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INSIDE OUT: Voices From Trenton State Prison


INSIDE OUT

Voices From New Jersey State Prison

Poems, stories, memoirs 
and commentaries 
by forty-three inmates
THE SLEEPERS

      I wander all night in my vision,

      Stepping with light feet, swiftly and noiselessly stepping and   stopping,

      Bending with open eyes over the shut eyes of sleepers,

      Wandering  and confused, lost to myself, ill-assorted, contradictory,

      Pausing, gazing, bending, and stopping. 

      How solemn they look there, stretch'd and still,

      How quiet they breathe, the little children in their cradles…

      The blind sleep, and the deaf and dumb sleep,

      The prisoner sleeps well in the prison, the runaway son sleeps,

      The murderer that is to be hung next day, how does he sleep?

      And the murder'd person, how does he sleep?...

      I go from bedside to bedside, I sleep close with the other sleepers each in turn,

      I dream in my dream all the dreams of the other dreamers,

      And I become the other dreamers...

     The stammerer, the sick, the perfect-form'd, the homely,

      The criminal that stood in the box, the judge that sat and

              sentenced him, the fluent lawyers, the jury, the audience,

      The laugher and weeper, the dancer, the midnight widow, the red squaw, 

      The consumptive, the erysipalite, the idiot, he that is wrong'd, 

      The antipodes, and every one between this and them in the  dark, 

      I swear they are averaged now -- one is no better than the  other,

      The night and sleep have liken'd them and restored them...

      The sleepers are very beautiful as they lie unclothed,

      They flow hand in hand over the whole earth from east to west as they lie unclothed,

      The Asiatic and African are hand in hand, the European and American are hand in hand,

      Learn'd and unlearn'd are hand in hand, and male and  female are hand in hand, 

      The bare arm of the girl crosses the bare breast of her lover,

              they press close without lust, his lips press her neck, 

      The father holds his grown or ungrown son in his arms with 

              measureless love, and the son holds the father in his arms with measureless love…

      The scholar kisses the teacher and the teacher kisses the scholar, the wrong'd is made right,

      The call of the slave is one with the master's call, and the master salutes the slave,

      The felon steps forth from the prison, the insane becomes

              sane, the suffering of sick persons is reliev'd…
      --Excerpt from the classic poem by Walt Whitman, from the 1881 edition of “Leaves of Grass.” Whitman spent the final years of his life in nearby Camden NJ. 
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                                                    Editor’s Prologue
 More than 1,800 inmates are locked up in the maximum-security New Jersey State Prison in Trenton, New Jersey. Offenses range from armed robbery, to selling drugs, to weapons possession, to manslaughter, to murder.  Most of the men committed their crimes when in their late teens or early twenties. Sentences range from 10 to 30 years, to life imprisonment.  In other words, some of the men will return to the streets as middle-aged or senior citizens, and others will die behind bars. . 


In 2000, I was invited to conduct a monthly creative writing workshop at the prison, organized by Hispanic Americans for Progress (HAP), an inmate group founded in 1991 which was active in several efforts to educate inmates.   HAP also created The Support For Kids At Risk (SKAR) Program, designed to discourage young people from breaking the law and being incarcerated.  It did so through various activities, including an excellent magazine, “Inside Out”. . 


For many years I had taught a creative writing course at Columbia University in New York City, and I decided to conduct this workshop in a similar manner.  Members of the class would write something, their work would be mailed to me by William Garcia, one of the HAP organizers, I would run off several copies of each piece, and on the day of the workshop (which lasted about three hours) we would sit around a long rectangular table in the visitors’ hall, read the work aloud, and invite comments and criticism of the work. 

For the next five years, a nucleus of 15 to 20 inmates attended the workshop. The group included a mix of African-American, Latino and non-Hispanic white males, with varying levels of formal education.  Quite a bit of interesting work was produced.  In fact, some of the men displayed as much writing talent as the best of my students at Columbia University. Since the time these pieces were written, a handful of the authors have served their time and been released.  Some have been transferred to other prisons, but the majority remain at the New Jersey State Prison in Trenton.

                                                ***
The following suggestions (adapted from the one used at Columbia University) were distributed to inmates who first joined the creative writing workshop, in order to inspire their creative process.  

Some Thoughts on Writing


Voice: Each human being on earth has unique fingerprints, as well as a unique voice.  In the same way, you as a writer have a special “voice” based on who you are, your total life experience.  This special “voice”—the way you express things—is unlike anyone else, and is worth developing. It’s good to read other writers, but don’t copy them; be yourself!  Your voice is special!


Different genres: There are several different types of writing (genres), which include: (1) fiction (short stories and novels); poetry; drama (for the stage or screen) and non-fiction (autobiographies, opinion essays).  Some writers stick to one genre.  Others enjoy trying different genres.  


In fiction and drama there are three basic components to think about: (1) describing the setting or environment in which the story takes place; (2) describing the characters—who they are, how they act, how they talk; (2) the plot or story itself.  Each of these components is important in putting together a story that people will believe. 


What to write about: There is no limit on ideas or themes.  You can draw upon your own personal life, or the lives of others.. You can be inspired by something you’ve read, or seen on TV.  Or, you can simply dream something up, from your imagination. 


Exploring story/poem/play ideas: One way to come up with ideas is to think back on your life.  Think of: (1) a very frightening moment in your life; (2) a very sad moment; (3) a very funny moment; (4) a very inspiring or touching moment. Such moments, which moved you emotionally, can make up the core of a story or poem or play.  You are a member of the human race, and what moves you will move others as well.

