
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Arsenic and Devotion: The Crimes and Execution of Velma Barfield

        

        
        
          Donovan McGuinness

        

        
          Published by SilverBack, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      ARSENIC AND DEVOTION: THE CRIMES AND EXECUTION OF VELMA BARFIELD

    

    
      First edition. February 24, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Donovan McGuinness.

    

    
    
      Written by Donovan McGuinness.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


​

​Arsenic and Devotion: The Crimes and Execution of Velma Barfield

On November 2, 1984, Velma Barfield became the first woman in American history to be executed by lethal injection, and the first woman executed in the United States in twenty-two years. She had poisoned at least seven people across nearly a decade, including her own mother, two elderly patients in her professional care, and the man she lived with, using arsenic-based rat poison she administered in food and drink while simultaneously attending to her victims with every outward appearance of devoted care.

Arsenic and Devotion: The Crimes and Execution of Velma Barfield is the definitive account of one of the most psychologically complex criminal cases in American history. Moving from the grinding poverty of the Carolina Piedmont through the benzodiazepine epidemic of the 1970s, the structural failures of the home care industry, and the extraordinary political theatre of the most expensive Senate race in American history, Donovan McGuinness reconstructs not just a series of murders but the social, medical, and institutional conditions that made them possible, and the machinery of justice that ultimately chose to respond with execution rather than understanding.

Part true crime, part forensic history, part indictment of the systems that failed both the victims and the perpetrator, this is a book about what happens when a damaged life meets a broken world.
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​Chapter 1, Red Clay and Hard Pews: The Rural South as a Character
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There is a particular quality to the light in the Carolina Piedmont in late summer, when the tobacco is high and the air sits heavy and still over the fields like something that has given up trying to move. The sky goes white rather than blue by mid-morning, bleached out by a heat that is less a temperature than a condition, a permanent atmospheric fact that presses down on everything beneath it, the fields, the farmhouses, the people bent over the rows. The soil itself, that famous red clay, stains everything it touches. It gets into the creases of hands and the knees of trousers and the floors of church halls, and it doesn't wash out easily. In this landscape, permanence was the ruling principle. Things stayed as they were. Poverty stayed. Hierarchies stayed. The churches stayed, their white clapboard sides going grey at the edges, their parking lots filling on Sunday mornings with pickup trucks and the occasional mule-drawn wagon well into the 1940s, their congregations bound together by shared work and shared theology and a shared suspicion of anything that came from beyond the county line.

This was the world into which Margie Velma Bullard was born on October 29, 1932, near Eastover in Cumberland County, North Carolina, the second of nine children in a farming family whose circumstances placed them squarely within the vast, largely invisible class of rural Southern poor. To understand what that birth meant, what world it placed her inside, what possibilities it opened and closed, what psychological furniture it arranged in the rooms of her developing mind, requires spending some time with the landscape itself before we turn to the family that inhabited it. Because the landscape is not merely backdrop. In a life like Barfield's, the place is an argument, a set of conditions that exerted pressure on every choice she would eventually make, including the ones that would end lives and end her own.

​The Economy of Exhaustion

The agricultural economy of the Carolina Piedmont and coastal plain in the 1930s and 1940s was organized around two crops: tobacco and cotton. Both were labor-intensive beyond any modern agricultural analogy, demanding not just the physical strength of adults but the smaller hands and eyes of children, who were pulled from school at planting and harvest with a casualness that tells you everything about the priorities of the system. Tobacco in particular was a crop of extraordinary physical demands, the plants had to be suckered by hand, the leaves graded and tied and hung in curing barns that stayed lit for days at a time, and it returned very little to the families who grew it relative to what it extracted from their bodies and their years.

The sharecropping and tenant farming systems that governed much of this agricultural world had their roots in the post-Civil War settlement between landowners and the rural poor, both Black and white, and by the 1930s they had calcified into arrangements that were structurally very difficult to escape. A family that farmed on shares gave a percentage of their crop to the landowner and often found themselves, at the end of a season, having spent more on seed, tools, and credit at the company store than they had earned from the harvest. The debt rolled forward into the next year, and the year after that, and the mathematics of the thing made accumulation nearly impossible. This was not a system that rewarded hard work with proportional advancement. It was a system that converted hard work into bare survival, and sometimes not even that.

The Depression hit communities like the one Velma Bullard was born into with a particular cruelty, not because they had been prosperous before and lost prosperity, but because they had been poor before and became poorer, crossing invisible thresholds from sufficiency into want, from want into real hardship. Federal programs, the Agricultural Adjustment Act, the various relief programs of the New Deal, reached into these communities unevenly, their benefits often mediated by local power structures that ensured white landowners captured the bulk of the subsidies while tenant farmers saw little. The 1930s in rural North Carolina were years of compounding privation, and the families who lived through them carried the marks of that experience into the postwar decades in ways that were not always visible but were always present.

By the time Velma Bullard was old enough to register her surroundings consciously, perhaps seven or eight years old, sometime around 1940, the Depression was easing into the wartime economy, but the fundamental conditions of rural Southern poverty had not changed. The farmhouse was crowded. There were, by the time she entered adolescence, nine children in a household that was by no means spacious, and the rhythms of that household were governed by agricultural necessity rather than individual desire. Children woke when the work required them, ate what the season and the family budget allowed, attended school when they were not needed in the fields, and absorbed from their earliest years the lesson that their own needs were subordinate to the collective survival of the family unit.

This is worth pausing on, because it is easy to romanticize rural poverty from a historical distance, to reach for images of community solidarity and simple virtues that flatten the psychological reality of what it meant to grow up in conditions of genuine material deprivation with no credible prospect of escape. The sociologist James Agee, writing about Alabama tenant farmers just a few years before Velma Bullard's birth in his extraordinary 1941 work Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, described a world in which poverty was not simply an economic condition but a total environment, one that shaped perception and aspiration and self-conception in ways that could not simply be corrected by the addition of money. The children who grew up in those environments were not merely poor. They were educated by poverty in a very particular curriculum, one that taught them to expect very little, to distrust change, to be suspicious of institutions, and to understand their own lives as fundamentally beyond their control. The world acted upon them. They did not act upon the world.

