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  THE STRANGER INSIDE




  







  One month into our marriage, my husband committed horrific, violent crimes. In that instant, the life I knew was destroyed and I vowed to myself that one day I would be whole

  again.




  This is my story.
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  DEDICATION




  This book is dedicated to my extraordinary parents and to my Golden Circle of family and friends for their courage, love, compassion, and willingness to walk alongside me

  through this dark time.




  I also dedicate this book to those who have experienced the devastating effects of violent crime, those who have perpetrated violence, and those working to bring all of us and our communities

  together by seeking justice that restores our fundamental human right to live in trust, safety, peace, and toward the fulfillment of our highest potential.




  







  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  Several names and identifying details of people portrayed in this book have been changed or omitted.




  In preparation to write this book, I organized years of newspaper clippings, court transcripts, psychiatric reports, cards and letters. When I found that I was missing documentation or was

  concerned that my memory blurred time, facts and emotions, I sought information from court transcripts, medical records, and by checking my recall of events with other witnesses. It was impossible

  for me to keep a journal, especially in the earliest days, because of the extraordinary stress and demands that were placed on my time and energy. I recorded my emotional experiences through

  artwork, and letters to others that I copied and kept for myself as well. Somehow, I knew I would need them later.




  This is my own story, one that very much reflects my own experiences and perspective on what took place. It’s a story I tell with reverence and respect for the fact that there are many

  other people who have their own stories to tell about how their lives were impacted by the tragic crimes recounted in these pages. Not one day goes by when I do not hope and pray for the safety and

  healing of everyone affected.




  

    Shannon Moroney




    June 2011
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  PART 1




  THE SHATTERING




  







  CHAPTER ONE




  A KNOCK AT THE DOOR




  I was happily writing a thank-you card for a wedding gift when I heard the knock at my hotel room door. It was November 8, 2005, I was thirty years

  old, and my life was about to change forever.




  I was away from home, attending a school guidance counsellors’ conference. When I opened the door I expected to see my colleagues at the threshold, inviting me to breakfast. But instead, I

  saw what no one wants to see: the silhouette of a police uniform filling the frame. A colleague was standing behind him. My heart instantly filled with dread. Whatever news the officer was

  delivering, it was going to be bad.




  “Are you Shannon Moroney?” he asked.




  I nodded, fear blocking my throat.




  I was in Toronto, 150 kilometres away from my home in Peterborough. I thought of my dad and my brother first. As salesmen who worked in and around Toronto, they both drove a lot, and I pictured

  a car accident. Had one of them been hurt? Were they going to be okay?




  Seeming to read my mind, the officer said, “I’m not here because someone has died or been in an accident. I’m here about your husband. Are you Jason Staples’

  wife?”




  His question flustered me at first. Today was my one-month wedding anniversary and I wasn’t used to my title of “wife” yet. During the last few weeks, Jason had been meeting me

  at the front door when I got home from work, saying, “Hello, my wife.” Batting my eyelashes theatrically and pretending to blush, I would reply, “Hello, my

  husband.” Then we would giggle and hug, and I’d step inside.




  I nodded again to the police officer, still unable to speak. Yes, I am Jason Staples’ wife.




  He was holding a newspaper. Confused, I glanced down at it and tried to read the headlines, but it was upside down so I couldn’t make out anything. I glanced back up at the officer. My

  colleague looked at me from over the officer’s shoulder, his face full of concern.




  “Do you want me to stay, Shannon?” he asked gently.




  I shook my head. He was kind, but I didn’t know him well. I didn’t want to involve him in whatever I was about to find out. The officer stepped into my hotel room. The door closed

  behind him.




  He stood in front of me, still holding out the newspaper. I reached for it, again trying to scan the headlines.




  “Oh,” he said. “There’s nothing in this paper. I just picked it up from in front of your door.” He put the newspaper on a nearby table.




  “I’m here about your husband, Jason. He was arrested last night, charged with sexual assault.”




  I felt my body go numb. My mind began to race with questions: What does he mean? There must be some mistake! My mind clouded with confusion.




  The officer continued. “I understand that your husband called the police himself.” So there was no mistake.




  “What happened? Who did he . . . assault?” I asked.




  The officer was from Toronto, not Peterborough, so he didn’t know the details. He handed me a slip of paper with the phone number of the police station and said I should call right away

  and ask for Sergeant DiClemente. Then, quietly, he said, “I think you better expect that it was ‘full rape.’”




  My stomach flipped. I felt like I was going to be sick. How was this possible? Desperation now pushed into my chest making it hard to breathe. I had to stay calm. This can’t be

  happening. I turned away from the officer, walked over to the desk by the window and put my hand on the phone’s receiver, terrified at the thought of what I would hear when I dialed that

  number.




  Less than two hours earlier, I had been lying in bed with day just breaking outside the hotel window. I was so happy—a newly-wed filled with satisfaction and eager

  anticipation. I closed my eyes and an image of a shiny silver bowl came to my mind, filled with all the people and experiences of my recent past—my thirtieth birthday, our beautiful wedding

  on Thanksgiving weekend, and then a brief honeymoon at a cottage where Jason and I had lain in a hammock and daydreamed of our future and children. Everything had come together.




  Under the blankets, I reached my hands down and rested them on my belly. I imagined cells splitting and multiplying inside me. The night before, in our “talk at ten” ritual that we

  followed when one of us was away, I had told Jason I thought I might be pregnant. “That would be great,” he said. “We’ll take a test when you get home.”




  I promised him that though I was tempted to take the test immediately, I’d wait until I was back so we could share the moment. The night before, I’d also spoken with my friend

  Rachael who lived in Colorado. We’d been close for years, ever since we lived in Ecuador as development workers in our early twenties. “I think this is it,” I had said to her.

  “I think I’m pregnant!” Lying in bed at daybreak, I focused on what it would mean to become a mother.




