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Park View
Treatment 

Synopsis
Until 1990, the oak-lined historic district of Wilmington, North Carolina, was ensconced within hundreds of square miles of wetlands that fed the Cape Fear River. Two-lane highways that were prone to flooding barely reached the quaint riverfront that the railroads had abandoned decades before. The completion of Interstate 40, in 1990, beckoned a stream of visitors and developers that brought change to the region that has outpaced the infrastructure, three decades later. Tourists from the interior cities of Raleigh, Durham, Greensboro, and Charlotte, would more frequently traverse this isolated backwater, on their way to beach vacations. Attitudes towards race, religion, economics, and social norms that had not been directly confronted by external realities since Reconstruction, would soon be challenged by the sheer volume of vehicles entering the city, with their human cargo.  Near the sprawling State Ports of the Cape Fear, the Park View Grill overlooked the spillway of Greenfield Lake, as it had for decades, with a fresh look, and a different clientele. The visibility of this small bar made it quite accessible to those who steered through the 90-degree bend, where 3rd Street became Carolina Beach Road.

On February 21, 1990, long haul trucker Ronald Thomas found his way to the Park View Grill, where he drank beer and shot pool with the owner, her partner, and a 32-year-old woman named Talana Kreeger. Twelve hours later, at a truck stop on Interstate 95, Thomas spoke to a local minister by phone, telling him, "I did something terrible," as he confessed a murder. The true horror of Talana Kreeger's death would gradually unfold to her friends, who gathered at the Park View for the grim news that no one could prepare for. The quiet coastal community of Wilmington learned the gruesome details through media coverage that revealed how Talana had been manually disemboweled by her attacker and left to bleed to death at the edge of a tree-lined field. While hinting at the importance of "homosexuality" as a factor in the murder, news reports did not confirm the sexual orientation of the victim, or its possible relevance to the crime, leaving the public to speculate about why this had occurred.

Few resources for gay people existed in Southeastern North Carolina in 1990, and the bars were the only places where LGBTQ individuals, from the largely isolated rural areas surrounding Wilmington could socialize and share information in relative safety. In the previous decade, this community had witnessed a seemingly continual string of violent crimes that were motivated by intolerance towards queer people. Not coincidentally, the mood of the nation had become immersed in conservative rhetoric that gave credence to the homophobic rants of public figures like Anita Bryant. The murder of Talana Kreeger shattered the tenuous sense of security that had existed at the Park View Grill, further alienating minority groups who were already isolated in their families and their community. 
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Narrative Themes

Media coverage was replete with excruciating details of the crime, while only tangentially describing the victim, and while the public was allowed to know Ronald Thomas – his face, his background, his family – Talana remained a “body found in the woods,” a ghost survived by a few distant relatives and her closest friends. It appeared that the newspaper deliberately avoided discussing the issue of homosexuality, beyond innuendo, making no connection between the crime and Talana’s sexual orientation.  Our first goal is to fill in the holes of the story and uncover Talana Kreeger’s humanity. 

Our second goal is to offer the community a chance to determine what part they play in putting Talana to rest. Most people in Wilmington have never heard of Talana Kreeger, of the Park View Grill or of the perpetrator, Ronald Thomas. Many lesbian women in the community either don’t recall the murder or avoid talking about it, and the film will explore why the name of Talana Kreeger was forgotten.
As it is apparent that local institutions were unable to simultaneously honor the victim while dancing around her sexual orientation, Park View will specifically examine the legal, religious and media responses to the murder of Talana Kreeger, and how this Southern coastal town still struggles to consider the aftermath of such a violent episode in their midst?

Although it is challenging to remain objective when approaching a case that involves this level of misogyny and cruelty, the production will take a neutral perspective, so that the community of Wilmington can tell their own story, bringing authenticity to the film, and extending the potential for self-examination to the viewers of Park View.

