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Paula Fidalgo’s book, They Even Took My Shoes, is extremely important as she exposes the legal and financial abuse that can happen to anyone, especially in New York State, where there is no judicial oversight, transparency, and accountability. Paula is an overcomer who is taking a stand against egregious injustices that can happen to anyone.

~Mary Petri, Slam the Gavel podcast and author of Dismantling Family Court Corruption, Cry Out for Justice, Poems of Truth, and Raised by These Wolves: How Family and Federal Courts Are Failing Our Children

I am honored to endorse Paula's book, They Even Took My Shoes, and celebrate Maria’s courageous journey. Maria bravely reveals the trials and tribulations she endured and guides the reader through her journey of resilience. Maria’s story is a powerful reminder of the transformative potential inherent within each of us. This book will serve as a beacon of hope and empowerment for anyone navigating hardship. It will teach them to apply the principles of Positive Psychology for a life of freedom and wellbeing.

~Emiliya Zhivotovskaya, CEO at The Flourishing Center, NY, NY

I was engrossed by Paula Fidalgo’s words from the first sentence. She vividly and eloquently describes her main character Maria Crowe’s turbulent journey through her ex-husband's vengeful accusation that ends up destroying her career. She takes us on a journey that illustrates her deep faith in God and her intense love for her three children as she finds herself embroiled in courtroom drama. The reader will feel buoyed by Maria’s courage, her ability to forgive, and her blossoming belief in herself. This book will surely inspire anyone going through a hard time to stay the course and focus on the light at the end of the tunnel. As Fidalgo writes, “In the face of such injustice, I resolve to uncover the lessons buried within this trial determined to emerge stronger, wiser, and more resilient than before.” A story full of hope.

~Shelley Lippman, Author of As Is: Accepting, Forgiving and Empowering Your Child with ADHD...and Yourself.

Just hearing the word “divorce” invokes a bit of PTSD in almost everyone. Knowing someone you love has turned into a stranger is heartbreaking. But in the case of Fidalgo’s main character, Maria Crowe, knowing that same person is also trying to destroy you is something few can comprehend.

This book reflects the true grit of women such as Maria Crowe, who have dealt with extreme adversity and not only survived but came out stronger, sharing what they learned with all who are open and willing to live with more positivity.

~Steven Conklin, Owner of Extreme Bucket List, Public Speaker at Adventure Speakers Bureau, Olympic Bobsled Coach, Australian Bobsled Freelance



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Acknowledgments​


[image: ]




A heartfelt thank you to my cousins Danny, Diane, Nelson, Tanya, and Johnny, who stood by me during the darkest times when no one else was there for me. Their unwavering support served as a constant reminder of the power of family bonds.

To Greg Rinckey, a big thank you. Your words provided the final push I needed to bring this book to publication. Sometimes, a simple word of encouragement can instill the confidence we need to pursue our dreams, and you did that for me without even realizing it. I'm immensely grateful for the safe space, which allowed me to gather the courage to see this project through to the end. I love you with all my heart.

In a world where angels often go unrecognized, I've been blessed with the presence of Nancy Acemoglu in my life. She's more than a friend; she's been a pillar of strength, a guiding light, a big sister, and a second mother to both me and my children. Through every trial and triumph, she stood by me and my family, offering support and selfless assistance without ever seeking anything in return. Her friendship is a treasure I'll forever hold dear, filled with shared laughter and tears and a testament to the profound impact one person can have on another's life.

In addition to Nancy's support, I must also express my deepest gratitude to my friend Brian Lyda. Brian's belief in me and his encouragement provided the confidence and boost I needed to embrace my new life and career path. He empowered me to take ownership of my entrepreneurship journey, offering guidance and inspiration every step of the way. His mentorship has been invaluable, and I am forever thankful for his belief in my potential.