  When I was small, my mum explained to my siblings and me how we’d started off as “one speck,” then become “two specks, then four, then eight” and so on, until her

  mental multiplication skills ran out. Delighted, we could always ask her how many specks we were at any given moment in our development: “Mummy, just before I was born, how many specks was

  I?” She would pause, ponder for a moment, and then say something like, “Let me see . . . I guess you were eight-hundred and ninety-seven thousand, four-hundred and thirty-two

  specks.”




  We loved it. I loved it. I loved that she knew me when I was just one speck of life, and that she had loved me even then. Now, as a grown woman, picturing those beautiful little specks inside of

  me, I was already loving them with all of my heart. I wanted to be the same kind of mother as my own: caring, dedicated, strong.




  At seven o’clock, I got out of bed, took a shower and dressed for the final day of the conference. Then I packed my bags so that I could check out of the hotel at lunch, put everything in

  the car, and leave immediately after the last workshop. I was eager to get home. Jason would be there, and we had planned a simple, celebratory dinner to mark our first month as husband and

  wife.




  At 8:00 a.m., I still had half an hour to spare before breakfast. I pulled out a package of cards and got to work writing thank-you notes for wedding gifts I’d received from colleagues at

  the conference. The phone rang. It was a co-worker from the board of directors, calling from the lobby.




  “Shannon,” he said. “There is someone who wants to see you. Can you wait in your room? I’m going to bring this person up.”




  “Of course,” I replied, puzzled. Maybe it was a guidance counsellor from my old high school who wanted to say a surprise hello. But why wouldn’t the person want me to come

  down? I had only a minute to wonder before I heard the fateful knock at my door.




  My heart was pounding. In my hand I held the number of the sergeant in Peterborough. The officer remained in my hotel room, still standing by the door and looking at me

  solemnly. I dialed the number and waited.




  “DiClemente speaking.” The voice was loud and authoritative.




  “Sergeant DiClemente, this is Shannon Moroney. I’m Jason Staples’ wife.”




  “Oh, Shannon, yes . . .” His voice softened. “We’ve been waiting for your call. We need you to come back to Peterborough right away. We need to ask you some questions

  about your husband.”




  “Yes, yes, of course . . . but I don’t understand. Can you tell me what happened? The officer here, he doesn’t know . . .” I was stammering, my questions toppling one

  over the next as I tried to make sense of the incomprehensible.




  “I’m not able to tell you very much right now except that yesterday afternoon, at about four-thirty, Jason assaulted two women at the store where he works. After some time, he took

  them to your home.” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It was as though he were talking about someone else—someone I didn’t know, not my husband. The sergeant continued,

  “Shannon, you need to prepare yourself. This is very serious. Your husband is facing many charges.”




  My mind was racing. “Were the victims the two women who worked there?” I asked.




  “No, they were customers. We don’t think he knew them.”




  “Where are the victims? Are they all right?”




  “They are at the hospital being treated and they are expected to recover fully. I can’t really tell you anything else until you get here.”




  Oh my God.




  “But how could he take them to our house? He rides his bike to work and—”




  “He rented a van around six or seven o’clock. A clerk from the rental agency picked him up at the store, took him back across town to the car lot to sign the lease, and then Jason

  drove back to the store to pick up the women and take them to your house. He called 9-1-1 from a pay phone down the street to ask for help at 10:50 last night, and we were able to apprehend him

  there.”




  “Where is he now?”




  “Here, downstairs in a cell. We’ll tell you more when you get here. You need to come directly to the station. You can’t go home, Shannon. Your house . . . your house is going

  to be searched. Will you be all right to drive? We could send a squad car to Toronto if necessary.”




  “I’m going to call my parents and I’m sure they will come with me.”




  “We’ll be here, waiting.”


 


  —


   


  I hung up the phone and stood for a moment, the sick feeling growing in my stomach. How was it possible? How could this be true? I needed to consider the facts. I’d just

  been told that the assaults had taken place around 4:30 in the afternoon, and Jason had called 9-1-1 at 10:50 at night. But I had spoken to him just before that, around 10:20. I had dialed our home

  number and after a few rings, the answering machine picked up. I figured Jason was taking out the recycling, so I called again a couple of minutes later. The second time, he answered.




  “Hi!” I said. “Sorry I’m calling a little late. How are you?”




  “I’m okay . . . how are you?”




  I ignored his question. There was something in his tone that was a little off. He sounded tired.




  “Jase,” I said, “are you okay?”




  “I’m just . . . not feeling that well.”




  “What’s wrong?”




  “I just have an upset stomach, nothing to worry about. I’ll be fine,” he reassured me.




  “Have you been eating junk food while I’ve been gone?” I teased. He was generally a healthy eater and enjoyed exercise, though recently he’d put on weight and had shown a

  penchant for eating candy late at night. Like mine, his weight fluctuated easily. A week before, he had bought an inexpensive MP3 player to help motivate him to get out running. He told me he

  wanted to be one of those fit dads pushing a jogging stroller on the local trails. The image had brought a smile to my face; I could see it perfectly.




  “I’m just not feeling that well, but please don’t worry.”




  “Okay . . . if you’re sure.”




  “I’m sure.”




  I continued chatting, telling him about a keynote speaker I’d heard that morning. The man was a thalidomide victim, born without arms. He’d overcome monumental challenges, becoming a

  musician, an author and a motivational speaker. I told Jason that the man reminded me of him: someone who had overcome obstacles and was making a good life for himself.




  “Thanks,” Jason replied softly. “That means so much to me right now. I love you, but I can’t really talk.”




  I assumed he said “right now” because he’d been working on his portfolio all weekend, striving to launch a career as an illustrator. I figured he was struggling with the

  project, or trying to finish up a painting.