A suggested writing exercise: Write a detailed diary—day by day-- of a typical week in your life right now. Describe every physical detail of your cell. What time do you get up, and go to bed?  What kind of work do you do?  What about other activities?  Describe your conversations, using dialogue. Keep track of the exact hours when specific things happen. When do you eat breakfast, and what exactly does it consist of? Lunch? Dinner?  This kind of observation teaches you to observe the color and texture of things. And, if edited, it might make an interesting article for your magazine, Inside Out.

           Another suggested idea: Interview some other guy in the prison, someone you are buddies with. Ask him about his life, his family, his dreams.  Write either a brief biography or short story in his voice, using his words and expressions.  That way you learn to look at life as others see it, a useful skill for the writer.  In fact, you can interview several guys, and write a number of life stories.     

Graham Greene, the English novelist, was once asked what inspired writer to pursue their craft.  He replied: “We write to heal a wound in ourselves, to make ourselves whole.”  I think you will find, as I have, that Greene was correct.  Writing can be quite therapeutic.                                               ***

Unfortunately, in 2006 the HAP and other volunteer programs were discontinued by the prison administration. Why remains a mystery. At one point it was announced that cellphones were being smuggled into the prison.  No volunteer was accused. In fact, I was told that a prison guard was the culprit, and charged $500 per phone.  A big incentive to own a cellphone in the prison is the fact that when inmates make collect calls to their family members on the outside (most of whom are poor) the rates are scandalously higher than normal phone costs.  Later, it was said that a weapon was found concealed in the ceiling of one of the public rooms.  I have tried, without success, to find out exactly who was involved in the cellphone and weapon “problems.”   No one to my knowledge has accused the HAP of involvement, but key organizers of the HAP program were transferred to other prisons in New Jersey and as far as Arizona. The administration cracked down so hard on all volunteer programs that even a rabbi was prevented from bringing in kosher food to Jewish inmates at the time of the high holidays! 
I am told that it costs $29,000 a year to house, feed and guard each inmate at the Trenton prison. With 1,800 inmates, the annual cost is $52 million in taxpayer money.  Yet only 2% of a typical prison budget is spent on education. I was told that only about one-fifth of the 2,000 inmates are involved in any sort of education program.  
Many of the men at the New Jersey State Prison are young and someday will be back on the streets. It is well established that training and education programs in prison reduce the rate of recidivism (repeat offenses) when inmates complete their sentences and return to civilian life. Across the nation, the average reading level of prison inmates is below fifth grade.  It is not surprising that 49% of inmates who receive no education while in prison are soon back in prison, while 80% of those who took part in educational programs in prison are not re-incarcerated.  For those who aspire to university-level education it is virtually impossible. 
This is a short-sighted policy.  It seems to me to make sense to prepare these men for eventual release. If they are prepared, they stand a far better chance of finding work, supporting their families, and paying taxes.  It also means that our streets will be safer.  

In September 2007, when I tried to reinstate the cancelled creative writing workshop at the prison, as an unpaid volunteer, I was told by the person in charge of the Education Department that he did “not see a need” for such a program.  I will let readers of this material be the judge.

Over the years, inmates taking part in the writing workshop have been effusive in expressing their gratitude to me for taking the time to be with them, and to read, and comment upon, their writing.  I have assured them—and I repeat my feelings here—that I, too, feel enriched by the experience.

What follows are Voices from the inside. Listen to them.  I think you will learn something about the fascinating – and amazing -- diversity, talent and complexity, of the Human Spirit.  I know that I did. 

                                                                                 -- Kal Wagenheim

INTRODUCTION: JUST MY OPINION

by William Garcia
one of the founders  of 

Hispanic Americans for Progress (HAP)

 We have heard many theories from politicians, prison officials and people in society pertaining to prison and the reduction of crime.  Please listen to what I -- a prisoner confined behind brick walls for thirteen years and doing forty-seven more years before any eligibility of parole -- has to say about these issues.

The seed of punishment is planted in an individual once he/she enters the system. Punishment penetrates an individuals’s thought pattern when he/she is placed in a room for many years, only to wonder about their past, present and future.  The problem is that these thoughts can produce a negative atmosphere and create an environment without hope and second chances.  The build-up of tension and loss of hope leads prisoners to violence, suicide and other negative behavior.

When and how does reform come into play?  Within these prison walls, one must want to participate in programs that bring about reform—if the programs are available.  It is done by choice.  However, if the programs to help reform a person do not exist, a person wanting to change will run into frustration while in prison, and rejection outside prison.  An individual who believes that he/she will never have a second chance loses all hope, creating bitterness and hatred that can lead to acts that could have devastating consequences: recidivism.

Reform means establishing programs that promote life skills, social to improve life skills, social abilities and family ties. This can all be accomplished without costing the State any money.  In this prison we have the resources, and they are willing to give their time and expertise.  The classrooms are available.  We also have self-help groups managed by prisoners that ache to use their time and talents constructively; to help others and themselves.  But none of these assets are properly utilized.

The Visiting Program: Instead of promoting family ties, the present Visiting Program discourages family and friends from weekly visits.  Our loved ones are treated more like offenders than law-abiding citizens.  They are harassed and intimidated.  Officers and staff need training on how to properly and respectfully address prisoners’ relatives and friends when they take the time and energy to visit their loved ones.

Abuse, mistreatment of prisoners: Prisoners are constantly being harassed 

emotionally and abused physically.  Prisoners with medical conditions are plagued by unprofessional treatment and negative behavior of officers and staff.  These issues can be improved by requiring custody and staff to participate in new clinical and social skill programs.

