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Prologue: Cui Bono


A WHITE MAN, a black man, and an Arab man walked into the room. The beginnings of a bad joke were not lost on me, but I was not sure which was more cringe-inducing: the three men who were approaching my table or the fact that I was about to meet a couple of drug traffickers and an assassin at a fast-food chain called Wimpy’s.

I wanted to believe that I didn’t want to be here. In fact, for weeks I had tried desperately to act like I didn’t want to take part in any of this. I tried feigning illness. I stopped answering my phone. I busily wandered the streets of Rome until I thought I was being followed, and then I hid in my apartment. While I resisted meeting with these men for as long as I could, there was no doubt that this gathering was inevitable. And now, as I watched these men walk toward me, I knew with  absolute certainty that the comfortable student life of research and study that I had built in Italy was over.

The three men who were approaching my table worked for one of the largest international drug-smuggling rings operating out Africa, Asia, and Southern Europe. The first man to reach the table was a short, skinny white guy with the palest skin I’d seen in Italy. Luca’s short, dark hair was plastered to his forehead with a thick, glossy coat of gel. Behind him was Jojo, a moonfaced Nigerian of medium height, and following Jojo was Hassan, a tall, strikingly handsome Sudanese with black hair.

These were the men who were to be my escorts into the underworld. Seven months ago, I had met their boss in prison, an infamous drug lord known as “the Ugandan.” Even though she was behind bars, it was impossible for these men to resist the demands of the Ugandan. I, on the other hand, could have said no. But instead I said yes.
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 CHAPTER 1.

American Girl, Roman Prison

THE BUS DEPOSITED ME on a street that had no sidewalk. Alone, I walked next to a dusty lot that faced the prison. Weeds tangled themselves up along the edge of the road, until they eventually killed each other off. Their brown, stringy carcasses seemed foreboding. I crossed the street and drifted over to the right, closer to the wall. As I walked, an unforgiving sun sat on my head. Under its weight my body began to rebel; sweat gathered above my lip, on my nose, at my hairline, and under my arms. I paused to take off my jacket. Passing under the guard towers, I felt small but still conspicuous, like a single ant crawling across a plain white surface.

Rebibbia was massive. I stared forward, noting that the prison wall dropped off on the horizon. The gravel was ruining my new boots. I tried to walk more lightly, but I felt myself sinking  under the unbearable heat of the sun. Trying to look official on this, my very first day at Rebibbia’s women’s prison, I had overdressed in an outfit more appropriate for a funeral. The blacks and grays of my shirt, pants, socks, and jacket had the sole purpose of making me sweat. Tension began to shoot up the back of my neck and toward the sides of my face, up near my temples. I wanted to loosen the tight knot taming my habitually unruly hair.

Then I saw what I thought was the entrance to the female prison. There were two big steel doors painted bright blue. The color was cartoonish and too cheery for a place like this. I went up to the doors and saw that there were no doorknobs. I took a few steps back to see if I had missed a sign. There was only a plaque that read REBIBBIA FEMMINILE.

 



 



REBIBBIA IS ONE OF ITALY’S prisons. It has held some of the world’s most infamous convicts, from Mafia bosses and terrorists to war criminals. Youssef al-Molqi, who was charged with the murder of Leon Klinghoffer during the 1985 hijacking of the Achille Lauro cruise ship, and Ali Agca, the would-be assassin of Pope John Paul II, both were incarcerated here. Former Nazi SS captain Erich Priebke and Major Karl Hass spent time in the prison during their highly publicized trial some fifty years after their participation in the 1944 massacre at the Ardeatine caves near Rome.

Rebibbia has also housed some important Italian radicals, the best known among them anarchist Carlo Tesseri, leftist intellectual and former professor Antonio Negri, and, in the  female facility, Silvia Baraldini, who was transferred to Rebibbia after spending fourteen years imprisoned in the United States for allegedly assisting in the escape of ex-Black Panther Assata Shakur. In a country with more than sixty thousand inmates, the presence of these and other criminal luminaries confirms Rebibbia’s status as the crown jewel of Italy’s penitentiaries.

 



 



TO VOLUNTARILY ENTER ITALY’S largest prison is not on every American’s travel itinerary when she visits Rome, but I’ll admit that I am drawn to prisons like a rubberneck is drawn to the scene of a car accident. The reasons for this strange obsession of mine are not complicated—it has everything to do with my childhood. Both of my parents have been incarcerated in some form or fashion: My father was a long-term resident at a federal facility in California from the time I was a baby, and my mother was sent to jail when I was five years old. As a child, I thought of prisons as people-eating machines. It seems only natural, I suppose, that I would have eventually found Rebibbia, at least only to know where it was on the map.