  “Okay . . . but I have one more thing to tell you.” I paused, savouring the moment. That’s when I told him I thought I might be pregnant, and he said we should take a test when

  I got home. Then he said he loved me, and we hung up.




  I winced as I recalled our conversation, now painfully juxtaposed with what I had just been told. The two women must have been there in our house while we were speaking.




  No. No. No. My stomach churned again as I tried to imagine their agony. Then I thought of Jason, our life, and those who knew us. The images were pristine: Jason greeting me at the door

  after work each day with a smile, a hug and a smoothie to tide me over until dinner; racing our bikes up the big hill in front of our house; trips to visit my parents; nights out camping under the

  stars. I realized that the future I’d dreamed of was falling away with each new detail I was learning. I felt weak. I sat down on the bed where I had been writing the thank-you cards minutes

  earlier. The officer was still standing near the doorway. I turned to him and said that I was going to call my parents.




  I dialed their number. What was I going to say? My phone call would be as shocking to them as the police officer’s arrival at my door.




  My mum answered cheerfully. “How’s the conference going, Shan?”




  “Has Dad left for work?” Thankfully, he had not. I wanted them to be together when I told them the news. Trying to remain calm, I said slowly, “Mum . . . Jason has been

  arrested.”




  “What! Oh my God, what happened?”




  “I don’t know . . . I don’t know what happened. Mum, he’s charged with sexual assault. It is very serious.”




  The immediate panic in her voice ignited mine. My voice wavered but I didn’t want to cry. I knew that once I started, I wouldn’t be able to stop. I could hear my dad’s voice in

  the background asking what was going on, Mum trying to answer his questions and talk to me at the same time.




  “Mum, I have to go back home, to the police station in Peterborough. Can you come and get me?”




  “Of course, we’ll leave right away. Where are you? Is anyone with you?”




  I glanced over at the officer. He was looking down, attempting to give me privacy. I told her he was with me and then I gave her the name and address of the hotel. It was still well before nine

  and morning traffic would be heavy. It would take them at least forty-five minutes to drive here from their home in Burlington.




  I stared out the window, past the full Park’N Fly lot to the busy highway. Beyond were the airport runways, and I could see planes taking off and landing. The sun was rising steadily over

  the concrete landscape; the outside world carried on in fast-motion, oblivious, while my world was coming to a terrifying halt.




   


  —


   


  

  When I got off the phone, I told the officer that my parents were on their way.




  “Do you want me to wait with you until they get here?”




  I looked at him now as though for the first time. He appeared to be in his forties, tall and slender, concern etched in his features. So far, we had barely spoken. On the one hand, it would be

  awkward to wait in this small space with a man I didn’t know; on the other, it would be better for me to be with a stranger than to be alone. I had dealt with a fair number of crises in my

  role as a school guidance counsellor. I knew that I needed some support now, but I didn’t want to call a colleague from downstairs and disclose this horrific information. The professional me

  tried to put her arms around the terrified me.




  I said to the officer, “Yes, I’d appreciate if you would stay. Thank you.” We stood there for a moment. Everything seemed suddenly and intensely fragile. “Would

  you like to sit down?” I asked, offering him one of the two armchairs by the window.




  “Yes, thank you.” He crossed the room and sat, the weight of his uniform and accessories making him sound heavier than he was.




  In what felt like slow-motion, I pulled some warmer and more comfortable clothes from my suitcase and took them into the bathroom. I changed out of my conference outfit and when I took off my

  skirt, I noticed I was bleeding. A feeling of tremendous loss welled up inside. Were these the cells of my baby flowing out? I couldn’t think clearly. I padded my underwear and finished

  getting changed. I took off what little makeup I had on. I left the bathroom and reentered the room where the officer waited patiently. Neither of us seemed to know what to say. The air was pure

  silence. My mind was pure noise.




  I decided to call Rachael. With a two-hour time difference, it was very early out in Denver but Rachael had always been a morning person. My phone call caught her in the car with her

  sister-in-law; they were on their way up to a trailhead for a hike with their babies.




  Her voice was clear and sweet. “Shan—do you have good news?”




  I knew what she was thinking: that I’d taken a pregnancy test.




  How was I going to tell her? “Rach,” I said. “Jason has been arrested. They say he . . . he sexually assaulted two women at work yesterday afternoon.” My voice cracked as

  I said the words.




  Rachael gasped. “Oh my God, Shan! What happened?”




  I filled her in on what little I knew.




  “Oh, Jason,” she said, her voice breaking. “What happened to him, Shan?”




  I didn’t know how to answer her question: it was the same one playing over and over in my mind. I told her I would call her when I knew more, and she told me she loved me and would be

  right by the phone waiting for my next call. I hung up the phone.




  With a facade of calm, I sat down in the armchair across from the officer and tried to make small talk. I felt sorry for him, having to deliver this news. I asked him about his family—did

  he have any children? He did. I asked what grades they were in. Then I didn’t know what else to say. I felt absolutely outside myself. I’m sure he could see I was in a state of shock.

  We sat in silence, and stared out the window at the planes and the November sky.




  My mind flashed back to the previous winter, when a stone had flown up and hit my windshield as I was driving along the highway. I had had just a split second to think, “Maybe the whole

  windshield won’t crack,” then watched helplessly as a deep fracture snaked its way across the entire glass. I had been as powerless then to stop the damage as I was now.




  







  CHAPTER TWO




  A GENTLE GIANT




  I first met Jason on a Wednesday afternoon in February 2003, at Martha’s Table, a restaurant for low-income patrons in Kingston, Ontario. At

  Martha’s, customers paid just one dollar to be seated and served a nutritious meal with the same respect they could expect if they had paid a hundred dollars at a high-end restaurant. I

  arrived that afternoon as a volunteer with a group of students from the high school where I worked. The students had been going to Martha’s every other Wednesday for months but this was my

  first time. I was new to the school and eager to involve myself in an extracurricular activity. I had heard about the restaurant and its philosophy resonated with me. I had also heard that parolees

  on day release from prison were sometimes sponsored to work at Martha’s, but that didn’t bother me. I believed it was good for people who’d taken from society to give back.




