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Inside and Out: A Two-Part Special
Report on Prison and lts Aftermath

This year, the United States achieved a dubious
distinction; It surpassed Russia as the world
leader in imprisonment, with one in avery 130
people living behind bars. The U.S. prison
population has soared above 2 million, and
most of those inmates are locked up for non-
violent crimes. People are also laaving prison
in record numbers; in 2000, an unprecedented
600,000 prisoners will return home. The
imprisonment boom, fueled largely by the
nation’s war on drugs, has generated new
industrias and jobs. It has also devastated
neighborhoods, fractured families, and created
8 new class of stigmatized people who will )
one day retum to society, To explore the human
cost of America’s growing punishment indus-
try, The Viliage Voice is publishing a two-part
special report. This week: an in-depth portrait
of the nation's largest penal colony. Neaxt week:

one ex-con's struggle to rejoin her family.

Roaming
RIKers

By Jennifer Gonnerman

PHOTOGRAPHS BY ANDREW LICHTENSTEIN

Hidden between the boroughs of New York City,
a two-lane bridge rises from the northwest shore
of Queens and extends more than a mile over the
East River, Planes descending into LaGuardia

STUN SHIELDS, STRAY CATS, BUCK-FIFTIES, BOOFING: THE
TOP BRASS'S TOUR OF AMERICA'S LARGEST PENAL COLONY

Airport roar overhead constantly, while thou-
sands of cars and buses commute each day
across this steel-and-concrete roadway. Still, the
bridge remains unknown 1o most New Yorkers.
A mere 11 miles [rom Lady Liberty's raised
torch, it dumps passengers at the front door of
the natien's largest penal colony: Rikers Island.
where 10 jails sprawl across an area hall the
size of Central Park. See GONNERMAN page 46
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The island :s the hears of New York City's jail system. home to 80 percent of its 14,600
or 50 nmates, with nine jails for men and one for wornen. Rikers' daytime populaton—
meluding pnsoners, employees, and wsitors—is enormous, nearly 20000, All residents
are iempaorary. Two-thirds of the inmates are detamees—iegally mnocent and waitng for
their cases to crawl through the courts—while one-thurd have been sentenced and are
watting for an empty bed in an upstate prison or are serving a vear or less here.

As New York Citv’s jail system has grown over the decades, Rikers Island has be-
come something of a small town. with schools, medical clinics, ball fields. chapels. drug
rehab programs, grocery swres, barbershops, a bakery. a power planr, a track. a tailor
shop. a bus depot, and even a car wash.

Despite these sygrufiers of dvilization, it is notoricusly difficult 1o get onto Rikers
island withott a gold badge, a visitor's pass, or a pair of steel cufls around one’s wrists.
A reporter’s notebock or television camera, moreover, will likely get one only nervous
glances and a polite refusal of permission to tour the jails. But here I was one summer
morning, riding in a shiny black Mercury Grand Marquis belonging 1o Bernard Kerik,
the commissioner of New York City's Department of Correction.

Kerik would later become the city’s police commissioner, but on this day his promo-
tion was still only a whispered possibility, a rumor that had been spreading through Hik-
ers’ jails for nearly a year. In August, wlen Mayor Rudolph Giubam picked Kerik to lead
the nation's largest police department, he pointed to the jail chuels performance manag-
ing prisoners and guards; though the mayor didnt mention it as a selling pent, perhaps
equally atractive to him was Kerik's demonstrated ability to manage the city's media.

On this day, as his driver steered his car toward the Rikers Island bridge, Kerik
looked like a corporate executve on his way to the office, wearing a gold Rolex. his
thinning hair slicked straight back, a silk tie knotted tightly, and shoes bulTed to an
obsessive shine, Kerik, 45, has six holes in his left earlohe—evidence of a prior stint
wath the NYPD, when he worked undercover as a ponytailed drug dealer. But today
his spit-and-polsh image seemed part of his effort to paint over the jails’ lingering
reputation of evercrowding and violence,

Beginning in the late 1980s, riots injured mmdreds of inmates and guards on Rik-
ers Island. And afier the Bloods, an African Amencan gang. began recruiing members
here in 1993, a vidous hurf war erupted between the Bloods and the long dominant
Latino gangs, the Latin Kings and Netas. Prisoners’ blood regularly decorated jail hall-
ways, and officers dubbed the jail for teenage bovs “Vietnam.” For some wardens, jail
management meant shipping their mest violent inmates to anather faclity under the
pretext of reducing overcrowding. At the tirne, it seemed that the prisoners ran Rikers.

Kerik had surprised me by approving my request to roam around Rikers. Although
he rarely granied journalists more than a few hours of access, he permitted me o spend
a total of eight summer days on the island, presumably because he was eager 10 show
how he had Lamed Rikers, how he'd reinvented leadership on an island where crime—
slashings and beatings and stabbings and riots—had once seemed beyond control.

Even before he became the leader of the NYPD, Kerik liked to draw comparisons
between his job and the police comimissioner’s. “People just assuined New York Gity
was out of control and could never be changed,” Kerik said. “But look at the drop in
aime. All of the things people said five years ago could never, ever, ever be done—
they wld me the same thing about Rikers Island.”

Kerik's swategy for rehabilitating Rikers included improving its appearance as well as
its crme statisties. “I'm an image guy.” he sail, “Somebody in umiform . . . is supposed to
earn respect. [If] you walk up and have mustard stains on your tie, your hat is on sideways,
you have keys all around you—people think you're a joke. . . . Some of these guys looked
like they ironed their clothes wath a hot rock.” Kerik paused. “If it's my agency,” he added,
“you look the way I want you 1o look” Kerik's campaign to win respect for Rikers, and for
hirnse!, invelved not onty well-pressed unifbrms but alse good press. At this, he excelled,
landing positive stories in the New York Past, the Daily News, and The New York Tbaes,

As the car nosad across the bridge, LaGuardia appeared on our right, 50 near that

we drove aver a pier of lights pointing pilots

to Runway 13-31. And then once past the

gates, here we were, heading down a quiet

two-lane street lined by high-tech modular
@ jails and aging brick jails and razor-tipped
wire twisting around 12-foot fences.

Rikers prisoners refer 10 their home as
“the Rock.” but from an archaeclogical point
of view it's more accurate to call this place a
dump. Long before Rikers Island housad the
accuséed, it served as the repository of what the
dity proper had no use for—broken boilers, old
solas, horse manure, garbage, tin cans, street
sweepings. and earth from subway excava-
tions, First arriving on the island’s south side
in 1893, the refuse burned all day, attended by
hordes of rats feasting on the city's leftovers.

As the garhage grew, so did the island, Only 87 acres when New York City bought
it from the Riker family in 1884 for $180,000, the island had, three decades and thou-
sands of boatlsads of trash later, swollen 1o nearly five times its original size, reaching
some 415 acres, The island was transformed into a different sort of dumping ground in
1935, when the Rikers lsland Penitentiary opened.

Sending prisoners to Rikers continued New York City’s Victorian strategy for
dealing wath undesirables. The islands rising from the East River in the middle of New
York City havs long been receptacles for the sick, poor, violent, and mentally ill. Over
the last 200 years or so, they've housed insane asylums, a paupers’ cemetery, tubereulo-
515 tents, a home for delinguent teenagers, and a hospital for such inlectious diseases
as smallpox and yellow fever.

dow our drive ended in front of Commissioner Kerik's office, a pale yellow trailer.
the seat af his power. His path here began in 1993, when he  Sez GONNERMAN page 48
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moonlighted for Giubani's mayoral campaign,
managing the cops who worked as the
candidate’s bodyguards. After Giuliani wen,
he appointed Kerik head of the Department of
Correction’s investgations division. Kerik rose
10 the agency's number two position in 1995,
despite the fact that he lacks a college degrea.

When Michael Jacebson, a budget ex-
pertwith a doctorata in sociclogy, resigned
in 1998, Kerik hecamne the leader of the $860-
milion-a-year agency, and now, in his office,

[ was staring at the framed photographs
adorning s fake wood-paneling—one, of
Giuliani, was cbligatory. but another. of Qliver
North, | imagined mught mdicate quite a bit
about the well-groomed commissioner. On
his desk, a bluebery-scented candle burned,
an atlempt Lo override the stench left by the
stray cats that resided beneath his trailer.

“We try to um the agency like corporate
Amertca,” explained Kerik. “In corporate
America, if you can't do the werk, you have
to go.” I didn't doubt his sincerity. A little Jater
I watched about 120 deputy commissioners,
assistant commissioners, bureau chiefs,
assistant chiefs, wardens, deputy wardens,
assisiant deputy wardens, ¢aptains, and
officers stand as their boss marched into
another trailer-turmed-confeTence room at
8:01 am. On Rikers Idlangd, management
meetings always start the sama way, with the
sound of chairs scraping the floor in tmison.

Kerik took his seat qn the dais next to
Wiliam J. Fraser, an enormaus, ruddy-faced
former guard who was then the agency’s
highest-ranking uniformed member. the
orly person in the room with four gold stars
pinned to each shoulder, Fraser’s official itle
was “Chief of Departinent,” though he could
also have been described as Kerik's enforcer,
(When Kerik left for the NYPD, Fraser was
named to succeed him, ensuring his hoss's
legacy.) Now, from their perch at the front
of the roorn, Kerik and Fraser surveyed

Some wore unifarms; others were
civilians in business suits with graduate
degrees and titles like “Assistant Commissioner,
Assets Management.” Glancing arcind the
room, it quickly became apparent that the
racial composition of this agency darkens as
one descends the pyramid of power. The four
top officials on the dais were white, while the
managers they oversee were 4 racially mixed
group, The populations these managers
supervise—the city’s prisoners and guards—
include few whites. African Americans and
Latinas make up 80 percent of the agency’s
stafl and 92 percent of its prisoners.

Kerik's monthly meetings formed the
centerplece of his rmanagement sirategy, a
biueprint for leadership that he borrowed
from the NYPD. Modeling his program cn the
NYPD's Compstat, Ketik called his version the
“Total Efficiency Accountahility Management
Systemm,” or TEAMS. At these TEAMS meet-
ings, Kerik quizzed wardens on topics ranging
fram the names of their jails” Latin Kings gang
leaders to the temperaure of their potato
salad. Wardens who didn't have answers
sometimes foimd themsslves without jobs,

This marping it was Anthany Serra’s
rurn. Serra, who was then the boss of Rikers’
second-oldest jail, the Narth Infirmary
Command, stood stiffly befare 2 micophana
in the middle of the packed room. Fraser
began the questioning.

“You've had three slashings over the
last two months,” tha chief said to Serra.
“Can you tell me about them?”

“The first incident occurred on May 29,
up in housing area & South,” Serra dutifully
reported. “We had an inmate, Hop, who went
1o retrieve a aup from in front of the television,
Other inmates were watrhing the television,
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VIEW THROUGH THE SURVEILLANCE CAMERAS: HIGH-SECURITY CELL BLOCKS AT THE MORTH INFIRMAAY COMMAND

He blocked their view. They got mad at him.
They didn't like his response when they
confronted hum, 5o they attacked hitm.”

Serra continuted his grim rectation,
explaining that the second slashing vecurred
when ore prisoner tired of angther inmate
shaking him down and urged friends to attack
his extortionist. In the third incidens, a Bloods
gang member sliced the follower of a rival
gang, the Five Percenters, To prevent further
violenice, Serra promised Lo erect more oltdoor
pens to separate his high-security inmates.

“Overall, you're doing 2 good job,”
Fraser said.

“Thank you, sir.”

A few years ago, these interrogations
didn't always go so smoothly. °{ recall imes
in this agency when [ asked [wardens], ‘How
many inmates do you have in your faclity?” ~
Kerik said later. “And they didn’t know.
They'd have to get on the phone and call
- a captain,” Such lapses infuriated the
- commissioner. *{'m not asking abeut brain
surgery,” he noted. "F'm asking about your
job. You're supposed to know.” One warden
stumbled 5o badiv that he lost his job before
the meeting ended In this jailhouse version
of corporate Amenca, fear is the ultimate
ranagement tool, 2 way lor guards te
control the prisoners, and for the agency's
top offidals 10 control their wardens,

The door to these meetings remained
closed to outsiders back when wardens
were fumbling basic questions. But today,
viplence on the island is at an all-time
low, the door has swvung open, and the
parade of visitors is nonstop. Giuliani
bas sat on the dais next to Kerik. Prison
officials from Hawaii, Singapore, and
South Alfrica have observed these meetings.
Viadirnir Yalunin, who nms Russia’s prison
system, has visited. And on this morning,

a few officials from the New Jersey state

prison, system filled chairs near the front

Rikers' sheer magnitude and notoriety

meke it a popular tourist attraction for

out-of-town prison officials,

With so many visitors passing through.
these question-and-answer sessions seemed
to be as rouch about irpressing outsiders
as about monitoring wardens. By now,
Kerik's managers had learned what
questions tn expect and usually spat back
well-rehearsed responses

The morning’s only nerve-racking
moment came shortly after John Basilone,
then the warden of the Anna M. Kross Center.
stepped behind the podium. With 2305 men
in his jail, Basilone supervisad a population
larger than Maine's entire state prison
system. Fraser glanced down at his copy of
the wardens” report cards, stapled into a 60-
page packet inown as the “Primary Indicator
Report.” There aren't any As or B's in these
report cards, but there are plenty ol monthly
numbers designed to measure the wardens’
performance, from how many of their
prisoners escaped or hanged themselves to
how many visited a hospital or got caught
with a hememade shank.

Fraser grilied Basilone about his
PR slashing statstics. then homed in on the

. number of times prisoners visited the
jail's commissary, the num-grocery store
K where popular purchases include Keebler

.t cookies and Newport cigareties.

& “You had 560 people from January to
May go to commussary, and [in June] that
figure doubled to 11,7927 Fraser said to the
warden. “Is that an accurate number? If so,
tell me we're not having a riot or something =

“1 believe the numbers have—" Basilone
stopped. Everyone in the room waited,
Finally, Basilone responded. “No, Chief.”

“Listen, forget See GONNERMAN page 50
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the answer,” said Fraser, his voice growing louder and his cheeks redder, "This is
something for everyane. When you see spikes [in your numbers) in certain areas, go see
what's wrong. A spike in commussary is very critical because it can indicate a number
of things, from an inmate strike o an inmate food boycott to a potential disturbance
brewing. That's when people stock up on commissary, becausa they know they ain't
going to be leaving their cells 1o eat.”

“We had looked into this,” the warden insisted, "We didn't have anyone hoarding.”
Fraser wasn't sabsfied. “If 11,000 is accurate, then the 5600 number isnota
good answer, because that means you didn’t have sufficient stock [in the commissary],”
the chielsaid. “You're lucky you didn't have more stabbings and slashings because,

if I'm an inmate and 1 can 't get anything, then 1'm going to be a lirde upset. This is
senous stuff, guys. Take 11 serious!”

Kerik announced a 15-minute break, and the crowd drifted toward the table in the
back with rays of prisoner made pound cake from Rikers' bakery. Two videa monilors,
which had shown charts and graphs during the wardens® interrogatons, now {lashed
a revealing slogan; Great players win games. Greal teams win championships.

Kerik invited his visitors into a back room. "There are five issues that inmates can
really rally around 1o the point of a riot,” he said. "One is commissary, one is visits, one
is welephone, one is food. and one is mail * He explained that any disruption in these
services—il the Nlow of lenters stops or the phone lines go dead—could spark a rebellion,
Analyzing statistics to figure out exactly how much hardship his prisoners would
endure, Kerik seemed to have transformed the practice of punishment into an elahorate
mathematical equation. Mei

Despile the faltering of his last warden, the commissioner assured the visilors ’
that his emplayees were excelling. Kerik's message was simple and seductive: He
had regained contro! of Rikers with his version of corporate accountability —charts,
statstics. infimidation. Indeed. Kerik has shrunk the number of stabkings and slash-
ings by 93 percent in the last five years—an impressive accomplishment heralded
by even his harshest eritics,

But in a penal colony. even when there's good news, there's plenty of bad news,
too. Qver the three months | visited, two officers and two captains were arrested for
bealing an nmate and trying o cover up the assault. Three prisoners escaped. A
guard committed suicide by Ninging himself in front of a subway, At the same time, the
Department of Correction was still reeling from a spate of news stories exposng sloppy L4
medical practices. including charges that inmates had died because the city’s handpicked
health care provider was frying to cut costs by sending fewer patients to the hospital.

Like any statistics, Kerik's numbers told enly part of the story of Rikers Island
The numbers that the Department of Correction doesn't collect may be just as
revealing, Questons never asked at these management meetings incude "How many
of your prisoners are repeat visitors to the city’s jails?” and “How many of the prison-
ers you released left with a referral 1o a drug rehab program?” In these low-crime
times, Kerik's focus remained fixed on perfecting the art of jail management, noton
improving services for the drug sddicts and mentally ill people who stream back and
forth over the Rikers Island bridge.

As1learned more ahowt Rikers Island, in fact, the place began to resemble not so
much an efficiently managed corporation as a city-nun superghetto kept out of the public
eye. Statistics don't tell the whole story. but they do suggest that just beneath New York's
media-hyped boom lies a world of poverty, suffering, and chaas; Abowt 30 percent of
prisoners report they were homeless at some point within three months before they
were locked up, Twenty-five percent receive some mental health services. Twenty
percent of the women and 7 percent of the men are HIV-positive. And 90 percent are
high school dropouts.

Statistics show that more than 80 percent of people arrested i Manhatian test
positive for illegal drug use. Each year, the city’s Jails get about 130,000 admissions.
Nobody knows exactly how many diflerent people this number represents, but half have
made at least one prior rip to & city jail within the last fiscal year. So many prisoners are
Rikers regulars that guards welcome them by name when they arrive, and inmates con-
gratulate the officers when they get promoted.

. of the detainees in New York City's jails are locked up solely because .|
they cannot afford bail. Perhaps the most revealing indicator of these prisoners’ poverty
is the faet that 42 percent have bails of $1000 or less. For many thousands of them, a
few extra hundred dollars is enough to determine if they live at home as their case goes
through, the courts—a process that can last anywhere from two days to oceasionally
more than two years—or wait, whether innocent or guilty, in a concrete cage,

Inside Tier 3C iy
In the lobby of the North Infirmary Command, a five-story jail across the street from the Mo
comumissioner’s trailer, [ dropped miy driver's license in 2 metal drawer, The guard behind
the glass pushed back a laminated pass, “Don't lose that thing,” said Angelo Manz, then
the jail's deputy warder:, as I clipped it to my shirt. “Or we’ll have to find a place for

you.” He was joking, but not entirely. On Rikers, a misplaced visitor’s pass thggers a
facility-wide search; in a prisoner’s hands, it could become a get-ont-of-jail-free card,

The North Infirmary Command has only 446 beds, fewer than any other Rikers
jails, but it is & magnet for journahsts because it holds the “front-page folks.” as Thomas
Antenen, the Department of Correction’s spokesmnan at the time, liked o call them. All
stripes of celebrities have slept there, from David "Son of Sam® Berkowitz and Rehert
“Preppy Killer” Chambers to Reverend Al Sharpton and rapper O’ Dirty Bastard of
Wu-Tang Clan. Most trnates whose mug shots show up in the tabloids do their time
at this jail, where they are kept apart from the rest of the prisener pepulation so guards
can watch them closely,

Today, there were rio boldfaced celebrities on Rikers, Ol Dirty Bastard had been
arrested two days earlier, but this ime he'd paid his bail quickly. The best-known resident
at the moment was Kenneth Kimes, whe, with his mother, was convicted of murdering
a Manhattan millionaire. (Later, after being shipped to an See GONNERMAN page 52
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GONNERMAN from page 51

upstate prison, Kimes attracted national atten-
tion when he held 2 reporter hostage for more
than four hours with a Paper Mate pen,)

For reporters, photographers, television
producers, and cameramen who wanted ta
visit Rikers. Antenen was the gatekeeper. Untll
recently, when he followed Kerik to the NYPD,
Antenen’s job had been 10 spin for the city’s jail
system as its “Depury Commissioner, Public In-
formaticn.” When a reporter heard that a pris-
oner had hanged himself or stabbed a guard or
tried to swim to LaGuardia, Antenen got the
call, His dufies included sifting through media
inquirtes from as (ar away as Japan and Italy,
memorizing the names of rap stars who are of-
ten arresied, and twrning down all journalists
who asked to spend a night in 2 Rikers cell,

I had been to the North Infirmary Com-
mand as a reporter twice in the last few years,
and like almost every interview conducted on
the island, mine were set up ahead ol ime, ac-
cording to the agency's rules. I faxed a letter to
Antenen. The prisoner signed a release, And
on the appointed day, a guard escoried the in-
mate into a tiny room close to the jail's en-
trance, where I got one hour, mavbe twao, to
ask questions. No strolling around the jail, no
peeking inside the inmate’s cell, ne chatting
with other prisoners, As Antenen liked to say,
“We don't just let reporters go fishing among
our inmate populagon.”

But for this story, Kerik and Antenen made
an excepnon. They had agreed o let me wur
Rikers’ jails as long as [ had an escort. Or four,
This morning, my presence seemed a matter
of discomfort, since the jail's three ughest-
ranking officials, plus Antenen, had decided to
act as my personal tour guides, | recognized
one of them, Anthony Serra, from the recent
meeting of Kerik's menagers, Serra became a
guard when he was 23, after toiling for three
vears as a dividends elerk on Wall Street. At 39,
his buzz cut and stocky frame made him look
less like a corporate climber than a marine, the
job he held after high school

We began our tour outside Tier 2C, where
inmates pass the hours in their six-by-eight-foot
cells or an attached cage. which functons as a
min-recreation room. The walls echoed with

§2 VILLAGE VOICE DECEMBER 19, 2000

AN INMATE PRAYS DURING BAMADAN AT ROSIE'S, THE WOMEN'S JAIL.

the voices of talk-show hosts and cartoon char-
acters, Serra stopped next to the first cage,
home of his youngest prisaner.

“This inmate was involved in a murder in
our adolescent facility.” Serra said, gesturing at
a sullen 17-year-oid named John Alexander,
who later pleaded guilty to second-degree
manslzughter “But because he's an adolescent,
he gets this cubicle to himself, We run services
fust for him. We take him to recreation. We take
him to the library. When he goes to schocl, he
wears mitts, but not dunng school.” On Rikers
Island, “mits" are black, foot-long tubes, closed
atone end, which are locked onto the hands of
espedally violent inates.

Alexander did not look up from his televi-
sion as Serra described his predicament. After
the teenager strangled fellow inmate Lance Gas-
ton in January 1999, offidals moved him to this
cell, “Are you getting vour GED?" Serra asked
through the steel bars. The inmate nodded. "Are
vou going W pass?” He nodded agam. “Have you
taken any practice tests?” The teenager shook
his head no, Serra encouraged him to study,
then strode down the narrow cell block,

The forced falseness of the exchange re-
minded me, il | needed reminding, that the
truth about daily life inside Rikers does not
come out easily. Casual conversations, whether
with inmates or guards, are almost impossible:
careless remarks t0 a reporter can injure a ¢a-
reer or plunge a prisoner into disfavor, The ev-
idence is everywhere—including in the
clenched jaw and darting eves of a captain at
the women's jail when | tried to chal with him
ahout his job *We can't talk to reporters,” he
said, "It'sin our rule hook.” The pleading stares
of prisoners as they passed me in the hall sug-
gested they would scream out all their fears and
frustrations if only a row of officers armed with
pepper spray were not waiching In this sense,
all prison reportng is a lie, and the best one
may hope for is a set of half-truths or an un-
scripted moment that reveals what is supposed
to remain hidden.

Next was Regnald Harris, who reclined in
a plastic chatr and stared at the window across
the corridor from his cell. According 1o a print-
out Serra carried on his clipboard. Harris es-
caped From a state fadlity in 1982 and was

caught with “escape-related” material while on
Rikers in 1990. Over the years, he'd made three
trips ta state prison for weapons possession. I
agked Harris what he did all day. He slipped off
a pair of headphones and fixed his gaze on the
crew of visitors outside his cage.

