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To Matthew Blunt,
former governor of the state of Missouri,
for giving me a chance at redemption.

I would like to thank my attorneys,
Ellen Flottman and Mike Anderson,
for standing behind me and believing in me
even when I did not know how to believe in myself.
Without their unrelenting support and dedication,
I would not be free today.




WHERE THE EAGLE FLIES

Searching for a certain rare find,
a strength of heart and a peace of mind,
my guests all failed with desperate sighs
in trying to reach where the eagle flies.

Living a life of mere existence,
meeting with failure and much resistance,
I found that hate laughs and love cries,
in searching for where the eagle flies.

My journey has brought me to a strange place,
where all of my fears I am forced to face,
but here I have found in the cold winter skies
that within my soul is where the eagle flies.

Behind these walls, the iron doors locked tight,
I close my eyes and enjoy the flight,
soaring above the mountain highs,
reaching to where the eagle flies.

—JONATHAN C. BOYER, January 6, 1992
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Second Chance

[image: ] second chance was never supposed to happen to me. I had a life sentence without the possibility of parole, yet in one magical stroke of a pen, the governor of Missouri, Matthew Blunt, ordered that the prison gates be opened for me. After eighteen years, I was allowed to be Stacey Ann Lannert instead of Offender #85704.

I’ll never completely shed the number, but I did start over. The real world was pure magic. On the outside, I saw miracles everywhere: birds clustered in trees, snowflakes sticking to my windshield, a crossing guard guiding children across the intersection. I saw my breath as it hit the cold air outside. I don’t get stunned easily, but seeing my reflection in a mirror did the trick.

Beginning at age eighteen, I spent a total of eighteen years locked up. At least the numbers are neat and tidy, because the rest was a mess. The trouble started in 1980 at age eight. In 1990, life as I knew it ended, for better and for worse. I had committed murder, ending the life of my sexually abusive father. My personal time warp had begun.

Under incarceration, a punishment I believe I deserved, I was sealed off in a world where hugs were not allowed, and the Internet had never been invented. I couldn’t imagine a phone with no cord that fit in a pocket. I lived in a universe where I wasn’t allowed to talk, walk, or pee without special rules and permission. My drab, worn-out clothes had to be approved. A gourmet meal was a can of Hormel beef chili, and I had to make sure I could afford to buy it. In the beginning of my sentence, my mind was too numb to cry and too shut off to care. I could check in and out of my emotions as if they were library books. To me, sadness and happiness were all the same. The jail of my own making—before and after I committed the crime—was as bleak as the one I was locked up in. My prison bars were ironclad, emotionally and physically.

Fast forward to February 2009. I was thirty-six, and the bars had been completely removed. I’d been shown an act of mercy and grace. I had been delivered from sin. I had sacrificed all of my adult life purely in hopes of this redemption.

If I am fit for forgiveness, I want to live a worthy life. I just have to figure out how to make my way in this world. Get a job. Buy a car. Figure out how to use a cell phone, not to mention how to text. When did ordering coffee get so complicated? And why would anyone want to eat raw fish with rice?

The first time I walked into a department store after my release, for example, I was so overwhelmed that I began to sweat. I usually like to sweat—I teach step class—just not while shopping. Fabrics came in more colors and patterns than an LSD trip. The signs and sales and people bumped into me in every aisle. I needed bras, but the store was the size of a football field.

I left.

I decided I would have to live, once again, without the basic items I needed.

During my eighteen years in prison, shopping was sparse. I submitted a short list to the prison staffers whenever I wanted shoes, shirts, Hormel chili, or whatever. I paid for my goods because all prisoners have jobs, albeit with ridiculously low wages. In a few days or months, I’d go to a window, and workers would shove my order back at me. It wasn’t even a store. The system was limited, and it sucked. But at least it was simple. I longed for more choices, and when I finally had them, I panicked.

I asked for help.

My mom volunteered to go shopping with me. It was a warm gesture, because we didn’t shop together when I was growing up. She was always at school, at work, or on the phone with a friend. As a preteen, I picked out my own hair spray and headbands. Eventually, I bought most of the groceries, too. I used to shop a lot then, so what was my problem? I was going to figure it out.

With Mom.

A fresh start.

We browsed the aisles in a big Walmart. After fifteen minutes, she saw me sweating again, and she took action. I needed only two bras, and there were about 250,000 to choose from. The garments came with adjustable straps I’d never seen before. Some didn’t have straps at all. They all promised miracles—perfect fits, lifts, pure comfort, flexibility, and control. Meanwhile, I didn’t even know my size. When I was in prison, I wore only sports bras. Every time I ordered regular ones, they never fit right. If I ordered a small sports bra—just about any kind—I’d be all set.

