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In memory of my dad, Ira Smith Jr., and my mom, Bennie Ann Smith.

To my daughter, Makala, who encouraged me to tell my story.
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People will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.

—Maya Angelou
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PROLOGUE

I WALKED RIGHT OUT

January 5, 1988

Federal Reformatory for Women, Alderson

Summers County, West Virginia

I stood at attention outside my room. Two male guards—one tall and slender, the other medium-sized and mean faced—walked through the cottage where I was housed with fifty other women. I eyed the guards as they passed each room and dorm and started walking toward me, their eyes expectant, confirming what they needed to know: that I was present for the 4:00 p.m. inmate count.

As I waited, my heartbeat quickening and my palms moist with anxious sweat, I looked out the window. It was a gloomy winter afternoon. Puffy clouds blocked the sun from the sprawling campus. When the guards passed me and moved to the next cottage, I knew it was only a matter of time before they finished the count and sent the status report up the chain of command. After the guards confirmed they were not short inmates in the hours since the last count, it was back to business as usual.

Buzzzzzz.

The horn sounded, notifying everyone the head count was successful, and now it was time to head to the dining hall for dinner. But, for me, that meant it was game on. I exhaled deeply to slow my breathing and dried my hands at my sides. I needed to be in control, smooth and confident.

“She won’t even bring my boy to see me. What kind of shit is that? You volunteer to keep him and then you don’t even bring him here for six months?”

“Where’s his daddy? Can’t he bring the boy?”

“That fool’s locked up too. Part of the reason I’m here.”

“Mama, that’s all of us.”

The other inmates in my cottage chitchatted as they gathered to rush the dining hall to feast on what passed for food before it had been picked over. The food at Alderson wasn’t too bad, but it wasn’t Mr. Chow either.

I nodded, pretending I was interested in somebody’s child but hardly listened. When they started heading toward the dining hall, I stood back and looked to see if any eyes were on me. No one was paying attention, so I peeled off from the group and cut over to the administration building to the left of my cottage.

I slid into a cracked metal door and froze against a wall. It was an aging brick building with murky sand-colored tiles covering the floors and walls. I listened and watched to make sure no one was around. By then, all hands were on deck in the dining hall as guards policed the inmates to put down inevitable mealtime skirmishes. I expected the building to be empty, but I was unsure. I waited a few more seconds in case there was a straggler running behind. There could be no mistakes. Not today.

When all was clear, I dashed into the bathroom, locked the door, and rushed to the last stall.

I looked beside the toilet, and a bulky black bag was on the floor. Yes, it’s here! With a sigh of relief, I opened it and started pulling things out: a conservative blue blazer, a knee-length black skirt, a crisp white blouse, pumps, a briefcase, tortoiseshell glasses, and coral lipstick. I slid out of my inmate uniform and stashed it in the bag.

Everything fit perfectly. But when I slid my feet into the shoes, I quickly realized they were too small. When I had entered Alderson, I was a size ten, but now I could have used an eleven. Still, I crammed my big feet into those tight, pointed-toe pumps. They had to do.

Adrenaline flooded my veins. I rushed to the mirror, raked my hair into a bun, put on the lipstick, slid the glasses onto my nose, and picked up the briefcase. I stepped back and peered at my reflection. I was two years shy of thirty, but I still looked like I was in my early twenties. I had my mother’s smooth brown skin and my father’s purposeful chestnut eyes. In those clothes, with the bright lipstick on, it looked like I was already coming back to life—changing, melting away invisible layers of sorrow and confinement.

When I opened the bathroom door, it was showtime. I had a part to play. I was to imitate a distinguished lawyer who’d visited her client and was now leaving Alderson. I straightened my back, poked my chest out, and held my head high like my mom, Bennie, taught me. I strode out of the bathroom and navigated the halls of the administration building as if I’d done it countless times before. My heels clicked against the floor tiles with each step. Instead of playing small and trying to be invisible, I decided an air of confidence, privilege, and freedom would get me past anyone in my path. They were accustomed to seeing me as a bummy, docile, controlled prisoner, not a refined, successful young woman wearing nerdy spectacles and carrying a leather briefcase. I told myself to slow down. Calm every cell in my body. There was no rush.

As I exited the administration building, I passed a few inmates who hardly looked in my direction. If they had, if one peered close enough and realized it was me, they’d rat me out for sure. I hadn’t told any of the inmates about my plan, because in prison information is currency. I didn’t want to put anyone in a position to be forced to share intel that might hurt me, because it could help them.

One woman I didn’t know walked near me as she headed toward the dining hall. She stopped in my path and scanned me from head to toe. My heart quivered. My jaws tightened with anxiety, but I kept walking.

When her hazel eyes reached my feet, she licked her dry-ass lips and slid her eyes back up to my breasts, her mouth curling into a devious, suggestive grin. “Damn, momma, you shonuff lookin’ fine in that skirt. Wanna be my lawyer?” she flirted before exposing her wriggling pink tongue and worming it up and down to show what she’d do to me.

I gave no response. My mind was working overtime to stay focused as that initial adrenaline rush dissipated into a flood of self-conscious thoughts.