Remedy Forms:  Remedy Forms need thorough investigation by Supervisors, Ombudsmen and the Commissioner’s Office.  Right now Remedy Forms submitted by prisoners are ignored or improperly answered.  Our complaints and problems, according to officials, are not legit.

Preparing for freedom: There should be more support programs and organizations within the communities available for released prisoners.  The lack thereof can result in recidivism.  Programs in and outside prisons should be available where prisoners can be educated on issues that they will face when released to society, and life skills that will help them find employment.  Programs inside prison need to work hand-in-hand with community-based organizations dedicated to helping ex-offenders.

Conclusion: We must all face up to our wrongdoings and the consequences that come with it.  I am not trying to find an easy way out of incarceration by complaining about the treatment of prisoners.  I am merely sharing my opinion about the lack of reform while in prison, and what sad results come of it.  There are many men and women sentenced to do a lot of years in a facility that oppresses its tenants and their innocent loved ones.  Many will go home one day with the reminder of how they were treated; and with the lack of reform to a society that is constantly turning its back on them, waiting for an individual to eventually fall back into the system.  Some will bypass such unjust experiences and some will not…

Why not utilize the available resources?  Why not help change a person who can, in return, give something productive to society?  With such experiences they can become counselors, educators, and examples to society and its at-risk children of what can happen when mistakes are committed.  Just my opinion.

                                                 THE HARD CHOICE

by Donald Barden
It was a struggle to walk up the ramp that morning. It was a mental exertion, not physical.  And for me, that’s the worst kind.  I was heading to the Rotunda to pick up my pass at Traffic Control. The guards there are used to seeing me and usually leave me alone when I pass through.  This time though, I got “picked” by a rookie cop in training for a patfrisk after I cleared the metal detector.  Not a good omen, I thought. 

The guard at the Traffic Control window recognized me right away and began looking at the pass schedule.  He asked me through the small hole originally designed for the barrel of a gun. 
“Where you heading Barden? Law Library, school, or another medical pass?” 

“’D’. None of the above,” I replied, as I handed him my I.D. card and began putting my watch back on, having removed it to clear the metal detector. “I  have a parole hearing today.”

“Parole again? No shit man! Hope they wised up.  You should have been out of here years ago, shouldn’t ya.”

“Yeah, this is my third time up. Hopefully that saying about the third time being charmed or something, is true,” I said, without much in the way of enthusiasm.  I took the pass he handed me through the gun-port and clipped it to my shirt collar.”?

“Good luck,” I heard him sincerely say, as I walked back to the ramp that would lead me to the South Compound of the prison and my high-tech shot at getting out of the “Trenton Gray Bar Hilton.”

Walking through the maze of hallways to the South Compound Visit Hall took me a few minutes longer than usual because I was really dreading what would occur at the hearing.  I had no faith in the New Jersey Parole Board at this point in my life.  My previous experience with them left me with a bad taste for their kind of bureaucracy. It took about a dozen hearings and two pro se filings with the  Superior Court of New Jersey, Appellate Division, just to get an answer from them the last time I went up.

That fracas started in 1998.  By the time the Parole Board came to a decision, it was August of 2002.  They denied me parole and set a 10-year future eligibility term before my next hearing.  Luckily, by the time I received that decision, I was already three years late getting a ruling from the Board, and that time counted towards any future eligibility term they handed me.

That meant I would be eligible for parole again sometime in the first six months of 2004.  There was a new parole board chairman appointed by a Democrat Governor, and I hoped like hell that might help.  He seemed pretty liberal in the papers and on the television news.  But the rest of the board members were remnants of Governor Whitman’s administration. 

These board members are either crime victims, family members of crime victims, or some type of retired law enforcement official, usually with a personal grudge to settle.  It was like appointing a Nazi to a committee to decide the fate of an ethnic group he hated.  The deck was definitely stacked against me and I was well aware of it.  One new liberal chairman couldn’t influence their decisions, could he?

The cop at the security booth for the visit hall took my name and pass number, then directed me to go inside and take a seat.  The inside of the visit hall was being used as a waiting room for the prisoners who were also waiting for parole hearings.  The hearings themselves were being conducted in a special video conference booth built in a section of the visiting area for window visits.  This was the high tech shot of freedom I referred to earlier.

The Parole Board no longer saw a prisoner in person to decide his or her fate. Now you looked into a computer monitor at two or more board members that didn’t seems quite real with the fractional images that video conferencing allowed. In my opinion, a person with that much authority over one’s life should at least have the class, or guts, to sit face to face with the person they are judging.

There were only three other prisons waiting their turn to see the parole board when I sat down.  This is a maximum security prison, so not too many people are up for possible freedom anytime soon.  The other faces in the room bore no looks of hope on their faces, except for one guy I knew to be on psychotropic medication.

The way these idiots at the parole board think, he’ll probably be the first one they cut loose, I thought with a sardonic twist. 

It didn’t take long for the three ahead of me to learn their fate. They medicated guy was the last of the group, and after a fight-code was announced over the prison P.A. system, I saw a couple of guards taking him off in handcuffs, possibly to the Observation cells.  Yet another bad sign for my already pessimistic mind to deal with.

“Barden, you’re up at bat,” the guard in the security booth said.