“[ igure out ways to get out of jail.” he said,

Serra chuckied. but only for a moment.

“I've been coming tg Rikers Island since
1968, said Harris, 49, dragging on 2 Newport.
“I don'trespect the law, [ feel it's my right to be
free. I've escaped three times—iwo times it
was documented and once before they put in
the computer system.  escaped in 1973, 1982,
and [ trjed in 1990.” What went wrong in
19907 I had a map,” said Harris, sounding
rueful. “But I told the wrong person, I thought
he wanted to be free,”

Serra steered the group up a {light of
stairs, On Rikets, most prisoners who lout the
rules—whao slash an enemy or punch a guard—
get sent t one of five special punitive units nick-
named the “Bing.” Inmates who are too notori-
ous and dangerous [or the Bing come 1o Tier 3C

nme | come in here, they annoy me,” said Serra,
his smile now gone. “Someone had a gold
bracelet and he refused  give it up He swal-
lowed the chain. And he stuffed a ring in hus butt
1 brought in the search team, and they refused
ta lock in [to their cells], so 1 had to ge 1

Officers pepper-sprayed the in. nio
submission, but the memory of the conuronta-
tion still riled Serra. “Did you see The Silence of
the Lambs?" be asked, referring to the way the
Anthony Hoplans character, Hannibal Lecter, is
cuffed, chained, and muzzled, “That's how [
would like to de it I'd love to put 'em on hand-
carts and just transport them.”

Gossip columnists at the New York Post
may not know Deadeye’s name, but on Rikers
Island he is an A-list celebrity. Deadeye, whose
moniker refers to his one cloudy eye, colounded
the Bloods® New York City chapter on: Rikers in
1993, Soon after, he boosted his noloriety by
slamming an officer in the head with a 50-
pound dumbbell, Now 32, Deadeye has heen
cycling through New York's jails since age 10,
on charges ranging from selling coczine to rok-
bery to assault. His “pedigree card"—where of-
Bcers scribble an inmate’s secunty classifica-
Hon—states: “Must be accornpanied by staff for
every move. Hiphly assaultive,”

“Hey, warden, why should | be subjected
10 no-contact visits with my [amily?” Deadeye
shouted as we walked by his cell.

“It's for your own protection and the pro-
tection of the inmate population,” Serra told
himn. “He’s a litle angry with me because [ took
away his contact visits,” the warden whispered
to me. “Now he visits through glass because 1
don't want anyorne slashing hum, and [ don't
want him slashing anyone,”

With hundreds of followers. Deadeye is
among Rikers' most powerful residents, part of
the impetus behind Kerik's Gang Intelligence
Unit. “When he arrived here,” Serra said. “the
very next day, I had a slashing in my yard be-
tween the Bloods and Five Percenters for no

other reason than the Bloods were s»~-+ing off
for the boss.” Since then. Deadeye t Jiven
Serra oo many headaches, "Tleth. ~ swhe

may be the leader of the Bleods, but I'm the
leader of the jail and I control him,” Serra ex-
plained, °I tell him it could be peaceful, or we
could go to war every day.”

Serra’s tour of Tier 3C ended in the hallway
outside the cell bleck, next 1o a padlocked cahi-
net mounted on the wall. Inside, two rows ol or-
ange Bic razors hung behind 2 glass door. Pris-
oners are allowed 2 razor for & 1 5-minute shave
each day. But if they refuse to return their Bic.
the warden calls in his search team—guards in
helmets and body armor, armed with batons
and shields, As Serra finished, | coumted the ra-
zors and jotted in my notepad: New 36, Used 13.

Irealized a deputy warden had been mon-

Rikers prisoners refer to their home as ‘the
Rock,” but from an archaeological point of view
it's more accurate to call this place a dump.

of the North Infirmary Command—where we
were now. As we approached the entrance,
Serra shouted, "On the gate!”

Glanang at his inmate roster, Serra
pointed to Damon Barow's name, "He cuta C.0.
[correction officer] while he was in [the Bingl,
so he's over here,” Serra explained. Next was
David Pannel, “He's a Five Percenter and he's
at war with Lhe Bloods,” he continued., “The
Bloods would love % do hirn any tme they can.”
Steel mesh covers the cages on Tier 3C w pre-
vent prisoners from slicing passersby. This pre-
caution was espetially helpful at the moment,
since Pannell Lived at the corridor's [ar end.
while the prisoner in the first cell was Leonard
“Deadeye” McKenzie, the leader of the Bloods.

Tier 3C’s residents began hollering before
we even stepped instde thewr cell block, “Every

itoring what | wrote when he blurted out: “Did
you count 132" Suddenly, the calm profession-
alism of the jailers gave way to quiet panic. A
missIng razor meant a seareh team and pepper
spray. Everyone stared at my notes. then at the
cabinet The officials quickly counted the used
blades. One, two, three, four .. . 14. I'd under-
counted by one, The men relaxed

Did You See Me on TV?

As paradaxical as it sounds, iU's possible 10 be ar-
rested on Rikers Istand, This is one of the func-
tions of the Gang Intelligence Unit, a squad of
111 guards who track gang members and each

month arrest 80 (o 100 prisoners ‘1arges
ranging from Lorching a matiress 2gling
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m cocaine o stabbing a correction officer.

Teday, two guards inside the George

Motchan Detention Center were preparing to
_arrest a young man lor having a small razor
1blade. Gregory Borges hent forward. lifed one

leg ol'fus jeans, and slid a 9mim gun inwo his an-
ke holster. A few feet away, his parmer, Joseph

Sanabria, pulled the Velcro straps of his stab-

proof vest ught around his torso,

Emmanuel Bailey, Lhen the assistant
depury warden in charge of this unit, strolled
over. “You got your mitts?” he asked his offi-
cers. “You got everything you need?” The mitts
artived on Rikers a couple years ago, a new
weapon in Kerik's campaign to seize control.
Invented by a Nevada jail guard, the mins are
supposed 1o deter inmates from wielding razor
blades or picking their handecufl locks.
Sanabria grabbed a pair off a table and headed
for the door.

Belore joining his officers to oversee (o-
day’s arrest, Bailey showed me arcund his
headquarters. There are 2100 alleged gang
members in the city’s jails, he explained, and
his unit’s main gangbusting tool is an elaborate
computer-rackang system, Click a few times on
a mouse in this room, and a gang methber's life
story pops up on the screen—his height.
weight, home address, mather’s name, most
recent visitors, enemies, a photo of his tattoos.

The Bloeds. Latin Kings, Netas, and Five
Percenters are Rikers’ largest gangs, but there
are more than 50 others with names reflecting
New York City's diversity. mcluding the Chi-
cano Nation, the Nigerian Express, the Trini-
tarians, the Jamaican Posse, and Dominican
Power. As Bailey emphasized how well-rained
and professional his unit was, a customized
screen saver lloated across one of his computer
sareens: Gang Intelligence/Arrest Unit AKA
Blvod Hunter.

The Gang Intelligence Unit is a favorite
siop o0 any tour of the new-and-improved Rik-
ors Island. For decades, a feeling of inferiority
nad hovered over Rikers Island, a sense that
jail guards operated in the shadow of the
NYPD. When the NYPD's crime-fighting feats
became front-page news across the couniry a
few years 2go, Rikers' guards felt forgotten, ne-
glected, snubbed.

Now the agency's leaders like to talk about
how police officers from Brocklyn to Alaska are
calling thern for help, for tips on tracking down
gang members or deciphering their ¢odes. In
his office, Balley pointed to a framed picture of
himsell from the May 1999 issue of POLICE,
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AT THE BEAUTY SALON: GETTING HER MAIH PRESSED AND CUBLED MAY BE ONE OF THE ONLY STEPI A PRISONER CAM TAKE TO EXPEDITE HER RELEASE.

sent to jeil. Sending hlades 1o a jalled hoyfriend
is an attempt to get rid of him—to get him in
wouble so he spends extra time on Rikers or,
better vet, gets shipped off to a faraway prison.)
Like prisoners everywhere, Rikers in-
mates use their rectums as a sort of suitcase
for weapons, concealing one aor two razor
blades—or sometimes even 20 or 30—by
“slamming” or “boofing” them, They wrap the
blades in matchbook covers, tie pieces of
thread or string around the cardboard, and
then showve the weapons up their rectums. Be-
fore Rikers officials banned Nike Airs, inmates
hid blades in the sneakers’ hollow chambers.
And prisoners used Vaseline for slamming un-
til officals made that item contraband too.
The dozens of photos tacked to Bailey's
bulletin board showed prisoners on their
backs, bleod pooling around their heads and

' let him know he may be the leader of the
Bloods, but I'm the leader of the jail and |
control him,” Serra explained. ‘| tell him it could
be peaceful, or we could go to war every day.’

which hung on a wall next 1o his desk. “That's
a real police magazine,” he said, a grin spread-
ng across his face “And we made the cover.”
The assistant deputy warden likes 1o tell visi-
tors about his appearance in an ARE dogu-
mentary, and he beams when inmates mention
they saw hun on television.

A few minutes later, Bailey pulled out lus
most compelling prop. a gory mosaic of Po-
larowds showing prisoners munutes after they
have been sheed Taped 1o the center of his “vic-
tims board” were the weapons of choice among
Rikers residents: paper-thin razer Mades. Girl-
Inends slide blades to their inmate boyfriends
while kissing i the visiting room, and friends
mail them into the Jails ludden inside the per-
fume-ad inserts of glossy magaznes

{Sometimes razors arnve through the

nail, addressed o unsuspecung prisoners.
fhus s a favorite tacu¢ of jealous men trying to
move 1 on wamen after their boyfriends get
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oozing across white hospital sheets, The men
wear the evidence of a recent slashing on their
cheeks, necks, chuns, foreheads. These are the
sheer’s [avorite targets, a scar stretching
across the face will alwavs be visible, lorever
markmng the victim and advertsing the at-
tacker's ferocity.

When the Bloods began warring with Rik-
ers’ Latno gangs several years ago, many
more prisoners walked around with scarred
cheeks. Slashings became the quickest way lor
the Bloods to announce their arrival on the is-
land: to jown the gang, Rikers inmates had 10
“blood in,” or slash someone acoss the [ace.
Such assaults beeamne so routing Lhat Bloods
members referred to the act of cutting therr fel-
low inmates as ~putting in work.”

Certain types of slashungs were so com-
mon that they too acquired names. There 1s the
“buck-fifty.” a cut that needs 150 stitches. An
ear-to-moirth skeing has the unformnaie name

“smiley.” Cuts on the hack, chest, or elsewhere
on the body lack nicknames, since those tar-
gets are less desirable. “You get no poins for
the back of the head,” Bailey said. "Any facial
cut is a bonus area hecause you can never
cover your face.”

Bailey explained that the new weapon of
choice is a scalpel. which is thinner than a ra-
zor blade and so less likely w set off a metal de-
tecior when stashed inside the rectum. Some
assailants prefer the scalpel because jt takesa
second or two longer (o feel ils sting, just
enough time Lo steal away unnoticed.

Now Bailey and ! joined officers Sanabria
and Borges outside, and we climbed into a
Ford Taurus. We turned onto Hazen Street. the
main road on Rikers, which curls around past
most of the island's jails, and one minute later
arnved at the Anna M. Kross Center, one of
Rikers' largest facilities, which spreads over 40
acres, Long modular units added to the back
of the jail make it look from above like a spider
wath its legs stretched ouL.

Sanabria stopped at the front entrance
and ran in o drop off the officers’ guns. which
are banned inside jails lest an inmate grab one.
As we rode around to the back of the jail, then-
vesligators grew quiet. and in the backseat
Borges nervously fingered the pair’s walkie-
talkies. “You can't fall asleep and start getung
routine,” he explained. “You have o remem-
ber anyone can be violent at any time.”

Bailey and his two officers srode through
the jail's intake area, past Pen #2, where neatly
40 men were erammed together in a space the
size of a typical Manhattan living reorn, though
its only furnishings were wooden benches and
a toilet with no door. | estirnated the tempera-
ture to be 90 degrees. The only [an blew from
behind the officers” desk. The stench of sweat
hung heavy in the air, as did an gverwhelming
sense of frustranon and defeat.

Some of the inmaltes had just been ar-
rested; others had been up since .30 2 m. and
were refurning from a day at court. Several
jockeyed for a spot near the front of the pen,
where they would be visible 10 the officers and
perhaps less likely to be attacked. Next door,
Pen #3 was mcongruously empty. save for the
leavings of its most recent inhabutants: blan-
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kets, milk containers, 2 smatiering of orange
peels, one plastic skipper, hall'a roll of toilet pa-
per, and one odorous puddle.

The inmates peered through their bars as
Bailey strolled by. His uniform—a navy jacket
with four gold butions and a gold oak leaf
pinned on each shouwlder—announced his au-
thority; the presence of an assistant deputy
warden signaled that something out of the or-
dinary was about to happen.

The prisoners craned their necks lo
watch as a guard walked down the corridor
teward the intake area, delivering German
Gonzalez, a tall, slender inmate with a
teardrop tattooed benealh his left eye. Gonza-
lez had been on Rikers for a couple weeks,
ever since cops picked him up for selling
heroin. He knew the island well, Like many
addicts, he was a frequent visitor; over the
past few years, he had made seven trips and
spent a total of 398 nights in jail.

Counselors an Rikers lsland used to help
combat this cycling by easing the transition to
post-jail life. They helped inmates navigate the
maze of aity agencies—sign up [or food stamps,
find a bed in a drug treatrnent program, track
down a birth certificate 1o apply for Social Secu-
rity, even re-enroll in high school. But over the
last five years, the number of counselors in the
city’s jails has plunged from 10510 11, and Rik-
ers’ revohving door continues to spin nonstop.

As Gonzalez entered the system this
time, a guard accused him of having one ra-
zor blade in his pocket and another hudden in
the sole of his sneaker. Possession of a razor
blade is legal on the streets of New York City,
ol course, but carrying cne onte Rikers Island
can be a [elony. Gonzalez looked more con-
fused than menacing 35 Bailey and his two
officers led the prisoner behind a plastic cur-
tain. On Rikers, detainees wear their every-
day clothes unless they get rearrested. and so
the officers ordered Gonzalez o strip off s
jersey and khaki shorts and climb into 2 slate-
gray jampsu:

Gesturing to Gonzalez's cuffed wrisis, the
assistanl deputy warden said, "I'm sorry
about this.”

“It's all right,” saxd Gonzalez with a shrug

See GONNERMAN page 56
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“Shit happens,” He paused, then added, "Am 1
going to court?”

A guard told Gonzalez in Spanish that they
were taiang him to the 415t police preanct in
the Bronx. Borges suuffed Gonzalez's clothes
o a coon sack, while Sanabra squatted 1
fasten a pair of dlamps around the mmate’s an-
kles. Bauey asked Gonzalez i he'd heard about
the agency’s new policy of arresang prisoners
for crimes committed on Rikers [sland.

“I've never been arrested, but I heard
aboutit” Gonzalez said,

“Did you see me on TV?" Bailey asked,

The pnsoner looked puzzled, but he
played along, “No.” he said_ °T didn't see you.”

Forty pairs of eyes followed Gonzalez as
the oficers swered him past the holding pens
wward the ext The arrest seemed mtended as
much 1o send a Message to the prisooers in Pen
#2 a5 it was m punish Gonzalez. (Four months
later, this case against Gonzalez would be dis-
missed.} The commissioner had wld ma that
because the number of violent incidents had
plumnmeted. Rikers inmames no longer oeeded
weapons for self-defense, but whean [ asked the
prisoner why he'd wanted a razor, he rolled his
eyes and srared at rae like | was crazy. “Because
I got to protect mysell,” he said,

A Visit to Rosie’s

By now, summer classes at the Rosewood High
School had ended. The giris 1n the Aose M.
Singer Center. or “Rosie’s,” where Rikers
houses irs female inmates, had to entertain
themselves, 5o on this hummd morming, four
girls gowded around a table playing spades
. and swapping stories in a roem with bare
walls, one fan. and a long window looking onto
a guards’ smton. The ringleader in ceil biock
“6 Upper” was Mona Lisa, a saucy 17-year-old
from Harlem.

She glanced at the cards in ber hand and
mssed a two of dlamoends on the tble, A aga-
rette swamg from her lips a5 the teenager rartled
off tha reasons why life stinks inside the Bing,
the jail's cell block for espeqally unruty prison-
ers. “In the Bing, you can't have an ashtray,”
Mona Liss said. “You can't have agarettes. You
can't have camneal, The other hing about the
Bing ts you only get one shower a day.”

Scattered around the room were nine
other ¢enagers, who gossiped and braded
each other’s hair as a television blared The
Jenny Jores Show. The audisnce in front of the
ielevision nciuded the ctptam who had been
assigned to escort me around the jal—a sign. 1
Agured, that he wasn't wo worried abour what
the girls might tell a reporter. Kenk's mur of
Rikers' reforms does not inchide a stop insde
cell block 6 Upper at Rose’s. Indeed, the
women'’s jai, which has never bad a probiem
with stabbirgs and stashmgs, does not frneaty
mto Kenk's tale of dropping cume razes,

Today, the populaton ar Rame’s indudes
1600 actult women, 30 16- to 18-year-olds, and
rune bahies. After touring the men s jails on Rik-
ers, szolling through Rose’s is a surpnise: The
entrance is pawnted pmk, the fear of violence
doesn't hang 1n the air. and most of the guards
are [emale. Prisoners somearnes stwold arm-m-
arm through the halls, and if they encounter
twilet with na seat, they'll suck down santary
pads to create a cushion.

Pregnant nmates live together in a dorm
called “Bunlding 7,” passing the days in a haze
of cigarette smoke. And . the jail nursery,
mothers push srollers around a parch of as-
phait, chamng about the three new sets of twins
or about whuch of them were shackled after
they gave birth. In every part of Rosie’s. the
women debate a pet theory, that they get worse
servicas than the men—that their food is less
tasty, that they are told to use toilet paper in-
stead of sanitary napkins when supphes run
low—because they are lsss viclent

in cell block 6 Upper. the inmates” [avenie

topic of discussion was the Bing. and the sell-
appointed authonty was Mona Lisa. Shert
braids frame Mona Lisa's baby face. whuch
might let her pass for 14 untl she sashays
around the cell block. drawing amennon to her
ample hips. Though this was Mona Lisa's first
trip to Rikers, she already sounded like an old-
timer, wearing her Bing nme as a badge of
honor Mona Lisa said she'd arrived on Rikers
three months earlier and had already spent 40
daysin the jail's Bing, where inmates are locked
in 2 room for 23 hours a day,

“You get a phone call once a week.” she
said. “You tan't have no food in the Bing
Nothin® that we get up here. We don't go m
commissary for soap, y'know, things you want.
They cll it toilet-bow! shopping.” Mona Lisa
said, referring to the nmare practce of storing

Like prisoners
everywhere, Rikers
inmates use their
rectums as a sort of
suitcase for weapons,
concealing one or
two razor blades—

or sometimes even 20
or 30—by ‘slamming’
or 'boofing’ them.

soda or pentshable foods mn a cell wilet. “In the
Bing, we don't even go toilet-howl shopping!”

What did Mona Lisa do 1o earn a trip to the
Bing? "A gul threw pea on oy bed because |
dida't give her a agarette. and | threw pee m
her [ace,” Mona Lisa said with a smirk “She
stapped me. A CO. broke it up. Then [ beat her
up  the bathroom.”

Male prisoners get sent to the Bing for of-
fenses like artacking a guard or slamrmung ra-
zor blades, but female inmates recewve the
same punishment for less senous wansgres-
sions. According to the warden of Rosie’s, fe-
male prisoners tend o go to the Bing for “fight-
ing with each other, disrespecting smff, oot
following orders, lingering m the haflways. ..
and stealing from each other” Cne of the few
nmes an eofficer found 2 razor blade in this jail.
the ntmats was using it o sculpt her eyebrows.

Jennifer, 17, sat nearby. half listening to
Jenny Jones and half warching her feflow in-
mates’ card game. Jenmfer's belly pushed
against her T-shirt. evidence thac she is among
the 20 percent of Rosie’s prisoners wio are
pregnant, Jennifer saxd she bad been on Rikers
for three months after heing picked up in a drug
sweep. Today, she looked sulky. but 1t was nox
mortung siekness or the lack of air-conditiorung
that was woubling her.

“A gir} in here just got jumped and had a
miscarriage,” she said, Two weeks had passed
and Jenmfer was sull upset about how her
Friend's alleged aracker was treated, “She didn't
g0 1o the Bing or nothing,” Jenmler said. “That’s
nat right. She showld be med for amempted
murder or murder.”

“Yep.” Ewvidently, everyone had already
heard about the madent. and everyone agreed
with Jennifer.

Mona Lisa steered the conversation (o an-
other gurl they all knew. “You know Cheryl.
right?” she asked. (This nmate’s pame has
been changed.) “She has 1o stay in the Bing un-
1l 2003, She was fightng C.0.s, captains. She
walks around with the black rmtts on her
hands, She even has a lawsuit because they
beat her, She’s 18." A sense of awe crept nto
Mona Lisa’s voice as she recounted Cheryls
moubles, “Everybady n here knows her,” Mona
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Lusa sard. “She’s famous m here.”

“She gets sprayed with mace and she just
keeps on going,” another gl added.

The card game ended, and Mona Lisa
scribbled down the scores. “Thus 15 my case
right here,” she said, poinang o the top sheet of
a stapled stack. Mona Lisa explained that an
adult inmate 1 the law libracy had helped her
photocopy these desariptions of the penal codes
for the charges she faces, The cnme listed on
the first page: 120,10 Assauit in the First De-
gree, "I was reading it because when we getin
the cowrmoom, | don't be understanding what
they're sayiag,” Mona Lisa said. Her fellow
players—Chnstne, Ruby, and Dearee—all nod-
ded in agreement, although no one else wanted
to discuss why she was on Rikers Island.

‘There did not seem 1o be much to do other
than keep playing cards, 5o the girls dealt a new
hand. To pass the hours, they also bicksred and
fought. They waded bps oo how to make an
ashtray out of 3 soap bar and how to make an
envelope using paper and toothpast, They
complained about everything—about the cops
who arrested them, their prosecutors. the jail-
house sazp that made thewr skin crack. And
thev taiked abaut how they were never, ever go-
ing to come back here,

Mona Lisa’s sorategy for combatng bore-
dom seemed Lo involve talking compudsively, T
never would have gone to the Bing,” she con-
unued. “Bilt, you know, I've been here a long
time, and you can go and tell a C.0. that this
person is doing this and they never say noth-
ing. And then when you take mamers min your
own hands, you go to the Bing. [ don't like thar.”

“We're all different ages, but some of us
are more manme than others,” explamned De-
siree, perhaps as a way o counter Mona Lisa’s
Bing tales. “Some of us know how to ger along
beter than others do,” Desiree said she'd been
on the 1sland for oniy three days, bur already
sha had compiled a lengthy list of gnevances.
“The foed is really disgusdng,” said Desiree.
“That’s what we gok to talk abour. And the way
the C.0."s talk w us—that's ancther thmg that's
really disgusang. They aurse atus, especally in
new admissions. They be reatin® you like stul,
isayingi "Shut the fuck up.’ °

The captam in the corner remained out of
earshot, and Desiree seemed unbothered by his
presence. Unlike adult prisorters | had met,
these girts had lirde fear abour saying what was
on ther minds,

*And people that get dope sick—" Desiree
condnoed. “You shoutdn t do depe. butthe C.O's
act like it's [the addicts fult, [f they see some-
body having a seizure, they leave them there *

“Somnebody could die in here because they
take thewr wmne,” said Mona Lisa.