​The Church as Total Institution

Into this world of material constraint and circumscribed possibility, the Pentecostal church arrived, or rather, had long since arrived and established itself as the primary organizing institution of community life. Understanding what Pentecostalism meant in rural North Carolina in the 1930s and 1940s requires setting aside any contemporary associations the word might carry and recognizing it as something more comprehensive than a religious denomination. In the communities where Velma Bullard grew up, the church was what sociologists call a total institution, not in the coercive sense of a prison or an asylum, but in the more subtle sense of an institution that provides a complete framework for making sense of one's life, from the most intimate personal decisions to the broadest questions of cosmic meaning.

The Pentecostal movement had swept through the rural South in the first decades of the twentieth century, finding its readiest audience among precisely the kinds of communities that the mainline Protestant denominations, the Presbyterians, the Methodists, the Baptists of the more respectable variety, had difficulty reaching or had ceased trying to reach. Its theology emphasized direct encounter with the Holy Spirit, the possibility of divine healing, the practice of speaking in tongues, and an eschatology of imminent reckoning in which the poor and the righteous would be vindicated and the proud brought low. For a population that had very little reason to expect justice or advancement in the material world, this was a theology of considerable emotional power. It said: your suffering is seen. It said: this world is not the final word. It said: the categories by which the world judges you, your poverty, your lack of education, your social invisibility, are not the categories by which God judges you.

The Sunday services were events of genuine intensity. The Bullard family would have attended a local congregation typical of the region, a small building, wooden pews, no air conditioning, summer heat turning the sanctuary into something close to an ordeal. The services could last for hours, moving through hymn-singing and prayer and testimony and preaching toward moments of collective spiritual experience that were understood as literal manifestations of divine presence. This was not a quiet or restrained form of worship. It was physical, vocal, emotionally demanding, and for many participants genuinely transformative in ways that secular observers tend to underestimate. Whatever one thinks of the theology, the phenomenology of a Pentecostal revival meeting, the collective emotional release, the sense of being known and embraced, the dissolution of ordinary social inhibitions within a framework of sacred permission, was a form of community experience unlike anything else available to people in these communities.

But the church was also a disciplinary institution, and this aspect of its function is equally important for understanding the world Velma Bullard inhabited. Pentecostal theology was morally demanding in specific ways. It drew sharp lines between the saved and the unsaved, between behaviors that were sanctioned and behaviors that were sinful, between the community of believers and the corrupting influence of the wider world. Dancing was suspect. Drinking was sinful. Sexual conduct outside marriage was a catastrophic moral failure. These prohibitions were not merely rules; they were the boundary markers of identity, the lines that separated the community of the faithful from the world that surrounded them. To violate them was not simply to make a personal mistake, it was to betray the community, to fall from grace in a public and socially consequential way.

The implications of this for a child growing up in an abusive household within such a community are profound and disturbing. Physical violence within the family was understood, in many of these congregations, within a framework of patriarchal authority that Scripture was read as endorsing. The father's authority over his household was divinely sanctioned. Obedience was a virtue. Suffering was frequently interpreted as spiritually meaningful, as refinement, as testing, as the necessary prelude to grace. A child who was beaten by her father within such a community had very few frameworks available to her for understanding that experience as simply wrong, as an injustice rather than a providence, as something that should be reported rather than endured. The church that was supposed to be her refuge was also the institution that supplied her father's violence with its theological justification.

And there is a further irony, one that will echo through everything that follows in Barfield's story: the church that enforced moral clarity about some things was also the institution within which concealment and performance became necessary survival skills. If you were suffering, if your family was in turmoil, if things at home were not as they appeared on Sunday morning, the community expectation was that you managed that gap between reality and appearance with grace. You dressed properly. You smiled. You testified to God's goodness. The public performance of faith and family virtue was itself a form of community membership, and departing from it, being seen to depart from it, was socially costly. The Bullard family would have presented one face to the congregation and lived another life behind closed doors, as so many families in those communities did, and the children would have learned from an early age the skills of impression management: what to show, what to hide, how to make the outside not correspond to the inside.

​The Texture of Rural Isolation

The physical isolation of farm life in the Carolina Piedmont is something that needs to be appreciated in concrete terms, because it shaped the social and psychological environment in ways that are easy to overlook. These were not communities organized around a central town with regular social contact between neighbors. They were landscapes of dispersed homesteads separated by fields and woodlots and unpaved roads that became impassable in wet weather, where a family might see their nearest neighbors only at church on Sunday and at the store in town on occasional weekday trips. The isolation was structural. It was built into the geography of the agricultural economy.

This isolation had several important consequences. It meant that family life was lived with very little outside observation or accountability. What happened inside the household stayed inside the household, not through any conscious conspiracy of secrecy but simply because there was no one nearby to observe it, and the institutional mechanisms for oversight, social services, child welfare agencies, mandatory reporting requirements, either did not exist or existed only in their most rudimentary early forms. A father who was abusive faced no meaningful external constraint on his behavior beyond his own conscience and whatever social pressure could be mobilized through the church community, which, as we have noted, was itself disposed to interpret his authority in ways that supported rather than challenged it.

The isolation also meant that educational and economic opportunities were not just limited but actively distant. The schools that existed in rural Cumberland County were segregated, underfunded, and dependent for their attendance on the rhythms of agricultural labor that frequently took precedence. The teachers were not poorly intentioned, but they were working with large classes, limited resources, and a student population that was exhausted by farm work and often malnourished. For a bright child, and there is reason to think Velma Bullard was bright, the school offered a glimpse of a wider world but very little practical pathway into it. The county seat was far enough away to be genuinely another world. The cities, Raleigh, Charlotte, even Fayetteville, might as well have been foreign countries.

