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    The women who speak in this book are actual people. All gave permission to use their stories and identities. However, in order to honor the privacy of their families, the victims, and certain other individuals mentioned here, the names and locations are either changed or unidentified. Each interview is edited down from many hours of conversation and is presented here with original grammar and language.
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    All sorrows can be borne if you put them into a story or tell a story about them.

    —Isak Dinesen



    

    


    If you believe statistics, I should either be locked up for life, in a mental institution, or dead.


    My biological mother was a chronic heroin addict who had me during one of her many prison stays and kept me there with her for the first year of my life. But even if genetics didn’t send me down that same path, my own confusion and anger about my past seemed poised to do the job.


    I discovered my true origins when I was 12 years old. I was living in Seattle with my adoptive parents, who were both English professors. I attended private school during the week and ballet classes on the weekends, we had season tickets to dance and theater performances, and we went camping in the summers. I had struggled as a multiracial child in my all-white family, but life was mostly good enough.


    Then one day I found a letter buried in my mother’s dresser, and my whole world spun out of control. She’d written the family attorney to change my birth certificate because she didn’t want me to find out that I’d been born to a heroin addict in a West Virginia prison.


    The stigma I felt about both these facts carved a river of shame so deep into my soul that I didn’t tell a single person about the secret I carried. It’s not really that I was embarrassed about my mother —in fact, at times I fantasized that we had had the perfect bond. I was shattered about the fact that I had been forcibly separated from her. And I was worried about what people would think of me. Who’s born in prison? And to a heroin addict? What does that make me?


    I was also furious with my adoptive parents for keeping such important information from me. But I didn’t tell them that I’d read the letter. In fact, the moment I finished reading it, a gap the size of a universe divided me from them and sent me into an emotional lockdown that would take me 20 years to unravel.


    The road took me through years of my own addictions, violent outbursts of rage, criminal activities, and estrangement from my adoptive family. By the time I was 17 I was following more and more in what I assumed was my mother’s path: burglaries, drug running, and fast money scams. “Why not?” I thought, ”I was born into it.”


    Luckily, though, fear can be a great motivator, and one final deal gone wrong scared me into wanting to finally take charge of my life. After so many broken promises, broken hearts, and even broken bones, I knew I had to dig my way up and out.


    It happened in two separate phases, about ten years apart. The first was definitely the toughest, since it required me to shift my entire perspective about me and both my mothers.There’s a saying that when we dance with a 600-pound elephant and want to stop, we stop only when the elephant stops. And so I took the approach of mass attack. Step by step, I built an army of support—of teachers, friends, counselors, family, mentors, and spiritual directors—to help me outdance that enormous demon elephant. I also decided that I had to view my problems with curiosity, not fear and hatred. Only then would I be able to battle the “everyone’s against me” mentality that kept me locked inside my own mental prison of hopelessness and addiction.


    Little by little, I felt my self-image shift. I eventually came to see that I was using drugs not because I was predestined to become my mother, but as anesthesia for the tortured emotions I’d felt about her. And once I was able to forgive myself, the addict, I began to find compassion for my prison mom, the addict. I honestly can’t even explain why she ended up in prison and I didn’t. A combination of luck, the influence of my adoptive parents, and who knows what other mysterious forces, I suppose. But I certainly didn’t feel morally superior to this woman who hadn’t managed to pull her life together the way I had. If anything, I felt even sadder about having been separated from her. It started to hurt the way I imagined it would if I’d had a limb removed.


    During this time of self-renovation, I also was able to forgive my adoptive mother, realizing that she did the best she could, and that beneath her flaws, her love for me was real and deep.


    By the time I got into my 30s, I had exchanged a trunk load of dope for a college education, a clean record, and legitimate money from several businesses I’ve founded. But my prison roots still haunted me—not in a wrenching psychological way, but more like the way adopted people from foreign countries long to visit their homelands. I’d been writing the prison since I was a teen, asking for more information about my mother, and finally, 20 years later, the warden invited me for a private tour. In many ways I felt like I was headed home—and that’s where the second half of my healing took place.


     


     


    The Appalachian Mountains and Greenbrier River frame one side of Alderson Prison. I’m really here, back where I started. My legs tremble as I get closer to the prison gates.


    My first stop, the admin building, fills most of my morning. Forms, fingerprints, and a lot of waiting— my mother must have gone through this, too.


    Finally an officer leads me across the compound.


    “We’ve housed a few famous women,” she says. “Billie Holiday, Tokyo Rose, Squeaky Fromme…” And my mother.


    On the other side of the compound from the admin building, we step into the chapel, a building the size of a Quik Stop gas station. As we climb downstairs into an empty room in the basement below the chapel, I reel at the sight of the faded green paint on the walls.


    “Same as it was when your mother was here,” the officer says, “hasn’t been painted since the prison first opened.”


    A sensory overload courses through me, a feeling as if I’ve been here. “We used this room to hand out paper and envelopes to inmates,” she says, “so you probably were carried in here.”


    I pull in my focus, lean against the doorframe.


     “Everything OK?” the officer asks.


    I squeeze my eyes closed to shake the dizziness and the time distortion. But I can’t. I cling to her words, inhale the dank basement air, and soak up this whole prison landscape I’d shared with my mom. In my mind I’d fantasized our bond as perfection. But for how long were we together?


    Our next stop in another building, the hospital room where my mother delivered me, sends me into emotional overload. It’s a 95-degree humid West Virginia August, and my head’s about to blow to bits inside from both the heat and emotional intensity.


    At last I’m home, standing in the middle of the place for answers.


    The officer looks at me, waiting for questions, but I’m mute. Part of me wants to ask questions, but all I can do is breathe, draw in what I imagine: the scent of my mother’s birthing sweat from 30 years ago.


    I still can’t talk. Was it a difficult birth? How long was she in labor? Did she love me right away? What did the prison doctor and nurse think?


    Another time distortion surges through me and something unexpected sweeps into me in this hospital room we shared. Joy. Joy and a sense of safety flood into the void I’ve carried my whole life. I hold in my tears. No way I want the officer to see me cry.


    The officer leads me across the compound into Cottage C. Long rows of rooms on either side of the halls fill two floors. I try to speak. Say something, anything.
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