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Bingham Mental Hospital For The Criminally
Insane

August, 1958

 

There are some facts about Duffino which need to be told. 
Duffino herself cannot set the record straight. In the event that
she were to try, what would follow would be more confusion, greater
outbursts and endless recriminations. Duffino herself was raised on
revenge, and revenge is not the point of our time here, though no
one ever told her so. So,  I have come to write this down
clearly in her defense.

Duffino would not consider that she needed defense. At the end
of her trial she refused to defend herself at all. Despite the
packed courtroom, and reporters,  she stood immobile on the
witness stand, staring oddly at the spectacle. Photographs of
Duffino and details of the trial were spread across the front pages
across the nation. People couldn't get enough of it. The hunger for
details was terrifying. How many times did she stab him? At what
angle did the knife go in?  Everyone had something to say,
except for us here at Bingham. Most of us didn't realize this was
going on at all. Even though we are encouraged to glance at the
newspapers at least once a day,  few pay any attention. Except
for me, that is. I pay careful, close, meticulous attention to
every word said. I read each day's paper at least three times.
You’d be amazed to discover the secrets hidden between vowels,
underneath phrases, trapped behind sentences, waiting to come to
light.

And this story particularly grabbed me. Sitting here in my
hospital room, newspapers spread on my bed around me, I devoured
every fact about Duffino. Every day the papers carried more and
more details. Finally, one day, next to the article were
photographs of beautiful Duffino and her boyfriend, Miguel, holding
hands. The headlines said, Defense lawyer attempts to derive
sympathy from the jury by putting speechless suspect on the
stand. I kicked my legs back and forth when I read that. Wrong
tactic, I realized. No one will feel sympathy for her
silence.  It will only make them hate her more.

As I scrutinized her photo, I saw that Duffino was young,
haunting looking, with an aquiline nose and alabaster skin. Her
short hair was cut blunt around her face, and her huge dark eyes
stared without expression.

Don’t stare like that, Duffino, I wanted to warn her. This kind
of hopelessness is a distraction - the beginning of the long spiral
downwards. I, for one, never let myself grow hopeless. I always
knew there was a way to slip between the cracks.

About a week ago I cut a different picture of Duffino out of the
paper and showed it to the inmates. They couldn’t care less, barely
glanced at it as they drifted in and out of our large hospital
dayroom overlooking rolling hills. When we are not receiving our
treatments, we are allowed to wander in and out of the dayroom all
we like. Other rooms are carefully patrolled. Some are even locked
closed, so that even the inspectors who patrol our hospital once a
month have no idea what's going on there. Once in awhile you hear a
sound from behind the door, a muffled cry, a scream, other times,
uncontrollable laughter.

Even though the inmates barely glanced at the picture, I
wouldn't let it go. “Come on, get over here, look at this,” I
begged them.

    No one came. 

"Don't miss this, folks!" I called out more loudly. "This story
could change your life."

Finally a few turned and listened, although they barely knew
they had a life.

"Let me read you what it says: DOUBLE MURDER. After nine
months of preparations, the long awaited trial of the seventeen
year old girl accused of fatally stabbing 2 members of street
gangs, is finally taking place."

This wasn't big news for those locked up at Bingham, mental
hospital for the criminally insane. We had all committed our own
particular crimes.

The murder took place a little after midnight on the streets
of Coney Island, Brooklyn. Opposing gang members, killed in the
rumble, were found lying in a pool of blood. Miguel Sandiago, l7
years old, and Frankie Rearo, 18, rushed to Coney Island Hospital
were pronounced dead on arrival. Duffino Belgado, found with a
knife in her hand, was arrested on the spot. Since then she has
refused to say a word." 

It was the last phrase that gripped me. Refused to say a
word. How beautiful, noble. What kind of courage did that
imply?

The inmates just shrugged as I read the story. Whatever happened
they usually shrugged it away. Living here year after year, events
in the world out there had little reality. Particularly as most of
us lounged around here sedated, floating on a cushion in our
minds.