To my cherished friend Janet O’Boyle, I am profoundly grateful for your dedication to guiding me on my spiritual journey. Your boundless generosity, steadfast support, and tireless efforts have illuminated my path, instilling within me a deep understanding of faith, God, and the teachings of Jesus. Your selflessness and unconditional love never falter, even in the face of adversity. Thank you for sharing your wisdom, time, and heart with me, enriching my life in ways I can never fully express. You have truly been a blessing, and I am forever grateful for your presence in my life.

I extend my deepest gratitude to a dear friend who will remain anonymous, who stood by my side during one of the most profound traumas of my life. I’ll forever be grateful.

Rosemarie Clemovich, my confidant and dear friend. Her constant presence throughout the highs and lows of my journey has been an invaluable source of strength and support, from moments of laughter to those of tears and pain; she stood by me as a steadfast companion throughout it all. Thank you for your friendship and for always listening to me without judgment.

Profound thanks to my former student turned friend, Rosa Vidal. Despite the challenges she faced, including caring for her son with a disability, Rosa generously offered her assistance with my children and pets. Her selflessness and boundless compassion speak volumes of her character. Despite her own responsibilities, Rosa dedicated her heart, time, and love to support me and my family. Her kindness knows no bounds, and I am forever grateful for her presence in our lives.

To all my clients from The Dust Busters, whose belief in me paved the path to where I stand today. Your trust and support, especially during times of uncertainty, have been priceless. Your confidence in me has not only propelled me towards financial stability, enabling me to provide for my children, but it has also empowered me to find my voice and emerge stronger than ever before.

I am deeply grateful to Sherry Cavallaro and her son Shay for their exceptional guidance as my real estate agent. Their care, attentiveness, and commitment to understanding my needs resulted in finding the perfect home for my children. Their assistance with unpacking during a challenging time while I was away attending my father's funeral in Portugal was truly invaluable.

Manny Santos, thank you for being a big brother. Your patience, guidance, and authentic advice were invaluable throughout the process. You've been a mentor and a source of wisdom during my comeback journey.

Dan Tuczinski, your friendship and support mean the world to me. Thank you for your kindness.

Michelle Young from Homestead Funding. Thank you for working tirelessly and being dedicated to helping me secure the mortgage to buy my home for my children. You made the impossible possible.

To my former boss at Look TV, Jesse Jackson, thank you for your guidance and encouragement to always maintain integrity, even during challenging times. I’ll always remember his advice the day my world came crumbling down and I hit rock bottom, standing in his office, bawling my eyes out, and his advice to rise above, to remain professional, and to stand tall despite what was happening to me. His words serve as a constant reminder to uphold my values and never compromise my principles. Jesse’s wisdom continues to guide me, serving as a benchmark for all my actions and decisions.

Peasantman Triathlon Organizers: A big thank you for believing in my talent and honoring me as the queen of your triathlon. Special thanks to Steve, Chris, and Joe for your support and encouragement. Even after my world fell apart and everyone dropped me, you all stood by me. Special shout out to Chris Greklek, who passed away on July 30, 2024, during the final stages of this book and who never got to read this. Thank you. I want his son Taylor and his two daughters, Alexis and Abigail, to know their dad’s kindness made a difference in my life, and for that, I will always cherish his soul.

Christina Beauchemin, my Editor, author of Let My Legacy Be Love, and founder of Get R.E.A.L. She dedicated her time to help enrich the story by infusing it with painful emotions that were too difficult for me to write. She kept me going when I got stuck towards the end of this publishing process.

A big thank you to Andrea Cowell, from the Mechanicville Domestic Violence Center for helping women’s voice be heard. Thank you also to Megan Quillinan and Holly LaTorre for making it all possible.

In closing, I must extend my deepest gratitude to Judy Brinkman of Life is 2 Short, my business coach. Her transformative workshop, “Open the Door to 24”, was a beacon of illumination on my journey. Through her guidance and wisdom, I unearthed the dormant power within myself and discovered that I am indeed a force to be reckoned with. Judy, your impact on my life and the trajectory of my success is immeasurable, and I am forever thankful for that.

