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			We dislike talking about our experiences. No explanations are needed for those who have been inside, and the others will understand neither how we felt then nor how we feel now.

			VIKTOR E. FRANKL, QUOTING SENTIMENTS

			EXPRESSED BY FORMER AUSCHWITZ PRISONERS,

			MAN’S SEARCH FOR MEANING

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			by Lisa Bonnice

			I met Stacey Kananen less than two months after the police found her mother’s body buried in her Orlando, Florida, backyard. I had just escaped the “real world” to live the Jimmy Buffett lifestyle, after working for five years in an NBC-affiliated newsroom as their MSNBC affiliate producer. I lived at and worked for Gulf Coast Resort, a nudist resort near Tampa. Stacey was the girlfriend of Susan Cowan, my boss’s daughter. Susan was going to be assisting her mother in managing the resort, and Stacey was to be in charge of the restaurant.

			Gulf Coast Resort was a small, close-knit community of about one hundred houses and eighty RV sites—the kind of place where everyone knows everyone else’s business, like a naked Mayberry—and we had all heard about what had happened in Orlando. Stacey was being crucified in the media, even though she was not arrested. Everyone at the resort was dying to be the possessor of the world’s best gossip, but the gravity of the tragedy prevented most people from asking Stacey too many personal questions.

			Understandably, Stacey didn’t share any details about the crimes or the rumors that began surfacing about the horrible abuse that had been heaped upon her by her father. We were strangers to her, and it really was none of anyone’s business. She confided in a few friends as she got to know everyone, with bits and pieces, but no one at the resort learned the full story until her murder trial, years later. Even then, only a small portion of Stacey’s life story was told—just enough to ensure a verdict of “Not Guilty.”

			All hell broke loose in May 2007, when police officers swarmed the resort after her brother pleaded guilty to two murders and accused her of helping him. For the next few days, reporters parked their live trucks outside the gates of the resort and were denied entrance, so news helicopters flew overhead because it was the only way for them to get pictures for the evening news. Stories of the lesbian accused of murdering her parents and fleeing to a nudist resort, in their viewing area, were just too titillating for the press to ignore.

			As I got to know her, I was witness to Stacey’s amazing ability to survive anything that was thrown her way. She endured endless depositions and hearings, gossiping gawkers, and the hurtful doubts about her innocence by even friends and family. Her own brother was accused of a crime so heinous that it would snap the mind of an ordinary person.

			Between the time I met Stacey in February 2004 and her trial in March 2010, I watched, as objectively as possible, as this incredible woman waded through the story you’re about to read. I attended her bond hearings and trial, and have no doubt that the verdict was fair and accurate.

			Stacey had no interest whatsoever in writing a book until six months after the trial, once some major therapy and healing work was begun. I had cajoled her on numerous occasions, as the story was unfolding, twisting and turning, “If you ever want to write a book about this amazing story, please let me be your coauthor!” I didn’t realize, at the time, just how bad it was, growing up in her family. She kept that information to herself. I was mostly fascinated by the intriguing story line I was witnessing. Once the trial commenced, and I realized how profoundly the Kananen family was abused, I dropped the subject out of respect for what she went through. But then, in August 2010, she approached me and said she had decided to write a book and wanted me to help her. As we worked on the book, through the untold hours of interviews and research, I was humbled by the trust Stacey showed in me, sharing with me painful and personal stories, which in the telling allowed me a deeper insight into her inner psyche.

			I have a very large respect for Stacey Kananen and her passionate vision of becoming an advocate for abused children. I wish Stacey nothing but success in achieving her dream of helping to find nonjudgmental, humane solutions for families, including the abusive members, to find a way to live in peace and nonviolence.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			

			I lived with my father for twenty-two years—from the day I was born until the day he disappeared on September 11, 1988. He was later found buried under the cement floor of his own garage in Orlando, Florida. He had been killed by a single bullet to the head. He was such a hateful son of a bitch that no one reported him missing. His body wasn’t found until fifteen years later, on December 22, 2003, three months after my mother mysteriously disappeared, also on September 11, when a search for her began. His body was discovered hours before they found my mom’s body buried in my backyard. Her death was a horrible tragedy. His, not so much.

			Out of those two decades with my father, the hardest were the five months that we lived in Viola, Arkansas, when I was eleven. During these months, he was especially out of control. He had always been extremely violent and cruel—beating any and all of us, oftentimes just on a whim—but now his violence was tinged with madness. The violence itself hadn’t necessarily escalated, but his enjoyment of our suffering had. I’d seen him kick my mother in the head until she was unconscious. I’d seen him play Russian roulette with a loaded pistol against my brother’s ear. I was afraid, every single day, that he was literally going to kill someone in our family. He told us he could and would, and we believed him.

			He had already moved the five of us—himself, my mother, my brother, my sister, and me—from state to state a few times, always giving us only a couple hours to pack for each move. I got off the school bus one January afternoon in Minnesota to find we were moving to Arkansas. Until then, I had lived up north in Monson, Maine, and Clarissa, Minnesota, so I was used to hearing the accents of New England Yankees or Minnesota Swedes. My grades started slipping once we moved to Arkansas because I couldn’t understand my sixth-grade teacher’s Southern drawl.