Not me though. I never took my medication, just stuffed it, you
know where. By now the nurses were so sick of me, they couldn't
care less. As long as I wasn't violent, I could do what I liked.
So, I continued reading the papers day after day, following
Duffino's trial.  As I read I could feel myself sitting in the
courtroom, able to hear the whir of the fan that hummed beneath the
prosecutor's voice.  This prosecutor was hungry for a kill -
the hunter and the hunted were facing each other. 

"Your testimony, Duffino?" his voice rose. There wasn’t an ounce
of sympathy in him. He gritted his teeth as he awaited a reply.

Her face remained completely calm, too calm, beatific almost,
although no one in the courtroom realized that. You have to live
here at the hospital to realize what is and what is not beatific.
Out there on the streets, nobody looks for the subtle flavor of
heaven laying beneath a person’s skin and bones. The paper said the
sound of the fan grew louder and grimmer as her silence went on and
on.

Duffino's family huddled together in the first row. They looked
at the jury begging for mercy. Her father, mother, and sister sat
begging while her younger fat brother tapped his foot on the floor
incessantly. The sound of his taps must have been like a little
drumbeat calling her to wake up.

Duffino's lawyer, Daren Logen, a stocky man in his mid-fifties,
turned to his client and wiped his sweaty face with his palms. It
must have been hot, like hell, in the courtroom. The fan was just
tossed around polluted air.

"This is your last chance to defend yourself,
Duffino." 

A few gasps came from the corners. Every spot in the courtroom
was packed. People sat on the edge of their chairs. Would she rise
to the occasion? Would she realize that a fate worse than death
awaited, if she did not snap out of the stupor she was in?

 Duffino kept her silence.

 I laughed when I read that. Of course she didn’t say a
word.  Did they think it was so easy to rally, to pull your
soul out of a dream?

The lawyer turned away.  "May I approach the bench, your
honor?"

The judge nodded. 

"It's obvious my client is unable to go on."

Duffino's mother start to cry.  Someone in the back row
snickered.

The judge turned to her. "Speak up now or hold your peace."

Duffino held her peace, or lack of peace. She held it
beautifully too - didn't move a muscle. It had been a long,
excruciating trial.

As I read I jumped out of bed, grabbed the papers and held them
to my breast. Suddenly, I knew I would see her one day soon. If the
doctors asked me how I knew that, I couldn’t say.  I would
just say they had told us to read newspapers, open our minds, be a
part of the world out there.  I was complying with
instructions, following their every demand. And, as I opened my
mind up, all kinds of realizations flew in. Most other inmates
refused to comply with instructions.  They refused to think
beyond these four walls.

"There's a world out there," the doctors constantly reminded us.
"Make peace with it. Find out what’s going on. Prepare for the day
when you’ll return."

They said that to give us hope, but other than that, it was a
childish instruction. Most of us would never return. Of course I
never said that to the inmates directly. Most of the time I was
subtle and kind.  And when I faced the doctors, I’d ask them
questions nicely.

    "How do we make real peace with anything,
doctors?" .

They didn't like it when I asked that. Questions like that
weren’t part of their directives.  They couldn’t look up the
answers. They didn’t have a number or code. Questions like that
were too abstract to handle.

"Just learn to comply, Charlotte," the doctors would say to me.
"Follow the rules. Do what’s right."

Of course these brilliant doctors never took a moment to further
inquire exactly what was and what wasn’t right. And my intense
pre-occupation with these matters was simply considered part of my
disease - a common symptom in certain forms of schizophrenia.

Most inmates pretended to comply. They followed directions
blankly, momentarily glancing at the newspapers each day. But I
wasn't interested in pretending. I was intent on making real peace.
I followed instructions excruciatingly, and let nothing slip me by.
Not only did I read the papers, I memorized every word they
said.

A well intentioned doctor, Burt Hardwig, told me that following
instructions in this manner was considered insane. Even though I
nodded sadly, I knew I wasn't insane. I knew I didn’t belong here
and would definitely go free one day. There was a way out, and I
would find it.