  The home of Queen’s University, Canada’s first parliament buildings and hundreds of limestone houses, Kingston is also known for its prisons. There are several federal institutions

  within and just outside the city limits, over 2500 residents are employed by the Correctional Service of Canada. In the centre of the city, on the shore of Lake Ontario, loom the giant grey walls

  of Canada’s oldest prison—maximum-security Kingston Penitentiary—which houses some of the country’s most notorious criminals. Like most residents, I rarely thought about the

  city’s connection to the Correctional Service, even though I lived just four blocks away from the penitentiary. I worked with some high school kids who were on probation in the provincial

  juvenile branch, but I’d never known an adult who’d been incarcerated.




  I had visited a prison once, a few years earlier when I was working for a youth program north of Toronto. My group and I had been invited to tour a new medium-security penitentary in the woods

  outside Gravenhurst. A few things struck me during our visit. The first was that all convicts from Nunavut served their federal sentences there—thousands of kilometres from their homes in the

  Arctic. I tried to imagine what it must be like to land in such a prison, finding yourself surrounded for the first time in your life by trees, in a place where English was the main language, and

  where your family would likely never be able to visit. I wondered why there was no facility in the north. I considered the limits to full rehabilitation this distance might create. The second thing

  that struck me was the inmates themselves. We spoke to several in the hobby shop, and they were friendly and polite, not what I had expected of hardened criminals. I wondered what lay beneath the

  surface.




  As we were led into the living quarters, the guard asked my youth group participants to imagine how difficult it would be to have to share a small cell with another person—a

  stranger—and to earn just six dollars per day for your work. But what the guard didn’t realize was that this group of youths was also in a federally funded program, sharing rooms with

  three or four others in a house of twelve and earning three dollars per day for their full-time volunteer work. They weren’t that sympathetic. I pointed out that they still had freedom

  whereas the prisoners didn’t; some nodded while others shook their heads. Several inmates were rollerblading around a large outdoor track and one of the youths expressed jealousy at their

  equipment and facilities, which were way better than the broken-down secondhand bicycles he and his friends had. One kid said it was better to have a rusty old bike and be able to go anywhere on it

  than have brand-new rollerblades and never be able to leave the track.




  Later, in our debriefing session facilitated by a parole officer, we struggled to match the images of criminals we saw on television or in films with the well-mannered men we had met in the

  institution. Were they all merely con artists, as the guard had suggested, or were their personalities and lives more complex than that? It was something to think about, for the youth and for

  me.




  Before I left the school with my new group of students for my first day of volunteering at Martha’s, the teacher who had previously accompanied them gave us a quick prep talk. She

  explained that some clients were drug addicts and that if we saw any needles or paraphernalia in the bathroom, we were not to touch them and to let the staff know. She provided straightforward

  information and a plan, with no fear or judgment. She told us there would be many kinds of people at Martha’s, including some who had been in prison. The rule for volunteers was to follow the

  mandate of the organization and treat everyone equally. There was to be no gawking.




  When we arrived at the beautiful stone church that housed the restaurant, we were greeted by a woman who wore her silver hair up in a bun and was dressed simply in a blouse, hand-knit cardigan,

  calf-length skirt and thick stockings. She looked like a storybook grandmother. Her name was Una.




  Una welcomed us warmly, but there was no time to waste before getting down to work. She led us through the large hall where tables were set up, each covered with a cloth and decorated with a

  small bouquet of dried flowers. She then directed us to the kitchen and introduced us to Jason, the assistant coordinator and head cook, who briefed us on our duties. He was tall, had an easy

  smile, and was wearing a blue camp-hat and dark-rimmed glasses. He was taking several quiches out of the oven and rolling out pastry for the next batch. He swiftly organized us into work areas. The

  students and I put on aprons and got busy: serving, clearing, making coffee and so on. I was asked to ladle out the soup. Jason showed me what to do as he put aside a bowl for Una’s

  five-year-old grandson so it wouldn’t be too hot when he arrived to eat. Everyone raved about Jason’s soup—he had developed quite a fan following—and it smelled particularly

  enticing on such a cold and snowy day.




  Just before serving, Jason and the coordinator, Susan, gathered all the volunteers into the kitchen. We stood in a circle and Susan led everyone in a short, ecumenical prayer. I glanced at

  Jason. I was struck by how good-looking he was, even under a dusting of pastry flour, and when he removed his hat he revealed a mop of wavy dark hair. I wonder how old he is. I pictured him

  going home after work to a pretty wife and small children, then noticed he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. Maybe he has a girlfriend? When the prayer ended, I guiltily snapped out of my

  wandering thoughts. Clients were coming in the door. Jason provided us with a quick rundown of the menu and we began serving.




  I was impressed with the gentle way in which Jason commanded everyone’s attention. He was thrown what seemed like twenty questions at once, and he handled them with ease and confidence

  while cooking a meal for two hundred people. I quickly learned that at Martha’s, if you had a question about something or didn’t know what to do, you’d be told, “Just ask

  Jason.” Everyone liked and respected him and he played an integral role in making Martha’s a good space for patron and volunteer alike.




  When my job of soup-ladling was finished and things were wrapping up, Jason and I struck up a conversation that began with him asking, “So . . . are you a senior student?”




  I had to laugh. “I’m actually the guidance counsellor,” I said. He apologized swiftly. I reassured him that I was flattered. “My days of being mistaken for a high school

  student are numbered—I’m twenty-seven,” I said. Then we both laughed.




