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CHAPTER ONE - INNOCENCE LOST 
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She was born into a world already tilted against her.

Wanda Jean Allen entered life as the second of eight children in a household where scarcity was not an episode but a condition. The rooms were crowded, the walls thin, the days shaped by waiting—waiting for checks, for food, for the next small crisis to announce itself. Public assistance kept the lights on when it could. When it could not, darkness arrived without apology. From the beginning, Wanda learned that stability was something other families possessed, something glimpsed but not inhabited.

Her father disappeared early, leaving behind no explanation, only absence. He was there, and then he wasn’t, and no one ever quite spoke his name again. Wanda learned from this that people could vanish without ceremony, that love did not guarantee permanence. Her mother remained, but remained unevenly—her presence blurred by alcohol, her attention drifting in and out like a faulty signal. Some days she was tender, other days unreachable, sealed behind a private exhaustion that left her children to raise one another in the margins.

Wanda was a quiet child. Observant. Sensitive to tone, to mood, to the unspoken weather of a room. She learned early to read faces the way other children read books, searching for clues about whether the day would be safe or volatile. In school, teachers noticed her gentleness, her eagerness to please. There was a softness about her that seemed almost misplaced in a world that rewarded hardness.

Then, at twelve, the world struck her—literally.

A truck hit her body with the indifferent force of machinery doing what machinery does. The impact knocked her unconscious, flung her from certainty into blankness. When she woke, the adults told her she was lucky. Children heal quickly, they said. But something had shifted inside her, quietly, invisibly. She would later struggle to describe it, only knowing that after the accident the world felt louder, more confusing, less orderly. Thoughts came apart more easily. Stress lingered longer.

A few years later, violence returned—not accidental this time, but deliberate.

A knife pierced her left temple during an altercation whose details blurred over time, the memory fractured by fear and shock. Blood. Panic. The sudden realization that the body is fragile, that harm can arrive without warning and leave behind consequences no one can see. Wanda survived again, but survival carried a cost.

Doctors examined her afterward, measuring what could be measured. The numbers were unforgiving. An IQ of 69. Damage to the left hemisphere of her brain. Impairments in comprehension, in logical expression, in the ability to track cause and effect. The language was clinical, precise, devoid of poetry. It reduced Wanda to deficits, to scores, to charts. What it did not capture was how these changes felt from the inside.

Wanda felt slower—not in movement, but in understanding. Emotions came fast and tangled, arriving before she could name them. Stress disorganized her, scattered her thoughts until they refused to line up neatly again. She struggled to explain herself, especially under pressure. Words betrayed her when she needed them most. People mistook her confusion for defiance, her silence for indifference.

No one taught her how to compensate.

At home, there was no room for accommodation. The household required resilience, contribution, endurance. Wanda learned to push through confusion, to nod when she did not fully understand, to say yes when no explanation followed. Vulnerability was not rewarded. Survival was.

School became increasingly difficult. Concepts slipped through her grasp no matter how hard she tried to hold them. Teachers grew impatient. Classmates noticed her difference before she did. She fell behind quietly, ashamed of questions she could not form, afraid of revealing how little sense the lessons made. Eventually, the gap between expectation and ability grew too wide to cross.

By seventeen, she dropped out.

There was no dramatic exit, no declaration of defeat. She simply stopped going, stopped pretending that a place existed for her there. Education had promised possibility, but possibility requires tools, and Wanda’s tools had been dulled long before she understood what had been taken from her.

What remained was drift.

She moved through early adulthood with the sense that the world operated according to rules she had not been taught. People seemed to know things she did not. They reacted faster, planned further ahead, recovered more quickly from conflict. Wanda absorbed experiences rather than anticipating them. She reacted rather than chose. Her inner life was rich but unstructured, governed more by feeling than foresight.

These early injuries—poverty, abandonment, violence, neurological damage—did not announce themselves as destiny. They did not march Wanda toward tragedy in any obvious way. Instead, they settled into her quietly, shaping her responses, narrowing her margins for error. She became chronically vulnerable to stress, easily overwhelmed by confrontation, prone to losing control when emotion eclipsed comprehension.

The world did not see this. It saw only behavior.

From the outside, Wanda appeared like many others who had grown up poor, troubled, undereducated. The internal fractures went unnoticed. No one stood beside her and explained how the injuries had rewired her, how fear could override logic, how love could blur into desperation.

