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Katie Dallam was hurt boxing, but she didn't throw in towel 
JOE POSNANSKI 

Sometimes, at the end of a movie, the screen will go dark, and words will appear. A postscript. The words might say that Ray Charles went on to spend his life as a beloved entertainer or Henry Hill still lives in the witness protection program or that Sandra Dee never remarried after Bobby Darin died. 

There is no postscript at the end of the movie "Million Dollar Baby." There is no need. The story ends. If you have not seen the movie and do not want to know the ending, you should stop here. There is no way to tell this story without revealing it. "Million Dollar Baby" is about a 30-something woman from nowhere Missouri, Maggie Fitzgerald, who walks into a boxing gym. She is poor, and she is hungry, and she is drawn to boxing. Why? The violence, maybe. The starkness. Then, maybe she just wants the chance to show her heart. 

She trains with a certain fury. When she boxes, she feels alive. 

In time, Maggie is hurt in the ring. She is paralyzed. The thing is, Maggie can still hear the cheers roaring in her ears, she can still remember how it felt to be whole and strong and in control of her life. She does not want to live on as a quadriplegic. She wants to die. 

There is no postscript at the end of "Million Dollar Baby," because in the movie Maggie gets what she wants. There is nothing left to say. 

This is the story of Katie Dallam. This is the story of the fighter who kept on living. 

Katie Dallam looks at the pretty, bright watercolors she painted before the fight, and she does not know them. She has tried numerous times in the last eight years to paint like she once did, to draw water lilies and gardens, to spread lemon yellow and pale blue and bright pink on a canvas. But always the colors come out dark, sinister even, the reds turn blood, the purples bruise, the sky is always black. 

"I look at my old paintings, and they are ..." Katie stops. She cannot come up with the word she needs. This happens all the time. That part of her brain that once came up with the right words - before the fight, Katie loved to talk - that part is gone now. When Katie is feeling good, like she is now, she will wrestle furiously with her mind for that elusive word. When she is not feeling good, she does not talk at all. 

"I can't think of what I was saying," Katie says. She looks again at her old painting with all its brilliant and cheerful colors. 

"That's not who I am anymore," she says. 

The fight happened in St. Joseph in December of 1996, six weeks after Katie Dallam walked into a boxing gym. She was looking for something. "Katie always needed goals in her life," her sister, Stephanie, says. "She wasn't just a runner - she trained for marathons. And when she started boxing, she loved it, and she needed something to train for, something to be there at the end." 

Katie was an alcoholic was she was 14. She had grown up in Columbia, and her family did not have much - "I can remember our mom would save her cigarette butts so she could smoke them at the end of the week," Stephanie says - and Katie always had an addictive personality. It was not enough for her to recover from her own alcoholism. She became a substance abuse counselor. 

It was not enough for her to go to college, she had to get her master's degree, and Stephanie says she graduated with a 4.0 grade-point average. 

It was not enough for her to box in the gym, she had to get in the ring. Katie found a trainer, who got her a fight in a firehouse in St. Joseph. She was 37 years old. She got her boxing license the day before the fight. She was given a cursory prefight exam that Stephanie, a nurse, remembers as being only a blood pressure check. She recalls her trainer offering only this bit of advice: "Lock your legs and don't go down." 

Then Dallam stepped into the ring to face a fighter named Sumya Anani. Dallam's trainer had told her that Anani was inexperienced, a pushover. In truth, Anani had already won her four fights, she was 13 years younger, 35 pounds lighter, immeasurably quicker and a whirlwind. In time, Anani would become one of the best and most devastating women fighters in the world. 

Katie Dallam was paid $300. 

The last thing she remembers is Anani coming at her, her arms spinning and rotating like the blades of a windmill. Her last thought: How can I defend myself? 

And then it all fades to black. 

It is Stephanie who remembers. Stephanie was there in St. Joseph that night only because she did not want her sister to go into that firehouse alone. She promised to take pictures. She did not like the idea of her sister fighting, but Katie was always stubborn. 

"I cannot describe to you what it is like to watch your sister getting beaten to death," she says, and her voice catches. "All while ... while ... while ... people are cheering." 

A Star review of the fight seven years ago counted Anani landing 119 punches all around Dallam's head. Since then, a lawyer and family friend counted more than 150 punches. Then, numbers are not important. The punches came fast and furious and from all angles. There were enough punches to rattle Katie Dallam's skull. A vein burst deep in her brain. Later, she collapsed in the dressing room. 

But, her trainer's words echoing in her bruised brain, she never went down in the ring. 

"She's just so stubborn," Stephanie says with a hint of both anger and pride. The 24 hours after the fight were a mad flurry of shrieks from the crowd and an ambulance siren and tears and a doctor saying that Katie might not survive. Stephanie, with her medical background, felt sure that Katie would die. While doctors cut open Katie's skull, Stephanie went home to tell the family. She waited for the call. 

But Katie did not die. When Stephanie went back to the hospital, Katie's eyes were swollen shut. Her nose was broken. She needed a ventilation tube to breathe. She had no memory. In time, after months of rehabilitation, the breathing tube was gone, the nose healed, the eyes opened and part of her memory returned. 

And that was the time when Katie started saying that she wanted to die. 