  I wanted him to keep talking so I could size him up. I asked him if he could help me understand how the restaurant had come into being. This proved to be a good topic. Jason spent several

  minutes filling me in, during which time I took note of his articulate and well-educated manner of speaking. At one point he removed his glasses to clean them and I caught a glimpse of his dark,

  blue eyes. There was a depth to them that drew my interest. There was something special about him. For a moment, I felt as though there were no one else in the room. He told me later how he

  remembered looking down into my own eyes at that moment and feeling a connection. From that first meeting there had been a spark of attraction—something each of us thought was invisible to

  the other and certainly undetectable to anyone around us.




  The shift went by quickly and soon we had finished the cleanup. Jason and I exchanged a friendly goodbye and I left to drive the students home. The last one in the car was a mature and outgoing

  grade-nine girl, who, as it turned out, was also very perceptive.




  “So, Ms. Moroney, it seems like you and Jason really like each other. I saw you talking to him for a while.”




  I brushed her comment aside, but I could feel a flush of pink spreading across my cheeks.




  Two weeks later, it was time to volunteer again. That Wednesday, when I got to the kitchen, Jason greeted me with a warm smile. He was putting the finishing touches on chicken à la

  king, a meal that he had created using donated fried chicken from a fast-food chain. As we put on our aprons and Jason organized us, he assigned me to soup duty again. This kept me near him and

  allowed us to chat while we worked.




  After the first rush of customers, there was a lull in the activity. One of the volunteers fixed Jason a plate of food and demanded he take a break.




  “Would you like to join me for dinner?” he asked, already preparing me a plate.




  “Is it really okay?” I felt a little embarrassed about eating food that I thought was for the clients. Jason assured me that volunteers were always more than welcome to share the

  meal too. I looked around and saw some of my students sitting among the clients, chatting and eating with them. I accepted Jason’s offer.




  The only quiet, free spot we could find to eat in was a cramped stairwell adjacent to the kitchen. We sat on the stairs with our plates in our laps and talked about movies and our hobbies. I was

  quite into pottery at the time and told him a bit about the pieces I was making. I had noticed Jason drawing caricatures and cartoon figures on the menu board. I asked him to what extent drawing

  was part of his life.




  “I’ve been drawing for as long as I can remember. My mum could barely get the groceries out of the brown paper bags before I was doodling on them,” he explained.




  “Have you ever considered art as a career path?” I asked.




  “For my whole life, people have encouraged me to go to art school for graphic design or illustration, but I was never sure I wanted it to be more than a hobby. I’ve got a pretty good

  portfolio together. I may apply to an art college this year. For now, I’m happy here at Martha’s.”




  I had many more questions, but Jason changed the subject to ask me about my work and education, and how I liked being back in the city after a semester in a remote school up north. We could have

  talked for hours—it was so easy—but the next wave of customers was arriving. As we put our dishes in the sink, Jason was called out of the kitchen. He returned a few minutes later and

  out of the corner of my eye I saw him bend over the counter to scribble something on a little card. He turned to me then, handed me the card, and said, “I’m sorry, I have to go . . .

  there’s a situation at the front door.” Then he dashed out of the kitchen and was gone.




  There I stood, soup ladle in one hand and this little card in the other. Jason had drawn a caricature of himself in blue pen and next to it written his name, phone number, e-mail address and the

  words, Available for pottery viewing, tea and chatting. A smile broke over my face and I felt a tingly sensation in my stomach. With a new spring in my step, I refocused on serving the soup,

  participating in cleanup, and later driving my students home, but the tingly feeling stayed with me for the rest of the afternoon.




  After Martha’s, I went home briefly to freshen up and then returned to school for a parent information night. I found myself with a few minutes to spare before the parents were to arrive

  at seven. I slipped into my office and pulled Jason’s card out of my pocket. Best to strike while the iron was hot, and before I lost my nerve. I dialed his number and he picked up right

  away.




  “Hi, Jason—it’s Shannon. Thanks for the card. It’s a very good likeness of you.” I was trying to sound nonchalant. “I’d love to take you up on your

  offer.”




  “I was hoping you’d call,” he said. “Is tonight too soon for a cup of tea?”




  I explained that I could meet him later, if that worked. He readily agreed and suggested his favourite café, a favourite of mine as well. I was excited, and I could hear in his voice that

  he was too. After saying goodbye and hanging up, I headed into the auditorium.




  At eight o’clock I rushed to the staff room where I brushed my hair and put on some lip gloss. Then I drove downtown to the café. Jason arrived at the same time. He was well

  put-together, handsome in his leather gloves and grey wool coat over dark jeans and a sweater. We greeted each other and I tried not to show the nervous excitement I felt. We ordered tea and chose

  a table by the front window. It had started to snow hard outside, but inside it was warm and cozy.




  We had made small talk for less than five minutes before Jason said, “There is something that I need to tell you before we get to know each other more.”




  I couldn’t imagine what it was he had to say. My initial surprise soon turned to shock.




  “Shannon, you need to know that I was in prison for ten years. I’m on parole with a life sentence. Five years ago, I began working at Martha’s Table on a day-pass program from

  the minimum-security institution just outside the city.”




  The noise of other patrons in the room suddenly seemed muffled as Jason’s words hit me. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. This kind and gentle young man had been in prison for

  ten years? I was dumbfounded. Questions flooded my mind, but I didn’t quite know where to begin, nor what was appropriate to ask. The most obvious question was “What did you

  do?”—but I didn’t ask that right away. It somehow seemed crass or lurid, and I could tell that it wouldn’t be easy for Jason to talk about it. His eyes had darkened and

  there was a sadness in them that was tangible. He must have murdered someone to have been given a life sentence. Who had it been? What were the circumstances? I took a deep breath. In my shock, the

  only thing I managed to say was, “Oh.”




  I sat there looking at the man sitting across from me. I couldn’t match him to the image of a killer that rose in my mind. He wasn’t scary, he didn’t look mean, and he

  wasn’t covered with gang tattoos like the prisoners you see on television. He was kind and gentle—still boyish in his looks. He must have been very young at the time to have served ten

  years in jail already and been back in the community for five. I voiced this last thought. And that’s when Jason told me his story.




