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I kept my sweat suit on the entire time. I was unsure I belonged there, 

with those elite women.

When I fi nally stepped on the scale, I weighed 110 pounds. I had 

lost a total of 28 pounds! I had done it! I was under 114 pounds (my 

goal) and I would be competing as a lightweight.

That night, I went back to the hotel room and practised my routine 

again and again. I was afraid to eat anything for fear of gaining any 

weight and ruining my muscle defi nition, so I nibbled on small spoon-

fuls of cottage cheese and yogurt.

During the morning’s pre-judging show, we were put through our 

fi ve compulsory poses. I was nervous and very, very hungry, and it 

was hard to smile for the judges while trying to pose, but I gave it my 

all. The morning show is where you make your fi rst impression with 

the judges, and they assess your muscularity, symmetry and condi-

tioning. A competitor’s placing is often determined at this show, and 

it can be hard to change your placing after that, but I was able to (un-

knowingly) move up in position between shows because I had ‘carbed 

up’ well, a tricky technique where you slowly fi ll up your muscles with 

carbohydrates over a long period of time.

The changes in my physique were astounding: the night before 

I appeared fl at and drawn, but I sipped on a carbohydrate blend the 

day of the show, and by the evening show, my muscles appeared full 

My fi rst contest, the BC Gold’s Classic, 1991. Having shed 28 pounds, I 
was now 110 pounds and 13% body fat. I won Best Lightweight and Best 
Overall. I weight-trained for 7 years before entering my fi rst contest, which 
created greater “muscle maturity” that judges like: fuller, more defi ned 
muscle bellies with deeper, more defi ned cuts.
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and thick, my skin was razor thin and my abs suddenly ‘popped out’. 

Apparently all eyes were on me because of the vast difference in my 

physique from the morning to the evening show.

MY BAG OF ROCKS

As a parting gift, Jane had given me a small bag with three beauti-

ful rock crystals in it. Each rock held a different energetic meaning: 

one banished fear, another built confi dence and the third brought 

success. Holding them in my fi st backstage reminded me of all I had 

been through, and I was thankful for all that Jane had taught me. After 

years of struggle, I was fi nally living my dream. I was about to step 

onto that stage!

As my music started, I took a deep breath and walked out. The 

stage lights were bright, so I just focused on fi nding the ‘X’ on centre 

stage. My heart was pounding and my legs were shaking. I planted 

my foot and made my fi rst turn….

My routine was fl awless (hadn’t I practiced it a thousand times 

in my head?). I felt graceful and smooth, and I smiled at the judges. 

Even with all my years of doing piano recitals, that brief 90-second 

posing routine seemed like the hardest and the longest performance 

I had ever done.

After all the routines were done, the judges called three com-

petitors back to the stage. I heard my name being called. Whew, I 

thought, I made top three! We lined up on stage beside each other, 

and the crowd was getting excited now. The judges called out the 

third place winner’s name… Not mine… I thought. I had made the 

top two! They called out the second place winner… Not me again… 
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Does that mean that I won? For a moment it didn’t register, then I put 

my hands up to my face in disbelief! I had won the Lightweight Class, 

my very fi rst contest!

I walked backstage, put on my sweatsuit and grabbed my bag of 

rocks. A fellow competitor congratulated me and asked me what was 

in my bag.

“They’re my power totems,” I told her. “They give me strength.”

“Wow,” she said. “I need to get me some of those!”

Later that evening, I competed against the winners of the middle-

weight and heavyweight classes and I won Best Overall! I had done 

what I had dreamed about in my little garage so many years ago. I 

had competed in my fi rst body building contest and I was the overall 

winner!

At the end of the show, an old acquaintance from Banff stopped 

by to congratulate me. “Wow, just a few years ago, you were in a heap 

of trouble in Banff, and now you’re out here winning body building 

contests!” she said. “What a difference a few years make!”

Indeed, I thought.

CLIMBING THE COMPETITION LADDER

The following year I moved to Alberta and I set my sights on the Pro-

vincials. My colleagues told me I could never win a provincial contest 

drug-free, which motivated me even more! I asked for sponsorship 

from a handful of local businesses and in exchange I promised them 

a photo of me holding one of the top three trophies. They asked me 

how I was so sure I could come in top three. “I just know,” I told them.