I paid no attention to Hardwig or the other doctors, just
continued devouring Duffino’s story. As I did, began to realize
that hidden in her story was the answers to my prayers. I would
heal Duffino, and she would set me free. In a blinding moment I
realized that she would be sentenced to come here to Bingham. Our
hospital was on the cutting edge. Because of our experimental
treatments, there were articles about our hospital frequently. It
was difficult to be admitted though. Only a special few were
chosen. The nature of their crimes, their verdicts, and their
willingness to experiment with cures allowed a few to be sent here
as patients, rather than be locked up somewhere else. A great
experiment was taking place here. A dangerous experiment, some
said. Others were convinced that the doctors here were onto a real
Cure.

After I finished my reading for the day, I tucked the papers
under my arm and marched off to the dayroom, which already was
half-full when I arrived.

 

*  *  *  *  *

 

The dayroom was strewn with inmates sprawled around, ruffling
through magazines, drawing pictures, playing checkers, asking each
other for life savers, or just looking out the big, picture
windows, waiting for the day to go by.

Sharon Maketupp, a huge woman with long braids, saw me
immediately as I came in the door.

"Here she comes again, folks," she called to the others, and put
her hands over her ears. "Now we got to hear more of that rotten
story."

I didn't like that and Sharon knew it. I didn't want anyone
maligning Duffino. 

"Duffino is a person with a  vision," I called back to
her.

"A smart cookie," Sharon countered. 

"They're going to send her here." 

    A few inmates stopped at that. They
turned  to me and laughed blankly.  One
gasped.   

"Give her in the electric chair," Sharon guffawed. "She did it
in cold blood.”

Lanny, another inmate, a chess player, came over clutching a
black knight in his hand.

"She's innocent!" he declared. “I thought it over carefully.”
Lanny came to this verdict for everybody.

"Guilty as hell," Sharon yelled louder.  

The doors swung open, and Dr. Whitney, a tall, stately
psychiatrist, with salt and pepper hair, walked in. The whole room
stiffened. 

"What's the commotion?" Dr. Whitney reprimanded, as he walked in
a clipped stride towards where we were gathered. Clearly, we were
making too much noise.

    “Behave,” he said, looking us over. “Be good
to each. Be kind.”

Lanny's head hung down low. I felt sorry to see it. At the least
provocation, he fell into repentance.

Dr. Whitney spun around on his heel, making a full 180 degree
circle. "All right, what's going on?" 

    "Things look good today, Whitney," I called
out in a cheery tone, trying to ease the tension that was
building. 

He didn't listen, only walked closer to Sharon who was shouting
by now.

"No one's innocent, Lanny. I told you before." Her face had
grown blotchy and red. "Especially this Duffino. Her silent
treatment is an act. If she comes here we’re all in danger.”

Dr. Whitney reached out and touched Sharon's shoulder. She came
from a very rich family and  he seldom left her alone in her
pain.

 She brushed him away like a huge fly. “Duffino knew what
she was doing," Sharon insisted.

“Who said she's coming here?" he murmured. "Nothing is decided."
He didn't care about any outcome, just wanted peace in the dayroom,
wanted Sharon to quiet down.

    But I cared tremendously. I was eager to have
a discussion about this. 

   “Dr. Whitney, we  have to take a strong
position about whether or not Duffino deserves the chair. Was she
responsible? Did she do it in cold blood?  I can give you ten
reasons why she did not. Actually, it’s obvious if you look
carefully.”

    Even as I was talking, I could see his
plastic smile, shutting me out. My comments meant little to him.
Neither he nor the staff paid attention to my observations. It
didn’t matter to them that I’d been raised by cloistered nuns in a
convent, where we lived with these questions night and day: Who is
guilty, who innocent? Who is worthy of forgiveness? These questions
were, in fact, also considered part of my mental illness. When I
was well, they were expected to drift away.

"Dr. Whitney," I continued, “reading about Duffino's case had
given me courage these days.