			I was always motivated to do well in school because high marks meant fewer beatings. With my face buried in my textbooks, hidden away in a cramped bedroom I shared with my sister, Cheryl, who is older than me by two years, I was less likely to be singled out than whoever might be in the living room while he sullenly drank his vodka in front of the TV. I learned at a young age to become invisible.

			But once I started sixth grade in Arkansas, I attracted unwelcome attention to myself, completely by accident. My new teacher asked us to turn to a page in our English books, and I had no idea what she said, her vocabulary was so full of “yawls” and “chirrens.” Once she noticed that I wasn’t flipping pages, she flew at me like an angry bee, assuming that I was misbehaving.

			I wasn’t used to being in trouble in school, so I panicked and reacted the way I did at home when I sensed danger: I froze, went to my inner numb place, and started counting syllables on my fingers, waiting for it to be over. I had taught myself to count out how many syllables were in the words I was hearing in order to distract myself from painful physical experiences. Before I knew it, I was in the principal’s office. There, I found out why my teacher was so angry.

			Terrified, I explained what happened, but he was convinced that I was just being a smart-aleck Yankee brat. When he picked up the phone to call my parents, I burst into tears and begged, “Please don’t call my parents. I’m sorry. I’ll do what the teacher says.”

			What I was afraid to say was, “Please don’t call my parents because if my father hears that I got in trouble in school, he’ll beat me. He’s been molesting us kids for as long as I can remember. My life is a violent hell, and since we’ve moved to Arkansas, his abuse has ramped itself up to surreal levels. And if you tell him I misbehaved, it may literally be the last time you ever see me.”

			Miraculously, the principal agreed to put down the phone. I was assigned a guardian angel in the form of a “study buddy” who helped me through the rest of sixth grade. The surface wound had received a bandage, but the underlying cancer had not been diagnosed or treated.

			In hindsight, I can see that the incident in the principal’s office was one of many possible turning points in my life. It created one of those “if only . . .” moments that I sometimes wonder about: How would my life have ended up if only that principal had recognized my panic-filled cry for help? If only I had felt safe enough to tell him why he couldn’t call my house, could the abuse have been stopped? If so, who could I have become, if I had a normal life?

			“If only . . .” is a big subject. If only the laws were different back then, then my mother might not have eventually been murdered. If only that principal—or anyone else, for that matter—recognized the signs of abuse and had intervened in some way, then my brother might not be in jail right now for killing both of our parents. If only I’d felt that someone, anyone, could rescue us, then I might have spoken up. If I had, I might not have been raped for the first time by my father—shortly after this incident—with the cold barrel of a loaded gun in my mouth.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			If Only . . .

			March 12, 2010, should have been the happiest day of my life. It was the day that I was declared “Not Guilty” by a jury of my peers. Three years earlier I was charged with first-degree murder in the killing of my mother—a crime committed by my brother, Rickie, who told police that I helped him kill our parents. After three years under house arrest, with a GPS tracking device strapped to my ankle, I was finally set free. I honestly believed, while hoping and praying for this very moment, that to be exonerated would be the greatest moment of my life and my troubles would be behind me.

			I was wrong. Now that the trial was over—and the distractions of building a legal defense were out of the way—I could see, with a fresh pair of eyes, the devastation that growing up as Richard Alfred Kananen Sr.’s daughter had left behind. It was like looking at a bombed-out war zone. Nothing was left and I had to rebuild my life from scratch. My parents were dead. Rickie was in jail and my sister, Cheryl, was convinced of my guilt. I still had Susan, my life partner of over twenty years, but even that relationship was strained to the point of almost breaking from the stress of the trial. My future looked pretty bleak, on what should have been the “happiest” day of my life.

			For the first time ever, I decided to go to therapy. Until then, I kept the bizarre story of life with my father bottled up inside of me because I saw no need to talk about it. I only told, on the witness stand, the absolute bare minimum of my life story—just enough to make sure that I was exonerated—and then only at the insistent urging of my defense attorney. It was done. The abuse was over. I survived it, and I preferred to move forward, never looking back.

			I could tolerate the frequent headaches, caused by being slammed up against so many walls; the ulcers, from eating myself up inside; the painful and difficult menstrual cycles, from the damage done to my internal organs by years of sexual abuse. I could tolerate being unable to sleep deeply, as long as nothing evil happened anymore during the night. All of that I could live with, because it was mild in comparison to how I got to be that way. As long as my life was no longer in danger, life was a piece of cake and I was fine.

			Therapy was difficult, at first. It was bad enough that I was forced to share intimate life experiences in a trial that aired on national television, stories that I had never even shared with Susan, because I never wanted her to feel my pain. Now I had to tell it all to a stranger who wasn’t about to let me get away with my lifesaving avoidance techniques and coping mechanisms. I found it more difficult to talk about these incidents than to actually experience them. When they were happening, they were suddenly and violently forced on me—so they couldn’t be avoided—but to think about them later and tell someone, I had control over whether they got to be relived.

