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Part 1: Therapy
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Becky Asher walked through the halls of the prison administration building like a small child in elementary school. She looked at her feet as she walked to count every blue tile. Most of the tiles were gray, but in every eight or ten rows there was a random blue tile. The gray tiles reminded her of an overcast day and imprisonment. Each blue tile reminded her of freedom.

She stopped counting when she reached the only open door in that wing of the building. By that time, she had counted 58 blue tiles for the day, but it was early. She would reach at least 375 by lights out.

Inside the door, Dr. Susan Stanton was sitting behind her desk, writing furiously in a notebook. When the door closed behind Becky, Susan looked up just to smile and motioned for her patient to take a seat on the worn leather couch. “I’ll be right with you,” she said, then looked down and continued writing, trying to catch up on all that had spilled from her last patient.

Becky waited patiently since she didn’t care if the doctor wrote for their entire session. She thought she would daydream or nap, but the doctor finished, then closed her notebook.

“How many?” was her first question.

“Fifty-eight,” Becky answers.

“You have a long way to go.”

“It’s early.”

That was how they started each meeting. Becky had shared her habit of counting blue tiles with the doctor on their first visit, and by their third session, it had become routine. The ask and answer of it soothed her nerves, just as the act of counting tiles did. Counting was something to focus on; a way to measure her day that included a reason to move, trying to beat her record of blue tiles counted in one day (601).

Dr. Stanton moved to sit in a shabby armchair across from Becky.

“Today, we’ll start talking about your crime.”

Becky only nodded.

“Tell me what brought you to prison, Becky.”

Becky was tempted to say, “A van,” but thought it might be too early in therapy to make jokes about her situation.

“They say I went crazy after my husband died,” was what she said instead.

“But what do you say, Becky?”

Lowering her head, Becky stared at her hands, her top teeth worrying the edge of her bottom lip while her fingers twisted and untwisted in her lap.

Susan sat in her shabby chair, pen poised above her steno pad, waiting for her to continue. When Becky looked up again, she gave her an encouraging smile. Leaning forward with her shoulders relaxed and her breathing slow, Susan projected a quiet calm that wafted across the tiny coffee table to her patient. She saw Becky take a deep breath, as if trying to absorb the calm from the air into her lungs.

The doctor swept an escaping tendril of hair from her cheek and tucked it behind one ear, where it seamlessly fell in place within the shine of her long, blond hair. She understood she was pretty, but didn’t care. What Becky and her other patients saw was a woman whose perfectly applied makeup highlighted all that was beautiful about her: unusually dark blue eyes; soft, full lips with a hint of lip gloss over subtle color; smooth, flawless skin with a healthy glow created by an expert touch of a brush.

Evenings and weekends, Susan wore blue jeans, T-shirts, and flip-flops. With her face scrubbed clean, she was often mistaken for a college student from the nearby university.

Each morning before work, Susan saw what she wanted to be: a fortyish, well-educated, dedicated, and—most importantly—successful psychologist. Education had come to her with little effort, and dedication to her patients came from a lifelong desire to help others. She had found actual success hard to achieve at the prison, and her first year working with the inmates was extremely difficult. By the end of the second year, she had nearly given up trying to get even one patient to share any factual information or tell the truth about their crime. Then one day, through an accident of fate and help from her mother, Susan got many inmates to move past their distrust, stop avoiding her questions, and share their secrets.

Within the stark gray walls of the prison, Susan’s fashion statement of shining blonde hair and perfect makeup was a loud, bold statement. Red made frequent appearances in her wardrobe, intermingling with bright blues, yellows, purples, and greens—colors normally reserved for use by small children drawing stick figure families on a scrawled background of grass, sky, and rainbows. Bright sweaters or blouses set the color for the day, and she coordinated them with matching multicolored skirts that echoed the color to smart, sensible shoes. Seated across from her patients, her full skirt spread around her to cover the cushion, she felt like the Queen of Hearts sitting on a dull brown throne to talk to women who had fallen down a rabbit hole.

