Meet Jenny
“Maybe her story can help prevent another family from needlessly burying a loved one.”
Jennifer’s sister Denise offers a simple, but powerful explanation for telling Jennifer’s story, “Nothing can bring Jennifer back to us.  Nothing can erase my memory of holding her sobbing children as we buried their mother.  By telling Jenny’s story, we hope to help others.  Maybe her story will help someone leave an abusive relationship.  Maybe her story can help prevent another family from needlessly burying a loved one.”

Mary Knapp, Family Advocacy Program Manager at the Hart-Dole-Inouye Federal Center, was one of the first people to hear Jenny’s story.
John Bontempo, an employee with the Defense Logistics Information Service for nearly 30 years, stopped by to talk to Knapp one day.  He brought with him a photograph of what had happened to his daughter.  It’s a vivid image that clearly portrays the cruelty behind domestic violence.
Knapp knew the image had the power to tell Jenny’s story.
“A picture is worth a thousand words,” John Bontempo later said.

Mary Knapp describes the challenge of getting people to go beyond a basic understanding of domestic violence.  “We always hear people talk about the issue, and it’s great overall awareness has increased.  However, we thought it was important for people to actually see what we’re talking about.”

“Maybe if we could save one life with Jenny, it might make what she went through more bearable,” says Bontempo.

At the time Knapp was talking to a woman who was having a hard time deciding whether to leave an abusive relationship.  The next time they met, Knapp told the woman Jenny’s story and showed her the picture.  “Within the first week, Jenny might have saved a life,” Knapp says.  After seeing Jenny’s picture, the woman finally ended her abusive relationship.
With Bontempo’s permission, Knapp printed 2,000 photographs.  On the front of the wallet-sized photograph is an image of Jenny when she was alive.  She has long brown hair and brown eyes.  There’s a big smile on her face and a sparkle in her eyes.  It is an image a father would proudly carry in his wallet.  The back depicts what Jenny looked like Aug. 3, 2002, after a final, violent encounter with her husband, Austin England, in their Mich. home.  “Using only his hands he beat her and broke her neck.  He threw her body down a flight of stairs in an effort to fake an accident,” says Denise Bontempo Brew, Jenny’s sister.  
“Everyone who has gotten one of these photographs has been moved by it,” Knapp explains.  She has already put in an order for an additional 5,000 photographs and is working with John Bontempo to create a “Jenny in your pocket” campaign.  “Jenny is teaching others about unsafe relationships,” says Knapp.  “I think this is something that could be used to help people throughout the country.  Who knows where Jenny will go to save lives?”  

Getting the message out to women who find themselves in a situation similar to Jennifer has become very important to the Bontempo family.  Ironically, determination was a trait demonstrated by Jennifer early on in her life.  “Jennifer Lynn Bontempo came into this world weighing only four and a half pounds,” recalls Denise.  “Never wanting to rest, she would often fall asleep mid-crawl.” 

If Jenny’s photograph awakens a viewer to the seriousness of the domestic violence issue, it is the details of her story being shared by the Bontempo family that bring its urgent message home.
“What was so devastating about this crime was Jennifer left two children behind who were witnesses,” John Bontempo says.  While Jenny lay dead on the floor, her husband forced the children to assist with cleaning the blood.  At the time her son was six and her daughter was three.
“We knew there were problems,” says John Bontempo.  “Jennifer knew the relationship wasn’t good, but she wanted to work on it.”
After eight difficult years in her relationship with England, Jennifer had finally reached a point where she felt it was time to move on.  Her sister Denise describes the decision, “She had never believed in divorce, but now felt it was the only choice that would keep her and her children safe.”  While visiting her father in Battle Creek, Jennifer found a place to live and decided to register for classes at the local college.  Unfortunately the weekend Jenny was scheduled to move, her husband “went off the deep end,” according to John Bontempo.  “When she finally decided to leave, it was too late,” he said.  “She was a marvelous young woman in a horrible trap.”
Feeling trapped is common to women in Jenny’s situation.  “There are tough questions that these women have to face,” says Knapp.  “When is enough enough?  When should you get out of a relationship?

Jenny’s father found partial answers to these questions when he discovered Jenny’s journal after her death.  “This is not my diary,” Jenny wrote.  “It’s a journal.”  
“She was listing things that happened to her,” he explains.  “She was keeping track of what happened day-to-day so she could try and make sense of it.”  

Jenny’s father encourages women who find themselves in abusive relationships to ask themselves difficult questions and to take a step back from the situation like Jenny did.  “If you don’t want to listen to us, start a journal and list the things that are happening in your life.  Remember the things that are happening and compare them to the things you are reading or hearing about domestic violence.  Compare what is happening in your life to the danger signs.”
John Bontempo offers another piece of advice to women in strained relationships, “Separation or a cooling off period is a good step.”  However, one of the major obstacles women face is the belief they can “fix” the problem while staying in the relationship.  Experts believe real change usually requires the distance of a separation and serious counseling.  Women also find themselves doubting whether a plan to leave can be successful.  

Knapp underscores the importance of making good decisions.  “The Department of Defense has made stopping family violence a priority,” she said.  The Hart-Dole-Inouye Federal Center’s Family Advocacy Program provides “The Way Out for Abused Women, How to Safely Leave a Dangerous Relationship.” The booklet helps women determine if they are being abused, whether they should leave, and how to safely make a move if it is necessary.
As they continue to tell Jennifer’s story and make domestic abuse victims aware of resources, the Bontempos are also determined to move forward. Both of Jennifer’s children have been adopted back into the family by Jennifer’s other sister and best friend, Susan.  They currently live in Ohio.  “As her family, we have learned to cherish the people in our lives,” says Denise.  “We talk about Jenny and the things she did.  This includes the good and the bad.  It’s all part of who she was.  Her kids make a cake for her birthday each year.  They make ornaments for the mini Christmas tree we place on her grave.  We continue to celebrate her life.” 

John Bontempo will be retiring from DLIS next April.  He plans on moving to Cleveland to be closer to his grandchildren and looks forward to having a more active role their lives. 

Knapp urges anyone in an abusive situation or people who know someone in a situation like Jenny’s to take the first step and seek help, “If any person is in a situation where they are being physically, emotionally abused, call somebody.  Tell somebody.  Don’t keep it a secret.  Tell.”
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Cutline: The Bontempo family hopes to help others currently in violent relationships by telling Jenny’s story. The wallet-sized photograph shows an image of Jenny during happier times. On the reverse side is Jenny after her final, violent encounter with her husband.