  “I committed the crime a few months after my eighteenth birthday, in January of 1988. I was sent to a detention centre first and then I served the rest of my time at a medium-security

  prison. I was moved to minimum-security ‘camp,’ and began coming out to the community in 1998. Now I have very few restrictions, though I still have to spend four nights per week in a

  halfway house, from eleven at night until seven in the morning. The rest of the time I’m working or I’m in my apartment over on Lower Union Street.”




  My mind was going in many directions. Part of me wanted to ask him where the halfway house was, what it meant to be on parole, but most of all, what had happened to put him in prison in the

  first place. Another part of me didn’t want to know anything. I didn’t want what he was telling me to be true. I tried to picture him at eighteen, the same age as many of my current

  students. Like them, he would have been an adult under the law but still a kid in so many ways.




  “I’m sorry to have to tell you this,” Jason continued soberly, “but you have a right to know before you develop any kind of attachment to me, even as just a friend.

  I’m developing a big crush on you, but us getting to know each other—in any way—is your decision. I’ll never be able to change my past, though I wish I could.”




  I found myself feeling sad. I appreciated Jason’s honesty, and his remorse was palpable. He gave me the option to stand up and walk away from him then, but I chose not to, just yet. I

  tried to imagine how it would feel to disclose my own worst secrets to a stranger, and I decided that at the very least I could give him a moment more of my time.




  “So,” I said slowly, lowering my voice, “it was murder?” I felt suddenly aware that we were in public. I glanced around the café, the buzz of conversation at other

  tables slowly coming back into my range of hearing.




  “Yes, it was murder.”




  Oh my God.




  He continued. “I was convicted of second-degree murder. I killed my roommate—a woman.”




  I was afraid to know, but I asked, “What happened?”




  Jason explained further: He had lived with his mother and her boyfriend in an apartment in Ottawa for a couple of years—until 1987 when they left Jason behind to move to a house across the

  border in Quebec. As a high school student with part-time employment, Jason could not afford the rent on his own, so his mother found a roommate for him—a friend of a friend. The roommate was

  a thirty-eight-year-old woman. She and Jason developed a sexual relationship, which Jason described as being rooted in ego for him. I watched Jason as he carefully chose his words, shifting

  uncomfortably in his seat from time to time but not breaking eye contact with me. He apologized for having to tell me these things, and for it being so hard to talk about. As a guidance counsellor,

  I always felt grateful when a student shared his or her troubles with me, but this—what Jason was telling me—was very different. He was not my student, not a teenager, not my

  responsibility. But I stayed at the table out of respect for his honesty.




  He described his adolescence as characterized by multiple moves and school changes. As he neared the end of high school, his plans for the future were vague at best. He said he had never been in

  trouble at school and that he’d managed to stay “under the radar” of administration by neither excelling at his studies—which he was intellectually capable of

  doing—nor failing at them. His easy-going nature and artistic talents gained him acceptance in the eyes of his teachers and peers and reinforced the image that he projected as a kid no one

  need be too concerned about.




  At eighteen years of age, Jason was intrigued by the concept of an older woman. He said that they had an agreement about casual sex, that one could invite the other or that there would be a sign

  such as an open bedroom door late at night. Despite that, he described their living situation as stressful and disharmonious. I had a hard time imagining a mother leaving her teenage son, not even

  out of high school, to live with an older, single woman he didn’t know.




  As Jason approached graduation without goals for the future, his grades began to slip. By Christmas of 1987, after living with the female roommate for a couple of months, he had all but dropped

  out of school. He phoned his mom in early January to ask if he could come and live with her and her boyfriend because things with the roommate weren’t going well. Jason’s mom said the

  move would not be possible. Trapped in his living situation and without enough money to move out on his own, Jason began to spend more time at his maternal grandmother’s farm, seeking refuge

  in their close relationship. “My grandmother was the most loving person in my life,” he said.




  On the day of the murder in January of 1988, Jason had been visiting his grandmother for a couple of days but needed to go home to take a shower before meeting up with friends later that

  night—there was only a bucket bath at the rustic farm. Out in the country without a car, he decided to jog all the way back to Ottawa that evening. He told me that he would lose all track of

  time and place when he was running; it was an escape. The farm was many kilometres away from his apartment, and the run home that night took close to three hours.




  When he got back home, his roommate turned down his sexual advances and they got into an argument. Wanting to end the conflict, Jason went into the bathroom to have a shower. His roommate

  followed, yelling, “I’m going to tell your mother what’s really going on here!”




  Jason struggled for the right words to explain to me his overwhelming need to gain control over the situation. “I only remember wanting her to stop screaming at me, struggling to the

  ground, and striking her head against the bathroom floor until she stopped.” He said that he wasn’t aware of what he was doing until it was over.




  I realized that I was holding my breath. Jason looked down and shook his head. When he looked up, his face wore a baffled expression. It was as though he still couldn’t believe it, or as

  though he were talking about someone else.




  “What happened next?” I asked quietly.




  “I laid her body in the bathtub and turned on a cold shower. It sounds absurd, but I thought it would wake her up. Then I got dressed and walked out to the balcony and looked over the

  edge, but I couldn’t bring myself to jump. Someone in the building had heard the screaming and called the police, but when they arrived at the door, I told them the screaming was from another

  apartment, that I didn’t know anything. I thought they would actually shoot me on the spot if they saw what I had done. I was so scared.”




  Hearing these appalling details, my disbelief intensified. A voice in my head kept saying, What are you doing here? Again I glanced around the café. Everyone else’s

  conversation seemed normal. But for me, it now seemed like a different place. I felt far older than I’d been fifteen minutes ago.