Katie never knows what she can or cannot do. That's the hardest part. 

"Sometimes, I feel normal, you know, just like I was before," she says. "And then I'll try to do something so simple, and I'll feel ..." 

She stops. 

"I don't know the word," she says. 

Katie could not go back to work, of course. She could not remember the simplest things. She could not plan her day. She lost part of her vision and most of her vocabulary. And yet the part of her mind that remembered what she once was - the part that knew that she had a master's degree and had run marathons and had overcome demons - that was intact. That was the part that made her want to die. 

"I felt stupid," Katie says. 

There was no escape from the lost part of her brain. When she walked at night, she would see monsters. When she slept, she was jolted awake and left with the remnants of nightmares that she never could recall. 

It took her hours to do the simplest things. Eight years later, it still does. 

"I had to tell her the same things over and over again," Stephanie says. Her life was taken too. She had Katie move in with her - in part to watch Katie after she talked about suicide - and she dedicated herself to helping her sister find a life. 

"I had plans," Stephanie says. "I had to put them all away. It hasn't been easy. But I have never regretted it. I've always known this was the right way, the only way." 

The only time Katie has felt like herself was when she painted or sculpted. Then, she felt in control, alive again. She had been a good artist before the fight - she often showed her photos in restaurants around Columbia. Now, though, her paintings were different. Now, they were filled with pain, fury, screaming faces, blood streaming. She constantly painted skeletons. When she started doing some bronze sculpting, she found herself drawn to the Minotaur, a haunting figure from Greek mythology, a man with a bull's head. Ask her what it is about the Minotaur that so fascinates her, she shrugs. 

"I don't like to think about it," she says. "It's the thinking that hurts." 

Katie and Stephanie Dallam went to see "Million Dollar Baby" one day before it won the Best Picture Oscar two weeks ago. They mostly went because they love actress Hilary Swank. They loosely knew what it was about. But they did not know, could not know, that seeing the movie would alter their lives. 

"The movie really touched me in ways I never expected," Katie says. The story of "Million Dollar Baby" is not Katie's story. But there are those striking similarities between Katie's life and Maggie's, the heroine of the movie and the F.X. Toole short story ("Million $$$ Baby") that inspired it. Both fighters were from Missouri, both were freckled, both grew up in a tough environment, both were badly hurt in the ring. 

It is Stephanie's belief that Toole, a boxing devotee, heard what happened to Katie and was inspired to write his short story. Nobody knows for certain - F.X. Toole died in 2002 and never said anything about Katie - but the connection seems reasonable. Dallam is still the only woman to have been seriously injured in the ring. 

Anyway, Stephanie and Katie are not in any way upset about the link, nor are they looking for something. Quite the opposite. They both feel like Toole's story, and especially the movie, gave them something that is priceless. 

"All these years, I felt like a failure," Katie says. "I would really beat myself up. I couldn't do anything. It was very hard. 

"But then I watched the movie, and I saw her get hurt. She wanted to die. And I thought, `I'm not a failure. I didn't kill myself.' " 

"I think, in a way, Katie realized it wasn't her fault," Stephanie says. 

"I lived," Katie says. 

The other day a German television station called Stephanie Dallam. They wanted to come all the way to Spring Hill, Kan., to do a story on Katie. Stephanie explained that she had already talked to a German television station the day before. It turns out that was another German television station. 

"It's been crazy," Dallam said. 

In June of 1997, The Star ran an extensive front-page account of the fight and Katie's struggle to recover. "That was it," Stephanie said. "Nobody else called." 

But ever since people connected the movie and Katie, the phone has not stopped ringing. There was a story in The New York Times last week and one in The Independent in London. "Dateline" has called and "CBS News" and a bunch of others. Stephanie has asked a lawyer friend to help deal with the media. 

They both know that the interest will pass - "News moves so fast," Stephanie says - so they want to take this chance to tell their story. They would love to meet Hilary Swank. And they would like for people to see Katie's artwork. Stephanie has started a Web site (www.kddallam.com) which features some of Katie's sculptures and paintings. 

"Sure, she would love to have a show," Stephanie says. "She always wants to work toward a goal. She was like that before she got hurt. She's like that now." 

Meanwhile, Katie doesn't know exactly what to think of the new attention. Sometimes, she feels like it is helping to talk about things. Sometimes, though, the words don't come. She still sees monsters at night. 

"The movie did something to me," she says. "But I still have the same life." 

Katie Dallam still feels most at ease when working with her art. She takes art classes and they, more than anything, make her feel like she did before the fight. One day, not so long ago, a teacher in a painting class assigned the class to paint a self portrait. Katie was not sure how she wanted to do it. 

Then she was walking around a lake near her home when she saw a whole pile of driftwood. She thought the sticks looked like bones. And so, she grabbed as much as she could and brought it back to her Stephanie's house. Then she went back and got some more and brought it back. And more. There is still a huge pile back there. 

Katie sorted through all the sticks, then she stacked them and wired them and built something that looks eerily like a skeleton. 

She brought it to class. The teacher, who was expecting a painting, was mystified. 

"What is this?" he asked. 

"It's me," Katie Dallam said. 
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Katie Dallam, who was hurt in her one fight, creates art at her sister's Spring Hill, Kan., house.