Without the help and support of these individuals, I would not have been able to navigate through these challenges and achieve my goals. Your kindness and assistance will always be remembered and appreciated.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Introduction​


[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


I am Maria Crowe.
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This is my story of a life interrupted, torn apart, and devastated.

More importantly, though, it is a story of personal triumph.

My story could just as easily be your story or anyone else’s story, for that matter. Honestly, I did a lot of soul-searching before deciding whether or not to share what happened to me at the hands of a soul-less legal system, but I decided that if I could spare you, my reader, the heartache I suffered, it was all worth it.

For anyone dealing with something similar at the moment, I hope you will gain some useful insights – and inspiration.

Life often throws fastballs, and sometimes it throws hard curves. Some things you can control, but many others you cannot. The good news is that you can rewrite your story whenever you decide it is time. With patience, perseverance, passion, purpose, and prayer, you can re-write your story just as I have rewritten mine.

The past thirteen years have been a tumultuous rollercoaster ride, slinging me first to great heights and then dropping me to heartbreaking lows.

When I moved back to New York State from Cordova, I graduated from a highly regarded college and found work immediately as a professional broadcast journalist. I married the love of my life, settled into a comfortable home, and lovingly created three precious children.

As a working mom, I leveraged my skills to become an independent TV personality who focused almost exclusively on families. I was recognized by the President of the United States, the Governor of New York, and several other political and business leaders for my volunteer and fundraising efforts for the less fortunate.

I was also voted one of Willowbrook’s most influential women and went on to be crowned National Miss for Crowns of Elegance, which remains one of my greatest honors. I was at the top of my game and completely naive to what was coming at me.

The storm that was to hit my life was not just a summer rainstorm offering a cool break from a heatwave. Instead, it would end up feeling like a Category 5 hurricane. It would devastate my career, take my freedom, ruin my reputation, and leave me without a physical home.

I can imagine that right now; you are thinking I must have committed some violent act or been caught dealing drugs or defrauding someone. What other crime would send me off in handcuffs in the back of a jail van on my way to a sterile jail cell?

I’m getting ahead of myself a bit here. I want to take you back to the beginning so that you can begin to get a clear picture of what precipitated this egregious injustice.

My life began to spiral out of control when I learned that my husband was committing adultery. It wasn’t anything he admitted to right away. That took some digging to find out.

Everything started when he left one morning and didn’t come home for dinner. I called, texted, and called again, but he didn’t answer. I even called the local hospitals to make sure that he hadn’t been in an accident. When I called his work, his secretary happily announced that he was out of the office for some rest and relaxation for a few days.

Very soon afterward, I realized that he had taken the electricity and cell phone out of his name. He also pulled nearly all the money from our joint account, leaving me to handle our expenses on one salary. I was so stressed out all the time that I could barely sleep. During the day, I walked around like a zombie because I was so tired. Twice, I ended up in the hospital as my body struggled from the stress.

I can’t be sick, I thought—the kids.

As the door to the examination room screeched open, my heart jumped, and I shivered. But the doctor’s face was relaxed, his light eyes warm.

“Good news, Mrs. Crowe. The biopsy came back as normal.”

A rush of relief flooded through me until his next word.

“But...” he said.

His expression was serious as he noted my thin face and limbs. I had lost close to fifteen pounds.

“It’s obvious that something is seriously wrong, Maria. You need to find a way to deal with the stress. Do some yoga. Go to the pool for a swim. A high-stress level is nothing to take lightly. This time, it was a false alarm. But next time...” He didn’t finish his sentence but instead raised one eyebrow and tilted his head slightly.

I knew he was right. I had known it for a while, but it was his words that prompted me to go to a friend for a loan.

“I need to hire a private investigator. I will pay you back.”

If you have been there, you know that divorce can be devastating, especially when you have young kids.

“But Mom, why did he leave us? Doesn’t he love us anymore?”

How does a mother answer that question?

Where only weeks before, I had bounded out of bed excited for the day, now I woke up feeling exhausted, my pillow wet with tears, and my eyes red and bloodshot.