My mom saw my eyes spinning. In two minutes, she dashed around and brought back five choices for me. She held up the bras and asked me to choose one. I could breathe. I stopped sweating. Five bras were doable; 250,000 were a panic attack. I picked one I liked; it didn’t work. I went to the next option; it was not so good either. After three tries, we had a winner. Happiness was a bra that fit.

Then I glanced into the full-length mirror.

I froze. I stared. I had not seen my body since I was a teenager. We did not have full-length mirrors in the maximum-security state penitentiary. Primping wasn’t exactly a priority. In all that time, I hadn’t thought much about how I looked. Who was I going to impress? Prison guards, prisoners, or occasional visitors? Finally, at that moment, my looks mattered. I was thirty-six, and I wanted to see me.

Was that me?

Really?

How had some places gone soft when they used to be hard? My waist was squishier, and so were my thighs and breasts. Maybe if I’d seen my body even one time in the last decade, the difference wouldn’t have been so drastic. I wanted to cry, and I felt tears coming on in the back of my eyes. I stopped myself, though.

This—everything—was ridiculous.

My mom was standing outside the dressing room. After a long silence, she peeked in to check on me. She read my face, and she was quiet for a few seconds. Then she said, “We all get older and go through changes.” As she closed the curtain again, she added, “Things sag.”

“I had no idea I’d get old in prison,” I said, only half-joking. My friends used to say that prison preserves a person—an inmate’s body doesn’t get abused by alcohol, drugs, late nights, and other people. My friends had been wrong.

I couldn’t get sad. I wouldn’t allow it; I was free. There was no denying that while my world stood still, my body had grown older. But my body had also grown up, and my mind had grown wise.

Even though I’ve always been five feet, two inches and athletic, my middle had taken on a touch of fat. As a certified fitness instructor, I knew I’d have to exercise five hours a day to get rid of it. If I were still incarcerated, I could find those hours—and more—to work out. But then I would not have a full-length mirror to admire my tummy. I knew which option was better. I would love my flab and French fries too—we weren’t allowed to have them in prison.

Most important, after so many years, I would love my mother. She’s the only parent I have.

Clemency had granted me a deep look at myself—in a mirror. I thought about my life’s journey. How did I get here? I wondered where God would lead me next. I planned to use all that I’d learned to make my world, and the world around me, a better place. If I was worthy of a second chance, I hoped I could fulfill that promise. Could I finally become the person I dreamed of being?

I was set free on January 16, 2009.

I was given a shot at redemption, and I didn’t intend to waste it. My life would have meaning; I would make sure of that.

I am living proof that anyone—even a convicted felon sentenced to life in prison without parole—can walk a spiritual journey. I am proof that people can change. I am proof that people can learn and love and keep on living. Even the most troubled person can transform her life, just as an artist can turn raw materials into an entirely new creation. A glassblower, through persistence, care, and skill, can convert a few shards of glass into a gleaming thing of beauty. Not a lightweight, fragile object, but a well-formed, solid work of art worth saving, collecting, and protecting.

We are all worth saving and protecting.


In the Beginning

[image: ]ost people do not take another person’s life. The act is ugly, off limits, appropriate only in scary movies. But many people do use the words, “I’m going to kill you.” A wife might say it to a husband when he brings home a new Ford truck without asking. A father might say it to a son after he wrecks that new truck. The words are normal when they’re meaningless. Thankfully, the line “I’ll kill you” isn’t usually backed up by much threat.

Usually.

But what about when those words are said to a woman or girl who is in pain? A girl who is abused? A girl who is told she is a worthless whore almost every day of her life? I was that girl. The threat, “Be quiet, or I’ll kill you,” was real. So I stayed quiet. I made as little noise as possible almost all of the time. At the same time, my shame, isolation, and rage built up over the years while I prayed for an end to my problems. I prayed to be left alone, to be left unviolated for any short length of time. People like me are the caged birds.

My cage was my house.

My cage was my own bed.

Ending a life is the most grisly, uncivilized way of solving a problem. But it doesn’t happen in a vacuum when otherwise sane people are involved. Instead, tension builds over time in a domestic pressure cooker. Is my abuser going to push too hard the next time and kill me? Should I kill myself so I don’t have to feel the hurt anymore?