I had first come to Italy when I was in college. I had come alone and without a plan. I had no real interest in Italy or Europe, but I had met loads of people who had fallen in love with the country, the language, or the culture. My first time in Italy, I fell in love with a man. He was fifteen years older than I was, handsome, and terminally ill, and neither one of us spoke the other’s language. Doomed to fail, it was brief and melodramatic—the perfect Italian romance.

It wasn’t until a few years later, in 1996, when I was in graduate school studying anthropology at Stanford University and needed a subject for my dissertation research, that Italy came to mind as a good place to study race and identity. I had thought about the United States, France, and even a few countries in Africa. I am not sure what finally brought my attention to Italy—maybe I thought it would be easy, since I had already spent some time there. Also, I knew slightly more Italian than I did French, which is to say that I could order a sandwich to go with my espresso.

But before trotting off to do fieldwork—a standard tour of duty for any anthropologist—I spent years boning up on all things vaguely related to the subject of my research on race and immigration in Italy. I took language classes and spent even more time in Italy. I did all of this with little enthusiasm. Then I received a long-distance call from Naples, the city where I had proposed to do my study. I remember that I was sitting in my nearly empty apartment, a few days before my planned departure, when the telephone rang. It was my friend Rahim. He was breathless and agitated, shouting, “Call me back! Call me back! I don’t have money for this.” Rahim was a Moroccan student who was forever on the verge of overstaying his Italian visa. He was even more broke than I was, so I knew that his phone call was more than a distraction for him.

It turned out that the police had taken Nellie, a Zambian woman, into custody. No one from the immigrants’ rights group that I worked with in Naples knew where she was, but Rome was high on the list of possibilities. I gamely offered my  services to help find her because Nellie was a friend who had rescued me once, a few years earlier, and I owed her.

Nellie and I met on an overnight train from Paris to Rome. I was a typical backpacker travelling on a tight budget and hadn’t realized that my cheap ticket did not cover a ride on the couchette. Nellie watched as the train conductor yelled at me in French and Italian and English. I was given a fine and told that I was going to be kicked off the train at the next stop at four o’clock in the morning someplace in Southern France. I remember how shocked I was when she reached into her wallet and paid my nearly $100 penalty and then politely told the conductor in impeccable French to leave me alone. Though we parted ways in Rome, me to see the sights and her to her life in Naples, we had remained in contact ever since.

As soon as I got off the phone with Rahim, I made two phone calls: to my friend Stefano, the only person I knew who lived in Rome, and to Alitalia Airlines.

A few weeks later, when I was standing in front of the massive steel doors that separated the outside world from those detained inside Italy’s most notorious prison, even I was surprised by the turn of events. As I prepared to enter Rebibbia, my ingrained wisdom about how things work took over. The bureaucratic aspect of prison is not, for me, mysterious: identification, a calmly stated purpose, a small vacant smile—these often helped to open gates. But what I was not prepared for was a distant yet familiar feeling of doubt that had been persistent for most of my youth. Experience had taught me that prisons are the containers of all that haunts and menaces  human beings. There is hardly a more depressing place than one designated for people who have failed at life.

When I stood outside the walls of Rebibbia for the first time, I asked myself: Do I really want to walk into all of this all over again? I looked up at the guard tower; it was empty. As my eyes scanned along the prison wall, twenty feet ahead I noticed a small window that looked like a ticket booth. I walked on and reached the window. Nothing. Rebibbia was starting to feel like a ghost town. I just needed to get in. I had an appointment and I was already late. Somebody must be expecting me, I reasoned.

I walked back over to the two large doors and was preparing to knock, when I saw a white button. I pressed it. I fanned myself with my hands. I was nervous. I was swaying slightly, trying to make time move faster. I was just about to push the buzzer again, when I heard the shuffling of footsteps behind the door. With a sharp click, one side of the large doors opened. A guard wearing a uniform in various shades of blue stuck his head out.

“What do you want?” he asked gruffly in Italian. He was a big man in his mid-fifties.

“I have a meeting with the director.” I hated that I sounded so tentative when I spoke Italian.

The guard looked me over from head to toe and gestured with a stiff jerk of his head. “Go to the window.” The steel door clanged shut.

I walked over to the window. He sat inside the booth.

“Documents?” he asked.