			It was easier to live through the pain and brutality and try to forget about it than it was to analyze ways that I had somehow allowed it to happen. Never mind that the first time I was molested, I was four and I couldn’t fight my father off. Never mind that he was a madman who did, literally, whatever he wanted. Never mind that even my mother, a full-grown adult, was too frightened to defy him when he came toward her own children.

			Never mind all that: I still felt it was my fault that I had been abused. If only I had done something to stop him. If only I had told someone along the way. If only I had run away when I was old enough. I could drive myself crazy, second-guessing, and that’s why I finally decided to go to therapy, so I could stop torturing myself with the question I’d never find an answer for: “If only . . .”

			The problem with “if only” is that abusers have their own “if onlys”: “If only you would do what you’re told, I wouldn’t have to hit you.” We who are abused are told that we’re getting what we deserve. We learn that no one would help us because no one would believe us. And if we did dare to ask for help and it backfired, we had better be prepared to face the consequences of death, or worse. In my father’s house, there really was a “fate worse than death.” There were times I wished he would just kill me and get it over with.

			People who haven’t experienced abuse have trouble understanding. They ask questions like, “Well, why didn’t you just leave? I would never have put up with that!” Worse yet, some accuse my mother by saying, “If I was your mother, I would have done everything I could to protect my kids! What sort of horrible mother lets her children be raped and beaten?” Those who have not experienced the trauma of abuse simply don’t understand that people like my mom know that the consequences for defending the children could be worse than what the kids are already experiencing. What happens if he kills her, for example, and who will keep her children from even worse abuse? At least she can take a beating for them once in a while, or tend to their wounds after he’s done with them. Abusers have the power to convince their victims that there is nowhere to go, no one who cares, and no one who would ever help. And what happens if she does leave? There’s the knowledge that he will absolutely track her down and punish her in ways more heinous than she can imagine. Of that, there is no doubt, at all.

			There are those who just don’t understand the mind games that people like my mom play in their own heads, just to get through the day. Typically, victims convince themselves, “It’s not that bad. We’re still alive. It could be worse.” They build these bizarre little internal worlds where they honestly believe that. They’re gradually eased into these awful scenarios, like lobsters in a cooking pot: “Yes, it’s getting a little hot, but I’m sure it won’t get any hotter.” Before they know it, they can’t escape and they get boiled alive.

			Most important, people who’ve never been abused don’t understand that a woman who is courageous enough to stand up to and leave a severely abusive man is probably not going to get involved with him in the first place. Abusers don’t make it very far into relationships with people who won’t take their crap. It’s a twisted cycle that can’t be understood from the outside, and talking to a therapist who didn’t grow up this way is a difficult and shame-filled process.

			When I saw an article in the newspaper in October 2010, seven months after my trial, about a two-year-old girl who had been returned to her abusive parents after fighting for her life in the ICU, I felt all those years of bottled-up rage that I was not allowed to feel for myself come pouring out. According to the story, “Doctors found fractured ribs, a severed pancreas, bite marks on her buttocks and thigh, and a fork-shaped burn on her knee.”1 She was returned to her home because there was no way of knowing which parent had hurt her! That’s when I knew that I was correct in my decision to share my story to help save kids like me and families like my own. Otherwise, all of our suffering will have been and will continue to be in vain.

			
				
			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			A Safe Haven

			Susan and I moved to Hudson, Florida, north of Tampa, in February 2004, several weeks after our lives in Orlando exploded with tragedy and horror. My older brother, Rickie, was arrested two days before Christmas for murdering both of our parents, Richard Sr. and Marilyn Kananen. The murders happened fifteen years apart: Our father’s body was buried under my parents’ garage floor in 1989, after spending several months in a freezer. Mom, who lived just down the block from Susan and me, disappeared in September 2003 and—without my knowing—was buried in my own backyard that same year. I couldn’t bear to live in that house or in Orlando.

			A couple hours west on State Road 50, Susan’s parents, Ed and Ann Kirk, who were embroiled in an ugly divorce at the time, both owned Gulf Coast Resort, a nudist resort in Hudson. This wouldn’t have been my first choice for a place for us to start over, but it was our only option. We needed to go somewhere where at least one of us had family. I couldn’t hold down a job, given the state of mind I was in. I had also just been released from the psych ward after trying to commit suicide—my brother, knowing the police were onto him, had convinced me that I would be implicated in the murder and suicide was our only option. Fortunately, the Orlando police, who were following us, found and rushed me, almost dead, to the hospital where I was treated and Baker Acted (involuntarily admitted for observation). Rickie, who was conscious when they arrived, was taken to jail after a brief checkup in the ER. That night, after Rickie implicated himself in both murders, Orange County Sheriff’s Office crime scene technicians dug up my backyard to find Mom’s body, after they dug up Mom’s garage floor to find our father’s desiccated corpse.

			I needed to move away from the toxic environment I had found myself in, and so we made our way from Orlando to Susan’s mother’s house in Hudson.