To people with these experiences, killing is real. Anyone can be dead with the snap of the fingers. More often than not, victims consider suicide. But sometimes—guilt-ridden—we fantasize about the deaths of our abusers. We don’t necessarily want to do it ourselves. In our fantasies, he goes quickly in a car crash; it makes sense because he drives drunk all the time. Or maybe he starts a fight with someone who actually can—and does—kick his ass. But what if, hypothetically thinking, the abuser gets into a fight with his victim, and she magically overpowers him and gets away? She runs off to a happier life where she can get a full night’s rest. She goes to a place where shadows don’t scare her half to death. In dreams, that scenario could be true.

In reality, overpowering a strong man usually takes a weapon. So the hypothesizing continues: What if, in some way, she’s able to get that weapon? What if she uses it? What if she kills him herself? That’s how the words “I’ll kill you” become warped reality.

Women aren’t known for homicides—according to the Justice Department, females commit only 10 percent of murders. When they do kill, they take the life of an intimate partner or family member one-third of the time. Criminology researchers have found that women usually didn’t mean to do the crime; they didn’t even think they were capable, and they didn’t plan their attacks for more than a few seconds. Male murderers more commonly act deliberately instead of impulsively. They know exactly what is about to happen long in advance. Men don’t disassociate from their crimes, either. But a woman, especially a victim of abuse, may not remember exactly how she did it. If she remembers clearly, she can’t find breath—only bile rising in her chest. She’ll have a panic attack or a breakdown. She’s in too much pain over what she did—and why she did it—to remember the details, according to researcher Jack Levin at Northeastern University. More often than not, women kill because they’re afraid they’ll be killed.

Most people don’t have these thoughts about death, but I did for most of my life.

———

Killing is best left to animals like the bald eagle. They must hunt to feed themselves and their young, and they do not have to be taught. My hometown of St. Louis is known for the bald eagles in the wintertime. People don’t realize it, but Missouri can be cold. We get snow, ice, and sleet. That’s when the eagles appear.

Snow days away from school were fun for most kids. But as I grew older, they were less exciting for me. Staying home was not a vacation; it was often a punishment. I wanted to be a bald eagle—big and strong with a sharp, pointy beak for protection. I wished for wings to take me to some other place during the different seasons. When it was coldest outside, I’d catch sight of them near the Mississippi River. The birds liked to hang out in the areas surrounding its muddy waters. Apparently, that’s the best place to find food and build nests in sycamore trees. Bald eagles hunt fish, reptiles, mammals, and human picnic food. They don’t care if the food is dead or alive when they swoop down with their lethal talons. They learn how to adapt and survive. These muscular creatures are tough, scrappy scavengers. When I was a kid, they were on the endangered species list. So if I caught sight of one, I was excited.

If I had been a different kid with a different family, I would have seen the eagle as noble in a patriotic way. I would have focused on its plumage and beauty instead of on how the awesome creature managed to stay alive. I saw the bird as a tough victim of our human invasion—clawing and clutching for its survival. That’s exactly how I felt I lived, too, from age nine onward. With so much taken away from me, I wasn’t free to think about kickball and BFFs and bracelets made out of embroidery floss. I took refuge in sports, and in my imagination. I found comfort in our cat, Buttercup; my dog, Prince; the track team; and my schoolwork.

Before age eight, my life was way better. I saw the eagles more innocently. I smiled more often because I wanted to—not just for other people’s benefit. Born on May 28, 1972, just outside of St. Louis, Missouri, I was a happy baby with a stay-at-home mom who loved me and took care of me. I had a dad who came home after work, though he was often studying, tucked away behind his office door.

My mom held everything together for as long as she could.

She was used to life’s difficulties—she’d grown up with enough of them. Her maiden name was Deborah Paulson, and she was born on October 17, 1951, in Granite City, Illinois. She was the oldest of five kids, and she longed to leave the rural countryside where she grew up. The first house she remembers had two bedrooms. The kids shared one, and her parents shared the other. When my mom was seven, she came down with rheumatic fever and was in the hospital for a long stretch. Then she had to stay out of school for more than a year. She had to take it easy and couldn’t even walk to the second floor of the house. She slept on a rollaway bed in the living room. Her mom brought her a bedpan because the house’s one bathroom was upstairs. The doctor said Debbie would never have children, and she might even come down with the dreaded rheumatic fever again later in life. With great worry and care, my grandmother waited on Debbie hand and foot. During that time my grandmother was really good to my mother.

Debbie recovered fully and took on responsibilities of her own. She was often in charge of her siblings, especially the littlest one, Deanna, who was thirteen years younger. By then, the family had moved into a three-bedroom house closer to the small downtown. They needed to be near my grandfather’s work. Debbie was just happy she had fewer siblings to bunk with in a slightly larger house. Privacy was another matter—she still hoped for more of that. But her family was what it was. They had rules, like they stuck together no matter what. Debbie’s parents were strict, and it wasn’t easy for Debbie to be herself, to have friends, and to get out.