I headed fi rst to the regionals, and I again won the Lightweight 
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Class but I missed out on Best Overall. The winner was smaller and 

softer, but she had stage presence to die for! I was told I had the bet-

ter physique, but when we went on stage, she outshone me. It was a 

valuable lesson to learn – confi dence sells and clearly I still needed 

to work on mine.

Two weeks later, I competed at the Provincials. Trying to keep 

your ‘peak’ with two contests so close together is challenging, and I 

was competing against several women who were known steroid us-

ers and whose bodies were packed with hard, thick muscle. It was 

a tough battle, and I gave it my all. I wasn’t sure of my chances, but 

I knew I had put everything I had into my training and preparation. 

In the end, the judges awarded me the Lightweight Winner and I 

went on to win Best Overall! I was now a Provincial Body Building 

Champion!

According to the judges, my superb conditioning and my feminine 

lines were what won them over. The judges were admittedly trying to 

stem the tide of drugs coming into the sport now, and as one judge 

put it, “We want to keep our women women.” I had the right look and 

the right level of conditioning at the right time. It was a valuable les-

son in fortitude, and that not all wins are based on size. Quality over 

quantity.

I had done the impossible. I had won a provincial contest drug-

I won the Southern Albertans Lightweight class, and 2 weeks later I won 
Best Overall at the Alberta Provincials. Many said I could never win a 
provincial contest drug-free, but I proved it could be done! That was a 
tough win because I had to hold my peak conditioning for 2 long weeks 
between shows! 
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free, something that was a rarity back then (and still rare today). The 

following week I delivered a picture of me holding my fi rst place tro-

phy to all my sponsors.

A PAINFUL LOSS

The following year, I decided to go back to college. Body building was 

a great sport and I loved it, but I knew deep down that it was unlikely I 

would be able to make a living at it. I decided to enroll in a recreation 

program, to blend my love of sports with the great outdoors.

I loved being back in school, and it was an incredibly stimulating 

and exciting time for me. I threw myself into my studies. I became an 

honour student and I received a partial scholarship.

I trained at a nearby gym with another woman, Jacquie, who was a 

former triathlete who wanted me to train her for her fi rst body build-

ing show. I created a triple split program for us and we trained fi ve 

days a week together. I welcomed the company. It was nice to have a 

fellow female to train with, and someone who was as diligent and as 

hard-working as me.

After eight months of steady training, we set our sights on the 

Western Canadian Body Building Show, the second highest show in 

the country. We packed our car and drove to the weigh-in.

Me and friend Jacqueline Lewis at the Western Canadians in 1994. I 
was second place Lightweight, and I trained Jacquie who came in third 
in Heavyweight, a good placing for her fi rst competition.  Being a lifelong 
athlete, Jacquie was a dream to coach because she had a lot of passion 
for training. After this contest, she went on to become a member of the 
Canadian Triathlon Team for 10 years. 



38   k     KAREN McCOY

NO STEROIDS

At the show, I learned that I would be competing against an old rival 

(one whom I had previously beaten) who had started taking steroids. 

She was now a solid ten pounds heavier (and with an altered face and 

voice), and I didn’t stand a chance. She was awarded fi rst place and I 

placed second.

I was heartbroken. I knew I had trained just as hard, and we had 

the same body type and level of conditioning, but she simply out-mus-

cled me pound for pound. Clearly, at this level of competition, the 

judges were saying that size did indeed matter. It was a tough loss.

I pondered my future. I had never considered taking drugs be-

cause I only ever wanted to compete clean and fair. I wanted to hon-

our my body in all ways, and I had struggled to regain my health 

after years of substance abuse and panic attacks, so I wasn’t about 

to jeopardize my health again. I also knew that taking steroids would 

mean I would have to lie to family and friends, and I couldn’t live with 

that. I wanted to live honestly. I wanted to live in my truth, because I’d 

learned that if I didn’t, my health would suffer. I had suffered enough.

PREGNANT

After the Westerns, I hung up my weight training belt and we moved 

to a small town in BC near the ocean. We bought a small home and 

soon afterward, we were married. We decided we wanted to have a 

child, but I was concerned that my many years of low body fat would 

hamper our efforts. However, once I started eating normally and my 

body fat went up to a healthy 20%, we conceived quickly. In March, the 

ultrasound showed I was carrying a boy!
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For the rest of the pregnancy, I had terrible morning sickness. All 

I could eat were sugary carbohydrates like cereal, muffi ns and crack-

ers which left me feeling bloated and depressed. My energy plum-

meted and I felt depressed. I was shaky and sick all the time, so I had 

to stop training altogether.