“You knew what | think 15 s0 nasty?" said
Ruby, glanang up from her cards, Wearing a
demum munuskrr and green metallic nail polish.
Ruby looked as if she could have been heading
out ko a party. "Say she just came o new ad-
mussons,” sard Ruby, gestumng o the g nextto
her, “and ['ve been here zlready, (The medical
staff] haven't checked her, but they've checked
me. And-they cham me to her whan we go to
court That'’s nasty because you don't know
what she’s got. She could be somebody off the
streers, She could have TB or something.”

*We're not supposed to get handeuifed to
anyone because we re adciescents.” said Mona
Lisa, “They're supposed ta put you by yourssil
111 a cage,” another teenager added.

A pudgy girl siing behind Desiree lsaned
forward to joun the eonversanon. ~! don't like
the cages,” she said, “because | feel like 'm an
animal in the Bronx Zoe.”

AL 11:15 am., Desiree, Mona Lisa, Ruby,
and Chnsnae pushed back therr chairs and
stacked their cards on the table. On the back of
each plavang card was a helpful message: Play
it sofe. AIDS can happen to anyore. The grrls
drifted out of the dayroom and lined up aganst
a wall, ready (o he marched 10 the mess hall.

By now, they had stepped gossiping ane jokang '
and smiling. Already, they'd mastered thus mo-
notansus drill: the exatement of learmng ta
nawvigate this new world had quickly ebhed.

A few hours later. | vated the jail’s Bing for
adolescents. An officer let me into an empty
eight-by-10-loat cell. and I med tomagr w
Mona Lisa's youthful enthusiasm had 3
such a small space, Then Ispied her ham_ ..k
covenng one ander-block wall:

Shay & Mona Lise 4Euer Ona

Bloody Face & Mona Lisa

Blood Shar & Mo-Loge 95top 1Love 4Eper in Life. |
1
[t could bave been a hugh school bathroom stall,

[ thoughte-until [ nobced tat SOME young pris-
oner had sketched a catendar by the door and -
drawn a slach through each day of capawity.

Beauty Tips for Prisoners

Perra Cirino laid her scssors on the counter
and watched her customer wipe at the smps of
hair clinging to her sweaty face. *I feel like a
new woman,” said Frances Burgoes, streking
her stylish bob. Petra beamed. When not locked
up on Rikers lsland, Petra cuts hair n her Span- |
isn Harlem apartment. charpng up to $56 a
head. Today, she was working as a hairdresser
at Rosie’s, getting lots of love from her [ellow in-
mates but ezrrung only $12 a2 week.

My captain-escort dropped me off here
one afterncon and didn't bother to stick
around. Decorated with npped leather chaurs,
the salon had scant amenines: no glossy mag-
annes, o mamncures. no colonngs. But the
beauty parier did boast two hot presses, honey-
zngd-abmond shampoo, four smis, pmk coder-
block walls, and Petra s considerable skills—
beantifying her clients while masking the scars
of their pre-prison lives.

Nowhere may a beaury salon be more
needed than insids the women's jail on Rikers
Esland, The women here appear o be in far
worse shape than the men—more sicklv more
beaten-up, more defeated. Stausncs m
they are more likely w be HIV-pos ad
mentally ill. Black eyes and bnuises are unger-
ing rermnders of abusive boyfriends and hus-
bands on the putside. And some women appear
only half alive, zombies passing the weeks in a
Thorazine stupor. More men have ther rap
sheets wnizen on their faces—the half-healed
scar of a buck-fifty, say—bur the women here
also carry the scars of Eves hard-fought

Perra has encountered so many disfigured
heads on Rikers Island that she adapted her
hasr-curng routine for the pnsoner clieniele,
“Beiore [ start wath anyone,” she explaned, °1
ask, 'What do you want? Do you have any
sears? Do vou have any place you don't want
me to toucn? * Even wath her ample expen-
eoce, Pera’s newest client posed a challenge.
Frances had an uneven scalp, a fact she re-

vealed by pushung aside a lock of wavy harr -

near her crown, exposing a smeoth, bald spot
the aize of a quarter.

“T've gota Dug dent becausa ['ve got a plate
in my heaa,” said Frances, who was 28 years
old and had lour children. * was seven months
pregnant when 1 got shot five years ago. | was
an mnocent bystanaer on a soreet in Brooklyn.”
Frances firushed her story by lifing her lime
green shors, showing the foor-long scars that
erawl up the inside of each tugh.

Every day. a few dozen pnsoners visit this
windowless reom, To get a hair appointment,
mnmartes tmust jot ther names on a <ign-up
sheet: thase gotng w court the nexc day jump to
the top of the list. Fifteen munutes m a char at
this beauty parlor represents a chance for a
woman to ynprove not only har appearance but
also her odds of gong home a Lintle sooner.

“1 really wish | could go to court tomer-
row,” sad an mate accused of seling crack.
as she admured her freshiy euthair ir -~ mur-
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ror. 1 would leok proper in front of the judge
and the DA, w let them kmow ['m starting w
make 3 change.” For a prisoner with no bau
7ey and an mmpossible-to-reach public de-
er, getung her hawr pressed and eurled may
- one of the only steps she can take to expe-
dite her release.

As she moved around her salon, the har-
dresser dragged one leg. When [ asked Petra
about her own scars. she rolled up her pants.
"1 don't have a kneecap.” expluned Pema, 42,
glancing down ar a leg that appeared eaten
away, gnarled scar bssue repiacing once
stneoth skin, "Thirteen years ago. I fell o a mo-
torcycle. | was i a wheelchaur for a year, then
four years unal [ was off crutches.” Petra
paused. “I'm always in pamn,” she added,

Petra’s job heiped her forger that this was
her fith mp to Rikers, that she d already done
one hid 1 state prison on a drug-selhing charge.
that she might soon have o make another tnp
upstam, To land 2 job cuming hawr at Rosie's this
summer, Pewra did not have to subrnit a résume

At Rosie’s, the

women's jail, prisoners
sometimes stroll arm-
in-arm through the halls,
and if they encounter

a toilet with no seat,
theyll stick down
sanitary pads to create

a cushion.

or endure a seres of interviews, She came in as

A ~rgomer on a recent day and, fusated by
pg wait, picked up a parr of clippers and
ed her own har.

“She did a gaod job, and [ said, “We mught
as well put you to use,” ” said John Nance, the
53-year-old barber who nas overseen the salon
for 11 years, Like any manager, he knew how
hard it was to find good empioyees, “We have
o fire a lot of them becausa they don't want b
obey orders,” Nance saud of s inmare stylists.
“But we mve them one week's notice.”

Over the years, Nance has heard the sto-
nes of hundreds of inmates, and along the way
he’s developed strong opumons ahout the anrm-
mal justice sysiem. "A lot of gurls are here that
shouldn't be here,” said Mance, who cuts hair
at his own barbershop in Queens after he gets
off work at Rosie's, “They constantly come m.
over and over. ] don’t understand it [t's mosty
drug addiets in here.”

Though the barber mes to forget about the
jaul's gnum procession of junkies when he leaves
each day, the women’s stories have inspired
tum o do fus part w stop Rikers’ revobving doer.
He and his wife adopted two chuldren bern to a
drug-addicted mother. “That’s two I'll keep
from here.” Nance explained.

Ag the salon’s 3 p.m closing ome neared,
the day’s last customers trickled out the door
and the hawr dryer’s noiwsy hum siapped, "l don't
get pad that much here,” Perra said, as she
checked her supply of shampoo and cleaned
her clippers. “But1t’s relaxng to me. I'm downg
sotnething [ do on the seer, so [ feel a licte
Freer.” At the officer’s desk by the door. the hair-
dresser traded her (ools—her sassors, comb.
mmmers, and clippers—for her inmarte D
card, The guard fsked Petra. and prsoner
#5617359] lunped back to her cell,

I~ “aptain Grillo's Garage

' -azor counang and gang Tacking fail to
ke . .1e pnsoners under control, Rikers' lead-
ers descend on a garage lecated next door 10

the car wash on the island’s north side. Ante-
nern, the jails’ spokcestnar, brought me here one
afternoen and pressed the buzzer by the en-
rance. A door rose, revealing a cavernous
warehouse, Equpment climbed the walls and
spread across the floor—stacks ef not helmets.
tooiboxes, a circular saw, fire exengnshers,
Kevlar vests. hoses. a forklift, a pipe wrench,
spit masks, wooden batons, plastic shuelds,
mitts, and life preservers.

Captam Jamnes Grillo beamned when he dis-
covered Antenen and | had come to check out
hus workplace, the garage holding 21l the equip-
ment for the Emergency Services Unit De-
pending oo whom you ask. the ESU, or “boom
squad.” is a group of dedicated officers wath the
oughest job on the 1sland or a bunch of testos-
terone-fueled thugs who get a rush from brawi-
ing with the inmates. ESU guards break up n-
ots. search cell blocks, and haul uncooperatve
mrnates out of their cells.

The ESU employed only 16 guards when
Gnlle became 1ts Taining capeain seven years
ago. Then Kenk arrrved and expanded the ESU
0 111 officers. Arthe same zme, Kerik quadru-
pled the amount of money the Deparmment of
Carrecton Spent oml Seclrty equipment—a
three-year budget of 52,5 mullion from 1993
to 1995 escalared 1o 510.1 million fom 1996
w 1998, With every exra million dellars,
trucks packed with shuiny new weapons and
other assorted ugh-tech gumos armved at
Grillo’s garage.

As the US. pnson populanon has exploded
in recent vears, so has the number of compa-
rues markenng products 10 jul oBoals, ceat-
g a multrmullion-doliar industry, Grillo tests
many of the latest products in this garage,
ransforrmmg it inte fus own personal labora-
wory as he mes w discover new and beter ways
both 10 protect guards and control pnsoners.

The captam began our tour by grabbmg a
Plendgtas smeld wath & batery pack on the baek
and silver winng across the front. He olanted
his feer "C'mon! Qut of your cell!” Gnilo
shouted, shoving the shield toward an imag-
nary inmate “We're not going to use force. But
this shueld gives off 50.000 volts!™ The captain
flicked a swatch, and bright blue sparks of elec-
malty shot across the quarter-inch-thick pece of
plasuc. A lowd crackling sound foilowed. “Most
of the inmazes will comply,” Grillo explained.
“They don't want to get shocked.”

Stun, shields first arrived on Rikers Island
n 1997, with the promise that both guards and
wmates would sufer fewer brinses and broken
bones. Behind this noton was the theory that
the shield would scare prisoners iot subrmus-
siop—not because a guard pressed it against
thetr flesh, but because the mere aight of the
spariang shield would transform inmates o
Pavigvian dogs. who would quickly leam o ext
their cells meekly rather than ger zapped and
dragged out by angry guards. By this measure,
the agency’s 90 shields—bought at 5545 a
gtece—have been efecuve.

But, of course, some nmates do get
shocked. For these obstinate prnisoners. an n-
structor’s gude provides helpful pointers: Aim
for the back, arms, legs, and buttocks. Don't
aim [or the eves. testcles. scrotum, throat.
spure, open wounds, or pregnant siomach.

[n the bequurung, the biggest hurdle to the
stueld’s efecave use was not Amnesty Interna-
aonal, but the guards’ mrrudity ~The officers
didn't want to hut the nmates with the shield—
with all the oversight agenaes we have,” Grillo
said. “The nmate just got one.linle crack. [
wasn'l mumidacng enough.” Gallo had the
shueld’s bamery pack ngged so the olficer can
no longer zap priscners for only a second or
wo. Now every swich of the shield tiggers a
six-second shock of 50.000 volts.

Grillo disappeared for 2 moment, then re-
turned cradling a sleek object resembling a
video camera. “T want o show you something
elsa,” he said. Across the room, one of Gnllo's ol
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ficers pressed his hand against a metal door,
then stepped away. Through the lens, [ could
make out a grainy biack-and-white preture of
tus handprnt This device, ealled NightSight.
uses technelogy onginally marketed 1o the mil-
1tary 1o help seldiers track their enemues,

A handful of prisoners escape from the
aty's jauls each year, and the list of successful
swategies is long and vaned, Three mmates
stole an officer’s Oldsmobile and drove over the
bridge 1n 1980. Several pnsoners have man-
aged to swam 1o LaGuardia, while others have
been pulled down by the bay’s icous ndes,
And in 1999, an inmate escaped by cinging to
the bowom of a fuck.

Each mussing person mggers an enor-
mous manhunt Now, instead of prowling
around the island’s lealy areas or climbing
threugh dirt to check under modular housing
umits, the guards can use NightSight “This
picks up body hear.” Grillo explaned, "Ji's to-
sally iIncredible. A few years ago, we were look-
ing for a guy in a feld. and we found a couple
eggs from a goose!”

To Grullo. the device represented a vote of
confidence from his boss. “If it weren™t for
Kerik, | wouldn't have thus, because this 15
513,000, said Grallo, rubbing his prized acqui-
smon. "When | deaded on this, he said, '0K,
you got it, buddy.” We bought one for each boat,
and [or the parrol vehicle, and the handheld
one.” A ruschisvous grm crepe across the cip-
tain’s face. “Now I got 1o butter him up to see if
[ can get 513,000 for somethung else,” he said.

And yet, Grillo's garage does not contain all
of the most expensive equipment purcitased by
the Department of Cerrecten, In 1997, a new
type of metal detector, the Body Orifice Securty
Scanner, known asg the BOSS charr. armved on
Rikers. Instead of walking through the detector,

A handful of prisoners
escape from the city's
Jails each year, and
the list of successful
strategies is long and
varied. Once three
inmates stole an
officer’s Oldsmobile
and drove over the
Rikers Island bridge.

nmares must siton it. The $4500 charr beeps if
2 pnsoner has any type of metal insde him---
handcuff keys, razor blades, shanks,

Officer Brian Kirk walked over to jomn his
bass’s show-and-teil tur as Grllo prcked up
ona of his Jeast expensive weapons. an eight-
foot metal pole with a crosshar near the center
and a U-shape at one end. which looked Eke it
could pass for a medieval tormre tool. The two
men seized the crosshar, lifted the pele parallel
10 the ground, and jabbed it into the girof an in-
viable prisoner. if an inmate is armed with a
homemads weapon. they explained, the device
pins him agamst a wall

Grillo moved an to another favorite piece
of equpment: riot vests. The Deparmment of
Correcuon would later award a $4.8 million
contract to purchase 11,000 vesis for jail
guards. Xirk slipped on one of the half-inch-
thick vests, apd Grillo inspected it as ifhe were
a [oothall coach checking his players' equip-
ment before a big game. "It came without the
shoulder pads,” Grillo explained, “Then we had
an officer stabbed in the shoulder, so we had
them add shoukier pads.”

Next on Grillo’s tour was a 36-1nch
wooden bainn, which looked like 1t conld have

been hanging from a cop’s waistband, The eap-
tun grabbed the baton and lunged forward.
“You always aim lower than the throat,” he
said. "And you ean use i to lock the guy's arms
back.” Grllo dropped the wooden baton and
picked up a shorter. sleeker version known asa
Celayaton. “That’s the same thing they vse in
these third-world eountries where they do a lnt
of caning,” Kirk explained, A sacker on the
Celayaton stated “Made in Indonesiz.”

Grillo grew animated as he descnbed
how—armed with a Celayaton instead of an
old-fashicned wooden baton—a guard can
bang an inmate without breaking his bones.
“This is new technology.” he said. “It’s a non-
letha] weapon. If you are starnng to have a
problem with an inmate. you may not be able to
mace hur. Now you have ancther alternanve,
Everythung 15 noniethal We hope to keep things
that way. Unless they escalate . . .

By this ime, Antenen had left the garage
and was outside making calls on his cell phone,
[ figured he would not be pleased 1o hear this
last hit of Grillo's menologue. The captain could
not seem to stop lumsed. to hide hus enthus-
asm for a job that outsiders might think borders
on the barbanc, As if to combar such a judg-
ment, and w emphasize the importance of all
the equipment cluering hus garage, Gnllo re-
cailed his earlier days on Rikers.

“When I was m HDM [House of Detenuon
for Men] in 1986, we had guys with thexr
throats cut, guys with their ears cut off,” saxd
Grills, who became a jad guard m 1973, “It was
a regular bloodbath. 1t was the worst jaul on
Rikers [sland, and ] was the depfuty warden] in
charge of secunity. Morale was ternhle, All day
long we were fighting.”

Teday, there are fewer than a dozen smb-
bings and slashings a month on Rikars Island,
But Grillo believes 1n being prepared. Perhaps
the best evidence of his atitude was the ar-
maored personnel carmer parked in Fent of ns
garage. In reesnt years, Grillo has purchased
encugh miliary equipmest w outit a small
army—iwo armored personnel carmers, a
crash truck, and a 125-foot boom crane from

The captain says this equipment is for
“when there is 2 serious medent on Rikers Is-
land,” But these vehicles’ rue purpose seemed
mors o do with giving guards another way to
remind the prisoners who runs Rikers. Officers
bring the crash truck 1o respond to minor dis-
urhances in the fail yards, Like grade-school
Idds infatuated with go-karts, they joke about
dnving the tanks aloog the streets of Rikers in
the middle of the mght

Perhaps this is the perfect snapshot of
past-Cold War Amenea: plenty of leftover mul-
wary equipment and no one to fear except our
own prisoners. ARer spending countiess hours
obsessing ahour the finer points of body armor
and not vests and stun shislds, Gnllo was ea-
ger o try out his purchasss, But.what “senious
ncidents” have acually requrred the use of hus
armored personnel carriers and beom crane
and crash wuck? “We haven't had anythung,*
Gnllo said. "It's kdlling me «t's been so quiet.”

Bing Days

An officer pushed a metal food cart o the
Bing and parked itin frontof cell #1. Unlociang
the aor’s slot, the guard shoved a tray of food
inside. Before he could shur the det, however,
the occupant of cell #1 thrust s arm out the
door, He had spted me outside his cefl and be-
gun hollermng. °1 want io talk to heri”

"Move your arm out of the food slet.” said
he officer, who kept one hand on the heared
cart stocked with dozens of hinches,

" got things 10 address!” the nrmate shouted.

It was “feeding ome" in cell block 1 South
in the Bing, the most soul-deadening place on
Rikers Island. On Rikers, there are five separate
Bings. or pumrive segregation units—{or men.
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wormen, adolescent gutls. adolescent boys. and
mentally fll inmates, But when people refer o
“the Bing,” they usually mean the men’s urt.
officially called the Central Purutive Segregaton
Unit. which occupies a five-story addinon w the
Otis Banmm Correctonal Center. Thus 2000-
bed jail is one of Rikers’ newest. a high-iech [a-
ality wath prefab cells and skiding deors oper-
ated by swatches in 2 central control room.
From the outside, the slare-colored building
wth bright blue mm bears litle resemblance
to Rikers’ older jads,

The Bing was created in 1988 as 2 man-
agement tool, a place to put all the most rebel-
lious prisoners wgether in order to make the
rest of the aty’s jails run more smoothly. Today.
twe-story cell blocks run along each side of the
Bing, creanng the iliusion thatitis an aury, spa-
cious plare. But from inside its 72-square-foot
cells, of course, the piace looks quite different

On thus day. Rikers' jaii-withmn-a-jail held
269 men. who spend all day alone, locked -
side rooms just big encugh to spread ther arms

In recent years, Grillo
has purchased enough
military equipment

to outfit a small army—
two armored personnel
carriers, a crash truck,
and a 125-foot boom
crane from the
German military.

or walk 2 few steps. Unliks inmates elsewhere
on Rikers, these prisoners ext thewr cedls only for
a shower or ‘recreation,” witich i an hour alone
in an outdoor cage. There are no televisions. no
wisits 1o the law library, no chances to gossip
the mess hall The prunary occupanon of the
men here seems ta be the swuggie  say sane,

Showing me around the Bing tus mom-
g were Leroy Grant, the warden of the Ons
Bantum Correcaonal Center, and Angelo Rivi-
tso, then the deputy warden in charge of the
Bing. Grant 1s &-5, with a basketball plaver’s
butid and the sort of imposing presence that
sesms o befit a Bing warden, At the moment.
Grant did not Yook pleased that the ocaupanit of
cell #1 had interrupted tus wour, creanng chaos
in front of a guest.

“What's the problem?” asked Grant. who
wore 3 navy jacket wath four geld butons, a
black ne, and one gold star on each shoulder.

“It's a pleasure w see someone 10 authonty
by here.” the mmate saud.

“Y'all nght?” Grant asked. “Take your arm
out.”

The inmate did not deliver a litany of
gnpes. Not about tday’s lunch of sweamed car-
rots, spaghem with meat sauce, white bread.
and Kool-Aid, nor about anythung else, What he
wanted, it seerned, was a iitle attennen., "Can [
nave your business card?” he asked the warden.

Grant ignored thus stab at humer, but he'd
already gven the inmate what he wanted. The
inhabitant of cell #1 pulled s arm mside, and
the officer shut hus [ood slat,

Mealnmes are the most chaotic periods of
the day 1 the Bing, sometunes dragging on
for two hours. Almost every day, someone
shoves an arm—or occasionally even hus head
and shoulders—out of his slot. Prisoners
scream all day long, but they know the best
way (0 get a response is (o hoid a one-arm
protest during mealame.

Someumes, inmates have a iegizmate
grievance—an Ulness, & rmussed weekly phone
call, a sweidal urge. Sometimes, they just want

1@ taunt their jaders. For man locked in thew
cefls all day, mealdme brngs not enly food but
also a chance to geta any wste of power, In this
setung of exreme solagon, puting an arm
through a food slot can seem like a desperate
grab for recognition.

The occupant of cell #2 tossed his over-
cooked carrots inw the hallway before the
guard could Iock his slot. If more than one pris-
oner at 2 tme refuses 1o lat the officer shut hus
food slot, the guard halts his middayv rounne,
The mantra for maintaming controi in the Bing
is ~Twa slots, everythung stops.” It takes only
two inmates to dangle thewr arms out of their
cells. the deputy warden explamed. before
“foed is flying, " Prisoners {ling veal patzes and
apples across the cell block, and they squurt
shampeo bottles filled wath unne and Kooi-Aid
at officers passing by Sometmes. [emale
guards verl encounter prisoners Tymg 1o mas-
turbate on them through ao open food slot

To regain contwol, Bing officers are sup-
posed o follow a stz promeol. “After we ex-
haust all our [PC [interpersonal communica-
don] skills,” Grant expiained. “then we have to
bnng in the oficers with the stun shields and
OC (cleoresin capsicum, or pegper spray] and
get lum o comply.” Getong the prisoner to ¢om-
2lv often means performuing 2 “cell exwrac-
gon”—enterng an inmate’s cell, forang um
facedown onto the ground. cuffing him behnd
hus back, and hauling fum out

A typed document, known as the "24-
Hour Report.” circulates around Rikers ¢ach
mormng. detaling these nadents and any
other “use of force.” Berween July 1998 and
July 1999, there were 496 use-of-force ina-
dents in the Bng, induding thus typical inadent
fram May 29, 1999:

At 1225 hours, in 1 South Cell 27, Inmate Ma-
Lik. . . refused repeated orders to close his food
slot. . . . Under the supervision of Captamt Lo-
mas, Officers Malone (E.1.5, {Elecrronic immo-
bilimtion ShieldD, Wilsan (Leys). Evans (Right
Arm), Hill (Left Army, and Guzman (Hendeuffs)
restrained Inmate Malik with a 6 second ap-
plication of the £.1.5., control holds. and the ap-
plicaron of handcufs: and removed htm from
the cell Inmate Molik refused medical treat-
ment and no wmyuries were noied. No injurtes
were reporzed by staff.

Jaul officais and their cntics agree thar the
use of sam shields and pepper spray has led o
a drop in the number of broken Sones and
bruises in the Bing. But some prisoners do sall
get hurr. During May and June of 1999. Bing
inrmates were mured 1 about ball of the 129
use-ai-force incidents. Thelr injunes ranged
from a scraiched arm and a swollen wrist to
broken teeth. multiple contusions to the [ace
and nose, and an asthma amack mggered by
pepper spray.