My maternal grandfather was Richard Paulson. My mother told me his story. He grew up picking cotton in Pearl, Mississippi, alongside his mother. He had to quit school to earn money when he was in the eighth grade. The oldest of eight children, he became the man of the house when his own father, a drunk, walked out on the family. Richard led a tough life with one goal: survival. When he grew up he headed to Illinois, looking for better work. He landed in Granite City, the small town just outside St. Louis that my grandmother, Marilyn, called home. Marilyn was the baby in a family that included seven children. By the time she was six, her father had hit the road, so she barely knew him. Richard and Marilyn had a lot in common. They both craved a bond they didn’t get growing up, and they both knew that surviving in this world was hard, and took hard work. Neither had gotten a proper education. Marilyn dropped out of high school for Richard, skipping her senior year. She married him when she was seventeen on October 27, 1950. They shared the notion that a marriage should stay together no matter what. A man should always be in the family. A couple should never, under any circumstances, abandon their children.

Richard had strong opinions about things, too, and he was tough on his children, especially Debbie. One of Richard’s younger sisters had gotten pregnant as a teenager, which had been a great source of shame and embarrassment for him. As a result, even at age eighteen, Debbie was not allowed to go out on the weekends without special permission. And she was rarely allowed to go out on both Friday and Saturday nights—she had to pick one activity and stay home the next night with her parents. That was only proper. After all, she was the oldest, and it was up to her to set a good example for the others. But some of the rules made absolutely no sense. For example, Debbie was allowed to close the bathroom door, but she couldn’t lock it when she showered. She surely wasn’t allowed to say no to her father for any reason. He gave her countless bloody noses with the back of his hand. One time, the last slice of pie in the house had disappeared. Richard lined up the children—Daniel, Daphne, Derek, and Debbie—and demanded to know who had eaten it. No one owned up, so he beat each of them with a belt until one of them claimed guilt. Then that child got dragged down to the basement and was beaten worse.

He might use and abuse his daughters, but no one else would—Richard was fiercely protective of his family. It wouldn’t be a surprise to see him sitting on the front porch with a gun if any of his children were ever threatened.

Despite his sternness, Richard was not a larger-than-life personality. He was tall and thin, even though he liked to eat. He was actually a shy, soft-spoken man who didn’t have much of a life outside of his two occupations: cotton picker and local truck driver. He didn’t have a lot of social skills, and he was self-conscious about his eighth-grade education. The only time he could really talk was when he drank beer—then he could be funnier, more opinionated, and feel more important. So he started going to the tavern, where he could become a whole new person, more and more often. He’d also drink simply to relax after a hard day of work. To Marilyn’s dismay, he’d come home drunk. The drinking repulsed my mother as well. To this day, she can’t stand alcohol. She especially cannot stand the smell of beer; it makes her sick.

Richard started sexually abusing Debbie when she was thirteen. Mom didn’t tell me about specific incidents, but I overheard the conversations she had with my dad. Over the years, I picked up on what happened to her. She eventually went public with the abuse in an affidavit to support my legal case.

She stated in an affidavit that Grandpa Paulson had fondled her. He might have abused his other daughters, too; I’m not sure what he did to each one. I do know my mother suffered at his hands from the time she was thirteen until she started dating my father. My mother was so ashamed she didn’t even tell her closest sister. Years later, they confessed to each other and found out their father had abused them simultaneously.

When Mom was sixteen, all of the children were sleeping on pallets in the living room because their bedrooms were too hot—there was no air conditioning. Richard crept over to her and started fondling her.

“Stop it, Dad!” she yelled. “Stop!”

Marilyn woke up and asked her husband what was going on.

“Nothing,” he said.

Marilyn asked Debbie for an explanation.

“Dad won’t leave me alone. He keeps touching me,” she said, crying.

At those words, Richard jerked my mother up from the prone position and hit her as hard as he could in the face. He flew into a violent rage, and Marilyn ran next door to the neighbor’s house, where the police were called. Debbie suffered a black eye, dislocated shoulder, and swollen jaw. The police did not question Debbie, and Richard convinced the cops that he had been so violent only because someone had slipped a mickey in his drink at the lodge. Marilyn believed her husband.