			Ann ran the resort from her three-bedroom home in the nudist housing development adjacent to the resort because it was hard for her to get to the office due to a severe case of cervical spondylosis, aggravated by her own injuries from past physical abuse. The disease took over her spine and left her unable to walk. Ann was disabled, physically, but not mentally. She was sharp as a tack and just as prickly.

			Gulf Coast Resort, or GCR, and the adjacent housing subdivision, City Retreat, covered about a hundred acres. The resort had RV sites, rental units, and tent sites. Add a pool, hot tub, clubhouse, the office/restaurant, and lots of live oak trees draped with Spanish moss, and that pretty much describes the park. City Retreat included mostly prefab homes and double-wide trailers, many of which were only occupied when their “snowbird” inhabitants traveled south for the winter. Contrary to what most people think, there was not a lot of excitement, just people living their everyday lives without clothes.

			Until we moved there, I hadn’t spent much time at the resort. I didn’t see anything wrong with nudism, necessarily, but I also didn’t yearn to participate. Susan and I had created a life for ourselves and settled into a beautiful home a couple of hours away, in Orlando, where my mom, sister, brother, and I all continued to reside after my father “left” in 1988. I met Susan shortly after his disappearance, so I had more of a reason to stay in town. Susan and I both found jobs at Disney World, and we liked Orlando, so we settled there. But following my mother’s murder, living in the cute little house in Orlando where we had moved less than a year earlier to be closer to Mom and a couple miles from Cheryl’s family numbed me to the core. I had to get out. I couldn’t bear looking at the backyard or even out the front yard, from where we could see Mom’s house. We had spent so much time fixing up our home and now it was a graveyard.

			The summer before my mom’s disappearance, Rickie, Susan, and I had spent months landscaping the yard. We pulled up the rotted, old boards that made up a walkway around the pool and replaced it with white gravel. It was starting to look just as we wanted, and we hosted pool parties for the family. Because we had such a great time working together, Rickie and I decided to launch a landscaping business, with Cheryl’s husband, Chris. We were just working on starting the business when Mom disappeared.

			Rickie, who helped pay bills by taking on jobs as a freelance electrician, started purchasing the tools and supplies we’d need and opened a couple bank accounts. He handled everything because, as he explained to me, he had experience opening his own business. I was relieved and glad to let him do it because I still had a full-time job and it was nice to have someone with experience taking care of all of the details. We didn’t have any clients yet, but I was excited and hopeful—and incredibly naïve about what Rickie was really doing with those bank accounts. It was all of the money juggling that he was using them for that made the police suspect me, along with him, in my mother’s death.

			On New Year’s Eve 2003, a few days after I was released from the hospital, Susan and I were heading to GCR in Hudson to visit Ann. As we tried to leave the house, we saw news trucks camped out in front, waiting to get some footage or an interview. But as soon as we looked out the front living room window and saw that they had gone to my mother’s house down the block, we hopped in the car. Unfortunately, we had to drive past Mom’s house to get to the freeway, and when they saw us, they hauled ass after us.

			Susan zipped in and out of freeway traffic on I-4, with me screaming at her from the passenger seat to slow down. Once we lost them, I said, “I can’t go back to work at Disney. I don’t want to be in this house. I can’t deal with all this drama.” I needed to quit my job and leave the house that now reminded me of my painful loss.

			She announced, “I already decided, we can move to my mother’s.” During that New Year’s trip, Susan and I agreed to move in February to Hudson, which would give us about a month to pack up our lives and take care of any loose ends. Susan went back to work for a month, and I only traveled from the bed to the kitchen to make coffee in the morning, to my chair in the living room until she came home in the evenings. I didn’t answer the door or the phone while she was gone. I wanted to be left alone. The dreadfulness of the situation brought back old coping mechanisms—shutting down and retreating inward—which were so thoroughly taught to me by my father, whom we kids fearfully referred to as “the monster” when he wasn’t within earshot.

			But even those old tools, which served me well all those years, couldn’t drown out the thoughts that kept screaming out that my mom was dead. “My mom is dead, murdered by my brother. He buried her right there, in my backyard! And I’m the one who brought Rickie back into her life. I’m the one who tracked him down after he was gone for so long and found him living in squalor, after his marriage broke up. It was me who invited him to live with us, to thank him for trying to protect me from our father as we were growing up. God, if only . . .”

			That same January, Cheryl had a service for our mother, who had been cremated. I asked my attorney, Michael Gibson, whom Susan and Ann hired because Ann insisted on it, if I could attend the service. Michael advised me not to. He asked me, “Do you want to start a scene?” Of course I didn’t, but I wanted to pay my respects and mourn my mother’s awful death. Unfortunately, I also had to consider whether I would be looked at as being guilty if I didn’t attend. Yes, I wanted to keep the peace, but I didn’t want them to be suspicious of me just because I didn’t go to the funeral. He said, “I wouldn’t go. If they come and harass you about it you tell them your attorney said you weren’t going.” Meantime, my father’s remains had been cremated, but neither Cheryl nor I wanted to take them when they were offered to us. I don’t know what became of them.