He turned his back.  Maybe it was because I was
interrupting, speaking too loudly, or maybe it was because I was
fat, with uncontrollably curly auburn hair that fell its own way,
no matter how much it was brushed. Or was it because I was in here
for a truly heinous crime, an unforgivable crime really, according
to some.

But from my point of view, what I had done was not a crime. I
did what was needed, cleared the world of darkness, expressed the
will of The Great One. I told them that over and over, but of
course my argument held no water. Few even believe these days that
there really is a Great One, who is continually with us and governs
us all.  But when I looked at Duffino's picture in the
newspaper, I knew she believed it. Her powerful silence told me so.
You can’t be silent like that on your own.

After Dr. Whitney got Sharon to quiet down, he said a few
further words to the inmates. I didn't really listen. Everyday he
gave the same speech over and over. He told us not to strain
ourselves, to have respect for others, and to walk outdoors when we
had the chance. He knew all the right words, this Dr. Whitney. When
he was finished speaking, he drew his papers closer to him, and
started walking to the door.  

On the way out he walked right by me. Too close if you asked
me.

"Be careful what you say about this case, Charlotte," he
muttered as he passed by, "it upsets Sharon terribly."

  Sharon edged over. "What the hell does Charlotte care so
much about Duffino for?" she bristled. "That gal’s gonna get it in
the neck one day. And I'm gonna be glad."

 "Try to be kind, Sharon," Dr. Whitney retorted.

  "I'm always kind,” she pouted. “If I wasn't so kind, I
wouldn't be here.”

  Dr. Whitney nodded and left.

 But whether Sharon was kind or not didn't touch me. I knew
no one here knew the true meaning of kindness. 

    After Dr. Whitney walked out Sharon glared.
Let her glare at me all she wants, I thought, all I need to do is
sit here and dwell upon Duffino. I need to pray, to send her
strength. I need to invite her into my world, and be welcomed into
hers. And as I did this, I knew exactly what her verdict would be.
Not only did I know the verdict, I also knew the exact moment she
would be arriving and we would  meet her, face to face. For no
reason, all of us at Bingham were being sent an angel.

*   *  
*   *   * 

 

    The trial's summation would be in three days.
It wasn't an easy wait. I paced up and down the hills outside the
dayroom, thinking of ways I could help. The guards outside at the
hospital watched me pacing. They probably knew something was up,
but didn't really care.. No one ever dreamt that I would try to
escape. To do that I'd have to dive between the deep bushes at the
bottom of the hill, scratch my way to the other side, and crawl
under the barb wired fences.  And,  even if I got out,
where could I run? I was just a homeless orphan .

All the gates were patrolled by guards in khaki green uniforms.
In the past five years, only one inmate had escaped. He'd been
caught two days later, accidentally shot in the throat by a guard,
and died an hour later. That sent a chill through the rest of the
hospital. It quieted us inmates down good.

    After my time outdoors, when I came back to
the dayroom, Sharon wanted to make bets about the verdict, but I
refused to play games. My heart was in the courtroom with Duffino.
I was waiting for them to send her to me.

On the day of the summation I went running down to the entrance
gate to get the paper the minute it arrived. The guard at the main
gate grinned when I grabbed one from the pile.

"What difference does it make what they decide?,” he said.
“She's on trial, not you. She’s not getting out and you’re not
either.” 

I tucked the paper under my arm, "You never know," I chuckled
and ran upstairs to a couch in the dayroom.

That morning there were no pictures of Duffino, only of the
prosecutor standing in front of the jury, smirking. Under his
picture was his speech.

"There were plenty of people there when the stabbings took
place. There was not one witness on the defendant's behalf. Not one
person has come forward to say she didn't do it. She, herself,
refuses to speak. When the police arrived, she was there with the
bodies. The evidence is overwhelming. You must come back with
Murder One."

Duffino's attorney was quoted as well.  