She carried these invisible wounds into adulthood the way some people carry heirlooms—unasked for, ill-fitting, impossible to discard. They did not define her entirely, but they shaped the terrain on which her life would unfold.

By the time she left adolescence behind, the promise that once hovered faintly over her childhood had dimmed. Not extinguished, perhaps—but obscured, clouded by circumstance and biology and neglect. Wanda Jean Allen stepped into adulthood already bent by forces she had never chosen, her innocence not shattered in a single moment, but worn away slowly, patiently, by a world that offered her very little margin for mistake.

And she had not yet learned how costly mistakes could be.

CHAPTER TWO - FIRST TASTE OF VIOLENCE

Love came to Wanda Jean Allen the way weather comes to the plains—sudden, overwhelming, impossible to ignore.

By the time she reached young adulthood, she had learned that affection was not guaranteed, that it could vanish without warning. She wanted something steady, something warm enough to counter the long chill of her childhood. Dedra Pettus seemed to offer that. They had known each other since they were girls, shared the same streets, the same early hungers. When friendship slipped into intimacy, it felt less like a choice than a return—as if Wanda had finally found someone who spoke the same internal language of survival.

With Dedra, Wanda felt seen. Wanted. The world narrowed in a way that felt merciful. They shared meals, laughter, the private shorthand of people who believe they belong to one another. Wanda allowed herself to imagine that love might repair what life had fractured—that closeness could quiet the noise inside her, could steady her thoughts, could give shape to feelings she had never quite learned to manage.

But love, for Wanda, had always lived close to fear.

The apartment they shared was small, close, filled with the heat of Oklahoma summers and the heavier heat of unresolved tension. Arguments arrived without warning, sparked by misunderstandings neither woman could fully articulate. Wanda struggled to follow Dedra’s anger once it ignited; words moved too fast, emotions piled atop one another. What began as disagreement often escalated into chaos, neither of them able—or perhaps willing—to step back.

On June 29, 1981, the air inside the apartment felt thick, oppressive. Voices rose. Accusations blurred. Wanda’s thoughts scattered, her heart pounding as though it were trying to outrun her mind. Fear did what it always did—it rushed in to fill the space where clarity should have been.

A gun was present. Why it was there mattered less in the moment than the fact that it existed. In Wanda’s later telling, everything happened at once: Dedra’s boyfriend, shouting, confusion, gunfire exchanged from a distance. She would insist—then and later—that the shooting was accidental, that chaos overtook intention, that the bullet flew where no one meant it to go.

But chaos does not erase consequence.

Forensic evidence told a different story, one stripped of emotional logic. Bruises. Powder burns. Indications of a struggle far closer than Wanda described. The suggestion that Dedra had been struck, pistol-whipped, shot at point-blank range. The facts sat heavy and unyielding, indifferent to memory, immune to fear.

What happened in those moments between argument and gunshot may never have been fully clear—not even to Wanda herself. Her recollections fractured under stress, rearranged themselves to accommodate terror and guilt. Love, fury, panic, betrayal—all collided, and the result was irreversible. Dedra Pettus lay dead, and Wanda Jean Allen stood at the center of a reality she could not undo.

The arrest came swiftly. Handcuffs. Questions she could not answer cleanly. A room that smelled of institutional disinfectant and judgment. Wanda’s body moved through the process while her mind lagged behind, struggling to comprehend that the person she loved was gone by her hand.

At twenty-two, she had crossed a boundary she would never cross back.

The legal system, at least, moved with clarity. Prosecutors had evidence. Wanda had confusion, fear, remorse—but remorse does not erase blood. A deal was offered: plead guilty to manslaughter, accept responsibility, avoid the uncertainty of a trial that could end far worse. Wanda accepted. She did not argue. She did not fight. Part of her believed she deserved whatever came next.

The sentence—four years—was described as mercy. It did not feel merciful to Wanda. Prison arrived as another closed space, another environment governed by rules she did not fully understand. She served two years, long enough for time to stretch and fold in on itself, long enough for guilt to harden into something permanent.

Inside, Wanda replayed the night endlessly, searching for the moment when she could have chosen differently. The search yielded nothing but exhaustion. The truth, whatever it was, refused to settle neatly. Some nights she convinced herself it had been an accident, that panic had robbed her of agency. Other nights she could not escape the image of her own hands, the gun, the finality.

Both versions haunted her.

When she was released, the world did not welcome her back. It tolerated her. She walked out of prison older than her years, carrying a conviction that did not end at the gate. The experience had chastened her, yes
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