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For 19 years, Greg Ousley has sought to make sense of the event that has
haunted and dictated his life, but the answer, if such a simple thing exists, has
remained forever beyond his grasp. In its place, he has hunches and half
formed theories. He can lay out a chronology of moments leading up to the
event, but some of these are contradictory, others are mere fragments and all
are trivial when stacked against what came next. Occasionally, though, he
stumbles upon something that is raw and true, like when he describes what
happened on the afternoon of Tuesday, Feb. 23, 1993, four days before he
murdered his parents.
It was a normal day at his junior high school, but when Greg came home,
he fought with his parents and defiantly locked himself in his bedroom. Greg’s
father, Jobie, knocked on the door for a minute or two, and when that had no
effect, he returned to the couch to watch television.
In the prison where Greg told me this story, he gave a quick chuckle.
“Well, there’s no way my mom was gonna let that stand,” he said, “so after she
had a try and I still wouldn’t come out, she got a hairpin and just picked the
lock.”
Bonnie Ousley found Greg lying on his stomach, refusing to speak or even
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look at her. She sat on the edge of the bed and began stroking his back. In the
telling, Greg slid into present tense, pantomiming his mother’s caress. “And
she keeps saying: ‘What’s wrong, honey? What’s going on with you? Talk to
me. Just talk to me.’ ”
The 14yearold boy told his mother that he was scared, that all he ever
thought about was murder and suicide.
“And as soon as I say that, she takes her hand off my back.” Greg, who is
now 33, yanked his hand into the air, as if scalded. “She jumps up — ‘You’re
just watching too many movies’ — and walks out the room.”
His face crumpled. Over the many hours I had spent with him, he rarely
showed emotion, and the abruptness with which this came on seemed to
startle and embarrass him. He took a minute to compose himself, then said: “I
remember lying there thinking: Man, this is just never going to change. Mom
and Dad, they are never, ever gonna listen to me. I’ve got no choice, I’ve got to
go through with it.”
“Go through with it?” I asked.
Greg gave a slow shrug of his shoulders. “Kill them.”
Four nights later, at about 11:30, Greg went into his parents’ bedroom
with a 12gauge shotgun and shot his father once in the head. Moments later,
as his mother rushed for the telephone in the dining room, he killed her with
two more shots. Greg then drove the family pickup truck to his best friend’s
house three miles away. He told his friend what he had done and swore him to
secrecy. Then he drove back to his home around 4 a.m., parked the pickup in
the garage, placed the gun in the kitchen doorway and ran to a neighbor’s
house to raise the alarm.
The story Greg told the police — that he returned home from a latenight
joy ride to find the shotgun on the floor and his mother lying dead just beyond
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— had holes in it from the outset, and those holes became gaping once his
friend revealed what he knew to investigators. By midafternoon the next day,
Greg finally broke down at the Kosciusko County sheriff’s office in Warsaw,
Ind., and provided a full confession.
“I had been thinking about killing them every time I get mad,” he told his
interrogator. “They don’t seem to understand me.” Indicative of either his
youth or his mental state at that moment, Greg made a forlorn request of the
detective: “Please don’t tell my family.”
Despite Greg’s age, his case was swiftly waived into the adult justice
system. Facing the possibility of life in prison, he accepted a plea agreement of
guilty but mentally ill. In early 1994, Greg, then 15, entered the Indiana
penitentiary system to begin serving a 60year sentence. He was one of the
youngest adult inmates in the state’s history.
Today there are well more than 2,500 juveniles serving time in adult
prisons in the United States — enough, in Indiana’s case, to fill a dedicated
Y.I.A. (Youth Incarcerated as Adults) wing at Wabash Valley Correctional
Facility. The United States is the only Western nation to routinely convict
minors as adults, and the practice has set off a growing disquiet even in
conservative legal circles. In 2005, the Supreme Court ruled that the death
penalty for juveniles was unconstitutional, and just last month it similarly
banned mandatory sentencing of life without parole in juvenile homicide
cases.
But in this controversy, Greg Ousley is an unlikely representative for
sentencing reform. He is not a 16yearold doing 20 years for his third drug
felony or a 13yearold who found his father’s loaded handgun and shot a
playmate. What he is, or was, is a teenage boy who planned and carried out a
crime so unthinkable that to most people it is not just a moral transgression
but almost a biological one.
I first learned of Greg’s crime in the spring of 2009, and I wrote him a
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letter asking if he would be willing to talk to me. I wasn’t sure what I expected
to find, but I wanted to understand how a man who had served 16 years for
killing his parents made sense of what he had done and what his life could still
be. The first time I saw him, that April, Greg was at Westville Correctional
Facility, a sprawling mediumsecurity complex set in the cornfields just east of
Valparaiso. He was slighter than I expected — about 5foot10, with the wiry
frame of a wrestler or a distance runner — and a good deal perkier, possessed
of a quickwitted cheerfulness that was out of sync with his surroundings.