There are far fewer serous injunes n the
Bing today largely because of a class-acnen law-
suit brought by the Legal Aud Soaery in 1993.
This suif exposed rampant abuse, raveaiing that
between 1988 and 1998 guards senously -
jured at least 300 Bing inmates, Broken bones,
perforatet eardrums, and Fracured skulls were
[atrly common here several years ago.

Perhaps the most damsung decument col-
lected m this lawswe was a report prepared for
the Legal Aid Socety by Vincant M. Nathan, who
has been a court morutor in prisen reform linga-
non cases for more than 20 vears. Nathan wrote:

The (PSU {Central Punitive Segregauon Lnui/
occupies the third ning of hell n the fleld of cor-
rections in the United States. Staff’s behawor
in this highly secure umic ts . . . psychopathic
behagor, Not only do officers respond to any
Jorm of aggression with puncnes and kicks,
they actwely seek out ther sierms and punish
them brucally for verbal insults and insubordi-
nation: staff inflict “greenng bealings” e ¢s-
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tablish thewr turfor, perhaps in some cases. just
Sfor sheer perverten pleasure. ., . CPSU super-
visors. including wardens, have deliberntely
adopted terror as their underlying manege-
ment philosophy

As part of therr senlement with the Legal
Aid Socety, Rikers officals added 300 cameras
to the Bing and now document every cell ex-
traction. To show how he monutors his guaras.
Rivitusa, the deputy warden, led me into his air-
conditioned office on the Bing's third floor.
where he kept a popcorn popper, 2 jar of home-
made pickled jalaperio peppers. and a stash of
videotapes depicung his officers wrestling in-
mates out of their cells.

4 bullenn board agoess from Rivitusa's
desk featured a row of Polarvids of the Bing's
wuorst tnmates, The most notornous one was a
22-year-oid Blood named Peter Showers, Grant
pulled put a wo-gage list of Showers's infrac-
aens: refusing o have his cell searched, as-
saulting staff, threatening inmates. arsen.

Mealtimes are the
most chaotic periods
of the day in the Bing.
Almost every day,
someone shoves an
arm—or occasionally
even his head and
shoulders—out of

his food slot.

When Showers comes to Rikers, officers do not
wait for um to break Rikers’ rules agamn: he
goes smaght o the Bing.

[ was not, perrmited 1o mterview Showers
or any of the other prisoners in the Bing. S0 [
asked to speak wath an mmate who worxed in
the Bing. one of the men who held the job of
“swcide prevennon aide.” What [ got was an in-
terview with Samuel an affable 40-year-old
with a musang fFont toath, who had been
Incked up for 10 months on a cocaine posses-
sion charge. Samuel and | swod next o the
“bubble,” the glass-enclosed conwol room owr-
side the ¢ell block, as he twold me abour his job,

“I warch the inmates w make sure they're
nct agempting o injure themsehves or comumit
sutcde.” he explained. °If an inmare is at-
tempung to hang up, [ conwct an officer. Then
1lift the mmate up so the noose is no longer
arounid his neck and the officer cuts him down.
If the inmate 15 cumng (himsell] up. I'm o sand
outside the ozl and waut tll the officer comes
disarm the inmate. I'm supposed to make, like,
a 1ouTTUqUet oF a patch press to siow down the
bleeding.” Samuel demonswated by pushing
his pairm against the mside of his wrist. “Or swop
the bleeding, if I'm lucky,” he said.

Sarnuel is one of several sinade prevennon
aides who paool the Bing, earmung 50 cenis an
hour w peer inade cell windows and make sure
none of their fellow nmates are wyng w kil
themselves. “A lot of guys—they have a very
hard persena, but you get tallang to them and
they're just young guys.” sad Samuel, who 15
older than most of the inmates i the Bing,
where the average age is 23.

“They're just foligwers. {ollowng what's
hot nght now,” he conanued. “A lot of ames.
guIys Inse hopé. espedally guys who are faang
alot of dme, Thewr wives are leaving them, their
firliiends are leaving. 1 ry to reassure them
that even people who are not in prison. their re-
[adonships go south for whatever reason. and
that's just a part of life.”

Sa far, nebody has med to hang umsell vn

Samuel's wach. He'd been a swdide prevenuon
ade for oniy a month, workengthe 10p m. w6
a.m. sheft. but aiready al the prisoners seemed
o know tum, or at least know hus voice. If he
showed up a few minutes after 10 p.m., thein-
mates chided hum for being late,

Samuel’s current job could niot be
different from the last one on his résurmné:
manager at the Warner Bros, store i Times
Square, supervising workers as they lined the
shelves with Tweety Bird T-shirts and Bugs
Bunny dnnking glasses. In an unexpected way,
though, Samuel said, his stint at Warmer Bros.
helped prepare him for his current positon,
since they're both “standing-type jobs.”

As Samuel spoke, the warden stood a few
feet awdy, momtoring all of his words. Perhaps
to placate the warden. Samuel adopted a de-
meanor of complete deference. He kepr hus
hands clasped behind his back. as if he were
weanng 3 pair of invisible handcufls. When
Samuel finished his spiel, the warden stepped
forward. “His role is very signsficant.” Grant
said. ~A lot of guys feel loneliness and a sense of
despair. He can go over to them and let them
know they e not the ooly ones gowng through
thus, He plays a wital role helping thern cope ~
Samuel stayed sient as the warden spoke, and
soon an officer came  lead him away,

Grant and Rivimuso escorted me our of the
Bing and pastthe “staging area’—a curve m the
hallway wiere guards suot up before stormming
mnto the Bmg. Ruot vests, fireproof jackets, fire-
men'’s boots, meral helmerts, and gas masks
lined wooden shelves, Samuel’s words seemed
w linger m Grant’s mind: without any prodding,
the warden steered the conversanon back t su-
tide. "If you happen to have one of those expe-
nences of a guy hanging up, there'’s guilt * Grant
saud. “T've had this as an officer. [ saw a guy suc-
cassfully hanging up. It leaves a hollowness.”

In his office, Warden Grant explamned that
he had been an officer at the Anna M. Kross
Center 15 years earlier when an inmate bed a
T-shurt to a cell door and hung hymsell *You ask
yourseif a million quesnons,” said the w .
learung back in his leather chair. Grant £ i
his remoin control and glanced across huis wesk
at the three video saeens. which allowed i
10 momutor every part of his jad, “Tt's very
painful * he said. “You're in: touch with the fact
thar you re supposed to be preserving life. It's
somethang that aiways stays wuh yow”

Naobody has klled himself in the Bing for
several vears, though thers were six sweades
m the aty's jails in 1999 and sixin 1998, In the
Bing, Rivimso said, “We had two azempts in
the last four months {of 1999], and the SPA
{swade prevention a:de] was the firs to alert
the officer. They had torn sheets ned around
their necks, [but} in both cases their feet were
on the ground, In one case, the guy was Just sit-
dng on the bed—he wasn't even attacned to
anything.” Rivinuso explained that they repart
such madents to 2 central office only if a men-
tal health worker determunes it was a "hona
fide” swade anempt,

“With inmate suicide attempts, we have
nonsenous and serous.” Grant said. “In both
these cases, we viewed it as an agempt for
these individuals to avoid daing their ame.”
Traintng for Bing guards includes warrungs
about priseners trng o feym msaruty 1n arder
to escape theur soktary confinement and move
mto 3 less puruave semng.

“We call them Bing beaters.” Rivituso
added. “They play like they re crazy 50 they can
get out ol the Bing and be i1 a dorm with people
who really are off so they can lake advaniage of
them. We all saw One Flew Quer the Cuckao's
Nest McMurphy plays cards with all the M.0.'s
[mental observanon patients] and wans thewr
money. We have a lot of MeMurphys here.”

One munule later. an assistant cpened the
door tw the warden's office and handed Riviuso
a slip of paper: Signed by a doctor, the for™ np-
graded a recent incident to a swade : -

See GOMNEAMAN . 2
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In this instance, 2 Bing prisoner had ted a
sheet around his neck and anached it to a vent
cover in his cell around 2 a.m. ] asked the war-
den and deputy warden il this was one of the
two suicide attempts they had just mentioned.
“No,” Rivituso said. “This would be the third,”

The interruption seemed to push my hosts
slightly off-balance, On our tour, Grant had used
carporate jargon to describe his job. "We try 1o
operate from a preventive management ap-
proach,” he'd said. “Our goal is to create a win-
wint atmosphere,” But suddenly the Bing
seemed less a well-managed cell block than a
place of horror, where officers confront the
seemingly impossible task ofkeeping prisoners
alive in a place designed to crush their souls,

Rivituso handed the doctor’s form to
Grant, who stared at the sheet a [ew momenits.
Neither the warden nor the deputy warden
could recall the incident. and they wondered
aloud whether this particular inmate was act-
ally one of theirs.

Perhaps such incidents are hard to re-
member bécause so rmany Bing prisoners en-
gage in similar behavior. There may have been
only two—or now three—"official” suicide at-
tempts in the Bing so [ar this vear, but that
number tells only a fraction of the story. There
were more than 30 inddents of self-injurious
behavior in the Bing during the first five months
of 1999, In January, an inmate was found lying
in his cell with a string arpund his neck, saying
that he beard voices telling him to hang up. A
Bing prisoner it his jumpsuit on fire in Febru-
ary. in March, an inmate sliced both his wrists
with 2 razor and claimed to have swallowed
seven pills. Some of these inmates were sent to
other jails, some back to the same cell block,
and some Lo the Bing for mentally ill inmates.
These inddents might sound like suicde at-
tempts, but here on Rikers Island they are
called "manipulative gestures., ”

A Sense of Humor

Later that afternoon, I watched as 200 men
marched singlefile into a cavernous tent, their
backs straight and their arms stiff by their
sides, The inmates wore buzz ars and army fa-
tigues—the required attire for Rikers’ mihtary-
style boot camnp, known as the High Impact In-
carceration Program.

On this August aftermoon, the men were
getting a hreak from their rigid regimen and a
chance to see an Of-Broadway show. They
were not quite sure what to expect. Six weeks
earlier, they had sat through a concert of clas-
sical music. In recent years, luckier inmates
had seen concerts by dead prez. Fat Joe, and
Wu-Tang Clan, courtesy of Stress, a hip-hop
magazine based in Hollis, Queens,

Watching the parade of prisoners was
Danny Hoch, a 28-year-old actor sporting Adi-
das running pants and a baseball hat facing
backward. The inmates seemed not to recog-
nize Hoch, though he had heen making art out
of their culture for the past three years, touring
the country with his one-man show, Jeils, Hos-
pitals & Hip-Hop, which had sold out for 14
weeks at P.S, 122 in the East Village.

Today marked Hoch's first wip back to Rik-
ers since 1994, when he'd finished a five-year
stint teaching drama classes to inmates. A few
months earlier, Hoch had filmed a scene for his
new movie ingide the prison barge floating off
the South Bronx. As a thank-you to the agency,
he offered to do a free show on Rikers. I asked
Antenen, the jails’ spokesman, il1 could join the
audience, and though he'd never heard of
Hoch, he agreed to let me watch.

The last men to enter found seats and the
show began. Hoch delivered rapid-fire mono-
logues in the voices of various characters—a
sressed-out prison guard, a llimatous leenager.
a Cuban street peddler. The crowd laughed at
Hoch's skits, but none got them hollering as
loudly as when he grabbed a broom ard be-

came “Andy,” an HIV-positive inmate who
passed the hours of a long prisen sentence by
working 25 a porter.

As Andy pushed a broom around the floor,
his speech grew [faster. darting from topic to
topic, from the aggravation of working at Mc-
Donald’s to the prison's overcooked carrots, By
the end of his 13-minute rant, Andy becarne
completely unhinged. “I'm dying!" the inmate
shouted, slamring down his broom. “I'M DY-
ING IN THIS MOTHERFUCKER!™

Hoch-as-Andy paused, looking off to the
side at an invisible guard. “Ay, everything's all
right over here,” he said, forcing himsell to
soumnd calm. Dot push the button, Hal Theres
no problem.” He picked up his broom and be-
gan sweeping agein. “Hey, Hal, you don't gotta
push the button, see?” As if to prove he was still
sane, Andy hummed as he swept. “Do-do-di-
do.” Then Andy dropped to the Noor, and the au-
dience could zlmost see the guard lboming over

Six weeks earlier,
they had sat through
a concert of classical
music. In recent
years, luckier inmates
had seen concerts by
dead prez, Fat Joe,
and Wu-Tang Clan.

him, “Go 'head.” Andy said. “Search me. You
wanna search me? No probiern, [ told ya, there’s
nothin’ wrong, No fightin”. Just got a litde ex-
cited, See? You don't gotta push the button,”

This was the grimmest moment in Hoch’s
show, and when he spoke these hnes to an East
Village audience, everyone was silent. But here
on Rikers, the men slapped their thighs and
howled with laughter. In the back of the room,
several guards wiped tears from their cheeks,
They all knew what would happen il Hal did
push the button, how the boom squad would
arrive with their riot vests and snm shields and
wooden batons, how the guards would remind
Andy who was in charge,

They did not need to seetch their imagi-
nations to understand why Andy was so frus-
trated and enraged. to understand how the
powerlesstiess of prison had weakened his grip
on sanity, Armed with only 2 broom and a
monologue, the actar had peeled away the lay-
ers of spin and laid bare the island’s constant
tension between not only prisoners and guards,
but also control and terror. “That's what hap-
pens to you (in here],” one inmate whispered to
me later. “You start buggin’ out.”

Now, though, the prisoners waiched Hoch
and roared so hard they becamne a sea of open
mouths, all gold caps and missing teeth. It was,
for me. something of a mad dream—the in-
mates laughing at the depicbon of their own
degradation courtesy of their jailers, while their
jailers laughed too—and 1 left soon thereafter,
having confirmed the wardens' boasts that their
mission was successful, that the incarceration
of 14,600 souls was complete. Not long after-
ward, Kerik left too, armed with the lessons of
Rikers Island as he stepped into the role of
NYPD comnussioner and into the national me-
dia spotight Meanwhile, fom the window
seats of commuter planes descending into
LaGuardia. the view remains the same: re-
furhished school buses carrying shackled
New Yorkers back and forth across the Rikers
[sland bridge. @

This story was reported and photographed with
support from the Center on Crime, Communines
& Culture of the Open Society Institute.
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ELAINE AND HER SON APACHE SAYOR HER FIRST MOMENTE OF FREEb_M.

ELAINE BARTLETT

R

Bre .. ’

After 16 Years in Prison Elaine Bartlett Came Home
to a City and a Family She Barely Knew. Freedom Wasn’t
at All What She’d Imagined

BY JENNIFER GONNERMAN
Photographs by Andrew Lichlenstain

LIFE ON THE OUTSIDE

THE HOMECOMING

Elaine Barilett waved goodbye Lo the guard behind the front desk, strutted the last few yards to the prison’s front door, and stepped outinlo Lhe
brisk winter moming, Snowflakes sprinkled her face and her black brench coal, bul she did nol pause lo brush them off. As quickly as her
three-inch heels would permit, Elaine marched down the asphalt pathway loward an 18-foat chain-link fence. At 9:54 a,m. on January 26, 2000,
afler 16 years locked inside Bedford Hills prison in Weslchester County, Elaine was finally going home. « Suddenly, behind her, dozens of
INSIDE AND OUT: women began yelling . Elaine stopped, spun around, and looked up at the brick building that housed (he prison’s school. Prisoners filled its win-

PART TWQ OF A TWO-PART L . - et -
dows, waving mitlens, hals, and scarves. “We love you, Elaine!" they shouted, *“You go, girl?" It was a Bedford Hills ritual she had pe**” ‘naled

SPECIAL REPORT ON PRISON
AND ITS AFTERMATH

in many limes, shouting goodbyes (o other women while her own prison senlence drgged on. Elaineraised both arms  See GONNEAM: __ .ge 38




ELAINE AND APACHE HOLD HANDS ON THE TRIF FROM BEDFORD HILLS PRISON TO NEW YORR CITY.
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GONNERMAN from page 36
and waved back Then she continued her
journeyto the pnson s front gate.

On the other side of the fence, a
young man in a parka paced the prison
guards’ parking lot, Elaine passed through
the last gate, skittered along the snow, and
threw her arms around him. Robert
“Apache” Paschall buried his face in his
mother’s hair and squeezed her tightly, as
il to ensure she wouldn't abandon him
again. When Elaine finally let go, there
was a smudge of cranberty lipstick on
Apache’s coat

“We did it!" she shouted.

‘When Elaine arrived at the maximum-
secunty prison in 1984, she was 26 years
old. At five [eet seven inches, she oRen
ware shoes that added an inch or two,
making her statueeque. She was slender
and pretty, with large brown eyes and
long, wavy hair, Now she was 42. A fresh
dye job hid her gray rootls, and the
prison’s starchy diet had left her with a
size-16 figure. Elaine had lost her youthr in
prison, but that bothered her far legs than
her years away from her family.

Before her arrest, she lived in an East
Harlem housing project, where she was
raising four small children. 10-year-old
Apache, six-year-old Jamel, three-year-old
Satara, and one-year-cld Danae, While
Elaine was in prison, her children had be-
come aduits, and now the three oldest
each had a baby of their own.

“Where's Tara and Na-na?” Elaine
asgked, referring to her daughters by their
nicknames.

“Tara is asleep and Na-na is in
school,” Apache said.

Elaine's smile disappeared. But she
decided not to grill Apache about why his
sisters hadn't come to celebrate her first
minutes of freedom.

Instead, Elawne linked her fingers with
her son's and ied him across the street to-
ward a row of television camera tripods
stuck in a snowbank Flaine was not just
any inmate going home: by now, she was
a minor celebrity. One month eariier, fust
before Christmas, Governor George Pataki
had granted demency to Elaine and two
other female inmates, permuthng them to
leave prison before their sentences ended.

"Congratulations,” said 3 WCBS-TV
reporter, pointing his microphone toward
Elaine’s kips.

“What are your thoughts after com-
ing out afler so many years?”

“1 waited for so long that I'm just
thankful the governor gave me my life
back,” Elaine said. “Tcday, my life stars

ain,”
“What's the first thing you're going 1o
do when yon get home?”

“I'm going to enjoy my family and
show them how much love ['ve carried all
these years and let them know that with-
out them [ wouldn't have made it”

“What have the past 16 years been
like?"

“Hel.”

Elaine’s arrest was a cataswophe not
only for her, but for her children. In the fall
of 1983, she had carried a four-ounce sack
ol cocaine from Harlem to Albany m a deal
set up by an acquaintance, who turned out
to be a paolice informant Not only was
Elaine busted, but so was Nathan Brooks,
the father of her two daughters. It was
Elaine’s first arrest. Under New York State’s
strict drug laws, she got 20-years-to-life;
Nate got 25-years-lo-life. In one aflernoon,
all of Flaine's chidren lost their mother, and
her daughters also los: their father

Elaine’s mother, Yvonne Bartlet,
siepped in 10 raise the children, She began
bringing them to the prison visibng room
each week, a routine she continued for
nearly 10 years. There, Elaine would
braid her daughters’ hair and listen to her
sons perform raps they had written. As
they grew older, the children occasicnally
spent the night inside the prison’s fences,
in trailers equipped with a idtchen. a tele-
vision, and a bed. Elaine tried to be a good
muther, nagging them to bring their report
cards and using her phone privileges to
track down their guidance counselors. But
of course, she mrssed every school grad-
uation, every birthday party, every bas-
ketball game.

Belore she got arrested, Elaine had
never heard of the state’s Rockefeller drug
laws, which were signed by Governer Nel-
son Rockefeller in 1973. She did not know
that anyone convicted of possessing four
or more ounces or selling two or more
ounces of cocaine or heroin receives a
mandatory prison sentence of at least 15-
years-o-life. Nor did she kmow that the
length of these prison sentences is deter-
mined solely by the guantity of drugs in-
volved, not whether the defendant is a
courier or a kingpin.

In prison, Elaine became an expert
on the Rockefeller drug laws. She read
oourt cases in the law library and stidied
newspaper accounts of the polincal debate
over the laws, She learned that almost
everyone arrested for a drug crime pleads
guilty rather than do what she did—risk
going to trial and facng a lengthy manda-
lory sentence. By the time of her release,
Elaine could ratle off statistics about how
the Rockefeller drug laws have led to a
prison-building boom, how there are
more than 20,000 drug prisoners in New
York, and how most drug prisoners are,
like her, African American.

“Do you feel that sodety will let you
live down [your crime] when you leave
here?” the reporter asked outside Bed-
ford Hills, “Are you worried about people
P ar

“I'm not worried ahout them judging
me. Now I've empowered mysell. ['ve ed-
uzated mysell. So I can stand here and say
[ am very proud of the woman [ am today,
that I was able to keep a bond with my
family despite being incarcerated and be
the best mother that I could be from be-
hind these walls,”

When sha got back heme, Elsine
planned to get a job and show her family
2 way of life that had nothing to do with
selking drugs or getting arrested. She had
dropped cut of school i 10th grade, but
in prison she got her high school degree
and became the first person in her family
to finish college, receiving a two-year as-
sociate’s degree. She wanted all her chil-
dren to firush high school and ge w college
too. It wouldn 't be easy Her younger son,
Mel, was already on Rikers [sland, await-
ing trial on drug charges. Stll, Elaine be-
lieved her children had held up fairly well
Unlike many prisoners, she had not lost
her children to the foster care system “At
least I only have ane kid i prison,” she
would say, “Seme people I know, all their
children are in prison.”

Elaire did not explain all this to the
reporters crcling around, but when she
got a moment alone with Apache, she an-
nounced her plan "We're going 1o change
the whole cycle of the Barilett family for
the next generation,” she said.

By 11 am. the television cameras had

See GONKERMAN page 40
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ELAIME'S YOUNGER SON, MEL, IN AN UPSTATE PRISOM, BOTTOM: ELAINE READS MATE'S LET.SRS.

.0 v

" Avm—




LEFY: ELAIRE 1N HER RODM AT THE GREEMPOINT YMCA, RIGHT: ELAINE'S CODEFERDANT, BATE, AT GREEN HAVEN PRISON. DOTTOM: DUTSIDE HEN WELCOME-HOME PARTY, ELAINE GREETS HER DAUGHTER TARA.
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TOP: PROTESTING THE AOCKEFELLER DRUG LAWS AT THE STATE CAPITOL.
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ELAINE CARRIES POSTERS FOR NATE AND TWO FRIENDS. BOTTOM: IN THE EAST VILLAGE, ELAINE REVIEWS HER ROOK OF BUSINESS CARL 3.

GONNERMAN from page 38

left, and 50 had the other two clemency reap-
ients, Elaine was notin 2 hurry, Swinging her
trench coat over one shoulder, she pranced
back and [orth on the wet snow, showing off
her electric purple pantsuit and transforming
the prison guards’ parking lot inte a fashion
runway, “Do you like my outfit?" she asked,
net waring for an answer. “I'm a free woman
now,” she announced, “It's all good,”

Elaine climbed into the van that would
take her lo Manhattan, the first dme since
1983 that she would travel without handeufls
and leg irons. Reaching inside her new Victo-
ria's Secret bra. she pulled out 2 wad of hills,
“They gave me $40,” Elaine said. “Can you be-
lieve that?" She massaged the money with her
fingertps: these bills, the first she had louched
m years, are the prison's standard farewell gift
“Can you buy lunch for $40 now?" Elaine
asked. then laughed at her own joke

Elaine began her campaign for clemency
in 1995, after she had finished hall her mini-
mum prison sentence and was eligibie t ap-
ply. Her mother was serjously ill with dia-
betes. and Elaine was desperate to get home
o help She drafted a one-page letter to the
clemency bureau pleading for early release.