What the isolation produced, in aggregate, was a social environment of extraordinary density and intensity within a very small radius, combined with an equally extraordinary thinness beyond it. Family relationships bore the weight of everything, of sociality, of economy, of emotional life, because family was, in practical terms, most of what there was. This is why the dynamics of the Bullard household matter so much, and why the specific configurations of power and abuse within that household left marks that could not simply be left behind by moving on. There was, in the world Velma Bullard grew up in, nowhere very far to move on to.

​Poverty's Particular Curriculum

What does poverty actually teach? This is not a rhetorical question but a serious one, and it is worth addressing directly because the easy answers, poverty teaches resentment, poverty teaches desperation, are not wrong so much as incomplete. The more precise answer is that sustained poverty in a specific social context teaches a very particular set of cognitive habits and emotional orientations that are adaptive within that context and often maladaptive outside it.

In the rural South of the 1930s and 1940s, poverty taught above all else the management of scarcity, the constant low-level calculation of what you had, what you needed, what you could afford to give and what you had to keep. Children who grew up in genuinely poor households developed a relationship to material resources that was different in kind, not just in degree, from that of children who grew up in security. Money was not an abstraction. It was the difference between having shoes and not having them, between eating adequately and not eating adequately, between the doctor and no doctor. The anxiety around money was not occasional but structural, woven into the fabric of daily life.

Poverty also taught, in this context, a certain relationship to institutional authority that combined deep deference with a fundamental expectation of being overlooked. The people who made decisions, the landowners, the bank managers, the county officials, the doctors, were a different order of person, operating in a different register. You did not argue with them. You did not have standing to argue with them. You presented yourself as best you could, you hoped for reasonable treatment, and you accepted what came. This orientation toward authority figures, deferential in appearance, resigned in expectation, is important for understanding how Barfield would later navigate the institutions she encountered, including the medical system that failed to detect her crimes and the legal system that eventually prosecuted her.

And poverty, in its most corrosive form, taught a particular relationship to the future: one of foreshortened expectation, in which the horizon of possibility is very close and the sense of agency over one's own trajectory is very weak. This is not fatalism in any simple sense, people in these communities worked enormously hard and cared deeply about their lives. But the structural conditions of their world did not reward long-term planning or the cultivation of possibilities. What mattered was this season's crop, this week's groceries, this month's rent. The future was something that happened to you, not something you built toward.

For Velma Bullard, this curriculum was delivered with particular intensity by the specific circumstances of her family. She was the second of nine children, which placed her in an unusual position in the sibling hierarchy, old enough to be given responsibilities, young enough to be overlooked in favor of the eldest, expected to care for younger siblings while still being a child herself. The demands placed on middle children in large, poor families are rarely acknowledged in the histories that focus on individual psychology, but they are significant. She would have been, from a relatively early age, a caregiver, attending to younger children, managing domestic tasks, absorbing the emotional labor of a household under constant stress. The role of caregiver would follow her, in one form or another, through the rest of her life.

​The Making of a Mask

There is a concept in social psychology sometimes called impression management, the ongoing work of presenting oneself to others in ways that achieve desired social outcomes. In ordinary social life, this is a universal human activity, more or less conscious depending on the situation. But in the specific social environment of rural Pentecostal community in the Depression-era South, impression management was not merely useful, it was essential. The gap between the family's private reality and its public presentation was something that had to be actively maintained, and the skills required to maintain it were developed from childhood.

For a child growing up in an abusive household within such a community, the stakes of impression management were particularly high. Revealing the truth of what happened at home would not simply be embarrassing, it would be a form of betrayal, a violation of the family's collective survival strategy in a social environment where reputation was one of the few forms of capital available to the poor. The church community could be supportive, but it could also be harshly judgmental, and a family marked by visible dysfunction was a family diminished in the social economy of the congregation. So you learned to smile. You learned to speak appropriately. You learned to perform wellness and faith and family harmony even when none of these corresponded to your actual experience.

This is the first version of the mask that Velma Barfield would wear throughout her adult life: the capable, devout, caring Christian woman, the good mother, the trusted caregiver. It was not purely a performance, there were genuine aspects of her personality that corresponded to these roles, and this is part of what made her so difficult to detect and so difficult, even now, to fully understand. The mask was not simply placed over a void. It was, at some level, believed.

But the gap between the public face and the private reality was also learned very early, in a household where violence and piety coexisted without apparent contradiction, where the father who hit you also led the family in prayer, where the community that was supposed to offer refuge was also the community from which certain truths had to be hidden. The cognitive architecture of compartmentalization, keeping the violent reality and the publicly presented self in separate rooms, as it were, and not letting them contaminate each other, was established in childhood and would serve Barfield throughout the years of her crimes in ways that made her, from the outside, almost incomprehensibly invisible.

​An Inheritance of Silence

By the time Velma Bullard dropped out of school in 1949 at the age of seventeen to marry Thomas Burke, she carried inside her a set of formations that her world had given her without either of them exactly choosing the transaction. She carried the financial anxiety of a childhood in which money's absence was a constant presence. She carried the learned deference of someone who had grown up understanding herself as a person who accepted rather than demanded, who managed rather than contested. She carried the impression management skills of someone who had been trained from childhood to make the outside not correspond to the inside. She carried the complicated religious formation of a Pentecostal upbringing that was simultaneously a genuine source of comfort and community and a framework that could justify almost any exercise of authority and sanctify almost any amount of suffering. And she carried, beneath all of this, the unprocessed trauma of a childhood in which violence was ordinary and protection was absent.

The landscape she was leaving, those red clay fields, those white clapboard churches, those farmhouses crowded with siblings and anxiety and the unspoken truth of what fathers do, did not actually let her go. Landscapes of that kind don't. They travel inside the people who grew up in them, encoded in the automatic responses and the emotional reflexes and the habits of mind that were formed before consciousness was sophisticated enough to evaluate them. Velma Bullard was becoming Velma Burke, moving toward the outward stability of a young marriage and a small house in Parkton, and for fifteen years the formations of her childhood would remain dormant, submerged beneath the routines of domestic life and the consolations of church and community.