When I finally filed for divorce, events inexplicably descended into a nasty criminal case in which my cheating ex-husband hounded the State Police to arrest me on a bogus felony forgery charge.

The criminal case against me led me to a cataclysmic fall into the dark and rotting bowels of the New York State Supreme Court system. Ultimately, it landed me in the depravities of jail life, where my rose-colored glasses were torn from my face and obliterated on the rough concrete floor of my 4-foot x 12-foot jail cell.

Through my experience, I lost any belief in fairness in our justice system. The same attorneys, judges, and police officers that I had spent years lifting in my work turned a blind eye to the circumstances of my case. I watched helplessly as members of the media who, only weeks before, were my friends and colleagues, were now gleefully splashing my mug shot across every outlet, casting me as a criminal, without talking with me or even so much as asking me to comment on my behalf.

Through everything I was subjected to, I learned that what matters to those people is money, influence, connections, and looking good for the media. In other words, it appears to me that big egos matter and big egos stick together.

Since early 2011, I have appeared in court over three-hundred-sixty-five times in front of nine judges with fifteen different attorneys at my side. I have witnessed judicial conduct that would shock the most seasoned attorney.

I was forced to come up with nearly five hundred thousand dollars in legal representation and fees only to discover that finding someone willing to fight an insular system of judges and lawyers was nearly impossible.

Financially, I was broke. There was a point when I couldn’t even afford to buy food or toilet paper for my kids. We were forced to move out of our home. Times got so desperate that I finally had no choice but to declare personal bankruptcy.

I am eager to share my story with you now—a story that separated me from my children and punitively awarded my ex-husband greater control over legal custody matters.

While my background as a reporter taught me to challenge injustices, I will be the first to admit that it did not prepare me for court battles, and it most especially did not prepare me for jail life.

Before I found myself handcuffed and escorted out of the courthouse toward a jail cell, I had never even received a speeding ticket.

Throughout the ordeal, people I thought were my friends deserted me. I could only assume that, after reading the news of my arrest, they didn’t want to be associated with a “criminal,” which was understandable. But not one of them called me to get my side of the story.

On the day of the verdict, as the guard handcuffed and escorted me to jail, I was in a state of total disbelief. It didn’t feel real. Honestly, I finally felt at peace. It couldn’t get any worse.

It was a relief to know that I had hit rock bottom.

At least that’s what I thought.

But then things got worse.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Chapter One​
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CONDEMNATION
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“The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.”



~Martin Luther King, Jr.

May 17, 2016, will forever be burned in my memory. That was the day my life changed forever.

“What’s your verdict?” the judge asked, his face stony, his mouth tight.

“Guilty,” the jury foreman stated, his words sending a thundering reverberation across the courtroom.

Suddenly, it was as though I was out of my body observing myself. For weeks, I had been crying. I had cried an ocean as the jury was selected and then another as I sat in disbelief while testimonies were made. It came to the point that I felt there were no more tears left to cry. You would think that with a verdict of guilty, I would have been tearful, angry, infuriated, or even hopeless. But instead, I suddenly felt like I was being lifted up by something much bigger and more powerful than me.

You may think I’m crazy or that I am not being honest about what I was feeling at that moment. But I’m telling you the absolute truth. I experienced a full-blown spiritual moment that left me feeling loved, guided, and ready to handle whatever came next.

The trip to the jail in the back of the van felt almost surreal.

The accompanying officers considered me in the rearview mirror, one appearing as though he wanted to say something. When he finally spoke, his expression was earnest.

“Ma’am, I’m paid not to talk to you during this trip, but I can’t keep my mouth shut. I hope you don’t mind me saying that you need to fight this. I have never witnessed anything like it before. Something isn’t right here. This is wrong.”

When we arrived at the jail, the corrections officer was neither kind nor brusque.

“I need all your personal possessions, ma’am.”