Even more surprising, given the nature of his crimes, was the setting for our
meeting. Rather than speaking in a visitors’ hall or a monitored media room,
Greg and I were led to a small conference room where we were allowed to visit,
without supervision and Greg free of any restraints, for as long as we wished.
“I work across the hall from the superintendent,” Greg explained, “so they
all know me.” He pointed out a window to a high fence topped with concertina
wire, the innermost ring of Westville’s many barriers to the outside. “And let’s
be honest,” he said, “where am I gonna go?” We talked that day for about five
hours and nearly as long the next, the first of scores of conversations we would
have in person or by phone over the next three years.
For a host of reasons, Greg’s story is a confounding one. Despite the
media attention they often garner, instances of a child’s murdering a parent or
stepparent — juvenile parricide, as it is legalistically known — are among the
rarest of homicides, probably accounting for fewer than 75 of the some 15,000
murders committed in the United States in any given year. Seldom are both
parents murdered.
Perhaps just as confounding as his crime, however, is the journey Greg
has taken inside prison. To say that he has spent his entire adulthood behind
bars doesn’t begin to capture the isolation he has experienced. While he had
frequent visitors in the first few years of his incarceration, that number quickly
trailed off. By the time of my appearance in April 2009, he had just three or
four visitors in the previous decade, none of them family members. I realized
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after my first two conversations with him that those 9 or 10 hours constituted
about half of all his contact with the outside world since he turned 20. Yet
during this same period, Greg somehow managed to become a model inmate.
After earning his highschool equivalency and attending nearly every anger
and stressmanagement workshop the penal system had to offer, he pursued a
bachelor’s degree in liberal arts through Indiana State University’s
correspondence program. In 2004, he graduated magna cum laude. (“I was a
bit disappointed with that,” he told me. “I was hoping for summa cum laude,
but I screwed up on this one class.”)
Just before I met Greg, his appeals lawyer petitioned the prosecutor for a
sentence modification, a procedure in which, on a prosecutor’s
recommendation, an Indiana judge might amend a sentence and grant an
early release for a prisoner whose behavior and record in prison suggest
complete rehabilitation. The prosecutor had previously rejected a handwritten
appeal from Greg, but in early 2009 he agreed to allow the modification
process to move forward, provided that none of the victims’ next of kin —
meaning Greg’s two sisters and five aunts and uncles — objected. It suddenly
opened up the possibility that, at 30, Greg might be released from prison years
before his official eligibility date of March 2019.
“I’m really confident it’s going to happen,” he told me at our first meeting.
“I have one aunt who might be a problem, but I’m pretty sure everyone else
will totally support it.”
It was tempting to dismiss this as wishful thinking, except that the
corrections officials I spoke with — and no group of professionals is more
jaded, working as they do in an environment where nearly everyone is trying
to work some angle — appeared to be the biggest supporters of Greg’s
campaign. This was evident in the extraordinary freedom we were allowed in
our discussions and also in the array of Westville officials, ranging from Greg’s
casework manager, Dennis Hood, up to the prison superintendent, William
Wilson, who made themselves available to extol the virtues of the bright and
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personable young man in their midst.
“He’s just a great worker,” Hood offered, “enthusiastic, solves problems
on his own, never complains. I have no doubt he’ll succeed in whatever he puts
his mind to when he’s released.”
His former work supervisor, Cindy Estes, was more explicit. “This kid has
jumped through every hoop the state has put in front of him,” she told me. “He
deserves to come out. There’s absolutely nothing to be gained by keeping him
in there for another 10 years.”
Along with happy anticipation at the prospect of soon walking out into a
world he hadn’t seen in 16 years, Greg was also clear on what he wanted to do
there. “I want to work with young people,” he said. “I want to use my life as an
example of what can go wrong, of how important it is when you’re that age to
get help if you feel things closing in on you.” He recognized the cliché and gave
a knowing laugh. “Yeah, I know, me and every other guy in here, right? But in
my case, it’s true.” He grew more thoughtful. “It comes down to hope. That’s
what I didn’t have at 14. I learned it in here. That’s what I can teach them.”
Since Freud, it has been generally assumed that the only way to unlock
the mysteries of the psyche is to dissect your childhood, especially the
formative influence of your parents. In Greg’s case, that process can quickly
sound like the ultimate blamethevictim excuse. It might also complicate one
of his greatest goals, which is to reconcile with his extended family. As a result,
he tends to intersperse negative anecdotes about his parents with statements
like, “But that doesn’t mean they deserved what I did to them,” or with
accounts of better times. He likes to talk about an essay he had to write in the
fifth grade, on the person he most admired, and how he chose his mother.