There are more than 70,000 prisoners m
New York State, and the governer typically
grants no more than sux or seven clemency re-
guests each year. Some years. he grants none
The clemency bureau rejecied Elaine in 1996.
Her mother died two years later. Elaine ar-
rived at Yvonne's funeral in the bhack of a
prison van, weaning handcufls and leg wons.

1 met Elaine a few weeks afier her
maother's death, when ] went 10 Bedford Hills
to interview her about the state’s drug laws,
We spoke for an hour or two inside a confer-
ence room near the prison’s entrance. Elaine
had never been interviewed before, and she
was nervous, Sweat covered her brow. When
the conversation turned to her mother, tears
streamed down Elaine's cheeks. To me, she
looked defeated. Tangled hair. Gray roots. No
makeup. Later, 1learned that Elaine purposely
did not fix herself up before the interview.
When her picture appeared in the newspaper,
she didn't want o look any bener than she felt,

Elaine reapplied for clemency in 1998,
This time, she recruited a prison teacher to
help her. and she solcited letiers from every-
ofne she knew, from the prison’s guards to her
children. Meanwhile, a grassroots movement
torepeal the Rockeleller drug laws was grow-
ing in New York. Elaine became one of ils
favorite examples of the laws™ injustices.
Charles Grodin championed her case on his
television talk show, and her story appeared
in the Daily News, The New York Times, and
mwice in the Voice.

On December 23, 1999, Pataki awarded
Elaine clemency, shaving four years off her
sentence, Her perseverance and newly ac-
quired media savvy had pa:d off, Elaine cele-
brated by planning her fumre. She swore she
would never be like some longtime immnates,
whose Christmas cards back (0 the prison
tatked about how much they missed everyone.
It was (oo late to repay her mother lor raising
her children, but at least Elame could go home
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TOP: ON ELAINE'S 4300 BINTHDAY, HER SISTER MICHELLE {RIGHT} AND MICHELLE'S HUSWAND, PERYIS (LEFT), TAKE ELAINE TC TIMER SOUARE, BOTTOM; ELAINE PICKS OUT BUSINESS ATTIRE AT THE BOTTOMLESS CLOSET,
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and try 1o make up for some of the lost years.

1 was worlang on a story about Elaine’s
successful fight for clemency, and so on the
morning of her release, [ sat behind her in the
back row of the van as 1t sped out of the park-
ing lot Lora Tucker, the formmer prison
teacher who helped free her, wasin the dri-
ver's seat. Apache sat next to his mother,
holding her hand.

This mormmng he had woken before 5
am. to catch a ride to the prison. As usual, he
wore jeans, a gold chan, and a silver stud in
his left ear, Though he was only 26, the same
age Elaine had been when she went to prison,
years ol responsibilty made him seem ex-
hausted, with perpetually sleepy eyes. In all
his trips to the visiting room, Elaine had never
seen him cry. But this moarning he had, and
Elaine gently brushed away his tears with her
freshly painted purple-ghtter nails.

Apache had once been a high school bas-
ketball star with a promusing future. He had
played for La Salle Academy and High School
for the Humanities, then won a schojarship to
aprep school in South Dakota, He gota college
scholarship, too, but then his grandmother's
health deteriorated, Friends told Apache he
would be crazy to sacrifice his baskethall
dreams for his farly. But Apache came home
anyway, 1o help rase his sisters, He eventually
got a Job coaching hasketball part-me at a
Catholic girls' agh school. He also ran his own
AAUbasketball club with seven teams, which
he entered in tournaments around the city.

Now Elaine wanted to locate her daugh-
ters. [ handed Apache a cell phone and he di-

aled home. “Where's Tara at?” he asked. “Go
wake her up and tell her her mother wants
to speak with her.”

Flaine had never held a cell phone, but
she had no trouble figuring out how to use it
“You know who you're talking to?” Elaine
asked her daughter. “Do you know where
your mether is at? That's right, I'min the ear
on my way to Manhattan. Listen. At three
o'cdlock. | want you and Na-na to meet me at
the restaurant. Do you have a pen? Take this
address. We'll be outside waiting for you. so
you'll definitely see your mother. You re-
member what your mother looks like, right?”
Elaine laughed agzin. Apache and Tara had
come ta visit her just three weeks earlier.

The van hurtled down the highway en
route to the West Village, where opponents of
the Rockefeller drug laws were holding a
party [or the newly freed clemency recipients.
First, she stopped at the Division of Parole on
West 31st Street in Manharian to meet her
parole officer. Elaine was out of prison. but
still under siate supervision for the next five
years. She would have to check in with her
parole officer every wesk,

At 3:30 p.m., Elaine arrived at her wel-
come-home party. She was sinding toward the
restaurant’s front door just as her older daugh-
ter, Tara, and Tara's boyfriend clmbed out of
a cab. Flaine hugged her daughter. and a pho-
wgrapher and cameraman ran over 1o record
the moment No time for a private reunion.
When they got inside the restaurant, Tara hid
in a comer while her mother bounced from

See GONRERMAN page 42
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Journalist to journalist, savoring her minutes
1 the media spotlight with one arm draped
around Apache’s shoulders.

“It was the best walk I ever took,”
Elaine said to a WB11 TV reporter, de-
scribing her march down the icy path ta the
prison’s exiL

*When you heard that [20-years-to~
life] sentence, what were you thinking?”
the reporter asked,

“That | was railroaded out of my Life.
It didn’t take me 16 years, two weeks, and
three days to learn my lesson. You could
have put me on probaton. You could have
had me do community service, There were
different things you could 've done with me
other than throwing me in jail and throw-
ing away the key like | was Charles Man-
son or somebody "

The party, the reporiers, the fee lin-
guini with shrimp—ir was all part of
Flaine’s victory lap, the beginning of her
new life as a free woman. Activists, ex-cons,
repoOrtiers, prisoners’ relatves, a judge, and
Charles Grodin congratilated her. But
Flaine's farnily reunion was still incomplete,
and so around 5:30 p.m. Apache and Tarz
took their mother over to the school on East
Houston Street where their younger sister
frequently practiced hasketball, Elaine
bumped into Danae in a statrwell “Oh. my
God!" Danae shouted, as she embraced
Elaine. "My mother! My mother!™

Finally, Flaine had tracked down three
of her lour children. Her son Mel would
bave to wait undl she could get to Rikers Is-
land, Elaine’s children steered her north
along the eastern edge of Alphabet City,
past the supermarkets and bodegas lining
Avenue D. A television crew tagged behind
to record her triumphant return.

Before her arrest, Elaine had lved with
her children on East 122nd Street. She had
never lived in the East Village. but this was
where her mother had raised Elaine's chil-
dren. Over the years, Elaine had spent so
many hours studying the snapshots her
famnily sent—of pienics and birthday parties
and barbecues—that she felt as though she
had been on these blocks before.

The children led their mother down a
grafin-scarred hallway. and they grew
quiet as they neared their apartment’s front
door. The deor opened, and Elaine stepped
inside, She stopped. There were no crepe-
paper streamets. no helium balloons, no
“Welcome Home, Mom!™ signs. Instead,
pieces ol a diung table leaned against one
wall, held together by duct tape. Broken
chairs spread across the front foyer. Dirt
smudged the ceiling. And a tattered sheet
hung in the deorway to the living room.
creating a makeshift wall.

“Oh. my God!" Elaine shouted. She
never imagined her children’s home would
be in worse condition than the prison she
had just left. She whirled around. "Tuwrn
that camera offt Do not show that on TV!™

APARTMENT LIVING

Ever since she lef her children and went 1o
prison, Elaine had been looking forward to
the day when she could retuwrn w New York
Ciry and bve with themn again. Bul the fu-
ture she had fantasized abous did not fea-
ture an aparament with bare cupboards,
naked lighthulbs, and a broken toilet seat.
Even so, Elaine moved m. It was not a
tough decision. She had nowhere else to go.

Before Elaine arrived, four acdults and
two babies lived 1n the aparument. which
had three bedrooms and one bathroom
Elame’s younger sister had taken over the

TOP: ELALNE GETS READY FOR WORK. BOTTOM: ELAINE AND HER SISTER SABRRINA INSIDE THEIR APAKTMENT ON THAMESGIVING 04
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living roorn, Elaize’s wece and her one-year-
old son shared a bedroom. Apache occupied
another bedroom. And at the end of the nar-
row hallway, Elaine’s ¢lder daughter Tara
and Tara's eyght-month-old daughter, Tenéa,
slept in the largest bedroom, There was. of
course, no empty room [or Elaine,

So Elaine moved into Tara's bedroom,
which she figured was about twice as large
as her last prison cell, The room was so
crowded with Tara and Tenéa’s posses-
sions—a baby swing, diapers. sneakers,
wendy clothes—ihat Elaine left her plastic
bags in the hallway. Elaine had given away
most of her possessions before leaving
prison, but the bags held the important
iterns: family snapshots, legal documents,
newspaper clippings, her children’s letters.
She began sleeping next to her daughter
and granddaughter in their queen-size
bed. Elaine, at least, did not mind. Sleeping
alone on a prison cot had felt stranger:
she had never had her own bed when she
was growing up,

Elaine knew her family kept secrets
from her while she was in prison, hiding all
the bad news behind a single, reassuring
phrase: “It's all right" Now that she was
home, Elaine quickly discovered that noth-
ing was all right The apartment was a mess,
and evervone’s spirits seemed broken, too.

Tara, for one, seemed very depressed.
Elaine’s older daughter was pretty, with
almond-shaped eyes and long. straight haic
The 19-year-old had a boyfriend and a pen-
chant for desagner lzbels like Tommy Hil-
figer and Enyce. When she was two years
old, before Elane went to prison, Tara used
tn slip on her mother's high heels and pa-
rade around their apartment During trailer
visits at Bedford Hills, Elaine remembered
having 10 chase her away from the mirror,
where she always seemed to be pnmping.
But that was the past

Tars had dropped out of high school
and now spent the days inside the apart-
ment, minding her baby and watching
s0ap pperas. Now Elame had to nag her to
fix her matted hair, Elaine was not exactly
sure what was at the root of her daughter’s
unhappiness. She did have sickle-cell ane-
mia, which left her in extreme pain But
Elaine thought Tara was likely still grieving
her grandmetbher's death.

“The problem is I ery all the time be-
cause my mom is away and my grand-
mother is gone and there's nobody there
for me no more,” Tara had writien to the
clernetcy bureau in 1998, In another letter,
she added, “Sometimes I feel like killing
myself because my mother left me and now
my grandmother s gone,”

Flaine's younger daughter had also
comnpased a letter begmng the governor to
free her mother. “She has been locked up
for 15 years—that 15 all of my life,” Danae
wrote. “Just let her come home. She would
not do the same thing agam. She will be
trymg to catch up with her kads for all the
things she missed ~

But when Elaine arnved at her chil-
dren’s aparument, she discovered her
younger daughter did not even live here.
Danae had moved out long ago and joned
a friend’s family. No one had dared to tell
Elaine earlier because they knew the news
would enrage her indeed, Elaine refused
0 accept that she would never get to be
Danae’s live-in mother. Several times dur-
ing her first week home, Elaine stormed
over to Danae’s place and screamed at her
10 return. Once she even snatched an arm-
ful of Danae’s clothes and brought them
back to the apartment.

See GONNERMAN page 44
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Danae refused i relocate, though she did
stop by her siblings' place. “You're not going
nowhere!” her mother told her. *Stay here!” But
when Elaine stepped into the shower, the
teenager heaged for the door Naked and drip-
ping, Elaine grabbed a robe, streaked out of the
bathroom, and chased her daughter into the
building’s haliway. Elaine grabbed Danae and
started shaldng her: “You're staying right here!”
she shouted. Danae left. Though she felt hurt,
Elaine would [ater admnit that she respected her
younger daughter for having the gumptian to
find a new family after her grandmather died.

Danae was angry too. When her mother
was around, the 17-year-old scowled more ol
ten than she smiled—even after happy events,
like winning a baskethall game, Danae, who
was tall and sturdily built, played guard and
forward on one of Apache’s basketbzall teams,
Three years earlier, when she was 15, Danae
had erupted in the prison visiting room, "What
are you really here for?" she shouted at her
mother. “Don't lie to us! You couldn't be in here
for what you say youre in here for. Who did
you kill? You ve been In here my whole lile!
When are you coming home?”

The home Elaine had dreamed of return-
ing to was a comfortable, familiar place, But
nething about the apartment where she now
lived made her feel relaxed. In fact, she was
starting to feel more stressed than she had when
she was m prison. With the exception of Apache,
everyone around Elaine felt like a swanger

Flaine was the eldest daughter of seven
siblings, and she had watched from prison as
her [amily fell apart Two brothers were dead.
Two were in prison. Her sister Michelle, 35,
now lhived in Harlem. raising nine children. But
of all her farmily members, no one had changed
more than her younger sister Sabnna, who was
38 years old and sleeping on a fald-cut couch
in the bving room. Elaine remembered Sabrina
as atractive and successfil, When she was in
her twenties, Sabrina always had a job—work-
ing undercover securty at Key Food or Saks
Fifth Avenue—and she always had new clothes,
a testament to her ability to persuade her many
boyfnends 1o pay her layaway bills
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But during much of the 1990s, Sabrina
passed her days with her boyfiiend, she said,
“getting high and getting hit.” Crack, heroin,
powder cocame—she tried thern all and wound
up with a §$300-a-day habit Three years ear-
lier, Sabrina had tried to kill herself by jumping
into the East River from the FDR Drive A res-
cue team had to pull her out of the water.

Now Elaine barely recognized her sister.,
Dark spots covered Sabrina's arms. Most of her
teeth were missing, Every morning she com-
muted to a methadone pregram on 125th
Street. In the afternoons, she retreated to the
living room and held imaginary conversations
with their deceased mother.

There were 50 many problems in the
apartment that Elaine did not know where 1o
start. She had hoped to celebrate her first days
of reedom by riding the Cyclone at Coney Is-
land ¢r eaong a seafood dinner on City Island.
But one look at her family and she knew that
was impossible. She could not have any fun
yet. Not until she had filled her family's empty
refrigerator and fixed up the apartment. On
her first full day home, she went to Costco and
bought & mop, a breom, sponges, Comet, and
Lysol. She put a new seat on the toilet and a
new trash can in the kitchen, And she threw
out the broken kitchen table.

Later that week, Elaine cooked the dinner
she had been craving for years—spare ribs, col-
lard greens, yams, potato salad, corn bread—
enough food for everyene who was home and
all their friends. It was the sort of meal her
mother used to cook when she presided over
her famous holiday parties, preparing enough
food for at least a dozen famnilies

But the [amily spirit she tried to promote
did not last and her cleanup efforts were soon
undone, The toilet seat broke again, Garbage
routinely cverflowed the trash can, Rats scur-
ried down the apartment’s hallway. Elaine
knew her mother never would have permitied
her home to become a hovel, but now Elaine
could not seem o stop the slide. She watched
the children disappear inty their bedrooms at
night, locking their doors behind them. Instead
of eating tagether, they hid boxes of cereal in
their rooms.

Elaine and ! talked several times in her
first few weeks home, All the enthusiasm from
her release day had vanished from her voice.
“My children have created their own prison,”
Elaine said. "The apartment feels icy cold, like
where | came from, It doesn’t seem kike a
home, There is no love. Everything my mother
strived for and taught them. they just putiton
a shelf and forgot about it.”

Over and over, Elaine repeated a single
sentence to describe her predicament. ~T left
one prison to come horpe to another,” she said.
Being out of prison, she had realized, was not
the same as being free. It wasn't just the de-
crepit apartment, [t was also the reality of pa-
role, the fact that the ariminal justice system
was still watching her every move, and could
punish her if she reacted to this emotional
maelstrom by making a single mistake,

Like prison, parole has dozens of rules.
And i she was caught violating any one of
them at any tire over the next five years, her
parole officer could send her back to prison.
Parolees are not supposed to have any en-

slip, and not surprisingly, many do. Forty per-
cent of the state’s prisoners are reincarcerated
within three years of being released. Thisis a
phenomenon Elaine knows well, since at Red-
[ord Hills she watched some womer n
again and again, Some had commin w
crimes, but most had landed back in prison al-
ter violating parole—often lor flunking a drug
test or failing to check in with their parole officer

[ thought Flaine's struggle had ended the
moming she left prison. But as I listened to her
describe her life, 1 realized that in many ways
her travails had just begun, And I figured her
predicament was in many ways typical, and
would be shared by many of the 600,000 ex-
convicis, men and women, who are making
their way back into U.S. socety this year, |
asked Elaine il I could write a story following
her through the year, tagging along as she tried
to rebuild her life. She agreed.

Elaine's motives were partly personal,
pardy political. She thought having a reporter
around might help her get better services, per-
haps find a job or an apartment [aster. She also
hoped that publicizing her situation, would per-
suade stata legislators to change the Rocke-
[eller drug laws, Few drug felons go to rallies
and lobby legislators once they leave prisen,
but Elaine intended to keep fighting About
paliticians who might read her story, she said,
“Now when they lay their heads down at night.
they’ll have something to think about [ don't
want anyone 16 forget Elaine Bartlett ™

Elaine and I spent hundreds of hours to-
gether after she came home. Sometimes [
asked questions. More often, I just hung
around, watching and taking notes, while she
went about her day-to-day life. During her first
months home, she had few friends, and 1 be-
came & sort of confidante. Afler & while, her
family members started to refer to me as
“Flame’s friend,” even though everyone knew
Iwas a reporter. | interviewed most of the peo-
ple in her life, mcluding her sons, het  *ars,
and her daughters' father. Her d TS,
Danae and Tara, did not want to talk

As store windows filled with red, heart-
shaped boxes of chocolates and other Valen-
tine’s Day treats, Elaine walked the streets
looking for a job. She flled out applications
be a census worker, a security guard, and a
ecashier at stores along 14th Street. But check-
ing “yes” next to “Have you ever been convicred
of a felony?” did not invite enthusiashe re-
sponses, Few empioyers were willing to hire
an ex-gon, much less one who had just Jeft
prison after 16 years. The stigma of being a
convicted felon would be hard to erase. During
her first weeks home, Flaine signed up for pub-
lic assistance, Her first trip to the welfare office
yiekied $18. She was toid it would take 45 days
for full henefits to begin,

Over and over, Elaine repeated a single sentence to
describe her predicament. ‘I left one prison to come

home to another,’ she said.

counters with the police Any police contact—
whether a parking ticket or domestic dispute—
and Elaine might wind up back in jail. Thereis
also no staying out past 9 p.m. Ne smoking pot.
No owning a pit bufl er a rettweiler. No leaving
New York City without notifying your parole of-
ficer. No visiting a prisoner without pernussion.
No sodalizing with anybody whe has a arimi-
nal record. No staying at a friend s house with-
out telling your parole officer.

Parvlees are supposed to pay for their own
supervision—3530 a month—though they wan't
be penalized if they cannot afford the fee. To
monitor the state’s 50,000 parolees, parole of-
ficers rely on random drug tests and surprise
home inspectons. There are so many regula-
nons that even a weli-intentioned ex-con can

Elaine’s children and a [ew fnends tned to
help, Tara bought her two outfits, Apache got
his mother her own phone line. (Her first an-
swering machine message announced, “You've
reached Elaine Bartletr, a free woman after 16
years.”) The [ormer prison teacher who helped
her win clemency gave her a beeper But what
Elaine really needed was money. She stwruck up
a [riendship with an achvist she met at her
coming-home paryy, and he began giving her
$100 or $200 each time he saw her

Flaine was determined 1o rebuild her life
and repair her children’s lives, too, In many
ways, prison had changed Elaine It had qiven

her diplomas, contacts, and a belic her
own efforts mught pay off. Sll, frient nied
See GONNEAMAN page 46
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her about taking on the seemingly impessible
task of fixing her farmily’s problems. They told
her just to worry about herself. 10 focus on get-
ung a job and a bachelor’s degree.

"Don't let anyone stress you out,” she re-
called her brother Kenneth saying. when he
called from prison in Massachusetts. "Do what
vou gota do for you. They're your [amily. Love
thetn from a distance. Bui they will eall the po-
lice on you. I'm telling you because ['ve been
through it*®

Elaine ignored the advice. She hadnt
waited 16 years to be a full-time mother just to
gve up now that she was home.

BACK TO JAIL

On her first visit 1o her parole officer. Elaine be-
gan badgering him to permit her o return to
pnson. Not 1o Bedford Hills, but to Rikers 1s-
land, where her younger son, Mel, was locked
up. And io the upstate prison where Nate, her
daughters father, was in the 17th year of a 25-
years-to-life senlence.

Elaine met Nate when they were leen-
agers. Belore their arrest in 1983, they had
known each other for eight years. Carrying co-
caine to Albary was her idea; at the last ranute,
he decided to tag zlong just to make sure noth-
ing happened to her. While locked up in the Al-
bany County jail, Nale and Elaine married. They
were sefll Lo separate prisons and stayed in var-
1ous degrees of contact over the years. He wrote
regularly; she stopped after several years. In
1990. he sent her divorce papers, and Elaine
suspected an affair with ancther woman, some-
one who had been able to visit him,

Since Elaine had come home, Nate had
called several times and sent a letter nearly
every day. Guilt consumed Elaine when she
thought about how he was doing 25-years-to-
life because of her, about how Tara and Danae
had grown up without their father. “It's one

| thung 0 go to jail for your shit. but for someone
else’s shit?” Elaine said. “That's tough. [ can’t
forget about him.”

Elaine needed to see Nate, but first she
wanied to visit her younger son, who had been
on Rikers Island since October "Nate will have
to wait,” she said. "Mel is my baby.”

0f all Flaine’s children, Melseemed to take
her imprisontment the hardest When his grand-
mother could not bring him to Bedford Hills, 10-
year-old Mel would sneak out of the apartment
and go by himsell. He had memorized the route.
Ride Lhe subway to Grand Central Terminal
Transfer to Metro-North, Get off at the Bedford
Hills stop in Westchester County Hail a taxi, The
guards weren'tsupposed to let him in without a
chaperone, but Mel discovered they had a hard
me hurmng away children. At the end of every
wisit, Mel clung to his mother’s leg and kicked
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the guards who tried to pull him off. “Fuck that!”
he shonted. ] ain't going nowhere!”

By the time Mel turned 13, he was hanging
arcund outside all night—smoking pot, stealing
cars, selling drugs. Yvonne held nightly kitchen-
table vigils, waiting in the dark undl 3 a.m, for
her grandson to come home, Then she would
strip-search him, empty his pockets, and throw
tis cash and drugs in the tollet. Yvonne kept up
her late-night vigils even as her diahetes wors-
ened. But she was losing the war, losing Mel to
the streets, where he graduated from selling pot
and pawder cocaine t selling crack and heroin.

Elaine heard stories about Mel getdng into
wouble. He stayed silent when she repri-
manded him over the phone, so she tried wait-
ing until Mel came to see her o lecture lum
ahout the perils of drug dealing. Once again_ he
didn't listen. The next ome Mel wisited, Elaine
punched her son in the face, “Don’t make me
have to come over the fence. so the TV news
says, ‘Woman escapes from Bedford Hills,” "
she said, “I don't want (o have to come home
and visit you in prisen.”

Elaine's threats Taled. The nintn-grader
stopped going to school. stopped comng home
atnight, and stopped visitng hus mother. When
Elaine tracked hir down by phone at his girl-
Friend's house, Mel prormused to come see her.

=
i Butshe knew he wouldn't. Trapped in prison,..

Elane was powerless to counter the lure of
Mel's $2000-a-day incorne

Eventually. Mel went 1o prisen for the
same crime Elaine committed: selling drugs 1o
an undercover cop. To avoid 2 lengthy manda-
1ory senience like the one his mother recerved,
Mel decided not to go to trial, Instead, he
pleaded guilty and spent three years in Atnca.

