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About This Book

Howard Zehr

The heart of this book consists of reflections—words and portraits—of women and men who have undergone our worst nightmares. These survivors of violent crime speak of tragedy and trauma, but they don’t stop there. They go on to describe and reflect on their journeys to work through these experiences and to build new lives. While all characterize the path as painful and ongoing, some say they have found peace. Although some object to being called strong, most have discovered new sources of strength. Even though the coherence of their lives was disrupted or destroyed, many have found new levels of meaning. This is a book of paradoxes and surprises. Given our stereotypes of victims, it may not be the book you expect.

The words we typically use to describe such experiences and processes are problematic. Do you recover or rebuild after a violent attack or the loss of a loved one? Lynn Shiner (page 8) doesn’t think so. Do you heal? Certainly you don’t find closure—Emma Jo Snyder (page 38) and others will attest to that. The persons who speak here choose metaphors instead—puzzles, maps, chain links, Burma Shave signs, a stone, a rose.

With some trepidation, I have settled on the word transcending as the focus of this book, even though it isn’t a term commonly used in the field of victimology. The definition in Merriam Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, Tenth Edition, captures some important themes of the witnesses represented in this book: rising above or going beyond the limits, triumphing over negative or restrictive aspects, extending notably beyond ordinary limits.

Vaclav Havel, formerly a dissident under the Czechoslovakian communist regime, later president of the Czech Republic, stated the options as he saw them: “Transcendence is the only alternative to extinction.”

Here, then, are the words and visages of women and men who have faced the abyss and have transcended, are in the process of transcending, or are searching for toeholds on the climb to transcendence. In Part I of this book they offer their reflections.

In Part II, I offer my own. Here I present my attempt to understand victimization and what justice owes victims, exploring these questions: Why is violent crime so traumatic? What passage must victims make in order to cope with and perhaps transcend the experience? What part can justice play in that process? In Part II I seek to provide a conceptual and analytical framework based on victims’ realities.

Our Own Fears Unnerve Us

My goal in this project is to enable all of us—ordinary citizens, justice professionals, change advocates—to better understand the experiences, the perspectives, the needs of crime victims. Indeed, our internal defensive mechanisms help screen us from facing these traumatic possibilities. Due to what we might call vicarious victimization when we hear about others’ experiences of violence, we become vulnerable to similar feelings. To avoid this vulnerability, we often don’t allow ourselves to hear. And we blame victims for what happened to them: it was their fault; I wouldn’t do that, so I am safe. I’d like this book to catch readers off-guard, breaking through these defenses and stereotypes, encouraging us to understand and to accept what we do not understand.

Hand Down a Rope to Others

My hope has also been that this book might, as Susan Russell (page 64) puts it, hand down a rope to others who have experienced such tragedies and traumas. Ideally, those who are at different places in the process might find in the reflections of others some clues, some hope. At the same time, if you are in such a situation, I would urge you to resist the temptation to measure yourself against those in this book. Every journey is different, and, while the voices here may contain clues and ideas, they certainly do not offer a road map or common destination. I do not intend this to be a collection of preachments or prescriptions. I do hope that by focusing on transcendence, the trauma of violence is not minimized. Indeed, the pain is very real and very important to acknowledge and understand.

I am not totally comfortable with everything that persons in this book say, and you may not be either. But these are their experiences, their views, and they need to be heard. I work in the field of restorative justice (more on that in Part II, “Looking for the Burma Shave Signs; Victimization and the Obligations of Justice,” beginning on page 185). A foundational principle of restorative justice is that the process of justice must be victim-centered. This means that victims’ voices must be heard and that victims’ needs—as they define them—must be addressed. Victims should have a right and a place to say what they need to say. As Bion Dolman (page 142) testifies so eloquently, that opportunity is rarely provided to victims, even in the justice process. This book is an effort to provide such a space, without censure.

A Choir

I have, of course, excerpted these stories from interviews that ran from one to four hours. That inevitably involves a selection process. However, while I have sometimes changed the order of what was said and have made a few additions for clarity or transition, these are their words. But they are not all of their words. I have conceived this book as a dramatic reading or a choir with many voices and roles. Each selection is one voice contributing to the choir of witnesses. Common themes were expressed by many persons, although I have not always recorded them here. I have tried to include those distinctive aspects of each story that seemed especially crucial to a person’s experience and/or identity.

Even though many of the people featured in this book are at some distance from the experience of violence, I must emphasize that their views do not remain static; understandings and interpretations are always in flux. So keep in mind that each of the selections in this book reflect one moment in time, a particular point on a journey, and may not fully represent where that person is now. This is apparent in the several selections where I do include updates.