Admittedly, it was hard for me to watch my baby-body develop. I 

watched my belly expand in ways I never could have imagined. Just 

a year ago I was competing on stage with a rock-hard body. Now that 

body was barely recognizable underneath my newly acquired mom-

my-fl esh. It was all just a distant memory now.

TRISTAN’S BIRTH (December 30, 1995)

After three days of hard labour, Tristan was delivered by caesarian 

section on December 30th, 1995. He appeared to be a healthy, happy 

baby with no outward signs of any trouble. He had an abnormally slow 

heart beat, which I assumed was genetic because I had a lower heart 

rate also, and they put him on a heart monitor machine for several 

days. (We found out years later that this is one of the signs of DMD.)

I was so unsure of what to do as a new mother. I never felt like I 

had a strong, caring and reliant mother fi gure in my life, so I had no 

role model to draw from. I felt clumsy and awkward, and I cried most 

days. A cloud had descended over my life.

The following year, we moved to the Interior of BC. I was sad to 

leave my beloved ocean, and I continued to feel lost in the challenges 

of motherhood. Once we settled down, I decided I needed to fi nd 

something satisfying, something that I could work on over time and 
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that I could call my own. I needed to get plugged back in, so I checked 

out the local university.

I signed up for the journalism program. I always loved writing, and 

a journalism degree offered a more defi nite career path. My college 

recreation diploma helped fi ll the program’s fi rst and second year of 

prerequisites, so I could fast track and complete my degree in two 

years. I started classes that fall.

DIVORCE (1998)

I immediately immersed myself in my studies. I loved the program, 

and I loved learning again. I was surrounded by like-minded people, 

and I enjoyed the camaraderie and support of this growing, active and 

educated group.

The stress of our move, buying a new home, and a new baby, was 

putting an immense strain on our marriage, and we now had my 

schooling to contend with. My husband wanted me to work, and I 

wanted to complete my studies. We had discussed this before we de-

cided to get pregnant but now the goal posts had been moved. I felt 

betrayed and angry.

By the following year, the strain proved too much for our mar-

riage. When Tristan was 2-1/2 years old, we fi led for divorce. It was a 

dark and painful time for us all.

After our divorce, I continued with my studies. As a single parent, I 

managed to secure a small student loan to see us through. I was run-

ning on little sleep, but I felt free for the fi rst time in years. It was like 

a huge weight had suddenly been lifted off my shoulders. I felt scared 

but excited at the same time.



 ONE REP AT A TIME —THE JOURNEY   k     41

Tristan and I stayed living in the house and his father moved a 

few doors away. I qualifi ed for subsidized child care, so with Tristan 

in day care, I was able to train between classes. I was determined to 

shed my pregnancy fat and get my energy back. Being surrounded 

by dumbbells and barbells again felt good. So, with program in hand, 

I began to rebuild my body, again….

GOING DEEPER

After my divorce, I felt lonely but strangely liberated. I was reconnect-

ing to my creativity and my power through my weight training and my 

writing. Lifting and writing were both near and dear to my heart, and 

I knew that they would always be important in my life, yet I was still 

unsure of what I was supposed to do with my life. I was still in limbo.

After many challenging years, the veil had been lifted and I was 

seeing and living from a different place now. My world had expanded, 

and I hoped that I was fi nally stepping into the light.

However, I was about to learn that it was going to get a whole lot 

darker. In fact, my journey, the real journey, had only just begun.
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THREE

A Fall from Grace:
Body as Teacher (1999 – 2001)

THE WEDDING, WAR AND FRANK SINATRA, 

OCTOBER 7, 2001 (5 months after diagnosis)

It’s October 7th and I’m standing in the rain, crying. My husband and 

I flew out to Vancouver to attend a friend’s wedding. Over 100 people 

arrived at this exclusive clubhouse in celebration of their union. But 

underneath the pink icing and bubble confetti is another reality – our 

friend’s father is dying of cancer and they hope he will make it through 

the evening to see his son wed. On this same evening, the United 

States has declared war on Afghanistan.