But they were there. They had always been there. And when the circumstances of the 1960s began to strip away the structures that had contained them, the prescription pad, the chronic pain, the failing marriage, the debt, the desperation, what emerged was something that the tobacco fields and the hard pews and the red clay roads had been quietly making for thirty years without anyone knowing it, including Velma herself.

The story of Velma Barfield is, in one sense, the story of an individual whose choices were her own and whose responsibility for what she did is not in doubt. But in another, equally important sense, it is the story of what a particular world does to a particular kind of person when that world provides poverty without prospect, religion without protection, family without safety, and community without truth. She was not the inevitable product of her circumstances, the vast majority of people who grew up in conditions similar to hers did not become serial killers. But she was a product of those circumstances nonetheless, and to understand her fully, we have to understand the world that made her before we can understand the world she eventually destroyed.

The red clay stains. It doesn't wash out easily. And the marks of where you come from, when they go deep enough, don't wash out at all.
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​Chapter 2, The Second of Nine: Childhood, Silence, and the Architecture of Abuse
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There is a particular invisibility that belongs to the second child in a large family, and it is different in kind from the invisibility of the middle children who follow. The eldest carries the weight of expectation and the privilege of precedence. The youngest arrives into a household that has, by then, developed its rhythms and its emotional economy, and is often indulged precisely because everyone knows they are the last. But the second child occupies a stranger position: old enough to remember a time before the others came, young enough to have been displaced before they could fully consolidate whatever claim they had on their parents' attention, and possessed of just enough seniority to be given responsibilities while still being too young to have earned any real authority. In a small family with adequate resources and stable parents, this position is merely one of the ordinary negotiations of sibling life. In a large family under conditions of poverty and domestic violence, it becomes something more structural, more formative, and considerably more difficult to escape.

Velma Bullard was born into the second position in a household that would eventually contain eleven people, two parents and nine children, in circumstances of genuine material deprivation in rural North Carolina. Everything that follows in this chapter concerns what that position, in that household, in that specific social and cultural context, actually meant for a developing child. Not what it inevitably produced, we must be careful about that, and we will return to the question of causation and responsibility at some length, but what it laid down, what it built into the architecture of her interior life, what habits of perception and patterns of response it established before she was old enough to examine them or choose alternatives.

​The Father and the Fist

The historical record of William Bullard, Velma's father, is thin in the way that the records of ordinary rural men of his era and class tend to be thin, a few census entries, a birth record here and there, the kind of documentary presence that tells you someone existed without telling you much about who they were. What we know of his character comes primarily from Velma's own accounts, given in the years before her execution, and from the testimonies of family members and those who knew the household. These sources are inevitably partial and filtered through their own investments in the story. But they are consistent enough in their broad outlines to permit some reconstruction.

William Bullard was, by those accounts, a physically imposing and temperamentally authoritarian man who expressed his authority in the household primarily through fear. He drank. His drinking intensified his anger, which was already considerable when sober. He hit his children, and he hit them in ways that went beyond the casual corporeal punishment that was more or less universal in Southern rural households of that era, ways that were excessive, unpredictable, and experienced by the children as genuinely terrifying rather than merely unpleasant. The unpredictability is worth emphasizing, because forensic psychologists and developmental researchers have found consistently that it is not the severity of abuse alone that causes the most lasting psychological damage, but the unpredictability, the inability of the child to identify what triggers the violence, to learn rules that might protect them, to develop any reliable sense of cause and effect in their own environment. When punishment is arbitrary, when the same behavior that was acceptable yesterday is punished today, the child cannot make the world legible. They learn instead that the world is fundamentally uncontrollable, that they are fundamentally powerless, and that safety is not something that can be earned or maintained but only hoped for.

This is not a small psychological lesson. It is a foundational one. The child who learns it early, who encodes it in the formative years when the nervous system is still being calibrated to its social environment, carries it forward in ways that are not simply cognitive but physiological. The stress response system, which in a safe environment calibrates itself to respond to genuine threats and then return to baseline, develops in conditions of chronic unpredictable threat in a state of persistent hypervigilance. The body learns to stay alert, to scan for danger, to treat stillness as suspicious rather than reassuring. These patterns are not easily unlearned, because they were not learned consciously in the first place. They were built in, at the level of physiological habit, by the repeated experience of fear in the place that was supposed to be safe.

There was also, in William Bullard's household, the specific dimension that made his violence most cognitively confusing for a child of Velma's particular formation: he was a churchgoing man. A Pentecostal believer. A man who prayed with his family, who sat in the pew on Sunday mornings, who would have been known in the congregation as a decent member of the community. This is not unusual, the combination of domestic violence and public religious observance is thoroughly documented across cultures and centuries, and the specific theological frameworks of conservative Protestantism have frequently provided the vocabulary through which men exercised authoritarian control over their households while understanding themselves as godly rather than abusive. The husband and father was the head of the household. Scripture said so. His authority was divinely sanctioned. His discipline, however it was administered, was the exercise of a God-given responsibility.

For a child growing up inside that framework, the cognitive challenge is almost impossible to fully appreciate from outside it. The person who hits you is also the person who prays with you. The institution that is supposed to protect you, the church, the congregation, the God who sees all things, is also the institution that supplies your abuser with his justification. Violence and piety do not contradict each other within this framework; they coexist, sometimes even reinforce each other, in a way that makes it very difficult for the child to hold onto any simple moral clarity about what is being done to them. They cannot say "this is wrong" without simultaneously saying "the church is wrong" and "God is wrong," and for a child whose entire social and emotional life is organized within the church community, that is a genuinely unbearable thought. Far easier, far more adaptive, in the short term, to find other ways of making sense of the violence. To accept it. To find it somehow deserved. To develop a way of holding the pain and the piety in separate rooms so that they never quite meet.