I rose from my plastic chair and headed to a door at the rear of the visit hall that led directly into a window visit section.  I passed five or six empty visit booths with telephone receivers on each side of a three by four piece of thick Plexiglass.   At the end 

was a wooden door leading to a small room.  At the left side of the room was a counter to act like a desk and a stool bolted to the floor.  Where a wall should have been in front of the counter was another Plexiglass window. This one had a slot cut out of it for the prisoner before the parold board to take any papers that might come from a fax machine on the other side of the glass. There was also a big gob of spit on the Plexiglass, probably a gift from the guy on Thorazine who had just been carried away.


Sitting next to the fax machine was a computer monitor with a small camera on the top. On the monitor, I saw three board members shuffling paperwork and looking like people that I wouldn’t hang out with even if we were the last survivors on the planet from a cataclysmic asteroid strike.


I recognized two of the board members right away.  One was the retired former Trenton city copy with a shitty attitude.  He hated anyone convicted of a crime. Except, that is, for one of his former partners who got caught up in a bribery sting.  He should know what it was like to be on the wrong side of the law himself.  He had been investigated for civil rights violations and assault charges against suspects in his custody numerous times.


The other was an Italian-American woman somewhere between the ages of 65 and 100.  Her daughter had been tragically and accidentally killed when one of two guys making a drug deal decided rob the other and opened fire.  The only one hit was the teenage bystander.  I could feel for her loss at least.  But it didn’t mean that should could act as though every guy that came up before her was one of them involved in her kid’s death.


The third board member’s back was turned away from the camera as he searched through a pile of file folders on a wheeled cart.  Finally, he turned around and sat at the table with his cohorts.  It was the new chairman.  He looked just like the images I had seen in the papers and on television.  He was a former Superior Court Judge.  Despite his so-called liberal attitude proclaimed by the news people, the judge thing bothered me—a lot. 


“Mister Barden…” the retired member of the judiciary began, “I see you’re before us for the second time since 1998.”


“Actually the third time, Your Honor.”  I corrected him using the title he would hold for life. I figured I might as well kiss ass while the kissing was good.  Going home was more important than silly pride after 19 years as a ward of the state.


“Yes, you’re right, three times. I should have know that with all the time I’ve been looking at your file.  You’re down for two counts of aggravated manslaughter and a few assault convictions.  Also a gun charge under the Graves Act. You should have been eligible for parole after 12 years, but it seems that you received a few institutional charges while a little over 13 and a half years time served. Am I correct?”


“On the money so far,” I replied.


“Why the disciplinary problems up until 1992?” he asked.  “You seemed out of control until 1992 and then suddenly you became a somewhat model prisoner. Oh yeah, I also see a minor contraband charge in 1997 that got you 15 days loss of privileges.  Any explanations about your behavior back then and the change that followed?”


“I discovered that an already ‘uncomfortable’ situation was made worse by my actions.  Basically, I started using my head.”


“What about the contraband charge in 1997?  Although it was minor, it shows that you don’t know how to follow all of the rules.”


“I had a watch I brought back from Rahway Prison, Your Honor. It had an alarm on it. I didn’t think anything of it until a guard in the Rotunda took it from me on my way to the mess hall one morning.  He confiscated it and wrote me an institutional charge. It seems you can’t have a watch with an alarm here because they think you can use it as a timing device for a bomb. I wasn’t aware of the regulation.”  I lied; I liked the damn watch and kept it for five years before some guard with nothing better to do remembered the regulation. 


“The thing is,” I continued, “a regular analog watch would work better for someone thinking of doing that.  The microcircuitry in a digital watch wouldn’t handle making an electrical connection with enough power to detonate any primer I know of for a bomb.”


“Look at the guy talking about building bombs like some expert!” the retired copy sarcastically pointed out. “He’s a violent individual like I told you. He probably learned that in here and now he’s plotting some kind of stunt for when he gets out!”


That comment pushed my button. I was about to tell the asshole where I actually learned about explosive and pyrotechnic devices, but the judge beat me to it.”


“According to Mr. Barden’s file, he learned about it in the Army.  His father signed him in at the age of 17.  You did read his file, didn’t you?” he asked the retired cop.


“I must have missed that when I went over his paperwork,” he sheepishly replied.


Suddenly things seemed to be taking a turn in my direction. I began to think with hope.  Maybe the judge was a decent guy after all. Maybe he would vote for me to be released.  That just left the other two members, and I knew that tune was a sad one.


“What happened with your other two hearings, Mr. Barden?” the Judge inquired. “Why did you have to go to the Court’s Appellate Division twice?”


“Well, the first time involved the lateness of the parole board in providing me with a timely hearing. At one point, I had actually been deferred for a rehearing for over a year because the board panel that was deciding my case didn’t have my complete file with them the first time.  A year to get a file! I was sick of waiting for them to reconvene the hearing, so, after exhausting all of my administrative remedies to the parole board, I filed a civil suit with the state appellate court.”


“I read the letter brief you wrote and it was pretty good.  You had the state’s deputy general on the ropes with your knowledge of the statutory and administrative laws on parole procedure.  The Court seemed to think so, too, when they ordered the parole board to conclude your hearing within 60 days.”


“I wish I could take all the credit for that, Judge. But the fact is a very good friend got me straight on all the confusing legalities.  I just tried to put it on paper in a way that showed my argument with as much clarity as possible.”



“It says here that you received a correspondence Paralegal’s degree since coming to prison and followed it up with quite a few legal education courses.  Why did you take a specialty course in Maritime Law?”



“I used to like to dive and I have a fantasy of someday getting into the marine salvage business. I figured that knowing some of the laws in that field would save me on attorney fees should I make that dream a reality someday.  Besides,it helped to pass some time.”