I’m outside on the patio, looking out over the soft, green lawns and I 

marvel at how peaceful everything looks. I cried through the wedding 

vows, not out of joy, but because the emotion of the moment stirred up 

other emotions deep inside me. I cried for my friend’s dying father, for 

the injustices of war, and for my son who may never experience the joy 
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of marriage. Inside, Frank Sinatra’s My Way booms through the club-

house halls. It was my father’s favourite song and I cry some more.

All of this reminds me that life is a precarious thing. Lately, I have 

found comfort in the grief of others, because it makes me feel less 

alone in my own grief. Suddenly, I wasn’t alone in my grief because 

the attacks on the World Trade Centre had created a grief greater 

than mine, and it eased my own pain. I was experiencing schaden-

freude, a natural human reaction which refers to the embarrassing 

spasm of gratitude we feel when something bad happens to someone 

else instead of us. It makes us feel strangely safe, like when you hear 

of a family involved in a terrible accident, and you go home to your 

family and say, “We can’t complain, did you hear about so-and-so who 

died in that awful accident?”

With my son’s diagnosis, my family had become ‘that family’, the 

one everyone measured their luck by. It was a yardstick I didn’t want 

to own, but was to be played out for many years to come.

The terrorist attacks created a public grief, but my grief remains a 

private one. While strangers all over the world reach out to victims 

of terrorism, I am hard-pressed to get a neighbour to cross the street 

to see how we are doing. When my husband took a job up north for 

the winter, I thought, “surely our neighbours would come and help 

me shovel the driveway, or see how we’re doing.” No one came. I felt 

confused and angry.

“Why won’t they reach out to help us?” I often asked my husband. 

“They know about Tristan, don’t they care?” It would be some time 

before I understood their silence.

Several months later I was watching a show on the families of vic-

tims lost in the September 11th attacks. A well-known TV psychologist 
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was urging the family of one distraught woman, whose husband had 

died, to not pull away from her. “Often times when we say, “Oh, I went 

to visit so-and-so today and she’s doing much better,” what we’re really 

saying is, “She didn’t make me feel uncomfortable today.” It lets us 

of f the hook.” Now I understood. My son’s diagnosis made people un-

comfortable. We had become a reminder of what could happen when 

you’re looking the other way.

I’m learning to settle my anger, but it’s a slow process. Our family’s 

struggle with muscular dystrophy has caused a sifting out of people 

to one side or the other. On one side are people who stay tight within 

themselves. I am learning to let them go with love. On the other side 

are the people who of fer help without being asked, who want to learn 

everything they can about the disease, and who want to know what 

their role will be. They listen to our story, and when I scream, they 

know my anger is not directed at them, but is rather a mother’s an-

guish at losing her only child.

Out on the patio, the rain continues to gently fall. Inside, Frank 

Sinatra is singing Dad’s song. I start to cry. I miss him. I wish he 

could wrap his arms around me and tell me everything was going to 

be alright.

In times of need, we often reach outside ourselves for answers. But 

in doing so, we are disabling our most valuable asset – our inner 

guidance. As I overcame my toxic childhood, my addictions, the panic 

attacks and my divorce, the lessons continued to come through that 

most treasured of things – my body. But there were no rewards forth-

coming.
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I would soon move further into the darkness with the news of our 

son’s condition, and my body would continue to carry the brunt of it 

all in unimaginable and painful ways.

AT THE SCREEN DOOR (1999)

After my divorce, the bills started piling up, so I took on extra work 

as a freelance writer. My small student loan was helping us keep our 

heads above water, but it was running out fast.

For the next year, I slept very little, relying on coffee and adrena-

line to keep me going. Friends told me that I should quit college and 

move in with family. I was furious. My ex’s life (and work) contin-

ued after divorce, why couldn’t mine? I was not about to abandon my 

dream of getting a degree, and I would fi nish, no matter what.

Our daily routine was always the same: drop Tristan off at day 

care, go to classes, train at the gym during lunch, do some freelance 

work, pick up Tristan, drive home, have dinner, read a book and go 

to bed. At bedtime, I would lay down with Tristan in his bed, being 

careful not to fall asleep myself. Then once he was asleep, I would 

head back into my offi ce and continue working until after midnight. 