This is one of the earliest and most consequential instances of the compartmentalization that would come to define Velma Barfield's adult psychology. It was not a character flaw she developed in later life. It was a cognitive survival strategy she learned in childhood, in response to conditions that demanded it.

​The Mother and the Silence

If William Bullard's violence was the primary traumatic force in the household, his wife Olive's response to it, or more precisely, her failure to respond, was the secondary wound, and in some ways the more enduring one. The research on maternal failure to protect in abusive households is extensive and consistent: the damage inflicted on children by witnessing violence against their mother, or by experiencing violence while their mother does not intervene, is not simply additive to the damage caused by the violence itself. It is qualitatively different, because it attacks something more fundamental than physical safety. It attacks the child's sense that they are worth protecting.

Olive Bullard was, by the accounts available to us, a woman of considerable emotional distance, not cold exactly, but not warm either, operating in a mode of survival that required her to manage her own relationship to the violence in the household before she could attend to her children's experience of it. This is not an unusual response among women in abusive marriages of that era, in that social context. The options available to a married woman in rural North Carolina in the 1930s and 1940s who found herself in an abusive household were very limited indeed. Divorce was socially catastrophic and financially ruinous. The church community, far from providing a mechanism for her protection, would in most cases have reinforced her obligation to remain in the marriage and submit to her husband's authority. There were no domestic violence shelters, no hotlines, no legal frameworks that recognized marital violence as anything other than a private family matter. The police, had they been called, and they were almost certainly never called, would have been unlikely to intervene in what the law understood as a domestic matter. Olive Bullard's failure to protect her children must be understood within these structural constraints, because to understand it only as personal failure is to miss the way in which the system around her actively foreclosed the possibilities for intervention.

And yet the understanding of why she did not protect them does not undo the damage that her failure to do so caused. For Velma, as for the other children, the message delivered by their mother's passivity was one that repeated itself with every episode of violence that went unchallenged: you are not worth the risk of intervention. Your suffering is not sufficient cause for action. You must endure this alone. This message, delivered not in words but in the far more powerful medium of repeated behavior, created in Velma, and, we can reasonably assume, in some of her siblings, an attachment pattern that developmental psychologists describe as anxiously insecure or, in some variants, as disorganized: a relationship to figures of care and authority that is characterized simultaneously by intense need and profound distrust.

The anxiously attached child does not learn, as the securely attached child does, that caregivers are reliably available and that distress will be responded to with comfort. They learn instead that caregivers are unreliable, that need is dangerous to express openly, and that love, if it exists at all, is conditional and fragile and must be constantly managed rather than simply received. This creates adults who are hypervigilant about the emotional states of those around them, skilled at reading the signals that presage withdrawal or anger, prone to managing relationships through performance and impression rather than authenticity, and profoundly uncomfortable with their own neediness, which they have learned to associate with abandonment rather than care.

There is a striking pattern in Barfield's later behavior that maps almost perfectly onto this template. Her relationships, her marriages, her caregiving relationships, her friendships, were consistently organized around her role as the giver rather than the receiver, the competent one, the one who managed and attended and took care. She was, by most accounts, genuinely skilled at making people feel cared for. But she was also, beneath that surface of capability and attentiveness, a person whose own needs, for financial security, for emotional recognition, for relief from chronic pain, went almost entirely unexpressed through legitimate channels. When those needs became urgent enough, when the gap between what she needed and what she was able to ask for became too great, she found other ways of managing it. Covert ways. Ways that did not require her to admit need or vulnerability. Ways that she could carry out alone, without asking anyone for anything, in the silence that had been her first classroom.

​The Second Child as Caregiver

There is a role that falls, in many large and stressed families, to a particular child, usually a girl, usually not the eldest but close enough to it that she has the physical capacity for the work, and it is the role of the secondary caregiver. Not the parent, but the child who functions as a parental supplement: watching the younger ones, preparing simple meals, managing the domestic routines that the parents, for whatever reason, are not consistently available to manage. In the developmental literature, this child is sometimes called the "parentified child," and the pattern has been documented across cultures and economic strata, though it is particularly common in households characterized by poverty, parental substance use, and domestic violence.

Velma, as the second child in a household that was soon crowded with younger siblings, would almost certainly have occupied this role. She was old enough to be useful by the time the third and fourth children arrived, and the demands of the household, combined with whatever incapacity her parents' circumstances produced, would have directed that utility toward caregiving in the most literal sense: feeding, bathing, comforting, managing. She learned to put other people's needs before her own not as a philosophical choice but as a survival strategy, because in a household like hers, children who met the system's needs were tolerated and children who pressed their own were punished.

The parentified child develops a particular competence, a genuine, hard-won ability to read other people's states, to anticipate their needs, to deploy the right gesture or the right word at the right moment, that can look, from outside, like exceptional empathy or exceptional social intelligence. And in some respects it is those things. But it is also something more complicated: a competence that was acquired not freely but under compulsion, that is organized around managing others rather than connecting with them, and that can become, under sufficient stress, a mechanism of control rather than of care. The parentified child learned that their value was in their usefulness. They learned that relationships were managed, not simply had. They learned that the interior life, their own desires, fears, needs, was something that had to be concealed in order to maintain the surface that others required of them.

This is the second layer of the compartmentalization architecture. The first layer was built by her father's violence and the cognitive impossibility of integrating it with the religious framework that surrounded it. The second layer was built by the daily practice of subordinating her own needs to the management of others, of maintaining an outward competence and attentiveness that did not correspond to her actual interior state. By the time Velma Bullard was ten years old, she was already practicing, daily, the art of making the outside not correspond to the inside. It would become, in time, extraordinarily sophisticated.

​What the Research Actually Tells Us

It is important to pause here and be honest about what developmental and forensic research can and cannot tell us about the relationship between childhood abuse and adult violence, because this question is both scientifically significant and morally charged, and it deserves careful treatment rather than either confident assertion or evasive hedging.