“You completed all of the rehabilitative programs recommended by the board and a few not suggested.  Many writing courses, legal classes, and even poetry. You seem intelligent enough.  But is that enough?”



I was getting tired of all the questions. I knew what was coming and that was irritating me. It was time to speak calmly and get out.


“Your honor, I did what I thought was expected to get released. I couldn’t take the Anger Management course because they don’t offer it here at the prison any more. Other factors in my corner include that I have offers from three different businesses in my hometown for employment. I have a good place to stay until I get on my feet—if you free me. All of this was in the files the last two times the board heard my case and it really didn’t seem to matter to them.  This was my first and last time breaking the law.  I don’t know what else to tell you other than that.”


“Do you still contend that you killed those two individuals in self defense?” the chairman/judge asked.  “That was why you were denied parole the last two times.”


I knew this was coming. I also knew that it was my downfall and probably would be again.  It really was a matter of protecting my life and the life of a friend.


It was a simple choice.  Just lie this time and give them the prosecutor’s version of what happened.  Go home and live free.  See the family and what few friends I have left. Just tell them I killed those guys because they owed me money and wouldn’t pay.


That’s what the prosecuting attorney at the time said. I went to collect money and it got out of hand. In the fight that ensued, I shot one guy in the head and shot and stabbed another.  That my friend and former co-defendant was acquitted, also claiming self-defense because he had a good, and expensive attorney, didn’t mean jack because I went to court with a public defender who wanted to plead the case out and get on with killing his liver.


So here I sit 19 years later.  Was it really self-defense? Or, am I ready to tell these jerk-offs what they want to hear?  I’m not in any way morally opposed to lying. At times it does have its advantages.  But this is a big fucking falsehood to conjure up. Even for me.  By telling them what they want to hear so they can feel good about themselves, I have to confess to something I didn’t’ do, just so I can get out of this armpit of an existence.  Morals?  Yeah, I got a few—most of the time—but what’s more important?


“Well, Your Honor, this is what happened…”

CHANGE IS POSSIBLE

by Luis Beltran Jr.


My name is Luis Beltran and I am 24 years old.  I am serving a double-life sentence with a 60 year stip, meaning that I won’t be eligible for parole until I have served at least 60 years, or until I turn 76 years old; and that parole is not guaranteed.  So it is with a disturbed assurance that I live every day knowing that I will die behind these walls.




Many say that if they were in my shoes, with such a grim future to look forward to, they would have killed themselves.  They cannot understand what makes a person with such a messed up life want to reach out and help others, especially after living such a life as I had when I was in the free world.  I also would have said, and wondered, the same thing years ago, but I no longer feel nor think in the same manner.  All that I can say is that change is possible, it is the only thing you can actually count on, and that I wish to keep anyone else from falling into my situation.


Life was not easy, but to leave it at that would be too vague.  Everyone has difficult lives, even those we may see as privileged. The difference is that my difficulty was not a matter of perception, it was a reality.



I was very insecure with myself growing up.  Problems at home ranged from not having any furniture (couches, beds, dinner table, etc) to not speaking at all with my mother for weeks at a time, only when she wanted me to do something. My father left my family when I was about a year old.  So I never had a male role model; being the eldest son, I had to figure out how to become a man on my own.  


Problems at home were much more than this, and more profound thatn what I did not have or could not get.


Middle school was not much better.  With all the distractions at home it was difficult to concentrate, and to make it worse I was introduced to gang-life the hard way.  I got jumped and I was not even in a gang, which turned out to be the main reason why. Two days later I went into school and beat three of them with a miniature bat.  Actually, only one was beaten; the other two ran.  After I did this these guys and some girls approached and said they liked what I did and invited me to sit with them. There were a lot of goodlooking girls with them, so naturally I said yes.  That turned into hanging out with them after school, where I found out that they belonged to another gang, which I won’t name.  After going to a few parties, getting into fights, they said: “It’s time he got baptized.”  I knew they were going to initiate me into the gang.


After this I started to get high because I was curious and wanted to figure things out for myself. I was not because I wanted to belong, contrary to popular belief; I already did belong.  I began to have sex, and the first girl I was with was moved away by her family because of me.  That led me back into a deep depression, which left me open to do anything; I did not care.  I continued to have sex, but without any emotional attachment; it was more a conquest thing I could brag about with my so-called friends.


Living this way, I had to be in deep denial just to deal with myself.  So I pretended that nothing was wrong.  However, I did not want my brother ending up where I was at, and he was coming into my school the following year. This had me stressing because my brother was soft; he was not the fighting type and I knew he would get eaten up if he did not learn to stand up for himself.  And standing up for himself was not a guarantee against getting beaten up.  So I started to fight with him; I started to hate that weakness in him so I thought I could beat it out of him; like it was beaten out of me.  I still loved him very much, so I never hit him in the face. He would never hit me back, so one day I hit him in his face, thinking the anger would be too great and overpower his fear. Nothing. He did nothing, and I felt real low. I asked him: “Why don’t you ever hit me back? If you hit back just once I will leave you alone.”  His answer was because I was his brother. That made me feel like the lowest thing on earth.   I knew I could not change him, but that did not change the fact that he would become a target next year.


So I began to act insane, and do the craziest things other feared. I was given the name FEAR for this reason, because I pretended to have none, though they prevailed in my life, and I did everything possible  to instill it in others.  I would make sure that my name was so well know that only someone who was really crazy would think of touching my brother.  Not realizing that all along I was hurting myself and making myself an even great target, but that I was already putting my brother through what I wanted to keep him from in the beginning.  Also making him a target for those who would say, “If I can’t get him I’ll get his brother.”