Research of the events, and our interviews with Wilmington locals, have suggested that the burying of Talana’s memory has splintered the local LGBTQ communities, as these events have been collectively repressed to avoid dealing with the brutality of her murder.  While avoidance is a universal response to pain, healing from trauma inevitably requires some movement towards comprehension of how a thirty-year-old hate crime still resonates today.
Park View is structured into six chapters which will focus on the narrative themes of the story:

Talana
We begin the film by humanizing this strong woman through images and memories provided by those closest to her.

The Crime 
Stephen Sprinkle’s powerful narration takes the viewer through the dramatic moments of Talana’s horrific murder.

The Law
Participants in the courtroom drama of Ronald Thomas’ trial seek closure, in the absence of the finality they hoped for.
The Church
Though many churches refuse to host her funeral, Talana’s death ultimately inspires the founding of a faith community.

The Media
Though she remained a “body found in the woods” in local news, Talana’s death informs evolving LGBTQ media coverage.
The Community
Wilmington’s queer community ultimately finds its resiliency through this trauma, as their collective voice is heard to this day. 

Sociological Factors 

The examination of Talana Kreeger’s death brings about questions of identity and community, as expressed by a participant in one of the film’s two focus groups, “What is a lesbian community anyway?” 

The “anyway” suggests that the subject doubts the viability… or even the existence of a true sense of community for LGBTQ individuals and their families, and we may speculate about the consequences, when groups of men and women having the same sexual orientation or gender identity are grouped into subcultures that may have nothing else in common. Park View will illuminate community responses to trauma, and how that shared experience comes to define what it means to be part of any community, and how that is perceived by others. 

We hypothesize that the murder of Talana Kreeger fragmented the fundamental processes of communication and trust that sustain healthy communities… undoubtedly the conscious or unconscious intention of all hate crimes. The brutality and violence associated with the murder of Talana Kreeger created a snowball effect: panic became fear became isolation became a breakdown of community. LGBTQ men and women, already subcultures, have divided further – young, old, closeted, out, single, married… unnecessarily isolated from each other.  Park View will examine the alienation that results from institutionalized trauma, and question its inevitability. 

However, the message of Park View is not directed just towards the “gay community”, or any other part of our society.  We seek nothing less than a consciousness-raising among majority of Americans, who, we believe, are increasingly willing to affirm the safety and basic human rights of their relatives, co-workers, and neighbors who are members of sexual minority groups. 

Obviously, this project will address political issues that are relevant to this case…..most importantly, the reality that North Carolina is still one of a minority of states that does not recognize sexual orientation or gender identity as a determining factor in the definition of a “hate crime.”  We will seek support from advocacy organizations to assist us in maximizing the effectiveness of Park View as a catalyst for social justice. 

Audience and Distribution Plan

Although this story focuses on a hate crime and the LGBTQ community that survived it, we believe that the theme of resilience from trauma is universal, and that Park View will resonate with diverse mainstream audiences who view the film.

Because we would like Talana’s story to reach as many viewers as possible, we have devised a distribution plan with several levels, the first of which is to apply to film festivals with broad appeal; Sundance, SXSW, Moondance, Frameline, Austin, Toronto, Tribeca, OutSouth and Cucalorus for example.
Next, we hope to distribute to cable television and web-based platforms that have produced similar-themed socially-important documentaries in the past, such as HBO, Cinemax, Showtime and Amazon. 
Our third level of distribution includes facilitating theatrical and private screenings, for schools, universities, churches, and social organizations, whose missions resonate with the themes of community and social justice that are explored in Park View.   We will provide a package of educational tools, to assist in accomplishing the primary mission of extending dialogue on human rights and social engagement, as a direct result of viewing the film.    

Finally, we will explore direct distribution by offering DVDs and direct feed options online.

Project Status

Fifteen years in development, the Park View Project has approached the task of acquiring interviews and physical documentation from subjects in the most cautious and respectful manner possible, with the primary goal of advancing the healing of trauma through understanding.
We are excited to announce the public premiere of Park View for the local Wilmington, NC community on February 22, 2020… the thirtieth anniversary of Talana Kreeger’s death… with gratitude for the assistance of local, regional and national organizations to the production:
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