I would head off to bed and set the alarm for 4:30 a.m. so I could 

squeeze in a few more hours of work before Tristan woke up.

My crazy schedule was catching up with me. My body constantly 

trembled, and I wasn’t able to hold any food down. My weight dropped 

to 103 pounds and my body ached all the time. My doctor suggested I 

take anti-depressants, which I declined. I wasn’t depressed, I was just 

worn out. With no family support and with the bills constantly piling 

up, I wondered how we would make it through.
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One morning, while I was standing at the screen door getting ready 

to leave, my whole body started to tremble. I squeezed my hands to-

gether tight trying to stop the shaking. I closed my eyes, took a deep 

breath and said quietly, “Please, Universe, help me through just one 

more day. Just one more day, please.”

MY WATERFALL

On weekends, I would grab Tristan and we would walk up to a small 

waterfall located behind our house. Few people knew about the wa-

terfall, and it became our little get-away during hot summer days. 

It was our private place, and we would sit and throw rocks into the 

swirling waters. I felt peaceful sitting there, and I would often say a 

silent prayer to the waterfall. I didn’t know how we were going to get 

through, but I had faith that somehow, some way, it would all work 

out.

ARMS WIDE OPEN

After one particularly tough week, I packed up Tristan and we headed 

to the waterfall. I was exhausted and fed up, and I desperately needed 

an end to our struggles. Once there, I stood at the edge of the falls, 

threw my arms open, looked up to the sky and shouted, “Now what?” 

I was tired of struggling and I needed some answers. I did it again and 

again, each time shouting louder, “NOW WHAT?”

In that moment, I gained another little piece of the puzzle: I was 

learning the importance of surrender. For that moment in time, my 

body and my mind no longer felt closed off and tight. It was like I 
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became unstuck. In that moment, with arms fl ung open wide, I had 

made an important shift in my healing with this newest skill of mine.

I have taught this little lesson to thousands of women over the 

years with profound results. Our body and our mind are a mirror re-

fl ection of each other, and when we close down our bodies, our minds 

are closed also. Physically opening ourselves up to our journey, good 

or bad, and saying yes to our struggles with arms wide open helps us 

move forward.

That fall, I was offered a full-time freelance position with a small 

company, and I gladly accepted. I would be able to earn more money 

for Tristan and me, and hopefully be able to pay off some bills.

CHERYL

One day, a colleague had just returned from a tarot card reading with 

a visiting psychic. I had played with tarot cards in the past, and I was 

always intrigued by them, so I called to book an appointment. The 

psychic had an opening the next day. I was apprehensive, but I prom-

ised myself to stay open to all possibilities. At this point in my life, I 

had nothing to lose.

When I fi rst met Cheryl, I was impressed by her professionalism 

and her normalness. She was engaging, funny and real.

“What I do is a skill, like anything else,” she explained. “Everyone 

has the ability, some more than others. I just happened to be born 

with it.”

She shuffl ed the deck and explained the process to me. She said 

psychics don’t really predict the future, rather, they can tell you the 
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future if you maintain the path you are on. As humans, we are always 

free to alter it.

“We are co-creators of our world,” she explained. “Our life is not 

all mapped out for us. We always have free will and choice to change 

it at any time.”

For the next hour, she revealed my past with incredible accura-

cy. I learned that I was an empathic, meaning I felt things more than 

others, like colours, scents, music and other people’s emotions. This 

explained how, as a child, I could amaze my family with my ‘seeing’ 

ability: I would grab coloured balls, close my eyes, rub the balls, and 

tell them what colour each was because I could ‘feel’ the colour in my 

hand. It also explained why I felt uncomfortable in crowds, why cer-

tain fabrics would unhinge me, and why certain paint colours made 

me feel uneasy.

This also explained my affi nity for water, because water helps to 

cleanse and balance the empathic person’s sensitive and sometimes 

highly-charged nervous system.

“Whether you’re in it or on it, you need the cleansing properties of 

water. You always have,” said Cheryl. She also explained that being 

an empathic meant that my lessons – my intuition and my guidance 

– would always come through my body. “In particular, the nervous 

system,” she said.

I needed to be careful of this, and it would benefi t me to learn its 

language so I could better use these unique tools in my life.

MY PURPOSE

During the reading, I asked her if Tristan and I were going to be okay.