The evidence that childhood abuse, particularly the combination of physical violence, emotional neglect, and maternal failure to protect, is associated with increased risk of later violent or antisocial behavior is robust and extensively replicated. The mechanisms are reasonably well understood: the dysregulation of the stress response system, the disruption of secure attachment, the development of maladaptive coping strategies, the cognitive distortions that arise from trying to make sense of an environment in which violence and love coexist. These are not theoretical constructs. They are physiological and psychological realities that have been measured in longitudinal studies across diverse populations.

But, and this is the crucial qualification that any honest treatment of this material must insist upon, the relationship is probabilistic, not deterministic. The overwhelming majority of children who experience serious physical abuse in religious households, who grow up in conditions of rural poverty, who are parentified and emotionally neglected, do not become serial killers. They become adults with scars, certainly, adults who may struggle with relationships, with trust, with the management of anger or grief, with the legacies of shame and self-doubt that abuse deposits in its survivors. But they do not commit murder. They do not poison the people who depend on them. The path from the childhood Velma Bullard lived to the crimes Velma Barfield committed is not a straight line of inevitable causation. There are many branching points, many moments where different choices were available and different outcomes were possible.

What the research gives us, then, is not an explanation of Barfield's crimes but a map of the terrain in which they became possible, the psychological landscape that was laid down in childhood and that shaped, without determining, the trajectories available to her as an adult. The compartmentalization she learned to survive her father's violence would later allow her to maintain the role of the devoted caregiver while administering poison to the people in her care. The attachment patterns she developed in response to her mother's emotional distance would later manifest in relationships organized around management and performance rather than genuine intimacy. The financial anxiety encoded by a childhood in which money meant the difference between safety and danger would later drive her to steal and forge and ultimately to kill rather than face the exposure that discovery of her crimes would bring. None of these connections are simple. All of them are real.

There is a further dimension to the research that is particularly relevant to Barfield's specific case, and that is the relationship between childhood trauma and the development of what psychologists call the "false self", the constructed public persona that functions as a protection against the vulnerability of the authentic interior life. Object relations theorists, following Winnicott, have described how children who do not receive adequate mirroring and attunement from their caregivers, who must perform wellness or competence or happiness in order to maintain their parents' limited emotional availability, develop a practiced public self that becomes increasingly disconnected from their actual inner experience. This is not the same as lying, though it overlaps with it. It is something more structural: a genuine split in the personality between what is shown and what is felt, a split that can become so habitual that the person themselves loses confident access to which is which.

In Barfield's case, this dynamic would eventually produce the dissonance that bewildered so many who knew her: the Sunday school teacher who poisoned elderly people. The devoted caregiver who was killing the people in her care. The woman who wept openly at her victims' funerals while knowing exactly what had killed them. These are not the behaviors of a person who is simply lying. They are the behaviors of a person in whom the connection between interior reality and exterior performance has been so thoroughly severed by years of practiced dissociation that the gap can be maintained without the conscious expenditure of effort. The compartments are sealed. One does not know what the other contains.

​The Particular Weight of Shame

No account of Velma Barfield's childhood formation would be complete without addressing the role of shame, because shame, not guilt, but shame, was almost certainly one of the dominant emotional experiences of her early life, and its particular dynamics are crucial for understanding how her psychology developed.

The distinction between guilt and shame is important here. Guilt is the experience of having done something wrong. It is focused on a specific action and it motivates repair, the desire to acknowledge the wrong, to make amends, to restore the relationship. Shame is the experience of being something wrong. It is focused not on what you did but on what you are, and it does not motivate repair so much as concealment. The person in the grip of shame does not want to acknowledge and repair; they want to hide, to disappear, to prevent the world from seeing what they believe themselves, in their core, to be.

In the Bullard household, the conditions for the development of shame rather than guilt were almost perfectly realized. A child who is physically abused in an environment that supplies theological justification for that abuse learns, almost inevitably, to understand the abuse as deserved, as evidence of her own inadequacy, her own unworthiness, her own sinfulness. The alternative, that the abuse is unjust, that she is being wronged by someone who is supposed to protect her, is cognitively available but psychologically unbearable within the specific framework of her world, because it requires her to indict not just her father but the church, the Scripture, the God who has ordained the father's authority. So the child turns the judgment inward. The fault is hers. She is the problem. She is the thing that needs to be corrected.

This is the mechanism by which abusive households reliably produce children who carry intense shame about their own existence, and it is the mechanism by which that shame becomes both a wound and a prison. The child grows up with a baseline sense of unworthiness that she spends her life both fleeing and managing. The performance of goodness, the devoted church attendance, the role of the caring neighbor, the presentation of family stability, is not simply social strategy. It is also an ongoing attempt to cover the shame, to construct over it a visible self that is worthy of the respect that the inner self cannot quite believe it deserves.

For Barfield, this dynamic played out with particular clarity in her relationship to her drug dependency. When the addiction took hold in the mid-1960s, it was experienced not merely as a medical problem but as a moral catastrophe, confirmation of exactly the unworthiness she had spent years trying to conceal. A Pentecostal woman did not abuse drugs. A good mother did not spend her household's money on tranquilizers. A devout Christian did not steal and forge checks to fund her habit. Each of these transgressions deepened the shame, and each deepening of the shame intensified the compulsion to conceal, and the concealment required more deception, and the deception spiraled until the only way she could imagine escaping discovery was to remove the people who were about to discover her. The murders were, in this reading, not simply the product of calculating self-interest. They were also the product of a shame so unbearable that death, other people's deaths, felt preferable to exposure.

This is not exculpation. It is understanding. The two things are not the same.