Her patients would have been surprised to learn that the doctor’s opinion of her clothes was roughly the same as theirs. They were too bright and awful.
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Growing up, Susan rarely traveled further than the one-stoplight town where she was born. The Stanton family lived to farm and produced no offspring with aspirations beyond marriage, farming, and increasing the population named Stanton in the area. Or so they thought. Susan suspected that the only reason she escaped her siblings’ destiny was because she was lost in a crowd of four brothers and four sisters. As a teenager, she wasn’t interested in dating, cheerleading, or becoming prom queen like her older sisters. She brought home straight As, but her family’s appreciation of her grades was limited to how well she did in home economics and whether her pig would earn a blue ribbon at the fair.

She knew it didn’t mean her family didn’t care about her. It was completely the opposite, in fact. Genuinely happy with their own lives, they wanted her to be happy, too, but couldn’t imagine any life or any place where she could be happier. They felt blessed to live and work within the natural beauty of the mountains that surrounded them, and each evening the brood sat down at a long table and praised Jesus, who granted those things to them, then thanked him for dinner.

No one was surprised at the scholarship Susan was offered when she graduated from high school. What surprised them was that she accepted it. Her full four-year tuition would be paid. Susan assured her parents that her decision to attend her chosen college was final, but they insisted she would change her mind once she listened to reason. All that summer, evening prayers were updated to include the line “And please watch over Susan as she seeks guidance to make difficult decisions”. At least once a week, someone reminded her that there was a perfectly good college in nearby Ashville, whose brochures mysteriously appeared on her nightstand regularly.

By the time Susan left for Raleigh in August, the family had accepted her decision, and her parents hid a check in her suitcase to help cover expenses. They were happy telling themselves she would finish her education and come home to start her career.

After undergraduate studies, Susan stayed to work on her Ph.D. in psychology. Her parents thought it was a meaningless degree, but after graduation with honors and the start of her residency, they became proud to the point of embarrassment. With her name officially changed to Dr. Susan Stanton, they shoved her forward at family events as if she could sing and dance her knowledge of psychology to dazzle aunts, uncles, and cousins.

Susan spent her residency at a veterans’ hospital, then accepted an offer from the North Carolina Department of Corrections. She wanted the challenge of treating types of mental illnesses found among prisoners. Although not severe enough to be granted a verdict of ‘Innocent by Reason of Insanity’, inmates in prison would still be a challenge. She felt that many of the crimes committed indicated an extreme dysfunction or mental illness; however, the psychiatric community largely ignored cases of mental illness for legally sane criminals.

To her parents, her career choice was a quest to diagnose the origins of evil, which, they said sternly, was a waste of her degree since the answers could be found in the Bible. Besides, they insisted, it was dangerous for a bookish country girl who had never even learned to shoot a gun to be locked in a prison surrounded by evil. To allay her parents’ fears about their daughter working with the children of Satan, Susan took a lesser position as a psychologist for a women’s facility. It was less money, and female criminals could be just as dangerous as the men, but her parents were appeased, and Susan was happy. Female inmates could be even more interesting; criminal tendencies had to bypass their inherent instincts to nurture and protect. Either way, it was better than opening a private practice where she might be limited to treating delusional suburbanites and anxious executives.

As time passed, her parents learned to accept the joys of having a single, childless doctor in the family. Because of the prison staff’s holiday rotation schedule, Susan couldn’t always go back to the mountains for Christmas. She would miss her family but wasn’t completely unhappy with the idea of a holiday spent with a few friends and quiet meals at home watching reruns of A Christmas Story. Her parents, however, were afraid she would be lonely, so they dubbed those years “Susan’s Special Christmas” and traveled to Raleigh to celebrate. There they would spend a few days making the rounds of the capital city’s holiday attractions and eating dinner out. They loved all their children and grandchildren equally, but Susan’s Special Christmas became their new favorite holiday.