But Mom and her siblings knew better. Richard was mean. Marilyn could see the physical violence, but what about the sexual abuse? I know my mother told her about everything when she was an adult and could finally speak the words. Marilyn said, “I wish you would have told me sooner.” Marilyn, who was short and pretty, put up with a lot from her husband. The drinking was bad. But the sexual abuse going on under her roof was never acknowledged. She knew about some of the fondling because the girls complained to her, even as kids. But because allegations weren’t made—the words “I am being molested” were never spoken—the situation could be quietly ignored. Marilyn always excused Richard’s advances, saying, “Dad is just like that.”

Marilyn didn’t have the time to fuss and fret. By this time, she had five kids to take care of, and when money got tight, she got a job in a department store in Granite City to help out. She was a busy person. My mom says Marilyn would iron clothes in the kitchen while she served her kids breakfast. She washed clothes with a wringer washer long after many mothers had machines. Debbie remembers hearing about how Marilyn climbed to the roof of their two-bedroom house to drive nails into some loose shingles when she was eight months pregnant. She did what she thought needed to be done.

Debbie was ready to get out. And she did. She attracted men easily—she was cute, with her dusty blond hair, green eyes, and thin, womanly body. She’s five feet, two inches tall and back then weighed barely a hundred pounds. It’s too bad she always thought she was ugly. More proof that she wasn’t: she got asked out on dates often, despite being allowed only one date per weekend. Men liked her soft, gentle voice, a voice that was understanding and submissive. That voice could be both quietly disagreeable and flirty. She was feisty and vulnerable wrapped into a kind package. It was no accident that she ended up with my father.

They met when she was eighteen. He was twenty-three, and they both worked at General American Life Insurance in St. Louis. She was a transcriber and copy girl, and he, Thomas Lannert, was on his way to becoming an actuary. My father was sitting with his work buddy when he first saw her across the company cafeteria. He nudged his friend and said, “That’s the woman I’m going to marry.” After that, he never stopped believing that my mother was beautiful. He used to sit me on his lap and get wistful talking about her. He probably told me the story of meeting her a hundred times. Forever in his mind, other women would pale in comparison to Debbie.

The way she tells the story about the day they met is a bit different: she certainly saw Tom wave at her that day at work, but she smiled back because she thought his friend was cute.

In her eyes, Tom was just okay at first. He wore these baggy flannel pants with pleats in the front. He was distinguished and handsome, but Debbie thought he really needed to learn how to dress. His clothes were put together, but in an old-man kind of way. He always wore a mustache, too, which made him look even older—much older than the mere five years that separated them.

He’d often come by her desk in the copy room and ask her to copy pages for him. He’d also dictate letters to clients and bring them over to Debbie on little red disks for transcription. She’d call him on the company phone when his documents were ready. One day, he asked her if she’d like to have a cup of coffee.

Debbie said no. First of all, she was in the middle of a transcription. And second, she just didn’t drink coffee. Five minutes later, my mother told a coworker what had happened. Her friend nudged her, saying, “Maybe you could have said you’d like some hot chocolate some other time.” Then it dawned on Debbie that he seemed nice. But then again, she just didn’t drink coffee. And what about those ugly pants?

My dad never took no for an answer.

He asked her out a second time, and she told him, “I have a previous commitment.” Debbie explained that she had a date with a boy on Friday, and she just couldn’t commit to anything on Saturday. It was all true—she just didn’t tell him that she had to get special permission from her parents to go out twice on a single weekend. She didn’t even know if her parents would allow it if she asked. Debbie told Tom she’d let him know. It turned out that her parents did allow the date, and my parents went to dinner that Saturday evening in August of 1970. She found out he’d already been in the Marines, that his brother had died a few years back, and that he had gone to Tahiti after college graduation. She was impressed. And he was handsome, with deep, shocking blue eyes.

They had been together just three months when Tom asked her to marry him. Debbie had wanted to wait—to get to know him a little better. But he kept pushing the issue. He said he had to get married quickly because he was trying to get his fellowship in the Society of Actuaries. That meant he’d be able to get his license and practice. The society offered the test only every six months, and he had just failed one. He told Debbie he just couldn’t keep going on like this because he had to study so much. Flirting with her and worrying about her made him too distracted to pass. He needed to focus for three to four hours every night. He just couldn’t afford to fail the next test, he told Debbie. If he failed, it would be her fault, and he had a whole career riding on this.

So they had to get married. Debbie said they could tie the knot in June of 1971. Tom said it had to be that November. She thought they would end up married anyway, so she obliged; their anniversary date was November 27, 1970.