By this time, I’d seen gunplay and had little run-ins with the police, and my mother thought we should move out of Miami and into a small town in New Jersey.  She thought this would help and that being around more family members would influence me for the better.  It almost did.  Then I began to feel suffocated and unworthy of the love and support I was getting. I felt that they did not know all the things I had done in Miami and that was why they were so open, but if they did it would be another story.  So even though I left Miami I wasn’t able to leave it behind.


I started hanging out again, even thinking of starting a chapter up here.  But I did not even care about that anymore.  I became what I always hated, even at my worst, a fiend.  I began to hate that life as well.  So I started looking for a job, but I was 15 and couldn’t find work anywhere. I went to this restaurant and they told me to go to the Board of Education of my district to get papers that would allow me to work at that young age.  I went back for an interview and they told me they did not need any more help, smiled and closed the door in my face.  I really felt like I was not meant to amount to anything. Destiny is not written though; you write it every day, with every thought you allow yourself to believe.


I told a friend that I wanted to stop living the way I was, because I wasn’t going nowhere.  He saw and felt the same way and we agreed to help each other out. How could we have done this, though, when we did not know how to help ourselves out?  I never saw him again.  

A week later I got arrested for robberies and murders. Never to see anyone but my family again.

Kids entering prison starts way before joining a gang, or doing drugs. We all don’t fit the same profile so one proposed solution, like “Lock them up and throw away the key” or “If the commit adult crimes they do adult time” shows only what little hope society as a whole had for us to begin with, and that society as a whole doesn’t think that hard.  If you think that doesn’t affect others, then why are kids being sentenced to adult prisons as a deterrent?  Kids in adult prison deals with the child after the fact; it makes no sense when he/she will never see the street again.

My mother wanted to put me in a program for troubled youth that was on a ship. Half of the day you would learn academics and the other half you would learn about the ocean and ship work.  Being my dream to be a marine biologist, this was perfect for me.  They did not accept me because I did not have a criminal record, so I was not “at risk” as others were.  Now, my criminal record has sent me to prison for the rest of my life, so how much “at risk” could I have been?

I was 16 when I was arrested, and in prison by the age of 17. I never had a prom or graduation ceremony, a 21st birthday celebration out drinking legally, never had a license, never rented adult videos, will never own a house, a car, buy my own wardrobe; I will never have a son, a daughter, a wife.  It’s like I also died that day, and I am being kept alive to regret it every hour of every day.

I know life is hard, but it can be dealt with.  My advice to anyone who’s been in my shoes, close to being or not, is no matter your situation, how hard it may seem, to ask for help.  There are plenty of people who will help; it just takes some time to find them. Also, no one has to teach you right or wrong; you know it, inside, from birth. Believe in yourself.  I believe that no matter how self-destructive a person is, they really don’t want to hurt themselves.  One commits suicide not to hurt one’s self, but to escape the pain; it’s the last cry for help, and a ridiculous way to do so.  Trust in yourself, and when in doubt ask someone who you know for sure loves you and cares for you to help.  There is no need to feel embarrassed or weak by doing so; they will feel honored that you placed your trust in them. 

 SORRY, MOM: ADVICE TO YOUTH
by William Garcia


She lay in bed for days, in denial, not eating, not doing much talking, depressed.  I am describing my mother’s condition after two detectives rudely came into her apartment, looking for her son, who was accused of murder.  I wonder what thoughts and images ran through her mind. Her son, who she always believed would make something of his life, was wanted for a serious crime.


I was always in school and during the summer school breaks I made sure I got a summer job.  After graduating high school I wasted no time finding a job that allowed me to move out of my mother’s house and find a place of my own.  To my mother, I was a responsible young adult, with no bad habits; a son who would never find himself inside the criminal system, or so the thought.


It took my mom a number of weeks before she was able to accept that I was incarcerated.  She did not come to visit me right away; I imagined it had to do with her inner struggle, dealing with denial and the truth.  I still remember her first visit when I was held in the county jail.  Her face, and her eyes defined the suffering she endured during the first weeks of my imprisonment.  I can also remember her words: “Willie, it was you who committed this crime they are convicting you of.  It must be someone else.” 

(At the time I couldn’t find the nerve to admit to her she was wrong.)


Every permitted visit in the country jail, she made the effort to be there with me.  Every day of my court trial, she sat right behind me with a forced smile, to hide from me her pain.   On sentencing day, no longer able to hold it in, she burst into tears.  That was just the beginning of a long fifteen years she endured, not having the freedom to see her son whenever she wants.  She still battles the demons of denial, that her son could have committed such an act.


The aggravation of traveling two hours, the chaos of entering the prison to sit with me for an hour and a half, and her age, have understandably lessened visits throughout the years.  Her fifteen to twenty visits have diminished to three or four a year.  After years and years of burdens I’ve placed on her back, I can see I’ve scarred her spirit and soul.


Fifteen years later, my mother is now sixty years old.  I wonder if she and I will ever experience those special moments of mother and son again: talks at the kitchen table over dinner with the rest of the family; laughs during joyful holidays together, with nieces and  nephews happily running around the house.