The first year of her special Christmas with her parents, Susan’s mother was nearly bursting with excitement on Christmas morning as she waited for Susan to open gifts marked in bold red as FROM SANTA!!! Glossy paper and cheerful ribbons covered boxes that contained separate pieces of a complete outfit, all in the theme color of lemon yellow. Susan saw the glow through the tissue wrapping when she opened the first box that held a skirt. The fabric’s design contained large, bright yellow flowers set against green ivy, which matched the green of the blouse she unwrapped next. By the time she peeled open the wrapping on the third box, she was practicing what she would say when her parents asked why they never saw her wear her new outfit. She held one of the low-heeled pumps in the air, showing it to her father, and her mother exclaimed, “See, sensible shoes can be pretty!” She had even stuffed the shoes with yellow and green barrettes for her hair, but Susan hadn’t worn barrettes since third grade and then just simple silver or gold ones.

Christmas was on a Thursday that year. On Friday, Susan was scheduled to work. She had plans to meet her parents afterward and treat them to dinner at their favorite restaurant, since they would leave early on Saturday morning.

“You can wear your new outfit to work and then go straight to dinner looking fabulous!” Her mother smiled happily and clapped her hands with delight at having found the perfect gift for her atypical daughter.

Wearing the horribly unsuitable new outfit, Susan left the next morning carrying a large shoulder bag containing black slacks, a gray sweater, and flats she planned to change into before she met with her first patient. She expected little traffic on the day after Christmas, but the weather had dipped to freezing overnight, and accidents on black ice left her barely crawling down the highway for 45 minutes. Fifteen minutes after her first patient, who was waiting for her to unlock the door, she finally arrived.

“You still have to mark me down for the full hour, you know, since this is your fault.”

“I know, Oneida.”

Susan unlocked the door, and her patient, Oneida Waters, took her usual spot on the couch. After stashing her purse inside her desk and hanging her coat on a hook, Susan settled into her lumpy easy chair with a steno pad and pen.

Oneida was Susan’s age but looked at least 10 years older. She was unnaturally thin, with skin that sagged from her bones, and a face covered in dark blotches and acne scars and eyes as dull as old pennies. Overlapping needle marks covered her inner elbows and under her prison uniform; her legs and skinny torso were spotted and crisscrossed by scars created by abusive family members and a long string of violent boyfriends. Her most recent boyfriend lived nearby but was out of reach, on death row.

On that Friday after Christmas, Susan sat across from Oneida in her bright outfit and expected to receive an insult couched in a rude joke about her appearance, but Oneida simply looked over the outfit and gave a quick “humph” and a small smile.

Normally, Oneida’s words sliced through the air, scalpel-sharp with anger and drenched with obscenities. “Who do you think you are, bitch?” She often asked, and then she’d answer herself. “You ain’t nobody special. This here is some worthless shit, and I shouldn’t have to fuckin’ be here. I sure as hell ain’t gonna answer any of your stupid fuckin’ questions, so stop asking me. I’m just here to see something other than my cell and put in my fuckin’ hour, that’s all. I ain’t fuckin’ telling your sorry ass nothing.”

Oneida always kept her word about that, silently fuming with one arm across a bony ribcage and the other elbow resting on it, holding her hand to her mouth so she could chew a thumbnail. She kept her legs crossed, and their sessions were accompanied by the quiet tap-tap-tapping of her foot against the table between them.

Oneida simply wouldn’t talk.

Susan had read the summary of the Oneida’s crime in her file, so knew that she and her boyfriend, with Oneida’s five-year-old son looking on, killed an elderly man who had already given up his wallet and jewelry. He had been holding his hands in the air when he was shot.

“Hello, Oneida,” Susan greeted her patient the morning after Christmas.

Oneida quietly said, “Hey, Doc.”

Later, Susan would remember that quiet statement as her miracle moment; the session that changed everything. With no chewing of nail or tapping of foot, Oneida started talking that day. Her sentences remained heavily peppered with profanities, but she finally aimed her anger at the people she was angry with instead of Susan. When their time was up, Oneida left quietly instead of stomping out wordlessly and slamming the door.