Now he was on Rikers Island awaiting trial
in arelated drug ease, Thes timae, the charge was
“conspiring” W sell drugs. The new indictment
accused Mel of two inddents of drug dealmg—
hoth of which he'd already served rime lor. But
since “conspirmg” ko sell drugs is a dilferent
crime from selling them, Mel was fading anoter
possible prison sentence. Aceording to prosecu-
1013, Mel had worked for 2 drug gang known as
Dead Man Walking, which did a brisk husiness
on the Lower East Side and had annual sales ex-

ceeding 525 million.

Elaine got permission from her parole of-
ficer to visit Mel and went three times to Rikers
island during her first few weeks home. Cn a
Friday in early March, she took me with her.
“So you can see what we have to go through.”
she explaned. Elaine thought that il more
white pecple had relatives locked up for drug
erimes, state legislators would have long ago
rewritten the Rockefeller drug laws,

In fact, roore Lhan 94 percent of New York
State’s drug prisoners are African Amencan or
Latino, “When you give people power and au-
thority, they just overdo it because it doesn't al-
fect their sons and dzughters.” Elane said.
“They don't have 1o go through the pain and
suffening we go through. They wouldn't be able

mates in the city's jails get 500,000 visits. Elaine
hersell has been making the u1p to Rikers Is-
land since she was a teen. Back then. whenever
her brothers Kenneth or Don Juan went to jail,
she would walk from her mother’s house in
Corona, Queens, to the bus stop next to the Rik-
ers [sland bridge. Later, when her bovinend.
Nazte, got arrested, she would bring her chil-
dren when she visited him. And now Tenéa
was making her first trip 1o Rikers, sithng on
Elane’s lap as the bus crossed the East River
and the faruliar stench af salt water and
sewage filled the air

It was 12:20 p.m., and Elaine wasn 't look-
ing forward to the rest of her day—to the metal
detectors, pat frisks, dingy warang rooms, grufl
guards, slow lines. She wished she had good

Eventually, Mel went to prison for the same crime his mother,
Elaine, committed: selling drugs to an undercover cop.

10 deal with i1, anyway,”

Our journey to Rikers Island began at
11:50 a.m., when we boarded the F rain on
East Houston Sweet. Today, Elane wore
Apache’s parka and Tara’s Polo shirt. To give
Tara a break, Elaine was bringing her grand-
daughter Tenéa to Rikers Island. Soon we were
al Queens Plaza, lining up for the Q101. Elaine
slipped her new MemroCard into the machine
next W the bus driver, hiked her granddaughtes
above her hip, and headed down the aisle.

By now, Tenga was 10 months old. A dua-
per bulged beneath her hot pink ski suit, and
she wore tiny gold hoaps 1n her ears When
Tenéa rode around the East Viliage in her
stroller, strangers stopped to admire her
sparkly brown eyes, long lashes, and near-
constant grin, But now, as Elaine settled o a
seat near the back ol the bus, Tenéa was frown-
ing. Warried eyes peercd out beneath a whte
skr hat adorned with Baby Minnze Mouse. “You
look like you know where you're going,” Elaine
said 10 her granddaughter

For many New York [amibes, the journey
to Rikers Islanid s a famibar nraal. Each year. in-

news e report, but i she waited that long, well,
who knew when she would see Mel? After
clearing a security checkpoint, the Q101 wrned
mto the parking lot of the visilors® center. A
guard shouted his welcome. “No beepers or cell
phones allowed inside!” Elaine knew the rules;
she had left her beeper at home

To get 10 the Jail where Mel was housed,
Elaine had 10 take another ride, this time
aboard a refurbished school bus with ripped
leather seats. As she exited, her gaze climbed
the slate-gray walls of the Otis Bantum Correc:
tional Center, searching [or the dny third-lloor
window helorging 10 her son.

Once inside. Elaine [ollowed orders. She
stuck out one hand so a guard could stamp the
back with inwisible ink. She dropped Tenéa's
Winnie-the-Pooh diaper bag on the metal de-
tector’s conveyor bell. She walked o the frontol
the waiting room and gave a card with Mel's
name 1o the officer behind the desk She picked
a locker, slid in a quarter. and stulfed her ear-
rngs. parka, and duaper bag inside

Elaine settled into a front-row seat She

Spe GONNERMAN page 50
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+ had warted more than 16 years w leave prison.
! and since coming home she sull seemed 10
| spend mast of her ime waiting—{or her parcle
| officer. for her welfare caseworker, for 5. chanee
i 1o see Mel. Being wapped in the slow grind of
1 yeranother bureaucracy always teft her feeling
frusrated. “There's no dme to waste,” she of-
ten said. To pass the minues, Elaine bownced
her granddaughter on her lap, “Te-naaay-al”
Ehine sang. “Te-naaay-a!” The attennon did lit-
tle o improve the mént’s mood: every few min-
utes, Tenéa spit her padifier onto the Nloor,
The guard at tha front of the waidng reom
called out a few prsoners” names. hut not Mel's,
After more than 30 munues, Elune considered
asking the guard at the front how much longer
she would have 10 wat, On her iast visit to Rik-
urs, she had asked the same question, “Did you

Mel was proud ofhis
mother, ofhow she had
survived such a long prison

' sentence with her dignity

| intact. ‘My moms is

' what keeps me strong,’

' hesaid. .

hear me cll his name?” the guarg had shoared.
Al right. then, we didn't call it Have 2 seat.”

ARer years of being yeiled at by women
and men i gray usforms. Elane did not think
she could ke much more. She had wanied to
scream back, but she forced hersell 1o stay
slent, She didn't want her parole officer 1o hear
she had assied with a Rikers guare. Today.
Ehins decnded, she would not ask questions.

An hour passed, and the guard finally put
down her ogarete. picked up the phone. and
called Mel's last name. “Paschall’” Elawne joined
the line, When she got to the front. an officer
whd Ehine 0 remove Tenéa's Baby Minnie cap,
Hats are banned.

“No one told me that,” Eline said

“This is my steady post,” sud the guard.
“I'l tell you what you can being in.”

Silendy, Elaine plodded back w her locker.
then rearned w the end of the line. A few muin-
utes Jater, she finally made it past the meal de-
tector. An officer whisked her through a large
room burzng with visitors and prisoners and
into anather, quieter visiong room, which con-
taned several cages, ezch holding one table
and a few chaurs. The guarc gestired toward a
cage n the back aomer.

Mel had 1o see visiwrs inside 2 cage be-
cause he was confined under Rlkers” highest
level of security. He had been assigned (o the
Bing, officzaily known as the Central Punitive
Segregation Unit, which is reserved lor New
York City's worst-behaved prisoners. For fight-

" ing with another :nmate, Mel had been siapped
with 90 Bing days. Now he was locked ina 70-
square-foot cell for 23 hours a day, and he re-
ceved meals threugh a sict in the door.

Elane cimed her granddaughter nside
the cage. [t was 2:30 p.m., about two hours
sinee she had arrived on the stand. She sared
through the sieel bars at the parade of men en-
termg the visiting zrea and med to foree a strole.
It wasn't easy. Coming to Rikers meant con-
fronting not only a slow-moving burezucracy
but also her own mustakes, guilt, and regress. [
she had never gone to prison, Elame thought,
Mel would now be passing the hours earning a
paycheck or a degree instead of more Bing days.

Soon a fammuliar face appeared. Mel lit up
as he neared the cage and realized who had

| come 1o see him. “Maaaaa!" he shouted.

Before he could embrace his mother, Mel
had 1o wait for an officer 1o unlock the culls
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holding his hands behind hus back. The short,
saawny boy who had come 1o see Elune
in prison—who had smuled at her for years
from ths Polarcids decorating her cell walls—
had disappeared. Across from Eline sat a
six-foot-two-inch man who shaved his head 10
hitle a bald spot.

Mei conld pass for 30, though he was seven
years younger, He wore the jui's orange jump-
sit, accessorized with Versace glagses and
Tommy Hilfiger sandals. His biceps bulged. the
result of tens of theusands of push-ups and pud-
ups he had done 1n his vears behind bars. And
aiong his right cheek, a jadhouse enemy hag ledt
a signabure with a razor blade, a 12-satch scr
ineerrupang Mel's carefully mmmed beard,

“How have you been?” Mel asked.

*I'mall right,” Elaine lied.

She handed Tenéa to Uncle MeL and im-
mediatety the baby began w cry. "Are you
seared of the orange jumpswt?” Elzine asked.
She ok Tenga back and began to reck her.

“Did you hear me on the radio?” she asked
Mel. The moming after her release, Elune
spoks on WBAJ about the Rockefelier drug laws.

“l was listening and ! had a couple people
liswen ako.”

*Did you hear me wik about you?*

*1 caughr a licde but of i, but my baneres
were really going.”

Before ms mother left prson. Mel had not
seen her for seven or eight years, To learn de-
wails abous ber crumunal mise and demency cam-
paign. he had studled the news swres about
her. Mel was proud of his mother. of how she
had survrved such a long prison sentence with
her dignity intact. When she spoke, he held her
hands and listened. He did not mik back, Here.
n il Ehune’s own 16-vear impnsonment gave
hera cercun authonity, 1t least in the eyes ofher
younger son. "My moms 5 what keeps me
swong,” Mel wold me later.

Mel kept a piczure of his mother on his celfl
wall, and he had wniten a song for her:

[ never asked for this life

{t was guwen to me

Eperything was all good

Or you pretended it be

Neoer wold me about the world
And the scruggie for dreams
Left when | was seven

Not epen near o my teens. . . .

ARer ha went to pnison, Mel became a Either.
Little Met, now four years old, lived with his
mother in Queens, Mel had notseen his son i
more than a year.

“Why didn't you bring Little Mei?" he asked.

Elune roiled her eyes. Tensions between
Meland hus baby’s mother had made it neardy
impossible for Elaine to see her grandson.

*You goma come home and deal wath vour
own shit,” Elune said.

The comversaton dared from Mels siblings
1o his court case o his girliriends w the weather
mw prison radicils like Assam Shakur and the
Soledad brothers. (Mel said he was reading about
thern,) There were wo many topics and not
snough dme, The time limt for oll Bing visits is
one hour, and spon a guard would appear at the
zage door. Elane decided not to il her son she
had been ciashing with his sisters: she did not
want to burden hum wath probients he couldn t
o And Elaine knew he was not elling her abour
the pressure that led to his sgnt in the Bing.

"M, you don't need 1o be coming here,”
Mel said, “You've already done enough time.”

“Of course I'm going 10 come visit you,”
Elaane saud, *T know what it’s like when people
say they re going to come visit and they don't,”

The conversation conbnued even as a

came by and culfied Mel's wnsts,

*|love vou, Ma!”™ Mel shouted over fus shoul-
der as the officer led him away. °1 love you!”

“T lave vou toe.” she velled. "Now, you
behave!”
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Aross the reom full of cages, Elamne
watched ber son as he swod in ot of a door.
waiting for an officer to escort him back to his
cell. The steel culfs kept him from waving, so
he shouted one last goodbye.

“Ma, [ love you!”

JOB HUNTING

One rorning in mud March, six days aRer our
trip 12 Rikers Island, Elawne pushed open the
door to an empioyment agency. The banner
hangng over the recepuonist’s window an-
nounced: “The South 40 Corporation: An Av-
enue From Pnson o Society.” Elane wrote her
name o6 a sign-in sheet. then picked a seat nex
@ the magazine rack holding Venigy Fawr and
Correcaans Today

A fellow ex-con she met at WBAI had told
Elaine about South Forty, and so here she was
in 1ts waitng room on the 12th lloor of a build-
ing pear Penn Stanon. She recogruzed the
agency’s name because it used to have coun-
selors working inside Bedford Hills, advising
prisoners on how 1o find a job, That was before

1991. when the sw@te prison system cut fund-
ing for South Forty’s “transmcenal services.”

Seven weeks of job hunting had Galed w
vieid any olfers, Elaine needed heip. A [ew
nours iater. Elune sat nexr ta the desk of George
Ling, then one of South Forty's vocanonal spe-
aalists, Elaine liked that George wore a st and
Ge. that he srode purposeiuily hetween the of
fice’s cubicles. and that he underswood her
plight. "I'm an ex-ofender.” said George. who
was 29, “1did seven years, from age 17 10 23.”

Before she went to prison, Elawe s ré-
sumé was blank. She had collected welfare
and worked ofi-the-books at a beanty salon on

125th Street, brauding hair and doimng man-
cures, When she left Bedford Hills, Elamne car-
ried copies of a three-page résumé, which she
had typed on a pnson computer, It listed her
diploma frem Mercy College, which had sent
tezchers into the pnison, and deseribed sev-
eral prison jobs. including program aide at the
Children’s Center next t the visiung room. It
also meneoned the many cerdficate courses
Elame had completed. from “Basic Legal Re-
search” o “MicrosoRt Word 6.0 to ~Alterna-
oves o Violence.”

“You've got a lot of skills,” said George, as
he flipped through the résumsé, “You couid doa
iot of tungs. But [ need to know: Where do you
want o go” What do you want to do?”

“Counseling,” Elamne said. “T could d6 thar, {
2njoy speaiang. [ speak out about the Rockefeller
drug laws, Also, I'm [ascmarted by computers. [
need something [ can grow in. 1 donT want
sometiung ['m stuck m. 'm tred of being stuck.”

“Let’s sty we get you inw counseling, be-
cause it's net easy 10 get mto the computer feld
without any serous computer background.”

South Forty inds jobs for more than 1000
ex-cons a year. Many become jamtars, dish-
washers, or cooks. Others work on the phone
as dispaichers or survey takers. Elane’s asso-
cale’s degree gave her an advantage over mast
ex-tons, ind George figured he cowld get her an
518,000~ to $20.000-a-year counseling job. If
she had a bachelor’s degree. he could probabty
get her between 525000 and $30,.000 fie
could el she had a lot of ambinon, that pnson
had not crushed her wuianve. Jobless ex-
prisoners someurnes came to South Forty and
swpped ouwside the front door, waiing for
someone o huzz them i, even though the door
was unlocked, Pnson had left them so nsem-
nonalized thar they would have a tough ame
thnving n a jol.

Eluine was pleased that George did not
view her as a fuure jamtor or McDonald's order
taker, because she cercunly did not see hersell
in such mirumum-wage work, Aftar she ap-
peared on WBAJ a few weeks eariier, the radio
iost told her about a fnend whe needed sorme-
body to clean her house. “Baby, | am nct a

tnaid,” Elune rephed, *[ didn'l get out of prison
after 16 vears w clean todets.”

George wformed Elamne that 3 recruster
from a large social service agency was co—g
0 South Forty that day to conduct a gr
terview. “Do you have nme  go hon. i
change?” he asked,

Elaine glanced down at her clothes. Slue
llare-bottorn pants, black boots wath a chunky
heel. Tara had picked out the outdit from her
own wardrobe, laying it out thas momnng for
her mother.

"I gona change?” Elnine asked, “Whai do
Twear?”

“Do you have any swls or skirs?”

“No.”

An hour or so later, Elarne walked into the
offices of Dress for Success. a nonprofic that
Bves away used business ciothes 1 women en-
iermg the workforce. She carmed a referral
from George, and soont a female volunteer was
niiling through the racks in search of a sza-16
outfit Then Flame peeted off her club \id dlothes
and slipped into the umform of a corporam ex-
ecuave: panty hose. fake pearl earnngs. a
pnight rea sk, and a matehing st jacket with
goid bugons up the front

The skirt st was slightly baggy, and the
used pumps were Size 12, twa sizes too large.
But Eluine did not complam, Maretung seffly up
Eghth Avenue. back toward South Forty. she
sard, “It feels good w have people fusang over
me after all these years.”

451t mirmed out. the recrinter wha came 1o
South Forty needed custodians, not counselors.
Elane wasn't teo worned. With George's help.
she thought, she could do bemer, “You brought
areporter?” one ex-con whispered to her after
the group interview. “They're defiutely gong
o get you a job,” Elatne laghed.

Over the next few weeks, Elaine siopped
1n to see George several times. He sent her o a
résumé-writing workshop and a sermnar on
what 0 say qunng a job interview, B
panded her wardrobe by sending he, :
Bornomiess Closet, another nonprofit tha, .28
free business clothes to poor women, By the
ume she left, Flaine needed an enormous snop-
ping bag to hold all her loot,

When the volunteers offered her a jacker,
Elzine asked for two. She grabbed a handful of
free beauty products—lipsnek, pressed powder.
cologne, eye shadow, conceaier, eye pencis,
and hair spray—even though she only wears
hpsock and eyeliner. When the vplunteers told
her she was allowed one piece of jewelry. she
persuaded them to let her take three itams: a
pair of fake-pear] earrings, a necklace, and a
gold pin decorated with a red rose thar m seript
sad “Mom.”

UPTOWN ESCAPE

By late March, two months after she left prison.
Elune had resoried o detecuve work m an at-
rempt to understand her chidren’s lives. She
went to Danae’s school to check on her grades
She copied down the doctors” names on Tara's
pil bordes, She sougitt out Mel's lawyer 1o find
out what was gouing on with fus case, She at-
tended Apache’s baskethall games, learned the
names of hus players. and cheered for bus tearns
Sdll, there was so much Elune didnt
know. When Danae’s !3th buthday armved,
Elaine gave her 520 to buy a cake because she
wasn't sure what flavor her vounger daughter
liked, Danae chose sawberry. *I never would
ave guessed that” Elune sard.,
No maner how hard Elane med. the reai-
1y of her relanonships with her daughters did
not come close to matching her expectabons.
Uver the years, Tara and Danae had wniten
about how much they mussed her. how their
lives would be better as soon as she was *se
agan. But that wasn 't coming grue. "All
wors Yau wrale me I prson=—now i 1
home, 1t’s a whole dferent story,” Elaine siud 1o
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her daughters, “Was it all lies?”

Tara and Danae had never known their
r  «oumside of prison. and to ber daughters,

jrobably seemed to be meddling. Butin
Re. .tnd, the respecs and authonty a mother
should be accorded were missing. Elaine
clashed with Tara, telling her she spent too
much arme *laymg up” with her boyfriend. She
also continued crdenng Danas o move home,
and Danae condoued to defy her. Some days.
Danae saubbed her mother, refusmg to ac-
knowledge her when they passed on the sTreet
Some mghts, Tara refused to sleep in the same
bed with her mother and nstead ook her pil-
low to the living room.

Elane had wried not to let prison make ber
hitter, Inside Bedford Hills, she had figured our
how 1 harmess her rage, how to swp [ghtng
otber inmates and fight the system instead. She
prayed every mght and hit 2 punching bag in
the gym. Bur now that she was home, she
seemed 10 be losing her grip. She could not nd
hersell of all her disappomntment. hury, and
rage. Confiding 1n her mother might have made
her [eel bemer, but of course, her mother had
passed away. And Naie, her daughters’ father.
was not around.

Some fays, her firy felt unstoppabie.
“What's wrong with you?” she weuld scream at
her daughters when they were not acting the
way she fought they shouid. It was all she
could do not to beat them up. “You reated me
bener when I was in prison!” she hollered at
Danaa during one fight 71 wish | hadn't enme
home (o you and your samid sster!”

In her children’s aparmment, Elaine [elt as
though she were living i a mghteiub, The phome
rang all night long. There was always at least
ane welevision blarmg, and sometimes threa or
four At night, the mumber of friends and
boyfriznds crashing in the aparoment pushed
it= ~~riasgion b 10 or more. Nobody kere had

jab. Compared to the highly struc-
L world of Bedford Hills—where guards
had umiocked ber cell each day a1 6 am and
shut off the lighw at 10:30 p.m.—life in the
was unter chaos,

She felt as though nobody wanted her
around. People ignored hber, Conversations
haited when she walked by. “This is the most
uncomfortabis aparanent ['ve ever been in.”
she said. On her way home, Flaine often
stopped outsde the enrance 1o her hunlding,
sat on 2 wooden bench, and smred at the sky.
She considered curling up and spending the
mght ourdoars. “You're free, Elaine,” she would
seil herself, “At leasz things aren't as bad as they
were.” Usually, this mantza was encugh o get
her of the bench and inte te elevator.

Flaine had overheard enough to figure out
that some family members were unbappy
about her media atendon, about her sacrific-
ing their privacy o wm ber freedam. She knew
her own mother would not have approved of
such pubficty. Yvonne was so proud and pr-
vate that she did not allow Elaine to send let-
ters from Bedford Hills direcdy w her impris-
oned brothers becausa peopie mught find out
her brothers were locked up. "You don'tlet peo-
ple know your whole [amily 15 in jail.” Yvonne
would say, “It's embarrassmg.”

Elaine began to [antamze ahout escaping,
collecting her plastic bags and moving mnto er
own place. She longed {or a housing project
apartment like the one she rented before she
went 10 pnson. Back then, she paid $127 a
month for a three-bedroam apargment in the

Houses,

Whule she was in prison, the New York Gty
Housing Authority began demng more ngorous
background checks. It beecame much tougher
for anyone wath amy sort of crfmunal record o
~  pase. Renters who sbared an apartmen:c

imeone whe had 2 cnminal record faced
+ e evicion. The background checks were
popular with wenants, who wanted to stop thewr
projeas from becommg open-awr drug markets.

But lor an ex-prsoner like Elane, a ban based
an a 17-year-oid drug bust created yet another
obstadle m an already formdable housing hunt.

The longer she stayed i the aparmment, te
more troubie she had controlling her temper.
Occagonally her sister Sabrina cffered advice,
telling her not to dnve away Tara’s boymend.
“They're gonna de what they re gonna do,” Sab-
rma told Flaine. "Don’t let thern block your way.”
Other days, the sisters would fight. and Elaine
became convinced Sabrina did not want her
around exther, The message was not always
subte. *If your parcle officer comes here,” Sab-
npa threatened durmg one argument, “I'm go-
wg to tell hem we don't want you”

In late March, 56 days after Elame moved
in, she got into a minor squabble with Sabrina
that quickly escalated into an all-out war. It
began with Sabrma hollermg down the apart-
ment hallway.

“Who ate my cheese?” Sabrma yelled, “Who
ate oy cheese?”

In her children’s
apartment, Elaine felt

as though she were living
in a nightclub. The phone
rang all night long. There
was always at least one
television blaring, and
sometimes three or four.

Flaine hadn't tuken the cheese, but to get
her sister to shut up, shs screamed back, “Tate
your cheese!”

Sabrina was infuriated hy this answer, and
the two sisters tore int each other. The fight
laxd bara every peat-up [anmly resentment.

“You stupid ass!” Sabrna shouted. “You
went t0 jail. You hurt Mommy. You're tha one
that broke her heart by going to jaill”

Elaine bad heard encugh. She was tired of
feeling wwanted. of bemg biamed for all that
had gone wrong. She began swifing her pos-
sesmons—her skart surs and résumés and high
heels—uwto plastic bags. The only place left to
go was her sister Michelle's home in Harlem—
2 five-bedrvom aparmment she already shared
with her husband, five children. a grandsen,
and three of Sabrina’s children.

Elame hunted for the plastic water bottle
she used as a bank and dumped the contents
onw Tara's bed. Her dallar bils had disap-
peared long 2go, so she counted the quarters
and dimes. Elzine did not have $235 for the mini-
van. She would have to get Michella to send
down her hushand wath some money so she
could pay the dnver when she got © Harlem,
She would also have to call her parale afficer ©
1gll him she was changmng addresses lest he
send her back w jzil for violating paroie rules,

Elsine had been determmed to be 2 role
odel for her chuldren, to show her famity a
way of [ife that did not revalve around cshing
welfare checks or walching soap operas every
aflernoon. Butnow she did not think she could
rebunid her own life whale living in her chil-
dren’s aparument. [t had wken wa months for
the dream to crumble, Her brother Kenneth
was ngbt. She would have to love her fammly
from a dismnce.