			No matter how hard I tried to shut out the unbearable agony of what had happened in my own house, within my own family, I just couldn’t do it. Just like I couldn’t protect my mom all those years while my father treated her so cruelly and inhumanely, I couldn’t protect her from her own son, whom I had invited to move in with us when he needed a place to stay. I tortured myself nonstop with “if only . . .”

			I threw myself into the task of moving, but part of that dreaded process was tackling Rickie’s room, so Susan helped me in the evenings. In his closet, I found four of my credit cards, which I never used—I only had them for emergencies. They had my signature on the back. I put them away and wondered, “What was he doing with these?”

			I ignored the porn that I found and looked through his file cabinets to find out about our business bank account and his own account for Emerald Electric, to which he had added me as a signer. All of the banking information was gone. Then Susan found a handwritten manuscript for a book that he was writing, titled The Scales of Justice. I was only able to read the first few sentences before I became sick to my stomach and had to put it down. It was a dreadfully graphic description of how it feels to choke someone to death and watch the life leave the person’s body. Susan said, “We have to give this to the police.”

			She called to tell them what we had found, and Detective Mark Hussey came by to pick it up. I asked him if the police had the missing bank account records, and he said, “We don’t have any of those records. We thought you were hiding them.” I walked Hussey—an officious, square-headed man with a face like a bulldog—to my kitchen, and I said, “I bet they’re all in that shredder,” which was overflowing. Rickie had been up shredding papers a couple nights before he was arrested for our parents’ murders. I didn’t think anything of it. Susan shreds papers; it’s no big deal.

			Early in January when—thank God—Susan was home, Rickie’s public defender, Gerod Hooper, knocked on the door. Rickie had been in jail for a couple weeks and had stopped eating and taking the meds they were feeding to him. He was being examined to see if he was competent to stand trial and was putting on quite a show: starving himself, smearing himself with his own feces, and claiming to hear our father’s voice. He wasn’t doing well and his lawyer hoped I would help. I couldn’t do it. I could barely choke down a sandwich and wasn’t doing much better than he was. Even if I wasn’t so mad at him, I wouldn’t have done him any good.

			Then, to make matters worse, we got another visit in late January as we were finishing up packing the house, from Detective Hussey. At the time, I was unsure how he felt about me because when Susan and I asked him, weeks earlier, about getting my truck and Susan’s computer back, he wasn’t very friendly. Everything was moving so fast, and I was still trying to figure out what was happening. So when he showed up again, I didn’t know what to think.

			He saw that we were packing and he said, “I see that you’re moving, and I don’t blame you. However, there is no statute of limitation on murder, and I will arrest you one day.”

			I responded to him that I was going to call my attorney, Michael Gibson. He replied by saying that Michael knew he was there. I refused to let him see how his words affected me, but after he drove away, I freaked out and called my lawyer, asking why on earth he would let Hussey visit me like that and not at least give me a heads-up that he was coming. Gibson said, “I don’t know anything about this. If it happens again, don’t let him in the house and call me.”

			Even so, I knew that I would now be living under Hussey’s constant scrutiny. On this visit and during subsequent interactions, he was scary, intimidating, and apparently out to get me. Everything I did or would do in the future would be suspect, and slanted to fit into his ideas of who I was.

			The constant barrage of journalists, the threats and accusations—and, worse yet, my mother’s horrible grave in my backyard—made it impossible to attempt to wrap my mind around what had happened to my family, and thankfully Susan and I were able to get out of there, but not before letting all of the appropriate officials know where we were going, with addresses and phone numbers so it wouldn’t look like we were skipping town. We packed up our things and moved to Hudson.

			Although I didn’t know it at the time, as we were packing up our life in Orlando, preparations for our arrival at Gulf Coast Resort involved the entire staff. One of the rental units, an old one-bedroom mobile home on the lot next to Ann’s house, was not in use because it needed extensive repairs. Up until then, it had been used mostly for storage, so it was close and stuffy in there. There was a bigger place in the park, a small one-bedroom house, that we could move into, but it was being rented until the end of the season when the snowbirds went home, so we were going to stay in the trailer until the house was vacant that spring.

			When Susan and I first arrived at Gulf Coast Resort, I didn’t know about the resort’s gossip grapevine, and that everyone knew everything about everybody. They knew who was screwing who, who was late on their rent, who drank too much—you name it, they knew it. In February, when snowbird season was in full swing, there were plenty of people around to gossip about the news stories and articles that were filtering in from Orlando. And I had just unwittingly become fresh meat, the subject of incredible speculation. They were presented with their very own real-life murder mystery, and I was the unfortunate and unwilling star.

			GCR residents had read and heard about my attempted suicide in their local paper and from Orlando newspapers online. News reports came out on December 23, 2003, the day after Rickie persuaded me, in my fragile state, to join him in ending it all. Unfortunately, resort residents in Hudson had their heads filled with ideas about me and my family before I was able to settle in there. Once they caught wind of what was happening to the resort owner’s daughter’s girlfriend, they checked the online news reports daily. Some even set up Google Alerts to e-mail them anytime my name was mentioned in the news. The Orlando media quoted neighbors and others who just wanted to share their theories on the murders and my family. Some said that my mother didn’t want me living near her and that she felt like I was watching her. In fact, my mother had said these things about Rickie, but when these people were questioned about it with my name thrown into the mix, I was added in to their statements. In the eyes of the media, the public, and my future neighbors, I was already guilty.