I slowly removed the sapphire ring and a pair of gold sapphire earrings I had purchased for myself years earlier, as well as a faith bracelet that a good friend had loaned me for luck during the court proceedings. I couldn’t look at the officer as I placed each one in the pouch and sealed the top.

His next words brought me back to reality.

“I need your shoes,” he said matter-of-factly.

My eyes lifted and found his. They were a deep, soft brown.

“My shoes?” I asked, feeling at first confused and then explosively angry. My ex had taken everything from me—my kids, my home, my money, my freedom, and my smile. And now he was getting my shoes.

I glanced at the high-heeled Etienne Aigner heels I had worn to court that day.

The officer was patient as a terrifying anxiety attack caused an onslaught of tears. I released the left shoe first, then the right, and then bent to pick them up and place them in the bag.

This is really happening, I thought. He is even getting my shoes.

I was crying so hard I could barely get my next words out.

“Can I make a phone call?”

The officer’s eyes were kind when he indicated the phone on his desk. I lifted the phone to my ear, but my mind was blank.

518..637...or is it 367. Damn it, I thought, panic overtaking me as I tried to recall his number.

I needed to center myself, so I closed my eyes and pulled in a deep breath. Once I felt calm, I dialed.

“Hello.” The voice was deep and husky. I immediately knew I had dialed the wrong number and hung up.

Hands shaking, I turned to the officer whose eyes were kind.

“Go ahead and try again,” he said.

This time, when the phone connected, I spoke without a greeting.

“Alain, get me the fuck out of here. Please!” I said, a deep sob heaving my chest, tears sopping the front of the county-issued drab green shirt.

“Mar, look, calm down. I’m coming right over with your cousin.”

I glanced at the officer to see if I had more time. His voice was kind when he said, “Take as long as you need.” Relieved, I turned my attention back to Alain.

When the call was completed, I was handcuffed and shackled around my waist and feet before being escorted down a long hallway. The metal doors were huge. A mechanical voice warned, “Open 1, 2, 3,” followed by a slam and the sound of the doors lock, lock, locking as I shuffled closer to the hellish nightmare that had become my life with only one word.

Guilty.

Everything inside the jail was a dull gray, almost like a nursing home, but colder.

Two huge metal doors opened at the end of the hall, and a tall, muscular female officer greeted me with a pretty smile.

“Don’t worry, you will be okay,” she assured me. “Just be careful. They bite.”

Across the room, women were sitting at various tables, looking curiously in our direction. Some were big and looked tough, while others appeared almost shrunken. The scene reminded me of a bad day on the playground.

I dropped my eyes, thinking, I’m going to get my ass kicked.

A feeling of cold dread crept up my spine. These women were not the type I generally hung out with over Saturday morning coffee. I was too scared to make eye contact with anyone, so I hugged my belongings close and looked down, crying.

At this point, I had no idea how long I would be there. I was sent to jail without bail, and the judge decided I was a flight risk because my parents lived in Cordova.

Inspecting the 4-foot x 12-foot space took only one quick glance. The place had a cold smell, but it wasn’t horrible. The small window over the bed was narrow, barely a sliver, allowing very light to come through.

I stared at the jail-issued belongings that would be mine for the foreseeable future. I had been given one blanket, two pairs of boxer shorts, one small tube of toothpaste and a toothbrush, one roll of toilet paper, one jail rape elimination pamphlet, two-bed sheets, one inmate handbook (that I would need to return), one pillowcase, one bar of soap, one drinking cup, one bath towel, one pair of oversized men’s socks, one well-worn sports bra, and one thin nightgown. I was also issued a green shirt made from a stiff, unbreathable fabric. At least the green pants weren’t that bad.

I will never forget the sound of the black Crocs flopping against the jail floors, reminding me daily that he even got my shoes.

On the first day, I learned about “classification.” This is where inmates are evaluated based on their medical, mental, and criminal history. The guards tested each new inmate before letting them “loose” into the general population. I ended up locked in classification longer because my body had such a bad reaction to the TB shot that was issued on my first day.