I handed him everything I needed and then some to establish a credible alibi for wanting to enter the prison: my passport, old student identification cards, proof of my address in Rome, and a fax from the minister of justice giving my visit official approval.

He grabbed the passport and pushed the rest of the paperwork back in my direction. I watched as he picked up the phone and dialed what I assumed was the office of the director.

He repeated different, mangled versions of my name several times to the person on the other end of the phone, who, I could only imagine, kept asking, “What? Who?” Finally, the two of them must have decided it didn’t matter. The guard looked at me and said, “Go back to the door.”

I waited for a moment, thinking that he would give me back my passport. He stood up with it in his hand and walked out of the window frame.

I quickly walked back over to the steel door. He was waiting for me. He opened it just enough that I could squeeze past him. I stepped inside a large concrete garage. This was where they brought the prisoners through.

To the left was another booth. The guard went inside to a desk and passed a large book across the counter that separated us. “Sign your name here and the date here,” he said, pointing firmly to two separate columns.

“Go over there,” he then ordered, pointing to a metal detector that I hadn’t noticed when I’d first walked in. He held up my passport. “I will keep this until you return.”

I hesitated. In my mind flashed all of the warning sections in those travel books I had read back in the States. The words  varied in their degree of paranoia, but the gist was always the same: Never let your passport out of your sight. Carry it with you at all times. Since I had started traveling, I had been led to believe that my American passport was certainly as valuable as, if not more so than, my cash. My eyes lingered on the gold eagle embossed on the blue cover. The guard flapped the passport back and forth twice. Come in or stay out, his gesture seemed to say.

Reluctantly, I walked over to the metal detector. It looked like the ones they had in the banks in Naples. It was a glass cage. I walked through one glass door and waited until a guard, a lanky young man who seemed to appear from out of nowhere, motioned me through to the other side.

“Take her to the office,” the older guard shouted to him.

The young guard didn’t say anything. He went through the door that connected the garage to the prison’s inner sanctum. The second I crossed over the threshold, I noticed how the sky seemed bluer. The leaves on the trees rustled as a breeze moved calmly between them. I ambled behind the guard as we walked up a paved semicircular incline lined with trees, bushes, and flowering plants.

Just as we neared the top of the hill, I could see a building with bars on the windows off to my right, sitting amid thick green grass. Oddly, there was something serene about it. In some of the barred windows, brightly printed African fabric billowed, giving life to the breeze. There was a big tree in the foreground with a picnic bench in the shade underneath it. Directly ahead of me, two huge flowering bushes flanked another building. This was where the administrative offices were.

I lingered at the edge of the bushes, trying to get a glimpse of the landscape behind them. I couldn’t see anything, but I imagined that the rest of the prison was unfurled in an array of bunkers at the foot of this little hill. And I was certain that it wasn’t nearly as bucolic as this area.

Inside the administrative building, the walls were painted a garish yellow-orange. The floor was tiled in a similar color but was more tan than yellow. The impossibly high ceiling amplified every toe tap. Sound reverberated throughout the entire length of the corridor.

The guard walked into a large office. “Where’s Maria?” he asked a dark-haired woman sitting on top of her desk, talking to a short, balding prison guard.

“Oh, is this the American?” She and the guard looked at me skeptically. I was clearly not what they had been expecting.

“I don’t know. I was told to bring her here.”

Annoyed at the way they spoke about me as if I weren’t there, I chimed in with too much authority. “Yes, I am the American. I have an appointment with the director. Is this her office?”

They stared at me, dumbfounded. It was as if I had just spoken to them in pig Latin and they were trying to decipher my message. But this was a line I had rehearsed over and over again in Italian. I had said it perfectly. They looked at each other, trying to figure out who should answer first.

The dark-haired woman spoke. “Doctor Zainaghi is not in today.”

“What?” I asked, surprised. That can’t be true, I thought to myself. My meeting was confirmed just yesterday.


“You are the one who is here to conduct interviews, correct?” A female voice came from behind me. This was obviously the Maria whom I was supposed to meet.

Maria approached me and said, “I read your fax. We have set everything up for you.”

“Will I get to speak to the director?” I asked. “I was supposed to meet with her today.”

“Don’t worry about that. Please, come with me.” She led me out the door, back into the gaudy hallway. I didn’t have to walk far to see that there had been a huge mistake.

Against the wall stood about thirty-five African women. I quickly scanned their faces and was filled with disappointment when I saw that Nellie was not among them. Maria stopped and stood in the front of the line and asked me, “How long will this take?”