​Silence as the First Language

The Bullard household was, above all else, a place of managed silence. Not the comfortable silence of a peaceful home, but the enforced silence of a place where certain things could not be said, certain experiences could not be acknowledged, certain truths had to be held inside without the relief of naming them. Children in such households learn silence as their first and most fundamental social skill, not the silence of having nothing to say, but the silence of knowing that some things cannot be said safely.

This is a form of learning that is very difficult to unlearn, because it operates at the level of reflex rather than conscious choice. The child who has learned that expressing need or pain or anger brings punishment does not simply stop expressing these things as a deliberate decision. They lose, over time, the automatic impulse to express them at all. The internal experience becomes disconnected from the impulse to communicate it. Feelings are had, but not shared. Pain is felt, but not voiced. The interior life becomes a private country to which other people are not given access, not because the person is consciously hiding it but because the pathways between feeling and expression were blocked so early and so consistently that they no longer connect reliably.

For Velma Bullard, growing up in this household of managed silence, learning that her interior life was not something that could be safely shared, developing the skills of performance and concealment that allowed her to maintain a public face independent of her private experience, this was the curriculum of childhood. It was thorough. It was early. And it was, in the most immediate sense, adaptive: it helped her survive the household she was in.

The tragedy is that the skills which helped her survive her childhood were not skills that served her well in the world beyond it. The compartmentalization that allowed her to hold violence and piety in separate rooms, without letting them contaminate each other, would later allow her to hold the role of caregiver and the act of poisoning in separate rooms with the same tidiness. The shame management that drove her to conceal her unworthiness behind a performance of virtue would later drive her to conceal her crimes behind the same performance, at any cost. The silence that was her first protection would become, in the end, one of the primary mechanisms by which she was able to kill.

​The Child Who Will Become Visible

It would be a mistake to leave this chapter with the impression that the young Velma Bullard was entirely a passive recipient of the forces arrayed against her, a purely victimized figure shaped by her circumstances without any interior life, any resistance, any agency. The historical record is thin enough that we cannot reconstruct her childhood in the granular detail we might wish for, but what we can say is that the same intelligence and social perception that made her a skilled caregiver and, later, a skilled killer was visible from early on. People who knew her in childhood and adolescence remember her as bright, as capable, as someone who paid attention to people in a way that went beyond ordinary social awareness.

This matters because it complicates the simple narrative of victimhood in a way that is ultimately more honest. Velma Bullard was not merely shaped by her childhood. She was also, within the severe constraints it imposed, a developing person with her own responses, her own adaptations, her own embryonic sense of self. The formations laid down in those years were not imposed on a passive surface. They were negotiated, incompletely, under impossible conditions, without adequate support, by a child who was doing the best she could with what she had been given.

What she had been given was not adequate. The poverty, the violence, the emotional unavailability, the enforced silence, the religious framework that justified harm while demanding the performance of holiness, none of these gave her what a developing child requires to become a psychologically healthy adult. But they gave her something else: a set of survival skills, a fierce competence, a capacity for endurance that would sustain her through what followed. It is one of the deepest ironies of her story that the very qualities that allowed her to survive her childhood, the compartmentalization, the impression management, the silence, the capacity to maintain an exterior that did not correspond to her interior, were also the qualities that made possible the chain of deaths she would eventually set in motion.

She left that farmhouse at seventeen, married and apparently liberated. She carried the farmhouse with her. She carried the red clay on her shoes and the hard pews in her spine and the silence in her chest where the unspeakable things lived, and she would carry them for the rest of her life, through two marriages and nine children's childhoods and a decade of prescription bottles and a series of slow deaths and a death row conversion and finally a gurney in a prison in Raleigh, North Carolina, in the early hours of a November morning in 1984.

The second child. The one who learned early to be useful and invisible. The one who learned that silence was the first language and that the outside need not correspond to the inside. The one who carried the architecture of that house inside her, long after the house itself was gone.
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​Chapter 3, An Escape That Wasn't: The Marriage to Thomas Burke
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She was seventeen years old when she married Thomas Burke in 1949, and whatever she understood about marriage at that age, whatever expectations she carried into the ceremony, whatever hopes she attached to the new name and the new household, it is almost certain that among the most powerful things she felt was relief. Relief at leaving. Relief at the physical distance from the farmhouse in Cumberland County, from the father whose moods governed the emotional weather of every room, from the mother whose silence had taught her that suffering was something you absorbed rather than reported. The Burke marriage, in its first articulation, was not a choice so much as an exit, the only socially available exit, for a girl of her background and generation, from a world that had been slowly crushing her since birth.

This is a pattern so well documented in the histories of women who later become violent offenders that it has become almost a standard entry in the forensic biography template: the early marriage as escape strategy, the teenage bride who is fleeing rather than choosing, the household she runs toward defined primarily by its distance from the household she is leaving. But to treat it only as a pattern is to miss what was specific and genuinely human about Velma Bullard's particular version of it, and specificity matters here, because the fifteen years of the Burke marriage were not simply a waiting room for the catastrophe that followed. They were years in which she built a life, however provisional, however constrained, however much it rested on psychological foundations that were already compromised. Understanding what that life actually was, what it cost to maintain it, what it provided and what it withheld, what it was doing to her even in its apparently stable years, is essential to understanding everything that came after.

​Parkton, North Carolina: The Geography of a New Beginning

The Burkes settled in Parkton, a small town in Robeson County, North Carolina, roughly thirty miles south of Fayetteville. Robeson County in the late 1940s and early 1950s was one of the poorest counties in the state, a distinction it has held with grim consistency across most of its modern history, and its geography was not dramatically different from the Cumberland County landscape Velma was leaving: tobacco fields, pine forests, red clay roads, small farms and smaller towns connected by the thinnest threads of commerce and community. If she had imagined that marriage to Thomas Burke meant escape to something materially different from what she had known, the landscape of Robeson County would have corrected that impression fairly quickly.