Who Are These People?

In selecting people to interview and in editing, I wanted to incorporate the diversity, the complexity, the ambiguities, and contradictions that are characteristic of victims’ experiences. At the same time, the book is not a fully representative sample by gender, ethnicity, or geography (although the interview sites did range over a wide area). People of color are under-represented compared to the incidence of their victimization, as are inner-city residents. Women and homicide survivors are over-represented. This may have occurred in part because my referral sources were largely victim service agencies and a few restorative justice programs. I suspect that some groups of people are more likely than others to use these services and to maintain contact with them over time.

When soliciting referrals, I asked only that the individuals had gone through some form of severe criminal violence, that they were at least a few years away from the trauma, and that they would be willing to reflect on what happened. I did not ask that they have any particular views or experiences.

Although I had certain matters that I hoped to explore, my approach was open-ended and conversational. After asking them whether they could briefly tell me what happened, I usually asked, “How do you go on, how do you put a life together, after something like that?” Another early question was, “What are the main issues or questions you’ve had to deal with?” We went on from there to talk about stages and turning points, about language, rituals, and metaphors, about justice and faith.

The question of forgiveness often came up. I was particularly interested in the disruption and reordering of meaning in trauma and transcendence, so we usually talked about that. The only stock questions I asked were at the end: “How are you different because of this?” “How is ‘normal’ different?” “Has any good come of this?” “What have you learned about the meaning of life?” often made them laugh or groan.

For me the conversations were moving, inspiring, astonishing, but also difficult. As the project progressed, I found myself becoming increasingly emotional, sometimes tearing up during the interviews, even when my interview partner did not. After the interviews, I often thought about these people and their experiences; I was moved to contemplate issues of life, meaning, and faith in new ways. I needed space at times, but I never wanted to quit. I certainly received a great deal, for which I am grateful.

The Responsibilities of an Interviewer

The persons whose stories are in this book have been through extreme experiences that have shaken them to the core. Some have not gone public with what they’ve undergone before this. Their being willing to let a stranger into their lives, to share with such depth and intimacy, to offer such trust, has been both a gift to me, as well as my awesome responsibility. My friend Ingrid DeSanctis tells her drama students, “It is a sacred trust to represent someone.” Indeed it is. I have tried hard not to violate that trust.

When I teach research, I stress to students that when they undertake an interview project, they have formed a kind of partnership with their subject. I remind them that they have obligations to their partners, that they must be accountable to them in some way, and that part of their responsibility is to give something back whenever possible. Throughout this project, I have tried here to live up to those principles: by designing the project with the interests of survivors in mind, by offering photos and transcripts to participants, by editing with integrity, by soliciting feedback from those interviewed about their selections, and by having a number of victims and victim advocates read and make suggestions about the manuscript.

These are the voices and images of the people I interviewed, but I must admit that they have been shaped by my vision as well. As the literature of qualitative research says, knowledge gained through interviews is always mutually constructed through the interaction of all who participate in the dialogue. It would be a delusion to claim that these are purely the interviewees’ voices, uninfluenced by our interaction or the editing process.

By providing a safe environment to respond to reflective questions, I hope that the interviews themselves, or the opportunity to read their own interviews later, will allow people to gain new insights about their experiences or to put things together in a new way. I am thankful that this seems to have happened for many of the participants. Joseph Baratta, at the end of his interview, comments that “it’s been a mercy and a help to be able to talk about this after all these years.” Penny Beerntsen wrote, after seeing her edited selection, “Transcendence is ongoing, and this project has moved me to a new and better place!” When I sent Debra Franke her selection for response, I got this email: “I’ve read ‘my story’ several times this evening. The first time was through a veil of tears. Yes, the pain is always there … The second and third reading reminded me of all the good parts of my life and my wonderful relationship with my loving mother.” I am glad when this work can serve as a record and a reminder as well.

I have used the language of research here, but I am most comfortable seeing myself within the documentary tradition. Documentary workers have a long practice of combining photographs and words in an attempt to give voice and identity to people and their experiences. They have also recognized that this enterprise is a subjective process influenced by their own history and outlook, that it involves art and intuition as much as science. In his book, Doing Documentary Work, Robert Coles summarizes it like this:


… doing documentary work is a journey, and is a little more, too, a passage across boundaries (disciplines, occupational constraints, definitions, conventions all too influentially closed for traffic), a passage that can become a quest, even a pilgrimage, a movement toward the sacred truth enshrined not only on tablets of stone, but in the living hearts of those whom we can hear, see, and get to understand. Thereby, we hope to be confirmed in our own humanity—the creature on this earth whose very nature it is to make just that kind of connection with others during the brief stay we are permitted here (p. 145).