Looking around the small cell, I noticed a stainless-steel toilet, a sink, a bunk with a plastic green mattress, and a pillow made of a plastic tarp that was so well-used it laid completely flat on the mattress. The gray cement walls were clean, but it felt really cold.

Shivering, I cried with no thought of what the other inmates might think about me. I was freaking out that I might be there for seven years. The thought that I would miss my kids growing up started another panic attack, and I literally got down on my knees to pray. 

“God, I’m not mad at you. I know there’s a devil, and this is him trying to get me to hate you,” I said.

I thought about the Book of Job. I don’t like to admit it, but at that moment, I hated my ex so intensely that I had no words. I had never hated anyone and was shocked at the depth of emotion. I wanted to kick something and lash out in a million different ways, but I was afraid.

“Why is this happening?” I cried. I was a good person. I had done nothing wrong. 

When the order came to go to bed, I curled up in a ball on the stiff bed and tried to sleep. But the lights never went out, so each time I began to doze off, I was startled awake. I later learned that the lights were always on so the guards could see the inmates, making it more difficult for anyone to kill themselves.

During my time in jail, I learned that others control when you sleep, eat, wash yourself, and even contact others. There is no freedom. None.

At 7:30 each morning, we were woken by a guard yelling at the top of their lungs.

“Count!”

We were treated like cattle as we were herded to breakfast and then back to our cells.

We were expected to jump up and stand in front of our cells during shift changes so incoming officers could count the inmates to ensure no one had committed suicide or, worse, escaped. After the count was complete, once more, we were assaulted by another even louder yell.

“Clear!”

(Every day of my incarceration, I thought, We’re not deaf. We can hear you.)

After another few minutes, another guard would shout, “Chow!” I had no idea what the word meant, so I asked another inmate.

“That is how they refer to mealtime,” she explained.

It all felt so degrading. We weren’t animals. We were human beings who somehow ended up in a terrible situation.

Some officers liked to entertain themselves by blowing piercing whistles in the morning. Waking up to that eardrum-splitting sound literally hurt, especially since the sound bounced off the concrete walls, making it feel even more piercing.

Sometimes, after breakfast, we were allowed to go outdoors for an hour; other days, we weren’t allowed out until after dinner, and some days, not at all. It depended on the officer on duty and their mood.

Lunch was served each day at 11:30 AM and dinner at 4:30 PM.

From 2:30 PM to 4:00 PM, the jail officers accepted new inmates, forcing us into lockdown. Around 4:00 PM, they opened the cell doors to conduct another headcount, and we were allowed to come out of our cells again.

It was the job of the officer on duty to summon us from our individual tables into a single line. We were entitled to select one meal, one beverage, and a “spork,” a combination of a fork and spoon.

The routine was the same every day—thirty minutes to eat. When we finished, an officer checked each utensil to ensure they were returned to the kitchen making it impossible for anything to be used as a weapon. Then, medications were distributed at 6:00 PM. I was the only inmate not on medication.

We were allowed to use the telephone from 9:00 AM until 11:00 AM, 1:00 PM to 3:45 PM, and again from 6:00 PM to 11:30 PM. The jail guards conducted yet another headcount at midnight each night. If anyone had fallen asleep in the meantime, they were expected to get up with everyone else and stand in front of their cells. All doors were locked until wake-up time, when the routine started all over.

The first few nights, I couldn’t sleep. My mind raced as I tried to get comfortable on a metal board attached to a concrete wall. What they called a pillow was flatter than a Saltine cracker, and it crackled, sounding like the tarp that made up its surface. The space was freezing, even though it was late May, and I couldn’t get used to sleeping with the lights on.

The chairs in the shared space were hard and cold and attached to the tables. Those in the TV area were heavy and no warmer.

Watching television in the general area was nearly impossible because everyone was so loud.

“Can you turn it down?” I once asked in frustration.

“Hey, this is the way we like it,” one woman bitched back. A few of the other women got involved, and we ended up in lockdown.