“When I was little, she was just the greatest mom around,” he told me,
“always playing with me, going to all my sports events. She was just so much
fun.”

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/22/magazine/gregousleyissorryforkillinghisparentsisthatenough.html

6/23

2/11/2016

Greg Ousley Is Sorry for Killing His Parents. Is That Enough?  The New York Times

He had a far more distant relationship with his father. Greg says Jobie
could go days without uttering a single word and can recall only one occasion
when he told Greg that he loved him — and this, Greg says, occurred when
Jobie was quite drunk. Chancy Schmucker, the friend Greg visited on the night
of the murders, used the phrase “good ol’ boy” to describe Jobie. “He’d always
be out in that workshed they had there, sitting in his old, ratty armchair, a
cigarette in one hand, a can of beer in the other, listening to country music. If
Greg and I came in, it was, ‘Hey boys, how’s it going?’ and that was about it.”
Although they first met in Indiana, Jobie and Bonnie were transplants
from the same impoverished corner of southeastern Kentucky coal country,
late travelers on the socalled Hillbilly Highway that, beginning after World
War II, saw the mass exodus of poor whites out of Appalachia for the
industrial cities of the Midwest. In Kosciusko County, a pleasant stretch of
rolling farmland and lakes in northeastern Indiana, they prospered. With
Jobie working as a press operator for R. R. Donnelley, a commercial printer in
Warsaw, and Bonnie as a packer for Kimble Glass, they were able to provide a
comfortable middleclass home for the three children who came along in the
1970s: Angie, Tammy and Greg. Around 1980, they moved into a three
bedroom ranch on a fiveacre parcel of farmland two miles south of Pierceton,
later adding a large deck in back and an aboveground pool.
Greg remembers his early childhood being a content one — long
afternoons spent tramping through the surrounding woods with his friends,
family vacations to the Indiana Dunes on Lake Michigan and to visit the
extended Ousley clan back in Kentucky. It was neither a materially deprived
existence nor a physically abusive one. Like most other kids growing up in
rural Indiana, Greg got the occasional spanking, administered by his father,
but rarely anything more severe than that. Yet even at a young age, he was
aware of the profoundly circumscribed orbit in which his family moved.
Sociologists have long noted a tendency among many of the Appalachian
transplants to the Midwest to remain separate from the larger community. The
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Ousleys appear to have been an extreme example of this, rarely socializing
with anyone other than three sets of relatives, all first cousins of Jobie’s, and
all of whom lived nearby. If easy and familiar in some ways, such tight social
compacts can lead to a kind of pressurecooker environment in times of family
discord, and by the late 1980s, the Ousleys were living in constant discord.
Sometimes the arguments were between Greg’s parents — usually
centered on Jobie’s drinking — but more frequently they were between Bonnie
and her two teenage daughters, squabbles that occasionally escalated to
slapping and hairpulling. Much of the family strife may have had roots in the
sad conditions of Bonnie’s own childhood. Abandoned by her father at a young
age, she was barely a teenager when her mother died. Essentially orphaned,
she and her two siblings — a sister, one year older, and a brother, a couple of
years younger — were sent north to Indiana to live with an aunt. The sorrows
didn’t end there. In the early ’70s, her brother was killed in a motorcycle
accident. As her own two daughters came of age and prepared to escape the
fractious family home, Bonnie’s history of loss seemed to manifest itself in
rages at her daughters, interspersed with accusations of abandonment.
As the youngest child, Greg was largely an observer to these battles. That
ended when first Angie moved out of the house, and then Tammy followed her
in the summer of 1991. “That’s when everything with my mom went from tense
but manageable to sheer hell,” Greg said. “I remember this one day when
Tammy was moving out. She and Mom were fighting again, and I was kind of
off in a corner smirking about it, and Tammy turned to me: ‘Don’t laugh,
because it’s all going to fall on you now. You’re it.’ And, man, was she right.”
Given the small statistical pool from which to draw, the few scholarly
studies devoted to juvenile parricide all come with an implied asterisk. But
criminologists have isolated a set of characteristics that are likely to be found
in the killer’s home. Not all of these markers were present in the Ousley house
— Greg was neither physically nor sexually abused, for example — but others
certainly were: family strife; social isolation. Perhaps most intriguing are those
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things often absent from such households: juvenile delinquency on the part of
the killer and a history of police intervention with the family, both of which
were absent from the Ousley home.
With his sisters gone from the house, 12yearold Greg was suddenly
burdened with perhaps the most significant parricidal marker of all: a recent
event that has made the child/killer the central focus of the parents’ abuse
and/or attention. Within months of Tammy’s departure, Greg began telling a
seventhgrade friend that he was going to kill his parents.