For me, documentary work such as this book is a means to help people share themselves, a form that seeks to bridge the chasms that separate people. One artist said, “Artists are supposed to be on the cutting edge. I want to be on the healing edge.” That image has nourished me through this book: to work, not on the cutting edge, but on the healing edge.


Part I

Stories and Reflections of Crime Victims
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All the rungs on a ladder are removed.

My ex-husband Tom had chosen not to see Jennifer and David at all from January to September, 1994. Then in September, out of the blue, he started wanting to be part of their lives. Something changed, and I thought it was positive. Christmas Eve day he picked them up, and he was probably in the best mood I had ever seen him be in. The next morning we found that he had stabbed Jen and Dave, then killed himself.

Little did I know, until after it all happened, that he had an actual checklist of everything he needed to do. The last item was to kill Jennifer and David. He thought David was the devil and Jennifer was an angel. We found out later that he thought he was God and that he was doing some kind of wonderful thing by saving them from this life.

The only constant I had after that was my job. I didn’t have Jen and Dave. I couldn’t bear to stay over or sleep in my home, so I lost my house. Friends that I thought I had weren’t friends. It was like starting at zero.

I had constant panic attacks and I really struggled with suicide. I replayed things—my ritual was to get in the tub every night and play everything over and over again. I put myself in Jennifer’s position. I put myself in David’s. Jennifer was killed first and didn’t know what happened. The hardest thing was what David was feeling at that moment; how could any father do something like that? The what-ifs were just endless for me. The visions and memories overwhelmed me because nothing made sense.

People didn’t know what to do so they avoided me. People thought that if they’d bring up the subject, they’d hurt me, so our relationships just faded. I needed people who were associated with Jen and Dave. But as time goes on, sometimes I feel that that group of friends expects me to stay sad; they don’t want me to move on. I think I’m disconnecting with them.
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LYNN SHINER

I can’t reorder anything because if I did, I would just pick up the scrambled pieces and put them back in order. It’s more like all the rungs on a ladder are removed. I’m at the bottom and have to start all over. You build, you create a new life. I have a couple of pieces from my old life that I have fit in.

I enjoy company with my friend Carol and others who never knew Jen and Dave. It helps that she has victim experience, and she just takes me for who I am. I can just be me, and it’s okay that I want to enjoy life. When I see Carol, there’s no association with Jen and Dave. Now I don’t need somebody to generate memories because they are inside me—Jen and Dave are here right now. They are constantly with me.

Now I don’t need to dwell on what happened. No matter how many what-ifs, I can’t bring them back. In my mind I have a china cabinet with glass doors and there’s a key to it. Fairly often I open my china cabinet, and I take out Jen and Dave. I go through what happened to Jen and Dave, but in order to be okay I put them back in. I put them away and close the door, but I’m only closing the door on that tiny part, the murder. I have such good memories and I have a presence of them here. They are here, they’re with me, and they leave me signs all the time.

In the beginning, I felt I had no right to be happy. That was a major struggle. How can I be happy when I don’t have Jen and David? Now I can say that I’m happy, although I’m not as happy as I could be. I know I go down a lot, but not as often. When I go down, sometimes I can’t explain it and sometimes it’s because of a trigger. At Christmas I go down severely. I don’t celebrate Christmas at all.

I don’t think I’d be here without my present husband Paul. Anytime I had thoughts of suicide, he always wanted me to tell him. Instead of being angry at me he’d say, “Just talk about it.” Sometimes talking and putting those thoughts out there made me feel better. He was a real pillar. And staying busy was important. I started running with my husband and we trained for a marathon. By the end of the day, I’d be completely wiped out. I think I took a lot of frustration and anger out that way. I read a lot, too; it helped me to know that I was not crazy. And I never had a pet before, but this guy—this cat—made a huge difference in the grieving process. Animals know when you don’t feel well and just come up and cuddle on your chest.
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In my dreams I’ve killed Tom a good two dozen times in some of the grossest, most gruesome ways you can imagine. I’ve tortured him to no end. Then I’d wake up very upset. You don’t think you’re capable of killing, but in those dreams, the trigger clicks so easily! I know they’re just dreams. That’s not me. I don’t think I would hurt anybody, but how do you know until you go through it?