I stared down the row of women. Some had faces that were shiny with sweat; some were short, others tall. Some of them looked bored, others smiled, openly amused. I was overwhelmed by their sheer humanity. Did she think I was going to interview all of these people at once? Silently but frantically, I began to pull my Italian vocabulary together. “I would like to speak to each of the women privately, one at a time. Is there a room that I can use?” I wasn’t sure if I had been delicate with my tone. My voice rattled at too high a pitch and echoed off the ceiling. I thought I sounded hysterical.

“You want to interview them one at a time?” Her eyes narrowed. “I am not sure we can do that.”

I looked at the women. They looked back at me, mostly with curiosity. One woman quickly smiled politely and then hid her eyes. She was older than the others. She had high cheekbones. Her eyes were perfectly shaped almonds that seemed gently placed in her thin and angular face. Something about her manner seemed to silently encourage me.

“But I would like to speak to all of the women,” I repeated, turning back to Maria. “Isn’t there some way I can speak to some women today, the ones who want to talk to me, and then come back tomorrow and the day after so that I can speak to everyone?” I knew that prisons are institutions that do not generally strive for transparency. And I was a person from the outside, a foreigner no less, who had the privilege of getting past the visiting room. Looking at the women she’d hand selected for me to interview, I sensed that Maria wanted to control the process as much as she could.

Maria looked at me skeptically. “I don’t know. Do you have permission to come back and forth to do interviews?”

I panicked. I wasn’t sure if I had made that clear in my request letter to the minister of justice. Even if I had, I wasn’t certain that the minister had made it clear to the prison that I had permission to conduct multiple interviews.

“Uh, I-I am certain that I do,” I stammered.

“Okay, we’ll see. I will bring some women to you.” A pack of cigarettes and a lighter appeared magically in her hands. She walked toward the exit. “Meet me in the office. The guard will show you the way.”

I took one last look at the women, who stayed unmoving against the wall, and then at the guard, who had walked  ahead of me by several paces. Besides the educatora, or social worker, Maria, who had just left me so she could go have a smoke, I knew of no one else that I could ask about Nellie. But looking at the faces of the thirty-five women and seeing their hope, their fear, their disgust, their anger, their curiosity, their kindness, I knew that I had signed on for something bigger than finding Nellie. I had stumbled into a world where these women were but shadows of themselves. And if there were thirty-five of these women standing out here, then there were more than thirty-five African women in other parts of the prison that I was not seeing.

What I didn’t know then was that none of them would be Nellie. And by the time I heard word from her several months later, she was living safely with her sister in Paris. It was just as well because once I was inside Rebibbia, I found it very difficult to just up and leave.
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 CHAPTER 2.

Urbi et Orbi

FALL HIT THE CITY suddenly. It came like the morning when someone wakes up, looks in the mirror, and sees the first signs of aging. As with any grim reaper worth its salt, autumn brought a different kind of death to Rome. Gone were the tourist groups who took up entire street corners and sidewalks, following young women holding up a plastic flower or an umbrella, straining to hear high-pitched and nasal descriptions of this renowned street or that famous relic. Gone was the outdoor seating in front of restaurants and cafés. Gone were the sunny days, the slow walks in the park, and the boarded-up shops with signs saying CLOSED. ENJOY YOUR HOLIDAY. Instead, there was urgency in the city as old ladies knocked each other over to grab seats on crowded buses and  middle-aged women hurried down busy streets with too many shopping bags. Men in suit jackets walked at a brisk pace to get around loud, meandering schoolchildren and risked their lives by hopping into the street and into the path of screeching, bleating scooters.

I watched the season take hold of Rome from an uncomfortable plastic seat on bus 319 as I headed home from a long day at the prison. I had been conducting interviews at Rebibbia for nearly three months. After my first day at Rebibbia, where I interviewed just a handful of the thirty-five women that Maria had introduced me too, I knew that I would not be going back to go to Naples to do my research. After talking to incarcerated women from all over Africa about their problems and issues they faced both within and outside of prison, their concerns seemed far more immediate than the general investigation of the meaning of race and identity in Italy. Since I had waited nearly a month for the minister of justice to reply to my initial request, I called their offices to confirm that I could use their permission to go back to Rebibbia as long as the prison administrators let me. It was a first for them: an American woman wanting to go inside the prison only to speak to African convicts? No one knew what to make of me.