But the emotional geography of the new household was, initially at least, different from the one she had left. Thomas Burke was not, by the accounts available to us, a violent man in the mode of her father, at least not in the early years of the marriage. He was a working man, a reasonably steady provider within the constraints of his economic circumstances, a person of ordinary virtues and ordinary limitations who had offered a young woman with very few options the specific option she needed most urgently at seventeen: a way out. Whether he understood this about the marriage, whether he knew that he was being chosen primarily as an exit, is unknowable. What we can say is that in the early years, the household functioned. It was not abundant. It was not deeply happy, in the sense of two people who had found in each other an authentic emotional complement. But it was stable in the ways that mattered most immediately to someone coming from instability: it was predictable, it was not violent, and it provided Velma with the structural framework of domesticity that her childhood had both modeled and made necessary for her.

Their first child, Ronnie, was born in 1951, when Velma was eighteen. Their daughter Kim followed in 1953. The presence of children in the household almost immediately reconfigured Velma's relationship to it, because children gave her something that the marriage itself may not have been providing quite fully: a clear and legitimate role, one at which she was demonstrably competent, one that was socially recognized and religiously valued, and one that activated the caregiving capacities she had been developing since she was old enough to look after her younger siblings on the Bullard farm.

​Motherhood as Vocation and Armor

The transition into motherhood in her late teens and early twenties seems to have been, for Velma Burke, something approaching a genuine transformation, or at least a genuine consolidation of identity. The accounts of neighbors, church members, and family from this period are remarkably consistent in describing her as a devoted and capable mother: attentive to her children's needs, engaged with their schooling, present at their activities in ways that went beyond the minimum requirements of the maternal role. She volunteered at school. She was active in the church. She was, by the standards of her community and her era, what a young mother was supposed to be, and she appears to have inhabited that role with a conviction and a competence that seemed, to those around her, entirely genuine.

There is no reason to doubt that it was genuine, but it is worth examining what "genuine" means in this context, because the performance of devoted motherhood was simultaneously an authentic expression of care and a highly functional psychological strategy. For a woman carrying the formations of the Bullard household, the shame, the self-doubt, the deep uncertainty about her own worth, the role of good mother offered something precious: an externally validated identity that was not conditional on the hidden interior life, but on visible, assessable behavior. You could be a good mother regardless of what you felt privately. The role was defined by its outputs, the fed children, the attended school events, the packed lunches, the bedtime prayers, and Velma Burke was capable of producing those outputs consistently, whatever was happening in the deeper registers of her psychology.

This is not cynicism about her love for her children, which appears to have been real and lasting in whatever form it could take given her limitations. It is an attempt to understand the specific function that the mother role served in her psychological economy, the way it provided her with a stable public identity at a time when her private sense of self was, by all indications, fragile and anxious and in need of external support. The good mother was the answer to the shame. The good mother was the rebuttal to the unworthiness. Every approving nod from a neighbor, every positive comment from a teacher about her children's behavior, every affirming comment from a church member about the family she was raising was a small piece of evidence against the verdict her childhood had delivered about her value as a person.

She needed a great deal of that evidence, and she needed it continuously, because the verdict of the childhood was very deeply inscribed and very difficult to permanently refute. This is one of the ways in which the Burke marriage and its apparent stability both sustained her and exacted a cost: it required her to produce, day after day, the evidence of her own worthiness in a form that the community could see and evaluate. The performance could not lapse. The mask could not slip. Because if it did, if the good mother showed herself to be something other than what she appeared, the deeper shame would rush in to fill the gap, and she had no other framework for understanding herself that could hold against it.

​What the Quiet Years Were Actually Costing

It is tempting, and not entirely wrong, to read the fifteen years of apparent stability in the Burke marriage simply as a dormant period, the volcano before the eruption, the river before the flood. But this reading misses something important about what those years were actually doing to Velma Burke at the level of psychological and emotional resource. Stability of the kind she was maintaining is not free. It has a cost, and it is paid out of the same account that is eventually drawn down to nothing.

The specific cost in her case was the sustained expenditure of energy required to maintain the gap between her exterior performance and her interior reality. Every day that she presented the image of the competent, content domestic woman, and the evidence suggests that she was doing this continuously, in the church community, in the neighborhood, in her own household, was a day in which the actual terrain of her inner life received very little acknowledgment, very little tending, very little of the kind of genuine intimacy that might have allowed some of the formations of her childhood to be gradually worked through rather than simply buried more deeply.

The Burke marriage does not appear to have provided the conditions for that kind of intimate honesty. This is not a criticism of Thomas Burke as an individual, whose own inner life we have very limited access to, but an observation about the structural conditions of the marriage as it seems to have functioned. The marriage of a woman running from an abusive household and a man of limited emotional vocabulary in a mid-century Southern working-class community in which psychological vulnerability was not an acceptable public register, this was not a marriage in which the deeper wounds were likely to be surfaced and examined. The culture around them, the church community, the norms of masculine and feminine behavior in their world, all conspired against that kind of transparency.

What this meant in practice was that Velma Burke carried the contents of the Bullard household, the shame, the anxiety, the compartmentalization, the need for external validation, through fifteen years of marriage without ever putting them down. She became more skilled at managing them. She developed more elaborate strategies for keeping the exterior and interior in their separate rooms. But the weight accumulated rather than diminished, and the strategies that managed the weight became more and more essential to her daily functioning, more and more deeply wired into her automatic responses, less and less available to conscious examination or revision.

There is a particular quality of exhaustion that belongs to people who have spent years maintaining a performance of wellness while privately struggling, and it is a different kind of exhaustion from the ordinary fatigue of hard work or difficult circumstances. It is the exhaustion of constant vigilance, of never being able to fully relax, because relaxation means the mask might slip and the slip might be seen. By the mid-1960s, when the medical and domestic catastrophes that would transform the trajectory of her life began to accumulate, Velma Burke was not simply a woman facing new difficulties. She was a woman whose psychological reserves had been in gradual depletion for years, whose coping strategies were all organized around concealment rather than expression, and who had very few internal resources left for managing anything genuinely new.
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