The majority of inmates only quieted down during lockdown hours. Plus, they only really cared to watch shows about jail or drugs. Maybe they thought that was cool, but it made no sense to me.

The only liquids we were allowed were water or Kool-Aid, and then that was only at lunch or dinner. Meals consisted of bread, bread, and more bread, making me wonder if the kitchen was supplied with a free, limitless supply of white bread.

There was toast for breakfast. Lunch consisted of bologna sandwiches, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, cheese, and bread. Dinner was usually a huge portion of something plopped on our plates, and occasionally, we were lucky enough to get pudding for dessert.

Laundry days were on Tuesdays and Thursdays. At 8:00 AM sharp, we were handed a fishnet laundry bag labeled with our cell number. We weren’t afforded the luxury of Downy or dryer sheets, so the clothes usually came out wrinkled and smelly.

We could request a razor to shave our legs from 9:00 AM to 10:00 AM. Usually, I tried to get a hold of one on Tuesdays and Saturdays before family visits, if only to make myself feel more normal.

After the visits, jail guards checked us for contraband. We were made to strip naked and then squat and cough at the same time. I cried every single time. The practice was so humiliating.

We were also able to request a nail clipper at 9:00 AM. Since the jail only had one clipper, all the inmates shared the same one. The idea was so nasty that I preferred to use my teeth and did exactly that when my nails got too long.

On the upside, I participated regularly in religious services. Volunteers came from area churches, and the Jehovah’s Witnesses came to study the bible with us. Most of the women went only to escape the routine of the jail, but I found great comfort in the words and thoughts presented. I was a woman of faith. I would not let these terrible circumstances change that. I hung on to every word and took uplifting phrases back to my cold cell.

Inmates could draw money from a jail commissary. Family and friends placed money in accounts that would allow inmates to purchase snacks, clothes, stationery, toothpaste, and other essentials. I generally bought stamps, envelopes, and other small items.

All incoming mail was opened and inspected. During mail call, our name was called, and we were expected to stand in front of the officer as they opened the envelope. One of the officers confided that the male inmates often received naked pictures from their girlfriends. There was no privacy whatsoever, and the staff seemed to enjoy the process a lot.

The only things I looked forward to were visits from friends and family—and hot showers. The water running over my exhausted body melted the muscles that had grown tight around my shoulders and hips from trying to sleep on the hard jail bed. I locked myself under the falling water for as long as needed. Standing under the running water helped clear my mind, so it was the one and only place I was able to find any peace.

Because I was the only inmate not on meds or considered a suicide risk, I was allowed to take a shower upstairs, which meant I had the shower all to myself. Since it was on the same level as the officer’s tower, I was careful to be sure no one could see me inside, naked.

On the first evening locked behind bars, I sat on the stone-cold bunk bubbling with hot anger. By then, I thought I had no more tears, but a fresh onslaught overtook me, and I couldn’t stop.

“Why is this happening to me, God? I am a good person. I don’t deserve any of this. How am I going to survive without my kids?”

Tears rained over my cheeks as desperation tore through my body and panic raced through my limbs. The pain in my head grew stronger and stronger.

“Stop crying,” I ordered myself quietly. “You’re only making it worse.”

I thought about the maximum seven-year jail sentence I faced. My kids were only ten, twelve, and thirteen. I would completely miss their formative years.

“This isn’t happening,” I said, pounding my leg.

When my ex-husband left us, I thought my heart was shattered. But at that moment, sitting on that hard bunk in a cold cell, I wished I could tear my own heart out of my chest. I didn’t want it anymore. It hurt too much, and it was destroying me. How could I live without my kids?

I got down on my knees for the second time that day. I am a faith-full woman. Yes, I was angry and disappointed, but I was not angry at God. With my knees burning against the concrete, I began to pray.

“God, you know I don’t blame you for any of this. I am willing to do what you ask. But please don’t take me away from my kids. I can’t breathe without them.”

I have no idea how long I stayed in the kneeling position. Because I could feel God with me in that space, I didn’t want to move. I must have fallen asleep because suddenly I heard the guard shouting.