“Check ya’ next week, Doc.”

Susan had almost given up on changing Oneida’s mind—you can’t win them all—so had been prepared to write “Patient still blocking” in her steno pad. She had hoped someday to gain her patient’s trust but hadn’t expected that Friday after Christmas to be the day.

Still feeling like a large, brightly wrapped package, Susan met with other patients. In the afternoon, another previously difficult patient arrived for her weekly session, and again Susan was surprised by a sudden and unexpected willingness to talk.

It was an intense but gratifying day.

Later, at dinner with her parents, Susan felt drained but wanted morning to come so she could work on her notes about her patients. Having them finally share their stories was the best Christmas present she could have received.

After saying goodbye to her parents early the next morning, Susan showered, dressed, and worked on transcribing notes until the clock said the nearest mall would open. After hours of searching for just the right things, Susan returned home with two more tasteless outfits, complete with colorful shoes found under a 50% off sign. She folded away each outfit’s matching panties and bras, telling herself she needed to wear nice, new underwear in case a patient strangled her for being too perky.

When she met with Oneida the next Friday, Susan was wearing the least offensive of her new outfits. It was mostly red, with a gold and green background on the skirt. The blouse was so intensely red it reflected on the bottom of her chin.

After briefly mentioning she liked Susan’s outfit from their last appointment better, Oneida again began talking about her crime. Susan wrote more pages full of notes as Oneida talked.

~~~~~
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WHEN ONEIDA FIRST MET her boyfriend, Eric, he was handsome, charming, and generous. For example, he never failed to provide the drugs she so desperately needed. Oneida wanted drugs to be readily available, then she could stop stealing and make fewer runs to dealers. The time she saved she wanted to spend with her five-year-old son, Jermaine.

“Doc, you know how it is,” she said to Susan, “I had to have the drugs. I couldn’t help it. Shit, it was fuckin’ NESS-ESS-SARY and Eric made it easy for me, at first. But just because I did drugs don’t mean I don’t love my son.”

As past boyfriends had done before him, Eric quickly let his Prince Charming mask fall once Oneida became dependent on him. Reigning from his laid-back seat on her couch, he would order her to find the money and buy the drugs for them both. When he started hitting her, she didn’t fight back. Her experience with her father, stepfathers, uncles, brothers, and previous boyfriends taught her it only made them angrier, so they hit harder and more often.

Eric terrorized her every day, but Oneida swore to the court and then to Susan that he never touched her son, and she would have found a way out if he had.

On a bitter January day, Eric gave Oneida a revolver and told her she would use it to rob people on the street. When she said she couldn’t do it, he beat her until she agreed. He said he would go with her the first time, so he could show her how it was done. He said Jermaine would go with them. After that, he expected her and Jermaine to perform without him.

“They think nothin’ bad’s gonna’ happen if you’re a woman, especially if you’ve got a little kid with you,” he explained.

On her first day of training to be a mugger, Oneida held her gun on a man and demanded his wallet and watch. He quickly gave them to her and then held his hands in the air in surrender.

When Oneida turned to Eric, expecting him to run while she and Jermaine followed, he was holding his own gun to her son’s head.

Eric said, “Shoot him.”

She hesitated, letting her hand holding the gun fall slack as she shook her head.

“If you don’t shoot that nigger, bitch, I’ll shoot the boy where he stands. You understand me?”

Oneida understood Eric would do exactly what he said, so she held her gun to the chest of the old man. Tears ran down the man’s cheeks, and she hesitated again. When a gunshot exploded beside her, she screamed, thinking Eric had shot Jermaine. Then she realized it was her victim who had slumped to the ground and it was his blood that was creeping across the sidewalk toward her shoes.

When her son testified, his slight frame shook in obvious fear of Eric. It convinced the jury to find her guilty of manslaughter instead of murder. That was despite the pictures they had seen of the old man’s blood splattered on Jermaine’s small face.

“They saw I had no choice. Jermaine told them how Eric was mad that I didn’t kill the old man myself and said he would kill me and Jermaine both if I messed up the next time.”