			An Orlando Sentinel article called Rickie a “ne’er-do-well” who killed our mother for her money—$250,000, which she had inherited from her father when he died just before Rickie came to live with us. They also said that Rickie had been planning my mother’s murder for weeks before her death.

			Worse yet, they talked about that aborted suicide attempt in December. The papers didn’t mention the fact that Rickie walked away from it unscathed and I was hospitalized for days. They focused on one line, taken out of context, that I wrote in my suicide note, “We had a part in Mother’s leaving.” Those words would haunt me for years.

			It bothered me that people thought of Rickie as a “ne’er-do-well.” They didn’t know him as a person and were making judgments about him with practically no information. While I was angry with him in a way that words can’t express for killing our mother and implicating me in it, he was still my big brother, whom I loved. The mixed feelings I felt for him, and still feel for him, are one of the hardest things to deal with.

			He wasn’t a “ne’er-do-well”; he was mentally ill! It had become obvious, since December 2003, that he was deeply disturbed. He spent twelve pages of his manuscript rewriting the strangulation scene, and it just got more gruesome.

			While he lived with me and Susan, we were blind to his mental illness. I didn’t see the signs that he was going off the deep end. “Normal,” to me, wasn’t the same as normal to everyone else. Normal, in our family, was having a father who would make us sit in a chair and throw sharp knives for us to dodge, just for fun, and hold our mother’s head underwater in the pool, in front of us, until she was almost dead. If we dared to interfere we got it just as bad as she did. In comparison, Rickie looked downright saintlike and sane.

			Ann knew the resort was a gossipy place and I was fresh meat. Once I realized, in the days after I arrived, that I had a ready-made reputation at the resort, I stayed holed up in Ann’s house for a week or so while we waited for the trailer next door to be finished because I didn’t want to come out. I wasn’t about to let anyone see the anguish I was feeling. And no one was going to see me cry. This was my modus operandi; while growing up in the Kananen house I learned that showing fear or emotion guaranteed a more thorough and vicious beating. My father’s psychotic frenzy fed on reactions that he saw as weakness.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			The Earliest Years

			I mostly remember my dad’s enormous size—he was over six feet tall, and weighed more than three hundred pounds—his military-style haircut, and his terrible voice. His personality was a cross between the drill instructor from the movie Full Metal Jacket and the Terminator, with his ruthless and relentless brutality.

			There was instant violence in this man. He could suddenly turn on you and tear you apart, sometimes for no reason at all. He beat us, just for his own kicks. If he felt like smacking someone around, whoever was in the room would do. Other times, all it took was for something minor to go wrong, like lumps in the mashed potatoes, and he’d start looking around for the nearest scapegoat to blame and take his anger and aggression out on. He had the same blank, dark stare and he never smiled. When he escalated to violence, it didn’t change. He always just had those . . . black eyes.

			For the most part there was no “Nice Daddy.” But some days were better than others. In fact, the only way I could tell whether it was going to be a good or a bad day was by what he was drinking in the morning. If he was drinking coffee, it wouldn’t be too bad. And if he was drinking a milkshake, it meant that he had been drinking hard the night before and was too hungover to function. He’d then spend the day sleeping and we didn’t have to be subjected to his anger. But if he started the morning with vodka, look out. We all knew someone was going to get it that day, even though each of us would try to avoid him like the plague.

			Remember when you were a child and you were afraid to go to bed at night without the night-light on, or begged for the door to be left open a crack? Remember how afraid you were of the monsters under your bed, or the boogeyman looking through your window, waiting for you to fall asleep so he could break in and carry you away? Remember how badly you wanted your parents to come and rescue you? My father was that boogeyman. He was that monster under the bed—in the bed. No mommy or daddy was going to come and rescue us because it was Daddy who was causing the pain and terror, and Mommy had been beaten into submission, too afraid to try to rescue us. Every night, every single night, we all turned in knowing that someone in the house may be attacked, dreading the sound of footsteps stopping outside our own door and a turning doorknob. The longer it had been since my father’s last nocturnal visit to my room, the more the suspense became unbearable, because he was sure to come in, eventually. Usually he would wait until the bleeding had stopped from the previous incident, but not always.

			There’s a well-known painting called The Scream, by Edvard Munch, which depicts a man on a bridge, shrieking in anguish. Munch said about his painting, “I sensed an infinite scream passing through nature.” If you could look at this painting, and empathically feel what the artist felt, you might know what it was like to be experiencing pure terror—constant, never-ending sheer terror, even in the moments when there is no one torturing you, because you know it’s only a matter of time before it begins again. You wear a normal-looking face, but your inner face is screaming. This is how I felt every day of every year of my childhood. It is why no single happy memory exists.