“Count!”

Mornings bled into days and another night. Then it happened.

“Maria Crowe, you’ve got a letter.”

I jumped to my feet as the officer opened the mail, lifted an eyebrow, and handed the contents to me.

I tore open the official-looking document and stared at once, disbelieving and not at all surprised. I was being served papers. My ex-husband, who was earning one-hundred-fifty-two-thousand dollars annually, had already applied to the court to stop all child support payments.

He was not petitioning the courts to get custody of our kids. He didn’t want the kids. This was all about money. He was even darker and sicker than I had initially given him credit for.
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“The only way to do great work is to love what you do.”



~Steve Jobs

The days passed slowly. I was used to being busy and needed something to do.

Thankfully, just when I was almost at wit's end, an officer I recognized from check-in opened the cell door to conduct an inspection.

After she looked around, I tentatively asked, “Can I please have paper and a pen? Or a book?” I wasn’t sure about jail etiquette, so I hoped what I was asking would not make her angry.

“Let me see what I can do,” she answered with a smile. She was pretty with bright blue eyes and light brown hair. I noticed that she smelled good and wore makeup.

The pretty guard returned a little while later with her arms full. She handed me a pack of cookies, a pen, a pencil, coloring pencils, coloring pages, shampoo, and conditioner.

“I went around, and here’s what the girls wanted you to have,” the guard said. “They are actually pretty cool. It’s not that bad here, really.”

For the first time in what seemed like ages, I smiled. God was still listening.

I made myself busy with the coloring. After 30 minutes or so, I moved on to reading.

During the first week in jail, I spent a lot of time thinking. My mind traveled back to beautiful times, growing up with loving, old-school parents, working as a professional journalist, and marrying the man of my dreams.

My parents, Adam and Claire Ferreira, were born and raised in Nazare, Western Cordova. On Valentine’s Day in 1971, they immigrated to Falls Rivers, MA, where my mom’s parents lived. Neither one of them spoke English at the time.

My older brother Paulo had been born in Cordova. I was born in Springdale, Massachusetts, a medium-sized city in western Massachusetts, just north of the Connecticut state line. My parents worked at Riverside Manufacturing Works in Springdale alongside my mom’s family, producing American sporting equipment – mostly basketballs and golf balls.

When I was seven, my paternal grandfather fell ill, compelling my parents to move us to Nazare in Cordova so they could care for him. In a fun and memorable twist, my maternal grandparents joined us. They lived within walking distance from my parents, so I bounced around, spending happy nights with both.

Growing up in my family, it felt like everyone was related. I became known as the precocious ‘American girl.’ I loved our big family, and I especially loved being my grandparents’ princess.

I remember helping my grandfather put on his socks. To me, he had “best friend” energy, always happy and whistling.

I found myself smiling when I thought about my mom telling me that a woman needed to learn how to sew so she could stitch her husband’s socks. I could only imagine myself saying this to my daughters today—they would laugh me right off the planet!

At one point, my dad opened a butcher shop, and from then on, we ate a lot of steaks. I don’t know why the memory caused my eyes to mist. Maybe it was because both my parents worked so hard to give us a good life.

My preteen years were typical ‘girly girl' years. I played with Barbies, learned to cook and sew, played sports in school, and rode my bike.

Around the same time, everything shifted for me. I was thirteen when I had a forever pivotal moment.

One afternoon, a religious education teacher asked our class what each wanted to be when they grew up. I felt proud to stand up and share my desire to become a fashion designer.

“It’s my dream to become famous and make lots of money,” I added with a happy smile.

After the teacher had heard from everyone, she turned back to me, and in front of the entire class, she called me selfish.

“You are the only child in this room who is not considering a profession geared toward helping others,” she admonished.

That moment completely changed me. I began focusing on what I wanted to do with my life. My grandfather used to say that I would make a good attorney because I was organized, and I liked to debate. But I hated the idea of being stuck in an office, confined to a space devoid of natural light.
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