Oneida and Susan had many more sessions, but they never became friends. They had nothing in common and didn’t stay in touch once the required sessions were completed and the official report filed. What had happened during their sessions, while Susan wore her ‘magic couture’, was that Oneida relaxed and talked freely about her life and the crime, and how she felt about it. Susan could finally write reports that provided more useful information than “Patient blocking” or “Patient refuses to cooperate. Cannot recommend upgrading to the next level at this time.”

The magic couture continued to charm more of her patients. They responded to her differently, seeing in her something more than a young, over-educated outsider pressing too hard to be their trusted advisor. They relaxed as if they were being soothed by the drone of an engine on a long bus ride home, making small talk with a seatmate.

In her new clothes, inmates saw her as silly, naïve, and probably a bit stupid; a business commuter who worked late one evening then found her car wouldn’t start. She took a bus instead of paying for the luxury of a cab, so they might even feel a little sorry for her. She was an alien from a sheltered world, naively hoping her education and entitlements would protect her from the rough-looking strangers. A woman like her would be relieved if you sat down and talked quietly, providing a buffer of pretend acceptance between her and the dangerous strangers in other seats. On a bus like that, seated next to a woman like her, you could thoughtlessly share stories from your own life, knowing the silly woman wasn’t really listening and wouldn’t understand that you, too, were a dangerous stranger. She would rush through the doors of the bus and forget you as soon as she returned to her own world.

In her new guise, Susan’s scared prisoners admitted their fears, sociopaths divulged their schemes, and psychopaths described their dark passions. She was a transparent nonentity that shone bright as the sun; a woman on the bus they just happened to talk to, to pass the time.
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The bright clothes Susan wore gave Becky a headache so painful it made her nauseous. She felt it for the entire hour of each session and came to think of her headaches as friends who joined her for therapy, banging drums and cymbals to remind her not to say too much.

The doctor was Becky’s adversary, and her weapons were a repulsive sense of fashion, unnaturally perfect hair and makeup, and a smile contrived to convince Becky that after only a few hours together they were Best-Friends-Forever! They could Talk About Anything! It would stay Just Between Them!

Pinky Swear!

One thing about the doctor that didn’t make Becky want to throw up was the dark blue of her eyes, so she focused on those during their sessions. It had the added benefit of giving her the appearance of giving direct eye contact when she spoke, and that would be marked down as positive when the doctor wrote her report.

The implied privacy of the doctor’s small office and closed door was an illusion. The secrets told within the confines of those four dingy gray walls would find their way to the parole board. When they reviewed her records in consideration of an early release, everything she said would be revealed. Before each session, Becky rehearsed what she would say, always protecting the things she wanted to keep hidden while giving the doctor enough of the truth to conclude that she was ready to go home.

Looking anxiously at her lap and twisting and untwisting her fingers were ploys used to delay answering questions and take time to think. She had practiced making it believable with Jasmine, a petite redhead she met during intake. Her only friend—by prison definition—Jasmine had gone through her own court-mandated sessions with the psychologist soon after they arrived. Reporting to Becky after the first appointment, she described the doctor as an awkward, nerdy woman.

“She’s one of those people who never had to suffer but still think they know more than you do about how hard life can be. She probably thinks we’re just not smart enough to not be criminals and that every damn one of us has a good heart deep down inside. I did what I always do. I told her what she wanted to believe. That always works.”

Jasmine liked to brag about her expertise in deception. The petite, scared woman Becky met in the intake area on their first day had become a mystery to Becky, her behavior a paradox. At times she became a thug, inspiring fear in larger and more formidable women. At other times, with other inmates, she inspired sympathy, admiration, or complete devotion, depending on what she needed. Deception was her art, and she was a master. Becky wondered if Jasmine herself knew which personality was hers. More than that, she wanted to know how Jasmine was in prison, considering her gift for manipulation. Her fear of Jasmine the
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