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When you sit down 
and talk with Amy 
Garner, you can’t 
help but realize just 

what an inspiring woman she is. 
There are so many levels to her, 
but she really gives you a sense 
of who she is. She does not hold 
back on her life experiences and 
how she wants to better herself 
and others. 
Amy’s life started in Charleston, 

South Carolina. Helping people 
was ingrained in her from the 
beginning thanks to her parents. 
Her father, Andy, worked as an 
employee of the Department 
of Defense and was a Union-
advocate, and mother, Pat, was 
a public high school PE teacher 
and basketball coach. For a 
few years after graduating high 
school, she moved around for a 
few years before settling down 
in Fayetteville with her husband 
and son, Chris.
Being a military town has 

made Fayetteville a melting 
pot of people from different 
backgrounds and cultures. It 
is something that helped Amy 
and her bi-racial family feel 
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included in the community. Of 
Fayetteville she says, “I think 
diversity is our norm here and 
that is a beautiful thing.”
Shortly after the move to 

Fayetteville, her marriage 
fell apart. Amy had 
bills to pay and Chris 
to take care of. To 
make ends meet, she 
worked multiple jobs: 
receptionist, cashier, 
janitor. With no end to 
the work in sight, the 
young, single mother 
was exhausted and felt 
hopeless.
The janitor job, 

surprisingly, became 
significant and was a turning 
point in Amy’s career. In 1998, 
she was cleaning an opioid 
addiction treatment program and 
a year later, she had become the 
Director. She returned to school 
and received her certification 
in addiction counseling. That 
job not only gave her a steady 
income but affirmed her passion 
for helping others. While she 
does not know what it means 
to be an addict, she does know 

what it is like to feel ashamed 
of something she has done. “We 
can identify with other people 
without having walked in their 
shoes. If we are brutally honest 

with ourselves, we 
could all find recovery 
from something 
in our lives…
nicotine, caffeine, 
shopping, sex, co-
dependence. We all 
have something,” she 
explains.
When Chris 

graduated from Terry 
Sanford High School 
in 2011, he went on to 
attend Saint Joseph’s 

University in Philadelphia on 
a full basketball scholarship. 
Meanwhile, Amy found herself 
suffering from empty nest 
syndrome which caused her to 
fall into a troubling depression. 
She threw herself into volunteer 
work often referring to it as 
“an empty craziness”. She kept 
busy in order to drown out the 
overwhelming quiet at home. 
She was unsuccessful. She 
shared “I could not find the 
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purpose for my life anymore. 
My whole adulthood had been 
centered on providing. I felt 
done and desperately alone. 
I contemplated suicide in 
November of 2011. That thought 
process was interrupted by a 
friend, just calling to check 
in and invite me to a holiday 
dinner. That simple gesture 
shifted my whole 
mindset. It was that 
simple and was like 
a lightbulb. Just 
that phone call and 
that demonstration 
that someone cared 
about me, was 
thinking of me, 
could still see me…
that was enough 
to shift my gears 
away from ending 
it. That changed 
everything.”
In light of that change, Amy’s 

volunteerism changed from a 
need to fill a gaping void to a 
desire to be a positive part of the 
community.  She volunteered as 
an usher with the Fayetteville 
Symphony and she was the 
President of the Friends of 
the Library. She was also a 
Chamber Ambassador, she 
hosted a Syringe Exchange, and 
volunteered with harm reduction 
agencies where she distributed 
naloxone and drug overdose 
prevention training. You may 
have encountered her and her 
group hugging people during 

voting for the 2016 election.
A person could feel tired just 

listening to all of the things that 
Amy has done, but it does not 
end here.
During Amy’s childhood, she 

spent afternoons and weekends 
with her Mother’s teams. It was 
an outlet for her. When Chris 
started playing, Amy tried her 

hand at coaching, but 
soon realized she’d 
rather watch from the 
bleachers. Chris kept 
playing basketball even 
after he graduated. 
He competed in 
the 2014 NCAA 
Tournament and played 
professionally in 
Germany from 2015-
2016. He returned 
to Fayetteville and 
hosted skills camps 
before settling down 

in Charlotte and becoming an 
individual trainer and coach.
In 2012, Amy began working as 

an Official in youth basketball. 
Becoming a referee was difficult 
at first because “it’s a very close-
knit group of men.” She worked 
and proved that her skills on 
the court were not related to 
her gender. She enjoys being 
a referee and refers to it as her 
“church”. “I spent years working 
with underserved, high-crisis 
struggling people, day-in and 
day-out. While there is great 
reward. There is also great 
sadness within treating substance 
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users. Officiating 
was completely 
opposite. It was 
working with 
people and having 
fun.”
In 2017, Amy felt 

the need to be close 
to her family. She continued 
to work in opioid addiction 
treatment and as a referee. She 
also volunteered with the SC 
Harm Reduction Coalition 
and continued to provide 
overdose prevention resources. 
Unfortunately, exhaustion and 
depression set in again. She 
was in a relationship that was 
toxic and did not have a positive 
support system. In early 2020 
at the start of the covid-19 
pandemic, she decided to make 
some changes and knew it 
was time to go back home…to 
Fayetteville.
As a community-minded 

woman, it was not easy to put 
self-care first, but Amy knew she 
had to. Not only did she scale 
back on her volunteering, but she 
also set herself up with a more 
reasonable work schedule, and 
time to work on her physical and 
mental health. She wanted to 
understand the part she played 
in her own story and own it. She 
wanted a more positive support 
system as well.
Borrowing a page from a 

neighbor, who in her 90s cited 
her longevity to maintaining 
strong friendships with her 

female friends, she started 
having Goddess Gatherings 
in September. These events 
consisted of women getting 
together to shed the labels they 
lived with daily. These women 
would get together for dinner 
and random events. Whether it 
included watching the Kentucky 
Derby, dance lessons, or just 
sitting around carving jack-o-
lanterns, the women were able 
to just relax and talk about 
everything from credit card debt, 
to women’s health issues, to 
romance.
The early part of Amy’s 

life revolved around taking 
care of others. Thanks to her 
experiences, she has learned the 
value of taking care of herself 
first. She has even been able to 
tell people when she just cannot 
handle their “pile of bricks”. She 
still helps others but helps herself 
as well.
We should all take a page from 

her book.
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Tara is a Fayetteville native, 
mother of two girls, a 
Zumbini mom, online in-
game chat moderator, and 
loves to write--in her spare 
time!! She enjoys being a 
part of #TeamARRAY as a 
freelance writer.