Debbie believed she was in love with him. After all, Tom didn’t seem to be anything like Richard Paulson; he was a heck of a lot nicer. Her dad was a country man with backward beliefs and a vicious mean streak; Tom was worldly and smart. He was sweet about things. He had the kind of charisma that could make a person think the sky was not blue but fluorescent pink. Best of all, he knew what he wanted to do with his life. Tom Lannert was more determined and ambitious than any man she’d ever met.

He was a heck of a lot better than what she had grown up with. She couldn’t take the fights, housework, drinking, and abuse at home. She had wanted out of her dad’s house since she was thirteen. When she found an educated boyfriend, she wrote to her cousin in Mississippi that Tom was her “knight in shining armor.”

Her knight was in love with her. But Debbie hadn’t fallen madly, head-over-heels for him like so many other women had. Naturally, the more she held back, the more he wanted her. She didn’t mind giving him a hard time. For one, she wanted him to wear different clothes. And she didn’t like any drinking; she wanted a man who could provide for his family. She voiced her opinion as needed—in her soft, gentle voice. That soft voice meant business.

Her one dream in life was for joy. She hoped to get married and have children and live happily ever after, like in a fairy tale. She admired Tom’s intellect and drive; he was looking at five years of difficult actuarial tests. My mother did everything a dutiful wife should do. She picked out stylish suits and took those suits to the dry cleaners. She did their grocery shopping, laundry, and every other chore while Tom pored over math equations. He’d come home from work to their two-bedroom apartment in St. Louis, eat dinner, then sit at his desk to study. Tom would disappear into a world of statistics and financial theory. All she had to do was chores. She quickly became lonely—and bored. When she complained, he told her she should go back to school. At the time, she wasn’t interested. She said studying wasn’t easy for her like it was for him. Maybe she’d attend college later. In the meantime, there was something else she wanted.

She wanted a baby.

He told her okay. But he pointed out that he had never wanted kids until he met Debbie. He would oblige for her. He reminded her that she was lucky she had said yes to that second date. He said he wouldn’t have asked for a third.

Defying her childhood doctor’s predictions, my mother had me without complications. She was twenty-one years old when I was born in May of 1972. I was going to be called Lisa Marie, but the Presleys got to that name first. My mom had been lobbying for the name Casey, but my dad said no—I was a baby and not a dog. He really liked the tough, troubled male actor Stacy Keach, but he saw the name Stacy as too masculine. It was Grandma Lannert who suggested Stacey with an e. She said the prettiest girl in her school went by that name. So the matter was settled. If I’d been a boy, I would’ve been Scott Thomas.

Even after she got her wish for a baby, my mom was always yearning for something more, never quite knowing what that something was. That yearning was apparent to me from the time I could remember, but only in a foggy little-kid kind of way. I sensed one thing instinctively: Tom loved her more than she loved him.

When I was young, she was a great mom, but I don’t think my parents ever had a great marriage. In the beginning, they had stretches where they got along. But they bickered from as far back as I can remember. She was usually upset because he was gone so much, and they fought about his drinking, which continued despite her earlier insistence. I found it all very confusing.

I saw her cook, clean, shop, and do all the typical domestic chores. She didn’t go out and party or run around with her friends. She wasn’t unhappy then, but she wasn’t completely satisfied either. She loved learning, and she liked teaching, too. She taught me the ABCs by age two. She showed me how to write my telephone number and name by age three. I could read before age four. My early education was thanks to her dedication. During her years of being a housewife, Mom made baby books for me, and later for my younger sister, Christy. She took us to those baby swimming classes. I have memories of a water-skiing trip with her when I was four, and Christy was almost three. When I see the photos, I barely recognize us because we look so happy. Momma—that’s what I called her—taught us how to be tough and stand up for ourselves. She always said, “Anything boys can do, girls can do better.” We had all of her attention in the early years. I wish we could have frozen time and just stayed in that place forever.

My dad, Thomas Lannert, was twenty-six when I was born. He was five feet nine and trim then, though he’d balloon up to three hundred pounds and then back to normal as I grew up. He was strong and in good shape. He was handsome, with a prominent nose and strong chin. He had a warm laugh and was bursting with charm. He wore his sandy brown hair with side chops in the 1980s. He had beautiful blue eyes that could melt or destroy me—it was his choice. He was the fun parent who would throw us way up in the air and catch us when we came back down. He would hold me on his lap for hours—late into the night—just talking and watching TV and being silly. We stayed up late together even when I was really little. He held me all the time when he finished work or studying.