"Be merciful ladies and gentlemen. There was tremendous
confusion when the stabbing took place. It was late,  hot. A
few people there thought they saw her do it. But can they really be
sure? Kids were yelling, falling over each other. Once a rumble
like this starts, there’s no stopping it.  Maybe one person's
hand held the knife - but the entire gang wanted it to happen. How
about the spectators? Did they want it too? If there is even a
chance, that someone pushed her hand, you cannot find Duffino
guilty of Murder One.

    “What’s happened to our children? Who’s
fault is it? Duffino is still only a child, raised in a good
Catholic family with no previous history of any offense. She was a
model student, a loving daughter. What makes something like this
happen? What turns a kid’s life around? I say this was a crime of
circumstances, committed in shock. I say we’re all guilty for the
state of our kids. Call it Temporary Insanity. She has refused to
speak in her own behalf, doesn’t understand what’s happening, is
not in her right mind now. She is  not fit to be sentenced. Is
it right to execute a person who has no idea of her
crime?"

Sweat must have poured down Daren Logen's face while he spoke,
his hands must have been shaking. The court fan  must have
whirred grimly, as the jury listened stone-faced. The entire
courtroom must have been deathly still.

"At the very least," Daren Logen summed up, "if Duffino has
to be confined, do not send her to prison. Send her to a hospital
with perfect treatment for cases like this.

 "YES," I shouted as I was reading. "Duffino’s coming. The
Princess of Peace."

It only took the jury two hours to decide.

"The evidence was not foolproof, there were unanswered
questions in everyone's mind. Until Duffino spoke, no one could be
certain. Duffino was found Not Guilty by reason of
insanity, then as I had known, sentenced to Bingham. Her family
was willing for her to experiment with the Cure."

  Some inmates smiled, some grunted. Lanny was thrilled and
ran right over.

"Good job, Charlotte," he yelled, "it was you who did it!"

When the announcement was made officially at dinner, the inmates
finally got excited. Everyone started to clap.

Dr. Whitney stood at the front table in the dining room, holding
the microphone in his hands. Before he spoke, he tapped his glass
with a fork. Everyone stopped talking.

He lifted the paper and started to read.

"DUFFINO FOUND INSANE: SENTENCED TO BINGHAM.  Bingham
Mental Hospital for the criminally insane opened it's doors six
years ago. It is an experimental institution for those who have
been found guilty of crimes and yet still judged to be amenable to
the Cure. 

"Headed by the brilliant Dr. Ephraim Whitney, author and
founder of Insulin Therapy, Bingham is supported by a unique staff,
top experts on the innermost secrets of the criminally insane. This
extraordinary institution has agreed to take Duffino in."

Dr. Whitney put the paper down, scraped his throat slowly and
smiled.

"This is wonderful news. We have been singled out to receive one
of the nation's most unusual cases. We must all be very proud. "We
all will be watched very carefully now. Reporters will be coming
regularly to write about her progress. Don't let that upset you. Be
kind to Duffino,  she's been through an ordeal.”

A long, brooding silence followed his words.

  **   **   *

For a few days after that, the phones in the main office didn't
stop ringing. Dr. Whitney, delighted, made a statement to the
press:

"We are proud to accept Duffino to Bingham. And I personally
guarantee that within one year of her being here, Insulin Therapy
will no longer be considered experimental. She will prove the
effectiveness of our unique treatment. Years of research and
development will all be proven to be true. Duffino will speak
again! She will be on her way to a Cure."

My heart couldn't stop pounding as I read his words. Given
their unique methods! That grated me the most. What did they
really know about us? Tell me one time any doctor here touched our
hearts? I was the one who would help cure Duffino. That much was
clear.

After I read and re-read his statement, I folded the newspapers
I'd collected into tiny bits and hid it under my narrow, steel
frame bed. I did this at some risk to myself, too, because patients
are not allowed to hold onto magazines, newspapers, scraps of
papers, or stories with grim endings.

My mind was racing. The press would be here all the time. There
was too much interest in the case to let it subside. Would
I finally have a chance to speak out? Would I have a
chance to tell about my crime and that I’d been found guilty and
sent here without ever having been put on trial?