			There wasn’t a lot of talking and reminiscing going on in our household, and we were kept out of contact with any relatives who might have been able to tell us about our parents or ancestors. I don’t even know the names of my father’s parents. My mom’s older brother, Larry, told me after Mom died that my father hated females because he watched his dad work until the day he died, and my father didn’t agree with supporting women. Knowing this piece of information adds a piece to the puzzle, because our father never held down a job. He worked a little when they first got married and when I was born, and when we were in Maine he started filing for disability. He had a “bad back.”

			Mom didn’t talk very much. She was a ghostlike figure throughout the years, taking care of the house and keeping it immaculate—it was the only thing in the house she had any control over. She tried, like everyone else, to stay invisible. We all stayed out of his way, preferably in another room, and never started a conversation with him unless absolutely necessary. I have no idea what attracted Mom to him in the first place. I remember seeing pictures of my parents on CNN’s In Session. There was a photo of my father, presumably from his late teens or early twenties, that I had never seen before. The picture, which was shown when my trial was aired, revealed a very handsome young man of average build. Seeing him looking young and handsome was very jarring to me, as I only ever knew him as fat and scary. Another picture of Mom and a very young Rickie showed that Mom was quite beautiful. It is entirely likely that it was purely physical attraction, as young love so often is, so I guess I could understand what drew a naïve teenage girl to him.

			While they didn’t go to the same high school, they married when she was in her teens, and my brother, Richard Alfred Kananen Jr., was born only a month after her eighteenth birthday. A good Irish Catholic girl, she married the boy who got her pregnant, and he never let her live it down. We heard it all the time. He acted as though she tricked him, and he took no responsibility for being one of the necessary parties to that pregnancy.

			I’ve learned that, in many abusive relationships, the abuser holds back his or her true self until the abusee is well under control, so it is conceivable that Mom didn’t know his true nature until it was too late to get out, like that lobster in a cooking pot I mentioned earlier. Teenage girls sometimes put up with abuse if their man “loves” them. If he was beating her, then apologizing, “Oh baby, I’m so sorry, it’ll never happen again, I was just so upset,” she may have felt so much love from him in his remorse and tenderness that she stayed for the next time. “It’ll never happen again” happens again and again, and after a while abusive men stop saying that. They realize she’s not going anywhere—they have her now. They start saying, “Oh, it’s gonna happen again if you cross me.” Considering her very young age and the times, it’s possible that my mom simply didn’t know to watch out for the red flags that experienced, adult women recognize.

			If other early pictures of my parents still exist, I am entirely unaware of them. My mom’s collection of family photos was thrown away when Rickie was clearing out her house after he killed her, so most of our family history ended up in a landfill.

			I can only imagine what Rickie had to endure for eight years, until Cheryl was born in 1964. At least once she and I were born, the abuse was spread around a little more and he didn’t have to take it all himself. Even though his manuscript was supposedly fiction, I recognize our father’s personality and some stories from our childhood. His book told a story of a little boy named Richard, whose father, named Dick, beat his mother to the point of unconsciousness after she interfered in a “learning lesson”—a severe thrashing—that the father was administering to the boy.

			In Rickie’s novel, the father realized, once he saw her bloody and unconscious on the floor, that he had gone too far, and he told the boy to take a pitcher of orange juice out of the refrigerator and drop it on the floor. The boy was then told to call an ambulance and tell the EMTs, when they arrived, that his mother had slipped in the spilled juice and hurt herself. In the meantime, the father left the house. He returned after the ambulance had arrived and pretended to be surprised and horrified to find his wife so gravely injured. Rickie ends that story with a poignant observation, another thing I recognize as the kind of thing our father would do after an incident like that, that Dick gave the boy a “look of triumph . . . smug arrogance.”

			This story was not fiction. I heard about it from my mother—she said it happened sometime before I was born.

			It broke my heart to read that story in his manuscript, because I know those characters very well. But even worse was the section immediately after that story, where he tells of the little boy’s conversation with his mother, after she comes home from the hospital. She tells him that he has to learn to hide everything from his father, in order to avoid a brutal “learning lesson.” The two of them agree to a sort of pact, to never let Dick know what they are thinking or feeling, and Richard makes the mother promise to never get in between them again, to never protect her son from his father. He also makes her promise to never cry again until they are free. He tells her, in a monotone voice, that he loves her but he will never say it again. They are now playing a game to win her freedom from Dick. The little boy then walks down the hall, sees his reflection in the bathroom mirror, and shatters it with his fist, as the mother cries for the loss of her child’s soul, “his caring for humanity.”

			At my trial in 2010, Rickie told a story on the witness stand about the time he and our father were fixing a car. My brother didn’t do something right, so my father dropped the jack and set the car right on top of my brother. He told Mom, “Don’t help him. Let him figure it out.” I don’t know how he got out. I never heard. My mother told me that story. She just stood in the entryway into the house and watched. She didn’t know what to do. I never understood how she could just stand there and do nothing, even though I know how much she feared him.

			By the time I came around it was just understood: you watched what he did and when you got emotional it got worse. When you didn’t, the “learning lesson” subsided more quickly. He wasn’t getting any joy if he wasn’t getting any tears. But if Rickie’s story in his book, about the pact that the boy made with the mother, is true—and I don’t know that it is—I don’t understand why he hated my mother enough to kill her, if they had made these agreements. Whether they actually had that conversation or not, there seemed to be something in him that wished that they had. But I guess I’ll never know.