My mom had the kind of intelligence that comes from years of being in charge of her own large—and largely dysfunctional—family. My dad was just plain smart. He made high grades at Missouri State University and was a proud alumnus. He liked to watch Mizzou football games and root for the Tigers. He studied math and decided he’d use it for an actuarial career. An actuary uses complicated math to predict good and bad outcomes, mostly bad. Actuaries help companies save money by figuring out their risks. For example, does it cost more to deal with the risk or to prevent the risk in the first place? Most actuaries, including my father, work for insurance companies. For instance, they compute how many people are likely to die, called mortality tables, or how many houses are likely to burn down in a given time frame. The work is more complicated than that, of course, but he always had a job with good pay. He easily tackled math that was too challenging for most people. He seemed to like his work, but despite his success, this wasn’t the career path he had planned.

He wanted to fly planes and helicopters, but he had a condition called night blindness. He would never be allowed to man an aircraft, and he was always resentful of that fact. At age eighteen, he wanted to be like his older brother and join the military. Tom chose the Marines. His brother Bill, the uncle I never met, was in the air force. They both wanted to serve their country during the Vietnam War. They hoped to protect our freedom, show their patriotism, and play with guns. But things went badly. While on active duty, Uncle Bill was swimming recreationally and suffered an aneurysm. He was in a coma for seventy-two days. The family stood by his bedside all that time, completely devastated. No amount of praying could help Bill. He didn’t make it.

My father was still in basic training, and he really didn’t want to be there. He was discovering that the military wasn’t everything he thought it would be. He just didn’t like living by other people’s rules. As he prepared for Bill’s funeral, he decided he wouldn’t go back to basic training.

The funeral was not without drama. The whole family was there. After the burial, my paternal grandmother, Una Mae Lannert, uttered these words to Tom: “Bill was always your father’s favorite son.”

Maybe she hadn’t meant to be evil, but her words planted evil seeds in him. I believe she just wanted Tom to love her more than he loved his dad. My grandparents’ marriage was deeply troubled. I can only guess that these were not the first unhealthy, unloving words my grandmother said to my dad. And it wasn’t the first time Tom felt completely let down by his father.

As far back as I remember, my grandfather, Ken Lannert, was a nice, loving man. Like Mae, he grew up in Eminence, Missouri, a southern town with fewer than five hundred people. He was an only child, and short, but he was not poor. Quite the contrary—he was a brilliant, educated man from a decent background.

Mae was several years older than Ken, and she was several inches taller. At age twenty-four, Mae married Ken after his mother passed away. Grandma Lannert once told my mother that she married Ken because she felt sorry for him. She pitied him for losing his mom and for being so short. But Mae also radically changed her quality of life when she married Kenneth Lannert. She had grown up the oldest of eight kids in a two-room cabin with a dirt floor. Once she married my grandfather, she became well-to-do. As a young woman, she wore tasteful yet saucy black dresses. She was always stylish, and her hair was always done. She even got herself the most popular house of the time. It was common back then for couples to buy kit homes from stores like Sears and Roebuck and build their own dwellings. Mae and Ken spent $12,000 for their red brick cottage and settled in a nice St. Louis neighborhood called St. John. They finished it by 1941 or 1942. I stayed in that house many times; it was a place I loved dearly.

In that home, my grandparents’ marriage was rife with sadness and problems. Their first child, Mary, arrived with the umbilical cord wrapped around her neck twice. If the death of their daughter wasn’t heartbreaking enough, Mae couldn’t hide her feelings—or lack thereof—for Ken. She told my mother she had never been in love with him.

She gave him a hard time about his job, though it provided them with money. Ken was an engineer. He designed assembly line machines for Hostess and other big companies. He traveled every Sunday through Friday evening, as he had to be on site while his creations were being built, used, and serviced. In the limited time he was home, he headed into the basement to tinker. He made transmitters and radios and other gadgets in the basement of the brick house he built himself. He smoked pipes filled with cherry tobacco.

He and Mae lived in that house until they died.

Mae couldn’t get used to Ken’s work schedule. Raising two boys was hard, and she didn’t like doing it alone all week long. She’d tell her sons that Ken could’ve chosen to work closer to their home in St. Louis, but instead wanted to be away from them and to travel a lot. Tom loved his father, and he wanted love in return. He felt he wasn’t getting it, so he grew up resenting Ken tremendously. It was bad enough that Ken wasn’t around for track meets and baseball games. Mae’s words, he chose a job requiring travel, stung worse.

While Ken was away, Mae believed he was cheating on her. She was probably right. A family story is that when Ken had a bad car accident, there was another lady in the car with him. He defended himself, saying he was just taking her home from a party. No one believed that, though. Mae would sometimes threaten to leave Ken, but Tom would tell her to stay. Tom told Mae he would never speak to her again if she ever left Ken.