The cises did not end when Elaine
changed homes. Socn she was hickermg with
her voungest sister. 1o, though she could not
explain exactly why. She didn't ke living o
someope else’s house, obeyng someone else’s
rules, One night, she sat in Michelle's lobby for
threa hours, surrounded by all her belongmgs.
while she waited for Apache to help her move
again. He never showed, so she dragged her
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plastc bags back upstars 10 Michelle’s apart-
ment Every day. Apache called to make sure
his motker had not gone to a homeless shelter.

BROOKLYN RESPITE

Elaine usually made an effort to look put-
together, if not professonal, when she went o
South Forty to see George. But on a Tuesday
morning in mid April, she showed up at the
employment agency i Jeans and a T-shurt
Hours of nibbling bad lefi her onca long nails
sTubby and uneven. And the cirdes around her
eyes had grown so dark that she locked as if
she had been punched in the face.

A few days earlier, George had set up her
first official job interview—to be a case man-

. ager at the Center for Cornmunity Alternabves,
a Manhatan nenprofit that tnes w keep people
out of prison. Elaine wore a Liz Clahorne o
fit from the Bottomless Closet to meet one of the
the agency's directors,

“Miss Lasson feels you did really well,”
George said, “You iooked iantastic The only
thing 15 she said you came very, very early.”
| Elaine had indeed showed up early—

90 mmutes before her scheduled interview,
“The more | waited. the nervouser I gor,” she
explaned.

Now she ppened her pocketbook, a loan
from Tara, and hunted for the thank-you note
George bad wold her 1o send w ber prospecave
employer, The mght before, while a televigon
blared and her young nephews raced up and
down the hallway of Micheile's horne, Elame had
handwritien a letter to her interviewer. In, the
midst of so much chaos, such spdal nicetes
seemed stighty absurd, Bue if this was what sha
had tr do w gera job, she woudd play by the rules.

Since she did not have a permanent home,
Elame kept every impertant prece of paper with
her. She riffled through her purse, past her
prison release certficats, her hirth certficte,
her plastic change purse, her Medicaid card,
her address book, notes from fiends at Bed-
ford Hills, and Nate's lerters, There was so
rmuch sl in the pocketbook that it wok a few
mmutes 1o locae her thank-you note.

Unlike most ex-cons, Elame carried in her
purse a notehook with plasdc slesves contam-
ing the businesy cards of state legislators, re-
porters, and amivisrs, Almost everyone Elaine
had met since coming home promused to help,
nodding sympathetically when she told them
her story, Stil, despite three months of hus-
ting everywhere she turned she seemed to
confront a dead end,

Elaine finally pulled out her thank-you
nete and handed itto George. By now. her eyes
haa grown moist “All the people who are sup-

| posed ko be helping me aren't doing anything,”
she said. “1'm fed up.”

“Talk  me, " 'said George.

She blinked hard 2 few dmes to stop her
tears, “This whele thing is a joke,” she said,
Abowt the agenaes she had called for help, she
added. “They %ay they're gong to get back 1o

you and they never do.

If anycne had phoned her hack, though,

. Elaine might not know. The phone company

had disconnected the local service when no ocne

pad the bill. And her [armuly sometmes lorgot
10 Pass on messages,

George did not kmow the details of Elaine's
avads, but he could see that her situation was
urgent, What was the peint of finding Elaine a
Job f farmily arises deraied her—if they kept her
from showing up to work on time and stayng
focused? Ceorge knew Elaine needed another
place to live,.se he wangled her zn appomtment
tater that day at the Womnen's Prison Associa-
don. The agency somedmes provides ex-cons
with emergency housing. After Elaine wld her
story, a caseworker bocked her a room loc 10
nights at the YMCA in Greenpoint. Brocklyn.

A few hours later, Elaine boarded the G
wain, a subway line she had never ndden be-

[ore, to get ta Greenpoint, a neighberhood she
had never heard of undl that day, ARer gettng
slightly lost, she found the YMCA, wiere the
signs m the lobby are wmntten in Polish.
Elaine’s neighbors were European tourists
paying $55 a rught for a room wath a color TV
and double hed, plus to 2 weight room
and swimmung pool.

Ever since she left pnison, Elaime had been
dreaming of taking a vacation. Usually, she
imagined Lierself on a beach in Jamaic, sip-
ping a pifa coladz and lying next to a very at-
wacnve man. The Greenpownt YMCA seemed
an unlikely spot for a heliday, but for the mo-
ment, 1t wouid have to do. Elaine mied to lorget
that the view from the lobby included the 94th
pelice preanct. 2 sight that did not relax her, At
least she could stay here for free, and the
Women's Prison Associanon gave her a dady
stpend of $10—enough for two meals f she
planned carefuily. She just had to call her pa-
raole officer and 121l hun she was moving.

Over the next [ew days, Elaine trans-
formed Room 305 into a horme. She got her
dothes fram Michelle’s apartment, folded them,
and placed them in the dresser drawers. She
wrned the windowsil into a katchen cupboard,
lining it with cans of pear halves and apple-
sauge, twa bowles of ranberry nes, and a box
of Appie Jacks.

Armed with a stack of quarters, she wok
over the phone 1n the YMCA's srirwell. For an
hour or two each day, the phone booth became
her personal office. She made clls to George,
Apache, her caseworker at the Women's Prison
Assodadon—anyone she thought could heip.
She didn't call her sisvers or daughters to tell
them where she had gone. She wanted them o
worTy, at least for a lew days.

At the YMCA, Elaine alternared between
appreciadng the quiet and {eeling lonely, She
knew only two or three people m Brooklyn, and
none of themn lived 1n Greenpoint, One day, she
saw somsebody she recognized—an ex-con
from Bedford Hills, who was also staymg at the
YMCA They did aoctalk long, though Hangmg
out with this partdcular woman Elame Agured.
would ke her swraight back tw prson,

The longest conversation Flaine had with
anyone she met in Greenpoint ok piace the
evening a man who lived down the hall invited
her out The man barely came up to ier shoul-
dex, s in her mind, she dubbed him “Sherty.”
At a nearby bar, she ordered a piia colada and
sat with Shorty and his three friends,

“Tell ma about yourself,” Shorty said.

Elaine rolled her eves. "You dan't even want
to know,” she said “We're not going 1o go there.”

“TI'll be your shoulder to ery en.” Shorty
offered.

“Your hade shoulders couldn’t handle my
ies right now,” Elame said.

After just one drink, Flaine deaded Shorty
was barmg and got up to leave. Just after mud-
night, loud banging oo her door woke her. A
drunken Shorty wanted o come in. “You've got
the wrong woman. buddy,” Elaipe told him
through the door. Then she went back o bed, A
few days later, she bought a plastie purple ra-
dio and put it on the mght table next to her bed
to keep her company.

SECOND HOMECOMING

In early May, 13 weeks after she Isft prison and
while she was stll ving at the YMCA, Elame
landed a full-tme job. Project Renewal. a non-
profit agency, hired Elaine to work at its home-
less shelter on East 3rd Street. just off the Bow-
ery. Compared 10 most ex-cons, she was doing
well, Only 42 percent of New York's parolees
have full- or part-rime jobs.

Elame’s new workplace was a Su-story
bnck building bolding 200 male drug addices.
Many had spent years sleepmng in subway cars
and on sdewalks; others had cyded in and out
of jal Elaine chuckled at the rony of her own
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predicament. “Here ] am working in 2 homeless
shelter,” she sad, “and | [ee] homeless myself,”

Elaine’s job title was residental aide, and
her dudes included answermg phones, enforc-
ing curfews, and inspecnng the men’s lockers.
On days when she had to search [or contra-
band—which meluded drugs, kmves, and even
cell phones—she [felt as though she were back
in pnson, this ime as 3 guard.

Though she was a staff member, Elaine
empathized with the clients. She even remem-
bered two men from 20 years ago, when they all
lived in the same housing project " am't even
been home four months yet. and [ undersmnd
now you feel about rules and regulanons,” she
twold the men when they complamed. “Youdon't
want anybody telling you what to do.”

Elaine began to acquire a roubne, Five
days a week, Tuescay through Sanurday, she
worked from 4 p.m o mudnight. The schedule
techrucally vioiated her parole—her amnfew was
snll 9 p.m.—buc her parole officer gave her
permmission o work at night. Now she had less
ume for jail visits and aparmment hunemg, but
going 1o work every day usually improved
Elame’s mood.

As a bonus, the men wio surTounded
her—all the male clients plus dozens of male
coworkers—proved to be an ego boost. Elane
could stll turp heads. One coworker gave her
a homle of Victonia's Secret perfume and a
plastic rose that lit up when she squeezed the
sterm. Another ook her on a shopping spree
at a arugstore and also to Dailas BBQ on 5L
Marks Place.

Savng money became Elaine’s tp prionty.
She worked double shifts. She opened her first
bank account—with $15. She pad her first
axes, Afer taxes, her twice-monthty paychecks
totaled $493.42. Elaine was earnmg about $10
an hour, or $18,000 a year, It was better than
McDonald's wages—and much bewer than the
25 cents an hour she parned in prison—>but af-
ter sha pur half her paycheck in the bank o
save far an aparument, trere was lwde left, To
save money, she ate one mesl a day.

Though Elane was still living m the YMCA,
she wowd often swp by her chiidren’s apart-
mene, Relations with her famly were less
fraught now that she had somewhere else
sieep. When Tenéa's first buthday arnved m
early May, Tara decided 1 throw a party n 2
local community center. Elune’s mother had
given Tara the nickname “Pocahonus,” so
Elaine scoured fve-and-dime stores for paper
plates and naplans decorated with the charac-
ter from the Disney flm.

At4 pumn., three hours before the party was
to begin, Flame swwod on a [oid-out chair at the
coMMUmIty cemter, TyWg Stweamers (o the
rafters, A deejay brought a stack of rap albumns
and a bubble machine. Elaine’s sister Micheile
brought enough fried chicken and collard
greens and powio salad for 100 people. Abour
75 family members and friends showed up.
and Tenéz surveyed the scene from her sooller,
wearing a paper Pocahontas headband and
bobbing her head to the beat.

Later, Elaine swayed o the music, helding
ner granddaughter. As sirangers came oy 1o el
the pirthday girl how adorable she was. Elame
beamed. This was the sort of [amuly event she
had locked forward 1o all those years she was
stuck L0 pnson. A few hours into the bash.
Elame went outside tw smoke. When she came
hack, Tara handed her a paper plate with 2
slice of Carvel ice cream birthday cake. Tara
had saved the best piece, the one with Poca-
nontas’s [ace, [or her mother.

One week later. Elaine left the YMCA and
| moved back into the East Village apartment
| wath Tara and Apache. Though the Women's

Prnison Asseaaton had prorused her only 10
i mughts at the YMCA, she had always hoped ¢
| sty longer. In the end. she convinced a case-

worker to allow her to stay five and half weeks

before she was finally cul off in mud May

Back mn the aparmment, Elune vowed not
to lash out at her sister and daughters. Now
when something rankled Elaine—when she
opened the kitcnen cupboard and reaches
jumped out. or when 3abnna woke her at 4
am, t bum a cigaretia—she tried to keep her
mouth shuc This time, she moved mio
Apache’s bedroom in onder 10 give Tara a
chance to spend more dme with her boviriend.

Apache’s small bedroom was the de facto
headquarters for Exodus. his AAU basketball
club, Copies of Slam, the basketball maga-
zne, covered the rught table; game schedules
were taped to the wall above his bed. The
room was not much larger than the king-size
bed it held, and Elaine’s drrival made 1t [eet
even more crowded. She hung her business
swits from Apache’s curtain rods and slept
next to him at mght.

While most 26-year-old men would not be

Ever since she left prison,
Elaine had been dreaming
of taking a vacation.
Usually, she imagined
herself on a beach in
Jamaica, sipping a pifia
colada and lying next

to a very attractive man.

thrillad about sharng a hedroom with their
mother, Apache did not complam. As afways,
his senss of humor helped him cope. “Ma, 1t's
11:37." he said one day, after she began work-
ing the 12 p.m.—t0-8 p.m. shuft. “You gona get
tp worl.” Elane jumped up out of bed and ran
down the hall to the shower. Within minutes,
she had puiled on one of Apache’s sweaters,
biack Spandex tights, and a pair of stuny or-
ange boots. The outfit was less conventonal
than her usual work amire, but it would have
o do. She headed for the deor and speed-
walked o0 work.

Net long afterward. Apache’s phone rang.
“You've got jokes. soq,” said Elaine. Apache
lauighed. [t was only 9:30 am.—us mother was
rwo and half hours early for work. "Who did
you have hiding 1o the sturwel: that you ate my-
ing to sneak in?” she asked.

No women were smealang in that day,
though Apache’s girlfriends were a favonte tar-
get. “Whoever you got tn there has got w go.”
Elaine said to her son on the phone one
evenmg. “Send thewr asses horne. ['ll be home
by 9. 50 the room beter be ¢leaned up by then.”
She put down the phone and rolled her eyes i
mock anger. “Him and lus guls need their ewn
damn room,” she sad.

Durnng her last years in pnison, after her
mother passed away, Apache was the one who
helped keep her sane, visinng reguiarty and giv-
ing her pep talks on the phone. Now that she
was home. Apache sull wormed about hus
mother, “1 know she’s tying 10 find her piace in
the world.” he told me. “She thought her pur-
pose was to take care of her kids and her kids
have turned their backs on her. They denl
want her around, How devastanng couwid that
be? | know 1Us hurnng bad, [t wall probably im-
prove wath the years. Hut it might be toa late.”

Elaine dreamed of finding-an apartment
large enough for her, Apache, Danae, Tara.
and Tenéa. She wasn't sure if she could con-
vinee her daughters to live with her, but she
wanted 1o be close by so that they could visit
And she wanted to have enough room so her
grandchuldren could sty someames, 100, This
way, she figured, she would get to spend more
ume with Licle Mel and alse Baby Tara.
Apache’s five-year-old daughter. who lived
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with her mother. *1 need a home o create a
family,” Elane said.

Caseworkers at the Women's Pnison Asso-
caton adwvised Elzine that her only immediate
opton was a single-room occupancy hotel,
where wenants pay by the week for the bare ne-
eessines—a ent, a shared bathroom, an electi-
cal oudet They found an opening at an 5SRO in
Brooklyn, but Elawne refused to wvisit I don't
want a room,” she saud. *I want a home.”

When Elame walked by the many housing
projects scaered around the East Village and
Lower Eas Side, she scanned the wandows for
any sign of vacandes. Though the New York City
Housing Authority zoes not gve leases w fefons,
Elaine learned that the agency does make ex-
cepuons for ex-cons who can prove they have
been “rehabilitared,” So she filled out an 2ppli-
canon and got two s legislators o wnte let-
ters saying she had reformed, Even i she did
manage 10 qualify for a project aparment, the
wait would likely be more than a year,

Flaine hoped to remain in the Easz Village,
where she was beginmng to [eel at home. She
had a 15-minute walk to work, and she'd mern-
orized the locanon of every swre with a shoe
sale along Second Avenue. The cashier at the
bodega near her job knew her. “Hey, honey.” he
called when she stroiled in, "what can [ getyou
today?” Buf there was no place for her in thus
rapidly genmifying neighborhood. where three-
bedrooms reat for 3000 a month.

As June amved and the weather grew
warmer, Elaine s mood plummeted. She'd had a
clear vigon of what she wanted to accomplish:
to get a job, then an aparmnent, Her stay at tha
YMCA haa renvgorated ber and helped dear
her head. But now she [elt as though things were
fuzzy agan. On her days off from work, she re-
reated 1o Apache’s nedroom, locked the door,
and slept ali afternoon. She let the answenng
machine pick up Apache’s telephone. She
swopped rearmung calls. Flaine was oot sure
whar would happen o her, It she worzied her
story would not have 2 happy ending,

Apache had lived in the aparmments
largest bedroom before Elaine came home. But
when his mother first moved in. Apache had
swapped rooms with his sister Tara so (hatshe
and Elaine could have the back bedroom. Now
that Apache and Elaine were shanng space,
they deaded w reclaim the largest bedroom.

On a Thursday mormng in early July,
Apache and Elaine began moving their posses-
sions 1t the aparmment’s hallway. They
pushed Apache’s bed and dresser into the cor-
rider and piled her oudits on top. Meanwhile,
Tara saton her bed and refused to budge. T'm
not meving,” she said. Bame ignored her and
kept workang, scrubbing Apzche's now empty
room with cianfectant.

A [ew munuies [ater, somebody pounded
on the front door, Elaine looked down the cor-
ridor and saw three cops w the doorway

"We got a call about a domesdc dispute,”
an officer said.

No police eontact. Elane remermbered pa-
role’s rule. She knew this encounter could send
her baek w jal She suspewed Tara's boyinend
had called the officers: earlier. she remembered.
she'd heard hum say, “They're comung.” Now, 1n-
stead of huding in a bedroom, Elame walked
down the comdor to the doorway. *[ fust got out
of prison after 16 years,” she explaned 1o the
cops. "Governor Patala sent me to thus address
So [ there’s a problem with thac, tell um, File a
report becausa somethung has to be done.”

She gestured around the aparonent, at the
bare bulbs, the dirty ceding, the duttered foyer.
“I'm 2 mother comung home after all these
years.” she said. "Would you want your chil-
dren living like thus?”

Tara slipped outside the aparument with
the cops. Depending on what Tarz wld them,
Elaine knew, she could wand up on Rikers [s-
land. Afterward, Apache and Elame pulled Tara
nto the back bedroom and dosed the doar.

I can’t balieve vou let vour man call the
cops on your mother'™ Apache shouted,

“What did [ ever do to warrant thus?"
Elune yelled. "There's nothing but neganvity in
this house. You should want something better
[or Tenéa. I didn't come home o put my haoris
on you and your sister, but y'all don™
what ['ve been through n the last 16 ve.

Tara stared at her [eet. She said nottung.
Elame picked up the phone to cll her parole of-
ficer. She had to repors the wnadent, and she
wanted Tara to understand that ene call to the
cops could undo everyone’s efforts 10 free her.
The parole officer recorded the inadent in
Eline’s file, but decaded not to lock her up.

The way Elane recounss the argument, 1t
was not about real estate, but about the fumre—
abaut two oppesing aminudes, about whether
Tara would take charge of her life or connnue to
sit around the aparmnent and be urthagpy,
Elaine figured if she had been younger, she
probably would have beat Tara up after the of-
ficers left. Bur this ame, Elaine did not hit any-
ope. She later said she felt mare sad than angry.

A few days later, Elaine found a crumpled
copy of the police report wt Tarz's room [f she
needed any more evidence of how lale she
knew ner older daughter, or how linde her older
daughter knew her, here 1t was. She skarmmed
the one-page report. Under “Vicdm.” she saw
Tara’s name: ynder “Suspect.” she saw her
own. The descipzion of the ingdent sated:
“Both partes involved in verbal aliercanon over
bedrogms. Sexled w/o tnadent.”

PRISON REUNION

As soon as Flaine began collecung paychecks,
ber wardrobe grew. Shopping became one of
Elaine’s favormte pasames, a way o escape the
apartment and see how styles had changed
while she had been away. A good sale usnally
improved her mood, like the day she bought
five pairs of shoes at Payless for §9.99 each.

Elaine held on te the yuppie leftovers she
had picked up for fee during her frst s
home, but now she cruised the shops < .
Marks Place and East 14th Street. She bo......2
pmk sequined cowboy hart, a black leather
beret, skinnght leopard-pnnt capri pants. and
something she referted to as her “hoochte
mama’ outfit, which {eamired a te-on twop and
a skart that barety reached mid thigh,

Na item of clothing could be o amennon-
grabbing, at least 1n Elaine’s opinion. Her chil-
dren disagreed. "She thunks she's 25," Tara sud.

When Elune came home one day with a
couple of toe rings, her older daughter rolled
her eyes. “You're really germing young now,”
Tara sasd.

“Thus is the thing,” Elawne explained “I've
got to keep up with the tmes. What do you
want me to do? Be stuck m the “70s?”

As the smmmer weather grew hoter, and
shorts and muniskarts replaced parkas and
searves, the city began to crackle with sexual
energy. Geting dressed up and flircng wath
men became one of Elaine’s [avante-acavines.
And there seemed to be a0 shortage of suitors.
Some hung around for a few days: others smek
around for menths.

In Elaine’s mund, dznng was a sort of
power game n which the underiying quesnon
was always “What can vou do for me?” She
wanzed 1o be wined and dined, to be reated
like a queen and spoded with mits. She con-
vinced Ace. a man she met at a bodega, to lend
her a diamond ring. (He had one on every fin-
ger.) When a switor offered to buy her a thong
and bra. she asked for a set of sever. "If you
want me to wear ‘ern, give me a week 5 supply.”
she said. “'m not gowng w be washing and
weanng.” And she persuaded the acawist she
metat her welegme-home party to keep gring
her money. By now, she figured, she hac co-
lected at least S1000.

Elaine knew that her long impne i

See GONNERMAN, 2
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direcoons. He jowned the e of pnsoners along
the ramp leading toward the cell blocks. Elane
stood wath the other inmates’ relabves, next @
the officers’ desk. The couple watched each
other across the room and tmed to ommumucate
without wards, He blew kisses, She waved. Al-
ter a [ew munutes, Elmne rurned and faced the
exat. She did not want Nate to see her tears, She
did not want to leave. TomorTow, Elamne vowed,
she would come back to see Nate.

THANKSGIVING

By late fall, 10 months after Elauine left pnson,
she was sull iving 11 her chuldren s aparoment.
sull sharing a bed with her oider son. Tensions
with her daughters and sster had eased, though
the famuly’s peace remaned fragle. Ekune’s son

Mel had been stupped from Rikers Island w a
state prison. a five-hour bus nde from Manhat-
tan: she had not seen hum un erght months.

By now, Elune was journeying to Green
Haven prison o visit Nate abour once or twice
a month, but she had not ver wnizen the lemer
requesang another wedding. At her job. she
conanued to work 50 many hours that she had
ame for linle else, "My life'is xanda honng,” she
said in early Novernher "All I do 15 go to work
and go home.” And then she repeated her fa-
vorie saying: "I didn T come home [or this.”

As Thanksgving approacied, Elane de-
cided that she wouid orgamze a [east Other
holidays had slippea by without her taking
charge: She haa slept througn most of Mother's
Day, and her sister Michelle had cooked the
[arruly meals on Easter and July Fourih, Now
Elaine felr ready to re-create the sort of party

her mother used o trow Pulbing it off would
requue days of fundraising, noet to menaon
cleaning and cookinyg.

Elaine dipped into her savings and col-
lected 5200 from Apache and 5250 fom a new
sutor, She scanned newspaper ads for sales
and found a table and four-char set for $159.
(The farmly had gone without a dining table
sinee she threw out the broken one in January)
She sent the aparmment’s oocupants to purchase
pots, pans, a shower curtam, another wiet
seat, 2 bathroom rug, and a curtamn for the
fatchen window.

Elaine worked unad 3 p.m. on the day be-
fore Thanksgving, so that mght she stayed up
unnol 5 a,m., cooking with Apache and Tara,
then stept 1n a chaur in the iving room for a few
hours. By mud mornung she was back un front
of the stove, strming the nurmups and checking

the turkey, With everything on schedwe, sne
dressed for the occasion. donrung a black hip-
huggng skirt, a sparkly suver top, knes-iugh
nlack boots. and 2 gray zip-up sweater with
fake fur around the hood and wnsts. "My
mother looks like a cross berween Charlie s An-
geis and Glenn Close n [0 Dalmanans.”
Apache announced,

The Thanksgvang menu incuded owo
turkeys. a ham decorated with cherries and
pweapple slices. two ducks, roast beef, roast
pork, a gant plager of shnmp wath cockun!
sauce, potato salad. macaroni salad. macaron:
and cheese, nce, yams, collard greens, nrnips.
eight sweet pataio pies. and five peach cobbler
pies. Phus, there was a sponige cake baked on the
stove using an old prisen method—suciang a
codiae in under the pan so 1t cooks more siowly.
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Elamne had to work the 4 p.m.-10-12 am.
shuft, so she served dinner early, “C’'mon, y'alll”
she said. justbefore 3 pm "We're gemng ready
io eat” First. she ripped off a turkey leg and
placed it on the fivor for the apartment’s newest
member, Kira, her eight-week-old puppy.
“Happy Thanksgiving, baby ~ she said 1o the
dog. She carved the nrkey and assigned Tara o
heap the meat atop paper plates,

By now, the apartment’s popuianon had
climbed 10 17, induding Tara, Tenéz, Sabnna,
and Apache, and assorted fends and relanves,
There wasn't enough room to sit at the table, so
they scattered around the aparmment. Elaine ate
oo & chair in the living room. Apache stood by
the stove, Tara sat on a chair i the hallway
across fom her bedroom, next w an unplugged
televiston and a laundry basket of plasuc wys

Sabnna dined at the new table. then dozed in
front of One Life to Live.