Tony Phillips is a science teacher and coach at Whitko Middle School
and an Air Force veteran. He exudes that calm, slightly stern manner that
certain troubled kids gravitate toward as a sign of stability and strength. As in
other schools across the country, teachers at Whitko find that much of their
time is taken up dealing with problems that have little to do with education
(“We don’t teach anymore,” Phillips commented on several occasions, “we
parent”), and they have become adept at looking for the bruises or body
language that might indicate abuse or turmoil in the home. The number of
children that Phillips has helped in such situations over the years is a source of
pride to him.
“Sometimes you have to push a little,” he said, “because kids this age
aren’t that communicative. But show you genuinely care, and they’ll usually
crack right open.”
Phillips might be especially vigilant in this regard because of what he sees
as his failure with one particular student two decades ago. From the autumn of
1990 until February 1993, he was Greg’s coach and teacher. Fourteen years
after the murders, Phillips remained so troubled by his experience with Greg
that he finally took a day off from Whitko to make the 90minute drive out to
Westville to see him.
“I think I was hoping for the golden key, so to speak,” he told me. “What
didn’t I see? Was there something I didn’t pick up on that could have
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prevented it?”
Phillips first encountered Greg at the beginning of sixth grade, and he
remembers him as a bright, polite student. Among the extended clan scattered
around the Pierceton area, Ousley boys had a reputation for being star
athletes, but Greg had little interest in baseball and was absolutely useless in
basketball, the sport in Indiana. With some coaxing, though, Phillips managed
to steer him into wrestling, where the small but lithe sixth grader proved
something of a standout.
By the beginning of seventh grade, though, Greg’s interest in sports had
waned, and he was frequently making elaborate excuses to avoid practice. He
had started to wear his hair in a mullet and donned the black garb of his
favorite heavymetal bands. To Phillips, none of this was cause for alarm.
“Kids at this age are constantly redefining themselves, and what their friends
think is more important than anything else,” he said. “So sure, Greg had
become more standoffish, he’d decided sports were a waste of time, but what
did that mean?”
What Phillips couldn’t see was that Greg’s behavior masked a rapidly
deteriorating home life, where he was now the sole focus of his mother’s rages.
Almost daily, Greg told me, his mother would rip into him about something —
his grades, his appearance, his choice of friends — ferocious tirades that often
culminated in her telling him, “I know you’re going to leave me just like your
sisters did.” Once her anger passed, Bonnie would usually apologize to her son,
but after a time Greg didn’t even hear it anymore.
“I just knew it was going to happen all over again tomorrow, so what did it
mean?” he said.
At the same time, he was becoming increasingly convinced that his
father’s remoteness was less a sign of disinterest in him than outright disgust:
disgust in his physical appearance, disgust in his lack of athletic prowess.
Indicative of this, at least in Greg’s mind, was Jobie’s reaction when Greg ran
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away from home in the fall of 1991 and sought refuge with his sister Angie,
who lived 10 miles down the road.
“My dad came in his pickup truck to get me,” Greg recalled, “opened the
passenger door — ‘Get in’ — and that was it. The whole way home, not another
word. It was like he didn’t even care enough to be mad at me.”
The process by which a disturbed individual moves from generalized
despair or anger toward a plan of action is known in the mentalhealth
community as ideation, and by the spring of 1992, Greg was displaying clear
signs of it. On one occasion, while his mother hung laundry in the backyard, he
took a rifle down from the gun cabinet and aimed it at her head, imagining
what would happen if he pulled the trigger. He quickly put the gun away,
terrified by his own thoughts.
Equally ominous, from a psychological standpoint, was when he decided
he needed a more convincing reason to get out of wrestling practice than the
excuses he was trading in. His solution was to shoot himself in the foot.
Instead of destroying his foot, the antique rifle backfired, leaving him with an
intermittent ringing in one ear.
Perhaps hastening this ideation process, Greg and his friends had begun
getting high, which for 12yearolds in rural Indiana often meant turning to
inhalants: gasoline, paint thinner, model glue. Huffing is well known to cause
brain damage in adolescents, and among his group of Whitko pals, Greg
quickly developed the reputation of a hardcore huffer.
“He’d do anything he could get his hands on,” said his former best friend,
Chancy. “I remember him once taking WD40 and huffing that.”
In the early summer of 1992, something occurred that compounded the
pressures mounting on the troubled 13yearold boy. Walking into the family
garage one afternoon, he found his mother in a kissing embrace with his
father’s best friend. For a time, Greg kept the knowledge to himself: when he
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finally confronted his mother, she tearfully admitted to the kiss but insisted
there was nothing more to it. When Bonnie refused to tell Jobie, as Greg
demanded she do, the boy saw that he was stuck, that his father now might
very well blame him for having withheld the information from him for so long.
Stuck, but also handed a potential weapon. Greg told his mother that if she
didn’t get off his back and let him do as he pleased, he would tell his father
about “the affair.”