  He continued. “I left the apartment, and I called the police from a pay phone, telling them a lie: that an intruder had killed my roommate. A simplistic, ridiculous plan made up on the

  spot, out of fear and panic. I gave the lie up later at the police station. They wouldn’t have any of it—my guilt was obvious. I only asked them not to call my mother, but of course

  they did. Other family members found out about it on the news. At that point I had already started to shut down—to close up under the weight of what I had done. I spent the next six months

  between the detention centre and the psychiatric assessment unit at the Royal Ottawa Hospital.”




  I had listened to every word he’d said. I was horrified, but I still couldn’t put the man in front of me with the story he was telling.




  “What were the results of your assessment?” I wanted to know: did Jason suffer from a mental illness? There was nothing in his behaviour that suggested it.




  “I was found criminally responsible, which of course I completely agreed with, but that was the only finding.”




  “Had you ever been violent before?” I asked.




  “No, never. I don’t know how I was capable of it. I’ve never been able to explain it; I only know that I’ll never do it again.” He said this with conviction,

  through what seemed like a cloud of confusion and sadness.




  “How do you know that?” It was a direct, forceful question, but given everything I’d just heard, I had to know the answer.




  “Because I never want to hurt anyone again. I’m now aware that at one moment in my life I lost control. I took her life, and I live with this awareness every day. She had two

  sisters.” He looked down again for a moment. There was agony in his face. “They were at my sentencing and gave victim impact statements, but they expressed no blame, just pain and

  sadness for the fear their sister must have felt before she died. I know what I did and I wish I could change the past. But I can’t. Instead, I keep my daily life and emotions balanced, and

  I’m surrounded by good people who support me. I’ve been given a second chance, and I never want to go back to prison.”




  I was surprised to find my heart going out to him, even as I was repulsed by what he had done, by the damage and loss he’d caused. What I was hearing was horrible, but I respected that he

  wasn’t trying to minimize or divert responsibility about what he had done. I pictured some of my eighteen-year-old students and their varying levels of insecurity and vastly diverse home

  lives. I couldn’t yet visualize Jason’s upbringing, nor could I grasp the contrast between our lives in 1988. I would have been twelve when he’d committed this crime. I was living

  happily in the comfortable safety of the suburbs with my supportive, loving family.




  There was so much to say. I had many questions, many concerns. “Do the people at Martha’s know about your past?” I asked.




  “Yes, some of them do. Una, Susan, and some other volunteers—Dan and Shirley—know everything. They’ve become like family. At one time, there were many of us ex-cons

  working there. I was hired formally about two and a half years ago. It’s good to be there on my own merit, rather than through connection to Corrections, though my parole team is encouraging

  me to move on to something else soon.”




  Since he brought up his parole, I decided to ask more about that. I had only a vague idea of how parole worked. He explained that life sentences in Canada carry up to a maximum of twenty-five

  years in prison, the last three of which normally involve a staged parole process, moving an inmate down institutional security levels, out on escorted work release, out on day parole to a halfway

  house, and then, over time and with good behaviour, to full parole. His sentence, however, wasn’t Life-25. It was Life-10. The judge had made note of his youth and the fact that he had no

  prior offences and believed he could be reformed. Jason explained that when he’d reached his full parole eligibility date after ten years in a medium-security penitentiary, he had been moved

  to a minimum-security facility, where after a year he earned day passes for “escorted temporary absences,” also known as “work release.” That’s when he started working

  at Martha’s Table. As trust was built, he’d been released on day parole—first to a halfway house for two years, then later he was hired as assistant coordinator of Martha’s

  and rented his own apartment, where he stayed three nights a week (the rest at the halfway house). He was hoping to achieve full-parole status in the near future, which would mean the freedom to

  live completely on his own. Such an achievement would depend on his furthering his education and continuing to develop community supports.




  “What about your mother and grandmother?” I asked. Until then, it had never occurred to me to think of what happens to the family of a convict.




  Jason paused, looked down, took a breath and then looked back up at me. “My grandmother was devastated. She tried to keep in touch with me during the first few years I was inside. I was so

  ashamed of myself and of what I had put her and everyone else through. I pushed a lot of friends and family away. My grandmother died about five years into my sentence. And my mom, well, she has

  always denied my guilt.”




  “Your mom denies your guilt?” It didn’t make sense. He had pleaded guilty in court and was sitting in front of me taking responsibility.




  “During my trial and after, she made up stories about what really happened and even claimed that I was framed. Eventually, it got so hard we had to cut back on our visits.”




  I could barely comprehend this—a mother denying the truth about her son, even as the son himself acknowledged it. I asked Jason more about his mother. He said that she currently lived on a

  disability pension and suffered from severe bipolar disorder. She did not manage her medication well and had serious side effects in addition to symptoms of the disease.




  As Jason spoke, he made no complaints about his upbringing. “She did the best she could,” he said of his mother. His father had died when he was six.




  I asked him about his earlier childhood, before all of this. He insisted he remembered almost nothing of his early years.




  The café closed at 10:00 p.m. but our conversation had not quite reached a natural conclusion, so we decided to go for a walk and keep talking for a bit longer.

  I’d never in my life experienced a conversation like this.




  The snow was piling up, a fresh blanket over already significant banks. The snowfall muffled the sound of cars as they drove by. Bundled up with scarves, hats and mittens, we walked the city

  streets down to the waterfront. There I stood next to him, looking out at the frozen waters of Lake Ontario. I thought to myself, Shouldn’t I be afraid? This man is a convicted

  murderer! I tuned in to my body and searched for any signs of visceral fear, but there were none. I looked at him trying to find signs of danger, but there were none. I simply wasn’t

  afraid.




  Half an hour later, we walked back to the closed café where I’d parked my car. It was nearly eleven o’clock; Jason had to check in at the halfway house and I had to get home.

