky, 53, shot 
and killed his two sons, Wil-
liam, 11, and Nelson, 8, outside 
of their home at 2738 Oakland 
Ave. He then entered the house 
and shot and killed his ex-wife, 
Kjersten, 39, before killing him-
self. Police officers responded 
to calls of gunshots and found 
the two boys in the front yard. 
As officers arrived, they heard 
shots coming from inside the 
house. Kjersten and David’s 
bodies were later found inside 
the home. A divorce was final-
ized between the two in June 
2019.

Randall Watkins, 41, faces 
a second-degree murder charge 
for the killing of 27-year-old 
Raven Gant, who was shot in 
the back. The Hennepin Coun-
ty Attorney’s Office says it will 
seek an enhanced sentence in 
this case due to the presence of 

the child.
Intimate partner homicides 

have a devastating impact on 
children. Children are injured 
and killed. Additionally, wit-
nessing the murder of a parent 
due to intimate partner homi-
cide can have long-term adverse 
effects on children. In the Vi-
olence Free Minnesota 30-year 
retrospective on intimate part-
ner homicide in Minnesota, a 
child witnessed the homicide of 
their parent in 22% of the 685 
cases from 1989-2018.

“The safety of our children 
is directly linked to intimate 
partner violence of their par-
ents,” said Violence Free Minne-
sota Executive Director Liz Rich-
ards. “Protecting our children is 
an essential part of our work to 
end intimate partner violence. 
We must find the words – and 
the solutions – to say that these 
deaths are the fatal result of 
power and control; and we can 
take action as a community to 
end intimate partner violence.”

Raven Gant, and Kjersten, 
William, and Nelson Schlade-
tzky’s lives will be honored at 
an intimate partner homicide 
memorial on Jan. 28, 2020, and 
included in the 2019 intimate 
partner homicide report to be 
released on Oct. 1, 2020.

If you are a victim experi-
encing abuse, contact Day One 
at 866-223-1111 to connect with 
services.

Information courtesy of Vio-
lence Free Minnesota, formerly the 
Minnesota Coalition for Battered 
Women.

Four murdered in Minneapolis 
19 killed in intimate partner homicides in 2019 

Graphic courtesy of Center for Judical ExcellenceYOU’RE NOT ALONE. First 
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