Even with so much lood—even with
“Happy Thanksgiving™ napians, the aroma of
roast nurkey drifting down the ball, and a new
ketchen curtamn decorated wath pigs and
ducks—somethmg was not quite nght. Nobedy
ickered, but nobody smuled, either. Al the
heurs of cooking and ceanng could not replace
what was rmussing. They could not mask the
musery that seemed o permeate the apariment.

After everyone had taken seconds, there
was sull enough food left over for 50 people.
Elaine covered tins with fol, hoping o keep
f[ood warm for more company. She had ex-
pected her youngest sister. Micnelle. to come
dewn from Harlem wath 10 or so farmly mem-
bers, but as it turned cut they didn't show up
untl evequng. Elaine had been hoping her

younger daughter would come. too “Tara,”
Elaimne shouted down the hall. "Call Na-na and
ask her. does she thunk she could find her way
over here and spend a litte ome with her
mother before | have ‘o go to work?”

A [ew munutes later. someone announced
that Danae was asleep. Elaine did not rad or
rant or grab the phone and call Danae bersell.
There was no pount in getung angry anymare.
By the ame she gets here, I'll be gone.” Elamne
sad, 5bll, Elane kept wainng. At 3:43 pm.. she
picked up the phone and d:aled her job. “Thas
15 Bartlenr,” she said. "1l be there, So  ['m not
there right at 4, don't paruc.”

[t was nearly the end of her first Thanksgiv-
ng as a free woman. Loolang back later on the
afiernoon, she would consider 1t 2 success. Neot
the happiest event, pernaps, but at leastit was a
sart, In the months ahead. she had many more

goals she wanted 1o accomolsh. She would keep
making daily calls to the Housing Authonty w
check on her applicanon for a project aparoment.
She would continue to wark, 0 save money. ©
mother her children. She would oy 1 make sure
Danae graduated from hugh school, Tara went
back o high schook Apache got us college de-
gree, and Mel stayed our of farther rouble.

For now, though, she had a job to ge: 1.
At 4:15, she headed down the comnder w0
Apache’s room and rerwned weanng a long
coatand the same black kot hat and fuzzy scarl
she had worn the day she lef pnsotL "Bve.” she
said. °I goma go.” And then she grabbed her
pocketbook and walked out the door. @

This story was photographed with support
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was partof her allyre, that there was something
iresisuble abour the possibility of wlang a
woman’s second virginity, "All of them are look-
ing at the fact that tus woman has been away for
16 years.” Elaine said, “Her husband's m prison
and no man is cajling for her. They're uipping
wver themselves o see who gets 1t frse”

Elaine did pot get senously involved with
any of her suitars, She liked tw say she was
holding out for someone who asuld take her m
Jamaica, “The frstnigger who gers me is geing
o have me on the white sand.” she sud. * want
ta see prmits on the sand.”

For now, Elame made do with gomg o 2
nail salon on Delancey Street to get palm trees
painted on her fake nails. “Thar’s as close 19 Ja-
malcs as I'm gomg o gec " she sard Nooe of her
Suitors were able to pive her whar she really
wanted—a Caribbean holiday or a furnished
aparument or her own beauny salon to rua. The
men were always married or broke or both,
“You don't have a job?" Michalle said to one
sutor. “You need to own a shoe store to be able
10 afford my siser.”

Elaine’s children wok phone messages for
ber whea the men rang, and they were not shy
abour giving their opinions. *Ma, that man 15
marnied and has a2 farraly,” Tara said abour the
acovist. “That's nasty and tnfling.”

“I'm not demg anyrhing with him, " Elane
saud. “I'm net taking money from his lads.

Like 3 lot of women at Bedford Hills, Elame
swore the first thung she would do when she got
out of pnson_was have sex. But now that she
was home, life had suddenly become mors
complicated. She couldn't bring anyone back w
ber apartment. And it would be a parole viola-
nog [or her to spend the mght somawhere
else—umiess she got permussion ahead of time,
Anyway, how could she get serjously involved
with anyone when Nate was sull smck
prison, domg time for her arims?

In some ways, Nate knew her better than
anyone, even though they hadn't seen each
ather for years. Both had endured the sort of

“m and sadoess that is nearly impossibie o
Tibe. They both knew what it felt like to Jose
-4mily member while you're suick behmd
bars. then armnve at the fimeral wearing hand-
cuffs, Elune wore shackles s three family
members’ fimerals—for two brothers and her
mother—whule Nate kst bodh of his parents, 2
brother, apd a sister while in prison,

Early on a Sunday morning in mud July,
Elane finally raveled to Green Haven prison,
which is nestded among the harse farms and
$350.000 houses of Dutchess County. It had
taien s1x months to get permission from her pa-
roie officer to visit Nate. By the tme she walked
1to the prison’s visiing room—after taong a
515 taa nde and $35 shuttle van. depessng S50
wn Nate's account, and pre-paying S20 1 take 10
Polarmds with him—she had spent $120.

Elaine didn’t tefl Nate when she was com.-
ing because she did not want o raise his hopes.
1n cass she was 00 broke to maka the mip. She
had invited me along, but then changed her
rmnd atthe last mmnure. Mate would want w see
her alone, she thought. Later, both Elume and
Nate descnibed thetr reunion.

It was the first tme they had seen each
oter ance 1984, The last ttme they visited 1o~
gether. they were both inmates at the Aibany
County jal. Nate and Elaine met 1 the mud
1970s, when she lived with her first hushand-—
Apache and Mels father—n the Wagner
Houses m East Haclemn [twas nota happy mar-

ruage. One day, her hushand wok the handle of
the aparmment door and locked her inade for
bours. Another ume, she huried alf the contenrs
of the refngerator athim, “If this is love,” she re-
called thinking, “Tden't waer any mere of it
Nate’s mother lived next to Elane on the
ffth loor. and Elaine often saw lumn when he
came to visit, She didn 't know tum well, but she
knew he was handsome, so one night she in-
*umn and hus friend inte her apartment,

While they all sat around a table, she slipped
her shoe off and began rubbing her toes aganst
hum. Nate did not take the bawt. He did not want
1 girlfriend wha already had two children. Ac
the tme, he was only a senager. two years
younger than Elaine,

But Nate could not erzse from hus mind the
memory of that encounter. of the tall oider giri
who looked like a model. And so several weeks
Later, he knocked on Elawne's aparmmen: door at
1 am, osensibly loolang for a friend. The
woman who appeared in the doorway looked
sleepy, with tousled harr and a silky red mght-
gowiL Once agam, Elaine invited Nate i,

When Naze and Blaine wid me the story of
their courtship, each destribed the other as the
pursuer. Nate said he Was surprised by Elaine s
forwardness. Her response: “What was he do-
ing knocking on my dooratl am?"

Both agree that thus mught was the hegn-
mng of their romance. which sson ncluded
walks in the park ang tips to the movies. Nara
had ne intentlon of getring ved down. Bur it
seemed that every tirne he slipped hus key 1n the
lock on his mother's door. Elaine appeared in
her doorway. Nate wrestled with Apache and
Mel and took them shopping for new clothes for
Easter. And he lell in love with thew mather,
Evenually, the teenager became a farnity man.

Soon, Elame was agawn traveling ta Rikers
[sland—not ta see her brothers this ame, but
10 visit her boyfniend. [n 1980, Nate pleaded
guity w0 selling cocaine and spent eight months
wn jau. Elamne boarded the bus with Apache,
Mel, and Tara. When Nace did another eight
months for a cocaine bust in 1982, Elaine
again commuted to jail By now, Danae had
been born, so Elaine brought the four chuldren
© Rikers for farmly reuruons. After hus second
sant o Rikers, Nate pledged to smp selling
drugs and 1o turn his life around, By now he
was 24. He got a job as a late-night cuswdian
sharmpoomg rugs m midtown offices

Like most peopis she knew. Elaine bad
snorted cocaine ar parties. Buc she had never
sold drugs or worked as 2 courter. Then she
met George Deets, who hung out at the beaury
salon where she worked. Deets bhadgered
Elane to carry a package of cocune to Albany.
He promused $2500 for the job, To Elame,
52500 was a lot of money: it would have pad
her rent for more than a year and a half. Nare
med 1 discourage his grlfriend. “It doesn't
sound right " he said. Flame bareiy knew Deets,
Plus, he was 3 white guy, which aroussd Nata's
suspucions, Elaine did not isten.

Ou a November moming m 1983, she
swek 2 package of cocune wrapped 1 brown
paper down tha front of her jeans and walked
out of the aparument Nate watched her leave,
but be imew he could not relax if he lat her go
to Albany alone. What if something happened
10 her? What would he tell Flaine's mother?
Nate ran down the sweet, and together they
dimbed mto a cah to go to the wrain Saboen. That
split-second deasion changed hus Lfe (orever.

Several hours later, Nate and Elame were
facedown on the floor of a room a: the Monte
Mano Motel in Albaay with shotguns pomnted
il thewr backs, As it turned out, Deets was a po-
lice informant, and the buyers for the sale he
had arranged were actually undercover state
police oficrs.

Prosecutors made the couple an ofer:
Plead guilty, work as wformants, and your
prnison sentence will be five years. Elane could
6t imagine weanng a wire and refumng to
her neightborhood to set up her friends She de-
aded to go 20 mal. and she persuaded Nate o
take the same nsk. “Everytung 1s going o be
all nght " she recalled saying. “Thev dont have
anythung on us.” An all-white jury deliberated
for 4G nunuies hefore convicang them both.

At the ume of their arres, Flane and Nata
had known each other for eight years They
had had no wedding plans. but thar was beiore
the arrest. before their lives were rurned up-

See GONNERMAN page 74
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side down. if they got marned. at leagt they
wawld be able to visit each other whyle they
were suck i the Albany County jad On Janu-
ary 26, 1984, 1 judge held a wetiding for them
in fus chambers. The brnide and groom both
wore blue jeans—the same ones Lthey'd been
weanng when they got arrested. There was no
diarnond fing, no five-layer cake. ng hidden
garter belt, no Electric Slide

A lew munutes later. the same judge sen-
tenced the newiyweds, On this day, the Judge,
“Maximum” Joon Clyne, lived up to his nuck-
name The Rockeleiler drug laws required am
o gve each defendant a prison sentenes of at
least 15-vears-to-iife For reasons the judge
never explaned, he added five years 1o Elaune's
sentence and 10to Naie's. The couple's honey-
moan consisied of a tip to the jad's wising
room, where they lalked on a phone for an
hour, separated by a thick pane of glass

For the next 16 years, they were ailowec 1
rade letters and to speak on the phone for 15 or
20 munutes every s months. In the begirinng,
they wrote each other everv day. Once Nate en-
closed a few Polaroids of umseif in the visng
room with another woman—a gt Elaine was
none wo thrilled 1 receive, Eventually, Elane
grew ured of wrbing and stopped. The last fme
Nate recetved a leer from Elsine was 1995 or
1996—he can’t remember—bur he saved all the
legers she seat. He kept them under hus prison
cotin a shoebox. Nate continued to wiite Elune,
somsumes filling 10 ar 20 sheets of yellow legal
paper wath s ugnt, slanted serpt, "Nate doesn ¢
know how o wrnte lemers,” Elune said. “He
writes books,* Over the years, Elame armassad
hundreds of pages of leaers from Nate Before
she left prison, she threw themn out.

Now Elaine sat by 2 window in the prison
vimang room and glanced areund—ar the
vexding machines, the children chatmng with
their fathers, the guards 1 gray uniforms.
When was Nate going to appear? He had not
been expecung anyone today, so he was not
ready when the guard called him, He assumed
the viator was a chuidheod Friend who came al-
most every week. and so he ok his nme show-
ermg and wronmg tus shurt She had decded o

conservauveiy-—s long. loose-fitnng dress
and sling-back sandais. Nothing too nsqué An
hour passed before Nate walked 1,

“Where's my brother?” Nate asked the
officer betund the Front desk.

"Do you have a wife?” the officer asked.

“Yeah.”

The officar pointed toward the wall of
windows “She’s over there,”

Nate's lips swetched mw 2 glant grin. and
he hurred over When he rezched Elaine. she
did ot stand up. She did not smule. Instead.
she scowied.

“What took you s long?” she asked.

This was not the way things were sup-
posed 1o ge Nam had been choreographing this
moment for years. and it every scenario he
unagined that Elaine jumped up. ran over to
fum, and wrapped her arms around flum Now

.he swod next to Elane, wamng for her to get
up and hug him,

“Can [ get some love after alj these years?”
he said.

“No.” she sard. “I'm mad. You took too long
{0 come down. ['m not cormung anvmore o
you're gonng to take so long.”

Nate bent down to hug her around the
shoulders. Then he sat

The couple studred each other. Nate could
see that Elaine was bigger than she had been,
that she had pulfy arcles under her eves, that
she hadn t changed her hawstyle. She lookea
older. of course, but soll beaucfit, he thought
Elaine saw the lzngue i Nate's eyes. two. His
Afro had disappeared, replaced bya shuny bald
pate. But he was i good shape, muscular and
o Even in lus pnison greens. even at age 41,
he sall lsoked good. she thought, bemer tian
any of her recent swrors

Before she could talk about 1nytrung else
Elame had to resolve one mager A month be
fore she left pnson. Nate had senther a leme
revealing that six vears earher he had marmer
Somebody else, lune was sumned. Nate hac
fever menooned another wafe m ail the vean
ol phone conversations they'd hag. She Egurec
he had women comung w wsit, but she hao
never heard about another wedding, All these
years, aven after he sent her divorce papers
she sull hought of Nate as her husband.

ARer she received the leer, aine chose
not lo interrogaie Nate over the phone. Some
conversanons. she deaded, have to happen
face-to-face.

“Look me 1n the eyes and tell me what
happened,” she sud *Don 't make no excuses.
Justsuck o the facts. Don't tell me oo fury tale
$nes *

"She had cancer 2nd was gemng ready w
die. so | asked her, did she wan: 1o get mar-
ned.” Nate saud.

“C'mon, there’s more o it han thar”
Elame said. "Be a man about —ust come out
and tell me you had feelings for her.

“Yeah, | had [eelngs for her. because she
was there a1 gme when | was real vulnerable
| don t imow wity you woulds't be happy for
me: I'd be happy for you 1n a simaeen like thar "

Soon after he iefi Albany County Jail. Naa
met Sharon, the sister of another prisoner's
qrlnend. For eght years. she wated every
weekend from the Bronx, Sharon was a soqal
worker and had o lads of her own. In 1994,
they marmed and appiied for a romugal viste
Sharon passed away before they could spenda
night together.

Elane feit bettar once she heard the trurh
about Naze's emotons, wathout any excuses or
evazions, She anldn't stay too angty. After all
she hlad had a few prison boyiriends of her own,
Phus, she had given hom permisson 16 see other
women, "You ain't got nothing, so get one of
your faends 1o hook you up wath a aird to come
see you.” she told hum alter they got shipped to
separite prosons, "Everybody needs somebaody.*

Now she and Naie sauntered over to the
row of vending machwnes, Elaine slid in a fsefal
of cowns and bought hmeh: one bagof popcorn.
one botle of water. three packs of pancakes.
one fish sandwach, one chucken sandwich On
a table by the wandow. they lud down paper
fapions and spread out the picnte. ARer heat-
g the papeorn in 2 nearhy micowave, Nate
fed it to Elame, piece by piece,

Nate was hungry for any news of hus
daughters, whom he had not se¢n since he
came 10 prison. Elame’s mother brought them
to see Elane. but she never took them o viar
Nate. Yvonne blamed Nate for her daughter’s
imprnsonment. Over the vears, Nat had wrt-
ten leters to Tara and Danae, encouraging
them to read and asking them about therr re-
portcards. In 16 years. he had received one let-
ter from Tara and none fom Danae.

Elaine told Nate abour all she had endured
since she came home She 1old bum how run-
down the aparoment was, how she was em-
barrassed to invite frends in, how no one up-
derstood her, how creepy it was to play the rote
of a guard at her job how her gaughters
seemed o have [orgotten her farmulys lessons,
how they reated her pemer 1n ja than they dig
new that she was home, how sometmes Danas
infunated her $0 much she wanted to punch
her in the face.

“Don thather.” Nate said. “You re gong o
make her resent you mare. Why cont vou sit
aown and talk to her?”

Elane and Nate giscussed how io deai
with Danae

“She s never gong 1o forgive w.” Elune
said

“Why not?”

“She said we abanaoned her when she
ways small ”

“As pme goes on she il hea! Fom thar.

Se¢ GONNEAMAN page 75
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They have every right to feel arzgry because we
weren't in their bie when they were small—
taking them 1o the scheol, waitirig for the school
hus, picking them up. being at thewr school
plays. We were supposed to be raising them,
and we weren't there.”

Inewitably, the conversation tumed o the
cnime that sent them both to prison

“Why weren'l you man enough to stop
me?” Elane asked.

“Why didn't you listen to o1e?” Nate asked.

It was the same exchange: they had been
hawing for years, and it always went around

They both knew what it felt
like to lose a family” member
while you're stuck behind
bars, then arrive at the
funeral wearing handcuffs.

and around without any resclution, But now
Nate wanted 1o make sure tha t Flaine enjoyed
her freedom, that she didn't fe-el conswned by
guilt because she got out of prisen first,

"] forgive you,” he said. ~I take a Jot of the
blame. I should have stayed irx the house.”

She wished she could build a statewide
“Free Nate!” campaign and rring him home.
Since leaving Bedford Hills, she had carried a
poster with his picture at two anti-Rockefeller-
drug-law rallies, on the steps of Ciy Hall and
the State Capitolin Albany. When reporters in-
terviewed her at these eventss, she toid them
about Nate.

Back when she was in Be dford Hills, how-
ever, Elaine had purposely avoided mention-
ing her codefendant to reporters, She and Nate
had decided to push her case inthe media and
leave him in the background . It was a calcu-
lated strategy to focus on her. @ince they knew
her clemency campaign had a better chance.
Elaine may have been more culpable in the
erime, but Natw was the one ~wilh a rap sheet.
And Elaine was a woman, whrich made her [ar
more syrmpathetic,

“I'm really proud of you, ™ Nate said. “You
were stronger than some of the dudes in here.
A lot of them got less tme axd they're erying
and complaining.”

Elaine leaned her head on Nate's shoulder
and he stroked her hair. The way her body re-
sponded to his—he could tell that she needed 1o
be held. He kissed her face, pressing his bps
against her eyelids, her foret1ead, her cheeks.
her lips. They wrapped their aums around gach
other, never forgetung w keep their buns firmly
glued 1o theur plasbe chairs [t wasan awkward
embrace, but they knew the r—ules. The sign on
the officers’ desk at the front of the room pro-
claimed: “No Lap Siting/One (Chair Per-Person.”

Nate and Elaine exarrrined each other
carefully for clues to secrets Ty ot yet shared He
thought she kissed betler now than she used
to, though he didn't ask her- if she had been
practicing. She inspecied his body and quizzed
tum on all his scars The mo st visible one, the
corn on the side of his right pinkie, tesafied 1o
all the lerters he'd wrtten. WWhen they posed
for a Polaroid, he pulled up ker dress to check
out her legs.

Nate look Etamne’s han d as they walked
oulsde, into the pnsan vardl next 1o the visit-
ing room. Under the bright sun. the couple
solled along the yard's perirneter, around the
picruc talies and next 1o the protective-custody
wmng Trees loomed above th.e 30-foat concrete
wall, beckoning the prison ers to come ]oin
them i the free world 1t wa s almost ke tak-
ng a walk in the park-—1[ th ey shut their eyes
and the protecdve-cusiody inmates stopped
serearmng for a mement COuiside, the rules
about physical contact are n gre relaxed After

a while, Nate lay on a picnic bench. resungh -
head in Elaine’s lap.

She pulled a Newport from: her pack

“You're still smoking?” Nate asked “Why
are you smoking? You don't got lo smoke ©

“You're making me feel bad.”

“You can dc whatever you want.”

Elaine smoked hall a agareite. then
stubbed it out Nate was pleased I not [or his
influence, he figured, she would have smoked
three or four. He liked 1o give Elaine advice. He
told her not w eat meat and 1o drink less coflee
When she was at Bedford Hills, he clipped
articles about parenting and mailed them to
her. Soon he would peruse women's maga-
zines in the prison library, hunting for a new
hairsryle lor her.

Back inside the visiing room, the conver-
sabion swerved from topic t topic, fom the
Rockefeller drug laws to Green Haven’s gangs
the future. “If T get out, we're going ta do all the
things we never did,” Nate said. “l want to g«
an a cruise, see the world,” Nate always pre-
ceded any talk about the future with “il.” He
was eligible for parole in 2008, buthe had beer
in prison too long to assume that he wouke
leave alive. He had already watched two pris
oners die, including one who was stabbed ir
the yard a few days before his release.

“Do you want (o get married again?” Nau
asked.

The question did not surprise Elaine. "Al
right,” she said.

“Do vou want me t¢ get on my knees?
he asked.

“Yeah,” she said. "Get on: your Jnees.”

Nate bent down on one knee and pro
posed again. Then he said, “Write the letter.”

"1 will,” she said.

To remarry Nate, Elaine would have t
send a letter to the prison supenntendent re
questing a wedding. Sixteen years ago, she ha
asked Nate 10 write a smilar letter so they coub
marry nside the Albany County jail.

“If the shoe was on the other foat va
in jail for you. [ would probably want i 1
she said. “You sure you don't want o k.. —.< L
the trailer and kill me? It's ohe thing Lo go @ ja
for something you did. It's another thing to g
because you're in love. That's 2 hell of a love ™

Flaine and Nate talked so much they forgt
1 eat, and soon the guards announced the en
of wisiting hours. There was stll plenty of foo
o their table-—an uniouched sandwich. a hal
eaten bag of popcorn. It was 2:30 p.m—les
than five hours after their reunion began.

“1 want to go home with you,” Nate said

When he uttered these seven word
Elaine could feel them in every part of he
body, like a pain shooting through her, fuele
not by pity so much as by memery. She kne
exactly how powerless and frustrated and d
feated he felt. Nate was running out of reaser
to hope. He had exhausted all his legal appea
and had been rejected once for clemenc
Elaine understood what it was like for hum
wateh violent criminals—rapists and murde
ers and child molesters—get less pnson o
and go home first.

The couple stood and hugged each oth
tghtly. Nate did not ask Elaine when she wou
come back, and she made ho promses. Pe
haps the future would hold a prison weddu
and trailer visits, 00. If she renewed her ma
nage vows with Nate, Elane worrted later, s|
would confine hersell 10 2 future of week
prison wrips and oo short railer visits She d
notwant 1 spend any more tmein pnson, b
she also did not want to leave Nate. Whether
not they had another wedding, she knew, s
could not erase him from her heart Beingwa
him n the visibng room—I(eelng hus bea
scratching agamst her cheek. his finge
stroking her hawr—she was the happiest s!
had been since she was sel free.

Afier a few more munutes. Nate u
pulled themselves apart and headed L 5
See GONNERMAN page