I’m not totally in control yet, but I decided that I didn’t want to just exist. I value life, and for Jen and Dave to be so shortchanged in life, I’m going to make up for them. It’s like the three of us are in the routine together. They’re with me, and it would be wrong for me not to value life. What would they think of me if I didn’t value my own life? I need to make up for what they would have offered. I’m not going to fix or change the world, but, while I’m here, I’m going to make a difference. They’re with me, and they’re proud of me!

Do you know some of the things I’ve done? The first was to start a golf tournament in memory of Jen and Dave, and now we also have a silent auction. This year we expect to raise $50,000, and all the proceeds go to domestic violence programs.

After Tom killed Jen and Dave, I learned he had been stalking a disc jockey in Lancaster. She had called the police and written two letters saying that she was afraid for his children, and that the mother should be contacted. My first question was, “Why wasn’t I ever notified?” That’s how the Jen and Dave Law came about. The law is passed now and says that if two people are in a custody situation, each has the right to find out about the other person’s criminal activity. I was appointed by the governor to the Victim Service Advisory Committee, and I now manage the Compensation Division.

Redbook did an article and asked me why I do these things. My response back then was because I’m selfish. If it benefits other people, fine, but that’s an extra. Now, as time goes by, I’m starting to feel differently. It’s not just for me anymore.

I’m different now. I feel that I have an advantage over my old self. When I said “Don’t sweat the small stuff” before, I was just saying it. Now I have it in my heart. So many things don’t mean anything to me anymore. I have lots to keep me busy, but I’m not in a real hurry anymore. And I have people skills that just came out of somewhere. I don’t know if they were always there, but now I don’t just deal with the task, I deal with the person.

I joke with a friend of mine that I know I need to forgive, so when I’m on my deathbed and there’s only five second left, then I’ll forgive him. There’s surely no need now. What’s the purpose? God tells you that you need to forgive, so I’ll just sneak that in right at the end.

Eighteenmonths later: Through recent experiences, I’ve come to realize the darkness and anger that are still in my head, and the amount of energy they take from me. He has ruined my past. I’m beginning to toy with the idea of forgiveness so that I don’t allow him to destroy my future as well.

— Lynn Shiner



For so many years, nobody believed me.

When I was 11 years old, I said to my grandmother, “Why does life hurt so much?” She said, “I don’t know, baby, but remember this: all of us are here for a reason. Some of us have to hurt before we find our reason.” Since my faceto-face meeting with my stepfather, my abuser, I’ve come to believe that one reason I was abused, the reason I was called a mouthy little bitch, was so that I would know what pain is like. I think my purpose now is to stop others from going through it. If I’m still a mouthy bitch, so be it. But I’m going to let people know abuse can happen in your own backyard.

Mental and physical abuse is what I grew up with from the day I was born. My father was alcoholic and brutally violent. My aunt remembers one time when she had to go get the police because he had a gun to my head and was threatening to blow my head off. Eventually my mother left him and became an alcoholic, and I became in charge of my sister and me. Then my mother met my stepdad. He made her stop beating us but then the sexual abuse started. It carried on until I got married at 19 and left home.

Then my first husband was also alcoholic and abused me; he raped me with a broken beer bottle in the middle of the night. My mother and my sister refused to speak to me for two years when I left my first husband because they didn’t believe what I told them about him.

For so many years, no one believed me about the sexual abuse because my stepfather told everyone I was a lying little bitch, that I was the one causing trouble. Even Social Services didn’t do anything, and the police said, “There is nothing we can do since your mother refuses to press charges and you are under age.” That’s when I gave up on the justice system. It was like a slap in the face. Later, my second husband encouraged me to press charges and I did, but my biggest regret in life was going to trial. I lost too much; it wasn’t worth it.
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janet bakke

Everyone talks about steps to healing, steps to closure. For me it’s more like chapters. This chapter is over—it’s time to move on to the next one.

When I was young, I almost turned to prostitution because it was a way of not having to go home. But something inside me just said, No. I never did drugs, I never drank, I never did prostitution. I always tried to stay on the good side, because deep inside I knew that one day the people that hurt me were going to pay. I wanted to make sure that when I made them pay, I could stand up and defend myself with a clear conscience. I didn’t want to give them the excuse that, “Oh, she doesn’t remember because she was on drugs.” In a way, they all have paid, although not enough. Grandma said that in the end, those who do wrong will pay, and those who do right will not. I know that when they meet their maker, they are not going to meet the same maker as I am!
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