I can go on with other family members who have struggled with my life behind bars these last fifteen years.  But for now I’ll just leave you with the image of what a mother goes through when a son is taken away because of his immoral decisions.   Do not allow your mother to suffer as I have done mine.  Cherish the moments together.
                                                                     ***

                                           THE GULAG EFFECT

                                                          By Anthony Leahey

Blackmarks from unwiped jackboots

have scarred the hallway floors

splintered doorframes

unable to prevent wandering eyes from seeing what’s

overturned tables, spiderwebbed mirrors, broken windows,

allowing the wind to whip around uninhibited

blowing around papers and light garments

that used to rest peacefully inside drawers  
that have been yanked from their oakframes

and thrown carelessly onto the old wooden planked floors

A family portrait has fallen from the wall

disgraced by the slash of a blade

the picture once spoke of peace and undying love

but now represents a shattered people

left with no soul,

but not just one family, this family,

no, it speaks of generations of families 

cold, alone, and wandering.

GOTTA BE CAREFUL WHERE YA PLANT YA FEET

                                        By Marvin Mays

All tears ain’t weeps, all closed eyes ain’t sleep,

so, ya gotta be careful where ya plant ya feet.

Ya homeboy was gleamin, riding low and leaning,

getting crazy money and his hustle was screaming.

Jump in gee, I’m gonna teach you how to be.

A real smooth operator, just like me.

Hit you off with a package, showed ya how to move.

Ya started clocking crack, not taking ya butt to school.

Ya tutor, mentor, ya first homeboy,

the one ya thought was all that and more.

Then the bust came down, he wasn’t around,

ya screamed for his help, he couldn’t be found.

Now ya feel like hell, cause he won’t go ya bail,

word’s on the street that he’s got ya girl.

Now, ya days are dull, at night ya can’t sleep,

from day one, ya gotta be careful where ya plant ya feet.

                                           CHOCOLATE KISSES

                                                      By Jamal Muhammad

You’re my foxy pearl, my baby girl, 

my adorable mommom,

my mommy chula, my chocolate kisses. 

I want you to be my Mrs.

If it’s decreed that I’ll be free

I’ll marry you instantly.

If it’s decreed  that I’ll do time

I’ll be your friend and confidant.

Having a good man and a good friend these days

is like winning the lottery.

If I come home to marry you

I’ll treat you better than the movie “Love Jones”.

“Love Jones” can’t fade me.

Their romance wouldn’t be a bump on our knee.

Describing in mathematics would be 

“Love Jones” plus spirituality equals you and me.

I will romance you. 

You will pamper me.

Last but not least,

we’ll get freaky. 

We’ll be the best thing together 

since peanut better and jelly.

                                     WAYWARD CHILD

                                                  By Johnny Ross

The sky was gun metal gray, with small patches of ominous rain clouds floating by.  A slight drizzle gave rise to stifling scents of stale urine, wet garbage and animal waste.  The air was musty, the humidity thick; these were the last days of summer.

           Leon’s eyes glowed with an almost wild light, desire and fear, searching for reassurance, even as he cast aside all understanding.  Self-pity was a lousy way to solve a problem.


The gun felt cool in his pocket.  All these years he had seen himself as a tiny insignificant entity in a large uncaring cosmos. But all that was about to change.


Leon was mesmerized by his uneven steps, stumbling tentatively, afraid, dragging his feet, his eyes seeing but not recognizing himself, knowing that nothing could dispel his fear.  This was the first time he’d done anything like this, and it showed.


Instant thunder rattled his skull and reverberated out into open space. The thunder was so deep and the lightning flashes so bright, wind so strong, that he found himself ducking to escape the explosion overhead.


He was here. Leon began to sweat; his head was pounding and his stomach was churning; he needed to use the bathroom but it was too late.  If he didn’t go ahead with this now, he knew he never would.


Leon stood alone on the sidewalk, shifting his weight from foot to foot, feeling out of place.  A stranger amidst the slum hotels, dingy soul food restaurants and liquor stores with neon signs announcing cheap wine and whiskey.


He was about the enter the store, just as the harsh downpour of rain, and the whistling, roaring wind were interrupted by a blinding streak of lightning that was followed by a deafening crack of thunder.  He jumped and tried to mask his fear with a laugh.


When Leon stepped into the store, he felt again that familiar weakness; his knees sagged, and he held onto the door jamb for support.  Thoughts whirled in his head so rapidly that he felt faint; the brief intensity made him close his eyes, and make a tight fist.  He hung on until his mind slowed, cleared, and he was able to concentrate again.


“Nobody move! This is a holdup.” Leon stared anxiously around the room.  His breathing was shallow, and his heart was beating so loud he was sure everyone could hear it.  He was shaking with fatigue, but tried to maintain and even keel. How stupid he thought.  He lacked the strength to carry this off.  He kept hoping that strength would find him, as it had so often before in times of need. 

“Nobody get hurt if you do what you’re told.” And then it happened. Out of his peripheral vision he saw the movement, and while he didn’t understand its significance, he reacted nonetheless.


As the store owner raised up, Leon saw it, not sure what it was, but he saw it. Boom. Boom.  The sound was deafening, and then the store owner disappeared from sight, and all he heard were screams.


Leon ran out into the rain, the beating of his heart vibrating in his ear.  The clouds lay as thick as a blanket across the sky.  His face carried the shock of horror at this terrible death.


Leon tried to convince himself that he had done the right thing. It was him or me. He just wanted to get home. Why did he have to do that?



Leon’s breath was coming in gulps. Wails of fear escaped from his throat.  He was trying to put as much distance between himself and the store as possible.  Chest pounding, he fought the sickness rising from his throat. Leon stopped and bent over, wheezing, clasping his thighs as his body shook.