“Basically I blackmailed her,” Greg explained. “I know it was an awful
thing to do — I knew it even then — but it worked. All of sudden, I felt like I
could breathe again, that now I had this escape hatch.”
But the episode also marked a turning point in Greg’s relationship with
his parents. Whatever respect he still held for them was now gone; his mother
was no longer just a “bitch” but a “whore,” his father a clueless cuckold. All
manageable, perhaps, as long as Greg could run free, but then on Feb. 20,
1993, the escape hatch slammed shut. In the face of another of his
blackmailing demands, Bonnie called her son’s bluff; if Greg wanted to tell his
father about the illicit kiss in the garage, he could go ahead.
“And that was it,” he recalled. “All I could see was that it was going to be
like this forever. Well, at least until I got out of high school and left home, but
that was four and a half more years away, so it might as well have been
forever.”
Over the next week, Greg planned his parents’ murder and told his best
friend that it was coming soon. Days before the killings, his thoughts had
become so consuming, and so frightening, that he made that last, missed
overture to his mother. Two days later, during his thirdperiod study hall, he
opened his school notebook and penned a message. “This weekend,” it began,
“I am going to kill my parents.”
Yet in Greg’s mental reconstruction, even at this late date, there remained
one last chance for the whole plan to be scuttled. It came on that Friday
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afternoon when he shouted an obscenity at his girlfriend and Tony Phillips
stopped him. After scolding the eighth grader for using such language at
school, Phillips detained Greg long enough to ask what was going on with him.
“I almost told him right then,” Greg said. “If he or anyone else had just
pushed me a little bit more, because I was so upset and scared by what was
about to happen, I just know I would’ve crumbled right there.”
Instead, Greg gave the stock response of most every 14yearold boy —
“nothing” — and the moment passed.
It is this account that Greg related to Phillips on that day in 2007 when
his former teacher showed up at Westville hoping to discover the “golden key.”
And it is the same account, if more detailed, that he told Phillips and me in
November 2009 when we went to Westville together. During the drive back to
Kosciusko County after that meeting, Phillips was quiet for a very long time.
“You know what’s the scariest aspect to all this?” he finally said. “I don’t
remember that conversation at all. Ever since Greg told me about it, I’ve
racked my brain trying to remember, but I just can’t.”
For the longterm prisoner, hope is a tricky property, something that
needs to be constantly monitored and managed. Bereft of it, the inmate can
quickly descend into a state of apathetic despair and turn to the fastathand
reliefs — drug use, gang allegiance — that all but ensure his stay will be
lengthened. But to nurture out too much hope is to invite repeated and
crushing disappointment, which can be just a slower way to get to the same
place. The proper balance, it seems, is to work toward a goal — reconciliation
with a family member, winning a legal appeal — while constantly reminding
yourself that it probably won’t happen.
At Westville, Greg is allowed to call people on an approved contact list,
and after my first visit in 2009 we began staying in touch through weekly
hourlong phone conversations. His calls invariably came at precisely the
scheduled time, but on those occasions when I was unable to pick up, Greg
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shrugged off the lost opportunity with equanimity. “No problem,” he would
say the following week. “I know you’ve got other things going on.”
Through his first few years in prison, Greg’s fear alone acted as something
of a distraction, the time eased by occasional visits from his sisters and their
young children. Then things became routine, the visits stopped and the
enormity of what lay ahead — a minimum of 28 years if he did everything just
right; he’d be a man in his 40s when he got out — gradually dawned on him.
Greg remembers those as the very worst years, a period when he occasionally
turned to prison dope and moonshine for brief relief and when he got written
up a number of times for minor infractions.
During this period, though, he set out on a painful journey of self
examination, trying to understand what he had done and why. One of the
crueler paradoxes of his situation is that if he had been remanded into
Indiana’s juvenile justice system, Greg would have received help in this
process; Indiana places an emphasis on youthful offenders’ undergoing
intensive behavioral and psychological therapy as a way for them to
understand their actions and, it’s hoped, correct their course in the future.
But Greg entered an adult system where whatever psychological
counseling existed was primarily geared toward helping an inmate cope with
his incarceration, not examining how he got there in the first place. Going it
alone, Greg began putting his thoughts to paper. His first effort, a 40page
handwritten essay begun when he was 19, took him 15 months to write and
was titled, “Why I Killed My Parents.”
“For a long time,” he wrote, “I searched for the reason of why I did what I
did, and today I am finding it. Although there are other things that I
remember, but don’t know how to explain yet, basically it all comes down to
one thing: acceptance. In my case, it was not being accepted by my parents for
trying to be myself.”