			These stories happened before I was born, and my father had already been in and out of prison in Arizona, convicted of four counts of forgery and sentenced to seven to ten years. He spent three years there, from 1962 to 1965, before he managed to be released on appeal, due to a technicality over the legality of the police search. For God only knows what reason, Mom went back to him when he got out.

			If only . . .

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Monson, Maine

			State Road 50, in Florida, runs east–west from the city of Weeki Wachee—with its live “mermaid” shows on the Gulf Coast—to Cape Canaveral and the Kennedy Space Center on the Atlantic Coast. The land mass is narrow enough that, on a clear day, Space Shuttle launches could be seen from the Gulf side of the state. To drive from one coast to the other takes less than three hours, as long as you don’t get stuck in traffic in Orlando, which lies just a little east of center, closer to the Atlantic.

			Both Gulf Coast Resort, in Hudson, and the house I shared with Susan on Okaloosa Avenue, in Orlando, are just a few miles south of SR 50, so it’s a pretty easy shot to drive from one to the other. In 2003, Mom still lived in the house she bought with my father in 1977, near the intersection of Okaloosa and Alachua Street—just around the corner from me, Susan, and Rickie. Walt Disney World, where Susan and I both worked, is about thirty miles south.

			We loved working for Disney and had been employed there for over ten years when Mom was killed. I worked in food service, an area of expertise in which I particularly excel. If I worked in your restaurant, you could rest assured that it would be spotlessly clean and absolutely ready for a health code inspector’s surprise visit. This was a trait I picked up from Mom, who was obsessively clean. In fact, she was fanatical about keeping her house in order. It was this work ethic that I brought with me into any restaurant in which I worked, since I was seventeen at my first job at McDonald’s.

			Susan worked mostly in the Disney retail shops. She is, by nature, a happy person, and her loud and friendly laugh made customers feel welcomed. Susan is a natural at customer service, with her fun-loving delight in all things girly. She thrived, working among the toys and figurines and cute Disney apparel.

			Those peaceful years between 1988 and 2003, between my father’s disappearance and my mother’s death, reflected Disney’s theme as “The Happiest Place on Earth.” I finally had the life I always wished for during my wretched childhood: my father was gone and Mom was safe and nearby, and her dad moved down from Massachusetts in 1989, after his wife died, to live with her. My grandpa was a very sweet old man, and we finally got to know him, after years of isolation from our extended family. I found a loving relationship when Susan and I met shortly after my father disappeared, my sister lived just a few miles away with her husband and three kids, and no one went out of their way to hurt me. Susan and I were doting aunts, especially with Cheryl’s son—the boy who had my heart—Daniel. I loved seeing Daniel and his sisters having a normal, happy life.

			Susan and I loved Disney, and our cute four-bedroom bungalow was a shrine. Every shelf, nook, and cranny was stuffed to overflowing with Disney figurines and knickknacks. Mom’s house was similarly packed with Disney souvenirs, as we all spent many happy days there, oftentimes taking Cheryl’s kids with us to the theme park.

			Susan’s favorite character was Mickey Mouse, and the personality she showed others reflected that choice. Seemingly happy-go-lucky and guileless, Susan was always full of sunshine and smiles, unless you pissed her off (then her Inner Ann came out and she became her mother’s daughter). People tell me that I more accurately reflect my favorite character, Donald Duck: I guess I’m a little more sassy and suspicious.

			Because my past was riddled with land mines and ambushes, my high-strung reflexes always kept me on guard. Even in my sleep, I was stiff as a board, ready to spring out of bed to flee, if necessary. My earliest life experiences caused the development of my constant and diligent fight-or-flight mode. Even as a toddler in California, where I was born in 1966, I knew life was dangerous. My father had not yet started using me as his punching bag, but I certainly witnessed him slapping Mom and Rickie around.

			The violence in our home got so bad that our apartment complex manager, Clarence—whose wife made wonderful cookies that she shared with us kids—told Mom that if she ever needed a place to escape, she could count on them. Instead, our family moved to Maine. My father had a keen sense of when neighbors were on to him, and he had no problem uprooting the family and moving across the country with us.

			It was in the picturesque little town of Monson, Maine, that my family spent the next few years, from about 1969 to 1974, and where my personal hell began. Monson, a town of a few hundred people, lies near the northernmost end of the Appalachian Trail and is one of the last stopping points for supplies before heading north for the last stretch of that famous hike.

			One particular day in the summer of 1973 was a day when Monson residents might have been debating whether to close the windows and turn on the air-conditioning because the temperature was just this side of too hot. Elton John might have been singing “Crocodile Rock” on one station, or “Tubular Bells” might have been playing on another. It would have been a lovely day for a swim in Lake Hebron at the community beach just south of town. That’s what would have appeared to be happening with us two little girls, who were on the shore of the lake, with our dad.

			If you were a resident of Monson, you might have recognized us as one of the families who lived up on Tenney Hill Road. If you were a neighbor, you might have known that the younger girl on the shore, the
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