He knew there was no room for indecision or clouded judgement in a world that was essentially black and white. The decision he made at this moment could very well determine how he spent the rest of his life.


Leon came upon a low-rent commercial district, near a number of EZ-Terms For You car dealerships, and over a series of railroad tracks, before he felt safe enough to stop.


Johnny Jackson was late as usual. He had been warned on several occasions that his job would be on the line the very next time he was late. 
The big eighteen wheeler was moving in excess of 55 mph in a 35 mph zone, and while he couldn’t stand to get a ticket, he sure in hell couldn’t afford to be late.


He felt more confident since he was driving through the abandoned commercial district; traffic rarely came through here any more, except for an occasional train. 
The further he got into the abandoned area, the faster he drove. He had to make up for that half hour delay.  Johnny came around the corner on two wheels, or so it seemed, putting the hammer down, he said to himself.


As he sped around the corner, the smile on his face soon disappeared. Johnny jammed both feet on the brakes, and down shifted the gears as fast as he could.


But age and bad eyesight that comes with it had their way.  The truck slid, and kept right on sliding, at a speed that still exceeded the posted limit.


What Johnny saw next would haunt him for the rest of his life.  He let loose a terrible scream.


Leon had gotten away; he was sure of it.  He was concerned about the store owner.  In his mind he was sure the man had been killed, but he didn’t feel as bad as he thought he would. Fuck him. He did that to himself.  Nobody told that fool to reach for a gun. He would have shot me if I had hadn’t shot him first. Fuck him. I didn’t get any money, but the next time motherfucker’s gonna give it up, because I won’t be playing with that ass.  They act like they don’t know who I is.  Leon laughed at his own joke.


He was so happy that he’d gotten away with the shooting; the fear subsided and he felt perfectly safe.  Laughing and talking shit to himself left him completely oblivious to his surroundings.


Leon came around the corner and stepped off the curve just as the big semi rounded the corner.  He opened his mouth to scream, but it was too late.


For just a second the pain was unbearable, and before he could appreciate it, it was quiet.  He wasn’t sure whether or not the man standing over him was the driver of the truck, or if what he was saying had anything to do with him.  He never heard it, because the man was talking so low. 


Leon was tired for some reason or another.  He just wanted to go to sleep. He wasn’t hurting; he was just sleepy.


The scream from Johnny’s mouth reverberated around the area.  His mouth was dry, and his knees felt like water; he wanted to be away from there.


The rain was falling relentlessly, and Johnny stood there looking down at this kid; he was just a boy.  Unsure of what he should do next, Johnny stood there talking to the kid, but received no reply.


Then panic set in and he ran back to the truck.  Aside from the blood and other shit on the wheels, no one could tell that he had been in an accident.  It was raining so hard that by the time he got back to the company the wheels would more than likely be clean of any blood and debris.


Johnny wanted to call the police but knew that he couldn’t.  Nor could he call for an ambulance. He could do nothing that would connect him to this accident.  Johnny had been smoking pot and taking rubies all night long; they would crucify his ass if they found out he was driving while using drugs.


He jumped into the cab of the big truck and up-shifted from one to two, then three as fast as possible.  The big semi bucked and shivered, then with a loud sputter it roared into action.


Once he was away from the accident scene, before heading on to the company, Johnny stopped at a pay phone.  He called 911 and informed them that he had seen a body on the street in the abandoned commercial district. 


That was the least he could do, and while it wasn’t his fault because the kid ran out in front of the truck, he knew that wouldn’t be good enough if they found out he had run over the kid, because of the drugs.  He knew they would turn it around to make it look like it was his fault.  Like if he hadn’t been smoking pot or taking pills the boy would still be alive.

             Leon didn’t know why that fool hadn’t put something over him to keep the rain from getting him wet. It was raining hard, and this motherfucker just leave him out in the rain.  He was going to curse that asshole out as soon as he saw him again, you wait and see.


The police and ambulance arrived at the same time. Leon lay there with open eyes staring off into space, focusing on nothing, glad that someone had come to get him.  At least they would put something over him to keep the water off, and out of his eyes.


“Watch where you step; this is a crime scene.”


“You want us to move the body?”


“For what? He’s not going anywhere.”


“You have a time of death?”


“Yeah. I’d say he’s been dead about an hour now.”


“Sergeant, he had a gun on him, and looks like it’s been fired at least two times. Plus, he fits the description of that robber who killed the store owner about an hour ago.”


Leon’s eyes were still unfocused.  Why were they taking so long to take him to the hospital? He had tried to tell them that, although he wasn’t hurting, he’d been hit by a truck. These dumb motherfuckers probably think that I’m drunk or something.  They don’t know their ass from a hole in the ground.  Why couldn’t they hear him? He must be hurt worse than he thought.


“Sergeant, we just got a call.  This is the guy they was looking for, for that robbery murder.  Well, looks like we won’t have to spend any money for a trial for this asshole.”


Leon heard them laughing and was angry.  Dumb motherfuckers, they laughing and got me laying on the ground in the rain.  He would sue their ass when he get to the hospital and had a chance to talk to a lawyer. And what the fuck was they putting the sheet over his face for? Stupid bitches. Oh, he couldn’t wait to see a lawyer.  Their ass was grass, and he was taking them down.


“Official time of death is 11:45.  Cause of death, hit and run.  What’s the name of this street?”


“I don’t know, Sergeant.  The assholes around here tore it down. Fucking animals.”

                                                            ***