Six years later, at 25, he embarked on a far more mature and pained
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effort, keeping a journal in which he frequently addressed passages directly to
his dead parents. That journal coincided not only with his pursuit of a
bachelor’s degree but with something else, as well. It is one of the few aspects
of his life Greg is reluctant to discuss, but it seems to hold the key to his
fortitude. “I’ve never been particularly religious,” he told me during one of our
visits, “and I’ve never really fallen for all that mystical stuff, but I had these
two different dreams, about three months apart, where first my father and
then my mother came to me. They were so vivid, lifelike, and for the first time
since it happened, I could hear their voices, see their faces. And they forgave
me. They hugged me, and forgave me for what I did.” Greg paused and
kneaded his fingers. “People might think that I’m just letting myself off the
hook, but after that, everything changed. I still have the guilt, but I truly
believe they have forgiven me, and that’s kind of allowed me to move on, to
think about what comes next because I feel that’s what they want now.”
In Greg’s memory, it was the best night he ever spent with his parents.
He made plans to spend that Saturday night at Chancy’s house, but that
day, Greg was confronted by his parents and admitted pocketing the deposit
for a canceled school trip and using the money to buy guitar strings for his
father’s old guitar. He called Chancy with the news that he was grounded but
said he would sneak over later that night once his parents were asleep. The day
took an unusual turn when Jobie told Greg to bring out the guitar strings, and
father and son together restrung the guitar. Later, as Greg sat strumming in
the family room, Jobie came in and briefly listened to him play.
“My father said, ‘Wow, you’re pretty good,’ ” Greg recalled. “It was weird,
because I couldn’t think of the last time he’d complimented me about
anything.”
Jobie took up the guitar and taught his son a few chords of an old
bluegrass favorite. The two were joined by Bonnie, and for the next several
hours, Greg and his parents sat in the family room singing and playing
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together.
“It was so strange,” Greg said, “because this had just never, ever happened
before. It was almost like. . . .” He groped for the right words “I don’t know,
like on some level he knew, like he was trying to make amends or head it off
somehow.”
At about 10:30, Jobie and Bonnie went to bed. For the next hour, Greg sat
on the couch and stared at the television — it was tuned to an oldmovie
channel, he recalled, though he has no memory of what was playing — and
tried to find a reason to not go through with it. On the one hand, maybe that
evening was a sign of better times to come. But weighted against this was a
concern so perverse that only an adolescent mind might come up with it:
already having a reputation among his friends as a liar, he was sure that if he
didn’t do this now, no one would ever believe him about anything again. At
about 11:30, he rose from the couch and made for the gun cabinet.
Around 4 a.m., Chloe and Michael Neer, the Ousleys’ closest neighbors,
were awakened by a frantic pounding on their front door. It was Greg.
“He was saying, ‘My mother’s been killed, someone’s killed my mother,’ ”
Chloe Neer remembers. Greg was friends with Chloe’s three sons, and after she
called 911, she went to hug the sobbing boy. “And as soon as I did, I knew he’d
done it,” she told me. “I can’t explain why — a mother’s intuition, I guess —
but I just knew.”
A 12gauge slug fired from close range inflicts horrific damage on a
human body, and the two that killed Bonnie Ousley — one to her right side, the
other to the back of her head — struck with such force that blood and tissue
were sprayed on the ceiling and a wall nearly 20 feet away. Police officers
found a similarly gory scene in the master bedroom where Jobie lay dead.
While one aspect of Greg’s story checked out — that he had gone to see his
friend Chancy that night — it was just about all that did. Shortly after
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daybreak, he was transported to the Kosciusko County sheriff’s office in
downtown Warsaw, where the authorities faced a legal wrinkle. Under Indiana
law, minors can waive their Miranda rights only with parental consent, but
with Greg’s parents dead, it meant a legal guardian had to be appointed before
the boy could be interviewed. Among the relatives who gathered outside the
Ousley household that morning, one of the most distraught was Bonnie’s
sister; to several officers, she made a comment that she had lost the only
family she had left. At the sheriff’s office, authorities quickly moved to make
her and her husband Greg’s guardians, an arrangement that all parties agreed
to.
The county sheriff was nervous enough about the legality of this maneuver
— in Indiana, guardianship can be conferred only by the courts, and no judge
had been anywhere near this case yet — that he ordered investigators to halt
their questioning. It soon became a moot point, however. By noon, the police
had found the notebook in which Greg wrote of killing his parents, and his
friend Chancy had related Greg’s account of the killings, details that precisely
matched up with the murder scene. Shortly after 3 p.m., Greg broke down and
confessed.
Two days later, Greg was taken into court for a hearing on whether his
case should be routed into the adult legal system. His courtappointed lawyer
might have asked for a preliminary psychiatric examination, a procedure that
would have at least slowed the process down, but he declined to do so. He
might have also asserted that the presence of premeditation — the prosecutor’s
chief argument for taking it to adult court — was a particularly poor standard
in the context of juvenile parricide; given the physical and psychological power
imbalance inherent in childparent relationships, a not uncommon feature to
such murders is premeditation. He declined to do that as well. And so in a
single 20minute hearing held less than 72 hours after the murders, it was
decided that the 14yearold would stand as an adult.