My mind raced back to the convent I was raised in. I thought of
Dorothea, the nun.  Would Duffino be like her? What room would
she be assigned to? Probably sub-basement at first. When would I
see her, what would I say? What kind of strength had kept her
silent so long?

She would be here soon and I had to get ready. I rushed to my
room, slammed the door shut, and knelt in prayer besides the far
wall. I looked high up through the small, barred window as the
evening light criss crossed in, making shadows on the wall.
 

"Jesus, help her," I murmured over and over. Outside, the trees
rustled and the sky turned from gray to black. I must have knelt
like that until early morning because all the next day my knees
were sore.

 

   *   * *  * *   *

 

No one knew exactly when Duffino was assigned to arrive, but a
few nights later, after dinner, Lanny came running up to
me. 

"Duffino's arriving first thing tomorrow morning."

"What?" My fat hands got cold. I rubbed them on my sides.

"And she still hasn't spoken a word," Lanny said. "I overheard
them down at case conference. They're putting security on special
alert. Reporters are coming with her.”

"Victory," I blurted suddenly, and raised my two arms, like
flags, to the sky. 

 

I was admitted six years ago, right after my fourteenth
birthday, when Bingham had just opened its doors. The head sisters
in the convent I was raised in brought me over with trembling
hands.

I remember the day clearly. It was hot and humid with a sweet
scent of clover in the air. The windows of our car were open, and I
put my face out to feel the passing breeze. As we drove through the
rolling, green hills I wondered where we were going.

As soon as we arrived we were rushed to Dr. Whitney's
office.

"We don't know what else to do with her," they whispered to Dr.
Whitney, who wore a white uniform and looked at me from far away.
"She's too young to stand trial."

He nodded his head.

"And we can't let this news out of how the sister died," the
head nun, Margaret, spoke very fast. "It would be disastrous for
the entire convent."

I saw Dr. Whitney take a few steps back. Even though he was
interested, this whole thing made him nervous. It was easy to
see.

The sisters went on pleading anyhow, "Do it for us, Doctor
Whitney. Please. Just take her in quietly. No one can understand
how it happened. Charlotte's an orphan. She's still only a child.
She was a perfect child until this happened. She was left on our
doorsteps as an infant. We watched her grow through the years."

They couldn't bring themselves to speak further, however, about
my heinous deed.

Dr. Whitney scraped his throat firmly.

"This is an experimental institution, you realize?"

Sister Teresa lowered her head. Sister Margaret did not.

"Our entire existence is based upon Insulin Therapy," Dr.
Whitney continued. "When they are ready, we put patients into a
series of comas, so they can re-live their crime. It is powerful in
cases such as these."

Once again he looked oddly at me. I must have looked very
peculiar. The sisters had forgotten to brush my hair, and my lower
lip drooped uncontrollably. It wasn't that I was insane. It was
that I never really had a chance to cry.

"I trust you'll take fine care of her, doctor," was all

Sister Teresa could say.

"Believe me, Sister Teresa," he answered, "Charlotte will thrive
here. We are on the verge of finding a Cure."

"God be praised," she murmured. "Our entire convent would be
forever grateful to you."

"Charlotte is accepted."  Dr. Whitney proclaimed and
motioned for the nurse who had been standing in the corner, to come
and take my pudgy hand. I watched the sisters band together, turn
their backs and quickly leave.

 

***
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SEARCHING FOR THE ONE

When Melvin suddenly leaves Sara for a younger woman, after
eighteen years of rough marriage, she is left with their three
growing children and a heart full of dreams.

Spurred on by single women friends and her spunky children, Sara
joins the online dating world, and the wild ride begins.



We watch Sara meet one far out guy after another, be lifted to the
sky, and plunged back down into despair. Her strange psychic keeps
her going, and she finally meets an impossible love. In the midst
of the mayhem, her mother tries to pull her back to the old
neighborhood. Just as she feels there is no more hope, and when she
least expects it, Sara's unexpected soul mate appears. We watch the
strange path this romance takes to an equally shocking and life
changing ending.
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