  It was a school night, and I knew I would have trouble falling asleep after all he’d told me. We walked to my car and turned toward each other to say goodnight, or maybe goodbye. I

  didn’t yet know if I would see him again outside Martha’s Table. He leaned down and gave me a quick hug. He was shy about it. I put myself in his shoes and imagined how vulnerable

  I’d feel after opening up to someone like he just had.




  “Thank you for being so honest with me, Jason,” I said. “I have a lot to think about, but what you shared is safe with me.”




  “Thank you for listening. I’ve never told anyone all that right away. You made it a lot easier.” We smiled at each other.




  I turned and took a step away, then found myself turning back to look up at him: a gentle giant standing in the lamplight with snowflakes on his head and shoulders. I put my arms up and around

  him and hugged him again. We later coined the term “the come-back hug” to describe that moment, and Jason would tell me that it was in that moment that he fell in love with me. I

  didn’t know it yet, but I already loved him too.




  I believe there are many, many kinds of love, and this was the kind of love that felt as though it had begun long before. It was a deep-hearted compassion that took root in our

  view of one another as worthy human beings. I had the feeling that it was an old love, already familiar and comfortable, but wrapped in a layer of newness, romance and attraction. Had Jason not

  made his disclosure, I would have found myself enjoying a full-fledged crush, looking forward to a real first date. But there was nothing carefree in learning about Jason’s past, and I could

  not return to the freedom and anticipation I’d felt just a few hours earlier when I was innocent of the facts. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more burdensome the knowledge felt. I

  had to face it, gather more information, and contemplate whether I could come to terms with his unalterable, shocking truth.




  







  CHAPTER THREE




  ACCEPTANCE




  My job as a high school guidance counsellor was very busy; it was the beginning of a new semester and I was seeing upwards of twenty students a day

  for career, academic and personal counselling. I didn’t have any time during work hours to think about Jason, but as soon as I’d get in my car to go home, my thought-train jumped to his

  track. I was overwhelmed by all he had told me and I needed to talk to someone, so I decided to confide in my roommate. She was as shocked as I was, but listened carefully. I was able to sound out

  some of my thoughts and questions and it was helpful. After much soul-searching, I decided I wanted to see Jason again, so we arranged a second date for dinner.




  We talked for a long time that night—about his past, but about many other subjects too. We shared a similar sense of humour, political views, and a love of art. We had compatible taste in

  movies, but Jason was far more open-minded than I was, and a better critic. We both enjoyed reading, though Jason said he had read so many books while in prison that it was nice to have other

  options now for his free time. Jason loved running whereas I loved cycling, and we both belonged to the same gym.




  I was struck by how normal Jason seemed. There was no way that I would have known he’d been institutionalized for a decade, save for the fact that his music knowledge seemed to skip

  the nineties, and he had a terrible sense of direction. He attributed the latter to staying in one place for ten years and then being driven around rather than driving himself. I felt secure enough

  with him to share parts of my own life, and with big chunks of my late teens and early twenties spent living as a student in Indonesia, Ecuador and northern British Columbia, I too lacked many

  pop-culture references from the same era.




  Near the end of our second evening together, Jason said that if we were to keep seeing each other he needed me to meet his parole officer and psychologist. I was glad he had brought it up before

  I had to ask. I needed to make an informed choice about the level to which I would let him into my life, and Jason clearly understood and respected that. I thanked him but he brushed off my

  appreciation, explaining that one of his parole obligations was to disclose his past to anyone with whom he became intimately involved. While in no way was either of us considering physical

  intimacy at this point, the type of relationship his parole obligation referenced, our quickly growing emotional proximity had prompted Jason to be transparent from the beginning. I didn’t

  know if I would have made myself so vulnerable to him, had our roles been reversed.




  I asked about his other parole obligations, and he listed them for me: he had to keep his parole officer informed of his whereabouts, apprise anyone whose residence he lodged at overnight that

  he was a parolee, see a Corrections psychologist on a regular basis, and abstain from alcohol or drug use. I had noticed during dinner that he refused a glass of wine. Now I knew why.




  “Do you have a problem with alcohol or drugs?”




  “No, I don’t,” he said. He then explained that because he’d had a drink the night of the murder, even though he was far from intoxicated, the alcohol may have played a

  slight role in his actions. “Alcohol is a non-inhibitor. It can affect judgment and impulse control.” His team considered that any factor that could impede his safe return to the

  community—however remotely connected—was worth controlling, and Jason was in complete agreement.




  “But don’t ever feel you can’t enjoy a drink when I’m around. I can still toast with juice in a wineglass.”




  Jason gave me the phone numbers for his parole officer and psychologist and I called them the next day to make appointments. In doing so, I realized that I was considering more than just a

  friendship with him. Still, I was conflicted. It was a pleasure to be around him, and I couldn’t deny that I felt a strong attraction, physically and emotionally, but nor could I deny the

  burden I felt every time I thought about the fact that he had a life sentence and the reason why. I believed that Jason deserved a second chance and that he was a good person who had committed a

  terrible act, one that could never be denied or minimized. Yet, I had reservations about whether I should—or could—cope with the many complications this brutal truth brought with it.

  Seeking more information became my plan.




  My first call was to Jason’s parole officer. He confirmed everything Jason had told me.




  “What was wrong with Jason? How could he commit such a crime?” I asked.




  “No one really knows,” he began, “but the offence is considered a one-time incident and we are not concerned that he will ever reoffend. He was a model inmate, and has made an

  excellent re-entry to the community. We support him in every way. We just want to make sure that he has told you everything and that you know we are available to you should you decide to pursue

  your relationship. We would all like to see him with someone who motivates him to keep going forward. He’s our best guy.”

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
THE
STRANGER
INSIDE

SHANNON MORONEY

3

SIMON &
SCHUSTER





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
THE
STRANGER
INSIDE

SHANNON MORONEY

4

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

A CBS COMPANY





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