Having accepted a plea agreement of guilty but mentally ill, Greg
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appeared for his sentencing hearing in early January 1994. A panel of three
psychological examiners hired by the defense unanimously argued against
simple incarceration, urging instead for “treatment which would deal with the
traumas and deficiencies noted in his development.”
Daniel Hampton, the Kosciusko County deputy prosecutor (he declined to
be interviewed for this article), argued for a severe penalty. “Greg,” he stated,
“will eventually set an example for other juveniles.”
Greg was sentenced to two consecutive 30year prison terms.
In 2009, letters were sent by Greg’s lawyer to Greg’s two sisters and five
aunts and uncles asking their views on his modification petition. Of the six
relatives who replied, five were in favor of early release, but one, his mother’s
sister, was opposed. Greg got the bad news in the form of a letter from the
prosecutor, Daniel Hampton: “It is on that basis that the State of Indiana will
be objecting to any modification in this case.”
When Greg next called, I expected him to be morose. Instead, he was
remarkably upbeat. “So maybe it doesn’t all come together the first time out,”
he said, “but this starts the process, and eventually it will. I have to believe
that. I’ve gone too far to lose hope now.”
In fact, he had come up with another idea: a family mediation session. His
vision was for a kind of family reunion inside the prison walls, a chance for all
his relatives to sit and ask him anything they wanted, to vent, to curse him,
whatever.
“Even the ones who said, ‘Yeah, sure, let him out,’ I’d like them to come,”
he said in one of our phone calls. “I want them to see I’m not the crazy 14year
old kid they remember, because one of the problems here is that I’m frozen in
time to them. I need for them to see what I’ve become.” He paused. “And I
hope [my aunt] comes, too. I really don’t blame her for opposing my release —
I took away the most important person in her life — but if I’ve learned one
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thing from all this, it’s that you can’t keep things bottled up. Even if it doesn’t
sway her one bit, I think it’d help her to see my face.”
It took over a year to organize the mediation session. Part of the delay was
because Greg was transferred from Westville to another mediumsecurity
prison, Miami Correctional Facility, about an hour north of Indianapolis.
Another obstacle was the difficulty finding the required outside mediator to
officiate. One after another, those approached demurred or simply went silent
once they heard the nature of Greg’s crimes. Finally Rick Russell, a family
therapist living about an hour away from the prison, agreed to do it, and the
mediation session was scheduled for midNovember 2010.
When the day arrived, only a single uncle, Jobie’s older brother Eddie,
accompanied by his fourth wife, Patricia, made the journey to Miami. Prison
visits always have an awkward, forced quality to them, and so it was with the
mediation session, the five of us — Greg and Rick Russell, Eddie and Patricia
and me — arrayed in a semicircle in a large visitation hall, two prison guards
keeping watch from a respectful distance.
Greg was intensely anxious in the days leading up to the meeting — he
hadn’t seen Eddie since immediately after the murders — and he prepared a
kind of soliloquy for the occasion, an accounting of all that had brought him to
that awful day. Five or six minutes into the speech, though, it proved too
much, and Greg fell apart and began to sob. Russell intervened and advised
him to take his time, to let the conversation wander where it wanted to go.
Soon the conversation settled into an easier rhythm, one in which the grim
recollections were interspersed with happier reminiscences.
At one point, while talking about Jobie’s aloofness even when they were
kids, Eddie said, “If you could get two words out of Jobie, you were doing real
well.” Then he told Greg: “He was proud of you. I know, because he used to
brag on you to me. Problem was, he just didn’t know how to express it.”
This came to Greg with the force of revelation, appearing to please and
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sadden him simultaneously. He described that last night with his parents,
came to the part where his father took up his old guitar. “He tried to teach me
the chords to this old bluegrass song, really pretty song, and all these years I’ve
been trying to remember what it was. It kind of went like this.” Greg looked at
the group and hummed a few bars.
“ ‘Wildwood Flower,’ ” Eddie said, grinning. “Our father used to play it all
the time.” And for the next few moments, he and Greg sat humming the tune
together.
I returned to the prison the next day and met with Greg alone. He was
emotionally exhausted from the experience and was focused on getting some
photographs of his parents that Eddie promised to send.
“I’ve only ever had this one photo of them,” he said, “but you can’t see
their eyes in it, so I feel like I can’t really remember what they look like. I just
really want to be able to see their eyes.”
When those photos arrived, though, Greg was devastated. “I have only
been able to look at them a few times [since] the night I received them,” he
wrote to me in an email. “I feel pretty bad, man. It has me feeling all kinds of
screwedup things. Just seeing my parents and really seeing them as real
people. I mean there are pictures in there from the early ’80s. They were all
happy. We were all happy.”