My mother believes that Grandma Lannert did a lot of psychological damage to my father. Mae didn’t intend to enrage my father or make him a monster. She wasn’t a consciously cruel person; she was just desperate for her sons to love her. From the rumors I’ve always heard, her marriage certainly wasn’t satisfying. And for whatever reason, she needed Tom to be totally dependent on her. She smothered him, and he was her baby. Tom grew up mad at his father and spoiled by his mother.

I don’t know why my grandmother did the things she did—I saw only the wonderful side of her. Grandma Lannert was the sweetest person; she was like an older, wiser mother and I loved her very much. I called her Mee Maw and my grandpa Paw Paw.

When I was older, I recognized her fierce and frequent manipulative streak. To maintain her control, she would turn family members against each other. She’d bad-mouth loved ones behind their backs. She especially didn’t like my mother after she left my dad. Through all the years, I never heard my father speak badly of Mee Maw. He didn’t fault her. He didn’t question her. He believed what she said and cared what she thought.

Tom’s parents were complicated, and that might be why he grew up with little respect for authority. On paper, he was an excellent student, member of the student council, and top runner on the varsity track team. But in his 1964 senior yearbook, there are references to partying and mischief in almost all of his classmates’ signatures.

One guy wrote: “Thanks for barfing all over my cabin. Keep blowing off.”

Someone named Dianne was clearly dating him. Among other flirtations, she wrote, “Here’s hoping that you stay with your word and stay off the booze … Take up women. I’ll clue you in, they’re a lot more fun.”

My dad wanted everything to seem okay from the outside—he wanted teachers and adults to think he was squeaky clean. His classmates’ opinions show a very different side of my father.

He wasn’t just being a kid; some of his troubles were serious. In his senior year, he started hanging around with the wrong crowd—one boy in particular was bad news. He tried to get Tom to steal cars and commit petty crimes. He and Tom got into a fight one night. Apparently, Tom wanted out; he didn’t want to be associated with the gang anymore. This one boy wouldn’t allow Tom to leave that easily. He continued to bully Tom to do things he didn’t want to do. Dad got sick of it. He swiped a gun from his parents’ attic and threatened the boy with it at their next confrontation. They fought. My father shot the kid square in the shoulder and then ran away. He ditched the gun somewhere, hiding the evidence so his actions wouldn’t come back to haunt him. As my dad suspected, the kid never reported the incident. Years later, after he was married, his parents confronted him about the missing gun. He acted like he didn’t know what they were talking about. But that night, he told my mother the real story. That was the first time she was truly scared of her husband.

My dad told me about the incident, too. When I was younger, he’d use it as a warning to hang out with the good kids and stay on a straight path. When I was older, when things got really bad, Dad told me he had shot one kid, and he’d be happy to shoot me, too. There were two sides to my father, Good Dad and Bad Dad.

He told me how hard his life was growing up. He complained that his dad was never home. He told me that his father liked his brother better. Tom hated Ken sometimes. He hated Ken because he loved him—if that makes sense. My father held on to deep resentment while constantly striving for his father’s approval. Ken rarely gave it. He was kind, but he did not know how to praise, acknowledge, or pat his son on the back. Tom could be an actuary ten times over, and it would still not be quite enough for Ken. At least, not in my father’s eyes.

Tom did not think he could please Ken by staying in the military, so after his brother died, Tom left. My father used the sole surviving son military rule to get himself discharged. No questions were asked, and Tom was no longer a Marine. Ken called my dad The Baron, and the sarcasm must’ve stung. My dad would never be a pilot.

Once out of the Marines, my dad was a mess over Bill’s death. To make him feel better, his parents bought him a cool convertible, a Plymouth Barracuda. But a car didn’t do the trick. Tom took off for Tahiti, where he lost all control. He was a big drunk there, he admitted to my mother. He came home only when his visa expired and the country kicked him out. Then my father accepted the car, cleaned up his act, and enrolled at Mizzou. The rest is history.

I can remember Dad studying for the rigorous, infamously difficult actuarial exams, which he had to pass to get his license. Once he did, he immediately found jobs and worked his way up to partner in various actuarial companies. His career kept him out at all hours of the day and night. At least, that’s what he told us—it was business that made him late all the time. I missed him terribly when he was gone.

I was a little girl, and I didn’t know about his past. I just knew he was my daddy who hugged and kissed me. He lavished me with attention, and I could see no wrong in my father.

He was just it for me.
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