I kept moving, one foot in front of the other, my hand gripping the briefcase as I walked along the pathway from the administration building to the parking lot. With each step I wondered if any inmates had noticed me or if some random guard was trying to be the day’s hero. The pathway seemed to get longer, the length of a football field. I stayed smack in the middle, keeping my eyes fixed on my goal—the gate at the end of the pathway. The closer I got, the more those stupid pumps hurt. My damn feet started cramping and puffing up around the edges of the leather, like muffins rising in a pan. Chilling sweat rolled down my back. I reminded myself, Keep walking like a queen. You can make it.

When I reached the gate, I turned to the guard standing in the doorway and waved. He squinted as if he was seeing someone he knew. I was the lawyer who always walked by, right? I smiled and waved again. A heavy lump formed in my throat as I waited for a response. Come on! Every second counted. At any moment, someone could realize I was missing, and the alarm would sound. My plan would be a bust. Tick… tock…

After the longest pause in history, he nodded, returned my wave, and opened the gate. Thank God!

At the sound of the metal bars rolling up, my heart started pounding like a drum on a plantation, letting all the slaves know freedom was on the horizon. I wasn’t nervous though. I wasn’t afraid. I was prepared, acutely aware. My mouth started salivating. My fingers started tingling. I couldn’t feel my feet anymore, but everything in me wanted to run across the freaking threshold into the world. I had to keep cool. You got this. You got this.

I kept walking until I saw my friend Wesley’s old burgundy Cadillac Brougham parked a few feet ahead. When Wesley saw me in the rearview mirror, he exited the car and opened the back door for me while gesturing like he was my chauffeur. His jet-black Jheri curl was holding up a furry Kangol 504. He was tall and skinny, wearing creased blue jeans and a nice rayon shirt that made him look like he was in a nightclub—he was always dressed up nicely. I hugged him quickly, slid into the back seat, and kicked off those pumps with relief.

“Damn, sister, that’s all I get for driving all the way from Minneapolis to pick you up?” Wesley joked, getting back behind the wheel.

His sister, Jackie, was beside me. Rob, a shorter guy I didn’t know, was sitting in the front. They all looked happy to see me. Wesley and Jackie went to school with my older brother, Mason, and lived in the neighborhood. They’d watched me grow up. They liked the flyest clothes and cars and always needed money. That’s why I was sure they’d say yes when I called offering cash if they’d drive down to Alderson to pick me up when I was released. For their own good, I didn’t tell them I was escaping.

“My girl, you’re out!” Jackie cheered, pulling me into a sisterly embrace. “It’s so good to see you.” She smelled like Carolina Herrera. Her hair was cut into an asymmetrical bob. Like Wesley, she had cinnamon-colored skin and a beautiful smile.

I returned Jackie’s greeting but then I quickly turned to Wesley.

“Go! Let’s get out of here!” I told him.

“Why? You in some rush?” he asked, starting the Caddie.

“Wouldn’t you be if you just got released from prison?” Jackie asked, laughing.

“Right? Let’s get her the fuck out of here before they change their mind about letting her out.” Wesley took off down the long prison road that led back to society.

Rob turned on the radio and asked if I wanted to hear anything in particular.

“No. I’m fine,” I answered.

He scrolled the channels, searching for the local R&B station. Whitney Houston’s “So Emotional” started playing. Jackie sang along—Every time I think of you-oo-oo—and elbowed me like I should join in. I had no time for singing, not yet anyway. I kept my eyes peeled and focused on the road. There weren’t any other cars around us, just unending pavement ahead and tall trees springing up from the brush along the shoulder.

When we reached the highway, I said, “OK, we can slow down, Wesley. You’re driving too fast.”

Annoyed, he pointed out that he could drive his Brougham, “the smoothest driving car in the land,” as fast as he pleased. Everyone chuckled.

“Whatever. Just slow down and be cool,” I said, sounding calm but stern.

Just then a siren whooped. There was a police car coming up behind us with the quickness of a lion closing in on a gazelle. A voice shouted over the loudspeaker: “Pull over. Now!”

“What’s he pulling me over for?” Wesley asked, annoyed.

“Were you going too fast? Over the speed limit?” Jackie asked.

Wesley pulled onto the shoulder and stopped the car.

“Just keep your composure. Everyone. Keep. Your. Composure. Smile, be polite, and say ‘sir.’ OK?” I looked around the car, and everyone, nervous and wide-eyed, nodded. “We’ll get through. Everything will work out,” I said, trying to sound calm and confident while peeking over my shoulder at the pudgy police officer approaching the Cadillac. I wasn’t quite sure anything would work out. At that moment, with my freedom and sanity on the line, everything I’d been through, what I’d seen and done, survived and struggled through, flashed through my mind. I’d found myself in a ditch so deep it would take a miracle to climb out and set things straight. Escaping Alderson was supposed to be my chance to make things right, to prove I’d been wronged. With that police officer steps from the car, everything was in question. I looked at Wesley’s glove compartment. I hoped he didn’t have anything illegal in there.

“Roll this window down, boy,” the officer barked at Wesley. “And turn off the ignition.”
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