Shortly after that, Greg went quiet for a long time. When our contact
resumed, the weekly phone calls became monthly phone calls, my emails to
him going unanswered for long stretches. “Sorry, man,” he offered, when I
finally confronted him about it in a phone call, “I’ve just been really busy.”
“Busy? In prison?”
We shared a laugh — but a soft one lest the hypersensitive prison phone
system cut us off.
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Mark Sevier, a powerfully built man with closecropped hair, is the
superintendent of Miami Correctional. By coincidence, he was an inmate
counselor in the winter of 1994 at Wabash Valley, the prison in southwestern
Indiana where the 15yearold Greg Ousley was sent to start serving his 60
year sentence. Sevier was assigned to his case.
“I remember when he came in,” Sevier told me. “He was just so young and
little — and he’s not a big guy even now — but back then he was like, what, 130
pounds? It was like putting a baby in among all these grown men.”
Their new charge presented the Wabash Valley staff with a formidable
challenge. All cells at Wabash were twoman units, and while Greg was slated
to enter the general population, that population included nearly 200
maximumsecurity inmates. “We thought very carefully about who to put him
in with,” Sevier recalled. “I think we also tapped some of the other guys on the
block to watch out for him. It’s better now, because they’ve got a special unit
down there to house all the underage guys who’ve come in, but back then
there was nothing like that.”
Despite his earlier intentions, Greg hasn’t had another family mediation
session since the one in 2010 with his uncle Eddie. As grueling as that meeting
was, he felt it helped him gain a new perspective on his parents, especially his
father. He now suspects that what he interpreted in his father as disinterest,
even disgust, more likely stemmed from a paralyzing selfconsciousness. Jobie
found solace from this torment by shutting himself away in his workshed.
That, and probably he was bone tired. “You know, my parents worked so
damned hard,” Greg says, “and they were constantly being moved from one
shift to another, so their sleep was always messed up. How much of it was
maybe just that they were tired? Even that afternoon when I told my mom that
I was scared, maybe it was, ‘O.K., I know this is important, but right at this
moment, I just can’t deal.’ But when you’re 13, 14, everything’s about you, you
don’t get any of that.”
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Over the past two years, Greg’s isolation has eased. While he’s yet to be
visited by his sisters, he is now in email contact with them and regularly
receives letters from two nieces. Chloe Neer, his old neighbor in Pierceton,
recently began visiting him in Miami. “I try to get down at least once a month,”
she says.
As for winning an early release, Greg now knows that is very unlikely,
unless there occurs some unforeseeable change of heart by his aunt or by the
prosecutor, Daniel Hampton. At the end of my meeting with Sevier, he asked
how much more time Greg had to serve. In prisons, both inmates and officers
have a habit of thinking of doing time in terms of stamina, as if it were a long
distance race, and when I told Sevier seven years, he briefly pondered before
giving a sharp nod.
“He can do that. He’s a strong guy.”
Strong or not, Greg’s case is a telling one in the national debate over just
what is accomplished by sentencing juveniles to long prison sentences. In the
case of juvenile parricide, there is an added paradox. Because it is among the
most targetspecific of crimes, criminologists believe that an abused juvenile
who killed a parent is likely to be at low risk of future criminality if he gets
treatment and has a strong social support system when he is released.
Certainly society might recoil at the notion that a child who murders his
parents should be “let off” by a juvenile detention that might end at 18 or 21,
but attached to this is the question of when the thirst for punishment becomes
counterproductive to all concerned. After all, Greg Ousley, like 95 percent of
other prison inmates, is going to come out some day, and is it better for society
that he do so when he’s in his 30s and still has the potential of patching
together a somewhatnormal life, or not until his 40s when his options will be
far more limited?
This debate seems a long way off in Kosciusko County. In April 2010, two
young boys from a rural corner of the county, Colt Lundy, 15, and Paul
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Gingerich, 12, shot to death Lundy’s stepfather, Phillip Danner. Days later, at
the urging of the county prosecutor, Daniel Hampton, the boys’ cases were
waived into the adult system, where, facing up to 65 years in prison, both
entered plea agreements. On Jan. 4, 2011, almost 17 years to the day that Greg
Ousley was sentenced in the same county courthouse, Paul Gingerich was
sentenced to 25 years. Considered by prison officials to be too vulnerable for
even the youth as adults wing of Wabash Valley prison, Gingerich is currently
being temporarily housed at a juvenile facility. He is the youngest adult inmate
in Indiana.
Scott Anderson is a contributing writer to the magazine and the author of the
novel “Moonlight Hotel.” He is at work on a book about World War I.
Editor: Joel Lovell
A version of this article appears in print on July 22, 2012, on page MM26 of the Sunday Magazine
with the headline: A Plea to Be Free.
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