 



 



TODAY, I HAD FINALLY met an infamous inmate called simply “the Ugandan.” Not long after I had first arrived at Rebibbia, I had started hearing stories about this person, and within weeks these tales had taken on an almost mythical  quality. In the men’s prison, I heard about how the Ugandan led a paramilitary force of criminals, and that for inspiration the Ugandan read aloud from the ancient Chinese military manual “The Art of War.” In the women’s prison, I learned that from Paris to the Kenyan bush, the Ugandan knew the whereabouts of every employee’s dearest loved one at all times, and used this information as an insurance policy to protect against theft or other forms of betrayal. The gossip was that the Ugandan lived in vast luxury, worked with the Mafia, and had police, customs, and other government officials on payroll. The more outlandish rumors were that the Ugandan drank some kind of elixir each day to penetrate thoughts or shield bullets (depending on the narrator), or that the Ugandan could enter a room like a zephyr and kill people as they slept. At first, I found the tales of the Ugandan curious but mostly absurd, so I didn’t pursue the story. Then I met her. Her name was Pauline Zeno. I had seen her around the prison before. She seemed to be one of the few inmates who could roam freely—from her cellblock to the main administrative offices, where I sat conducting interviews. It was easy to notice her. Aside from Pauline’s obviously privileged status (virtually no inmates except those on official business came up to the administrative offices), she was exceedingly gregarious, though not in any way solicitous. She would often enter the office with a boisterous “hello” to no one in particular.

I watched from my vantage point on the sidelines, and though Pauline didn’t even look in my direction, I still found her charming. I was not alone in my opinion, as she could get  everyone from the guards to the office workers laughing and smiling. She had mass appeal, though she was rather ordinary. Pauline was of medium height and had a thick, muscular body. Though I figured out that she was about forty-four years old when we met, Pauline could have been anywhere between thirty and fifty-five. She always seemed to wear the same pair of light-yellow sweatpants, white running shoes, and a white T-shirt. She wore her hair in thin braids that went past her shoulders. She wasn’t especially pretty, but she did have nice wide eyes and an easy smile.

When she sat down for our first interview, she was carrying a large manila envelope and two books. I immediately asked her what she was reading: Moby Dick. She held it up for me. “It’s a favorite. I read it again and again.” I was intrigued but skeptical. She picked up the other book, a slim volume. It was Euripides’ play Medea. “I was in the production that they did here last year, but I was only in the chorus. Next time, I intend to play the lead, Medea,” she told me without a trace of humility. “Now, do you mind if we get on with this interview?”

Pauline started by telling me where I lived. “Via Rendano.” She took a piece of paper out of her envelope and slid it across the table to me. It listed the first names of nearly all the men and women whom I had spoken with in the prison. “Relax,” she said as I looked at her and the list with a mix of confusion and worry.

“You have been here a couple of months now, right? Pauline asked in a way that told me that she knew, perhaps better than I did, exactly how long I had been working in  Rebibbia. “You take a special interest in all of these people,” she said, pointing to her list, “it’s only smart for someone to ask why. So I wanted to know if you worked for the police.” She didn’t react to my shaking head. “I understand that you have an obligation to me, correct?”

“What do you mean?” I asked. I was getting nervous and a little scared.

“Well, you are a professional, are you not?” I felt self-conscious and launched into my well-practiced speech about my responsibility to protect her identity. She waved her hand, indicating for me to stop.

“I am not worried,” she said with a mischievous smile. “I have heard your Italian.”

 



 



WHEN I FIRST STARTED speaking with women in Rebibbia who’d been caught smuggling drugs, I, like most people, thought I knew the basic details of their day-to-day reality. They were women who had fallen on hard times or women who had been coerced by the men in their lives. And yes, I felt sympathy for them, but they were somewhat alien to me, despite the fact that my own mother had shared their experience. But the more I talked with people, not just in Italy but elsewhere in the world, the more I began to meet women who were a lot like me. These women were in their late twenties or thirties, some were college educated and were on specific career paths, and they all had high ambitions. They were smart women. They were savvy about the world and had a clear sense  of right and wrong. Yet something had happened in their lives that had caused them to swallow fistfuls of heroin or lug suitcases full of drugs around the globe.

As much as I wanted to know why women were among the fastest-growing population in narcotrafficking, I was even more curious about women like Pauline—who didn’t see drug smuggling as merely a quick, if dangerous, way to get out of debt, but who had jumped headfirst into this world as a career move.

From a distance, Pauline certainly did not fit the image that I had created of the Ugandan. The Ugandan seemed like a character Hollywood would dream up. The Ugandan was a feared, illusive, wealthy, and respected bad guy, the perfect villain. In the movies the Ugandan would be a man, not a woman, and certainly not a seemingly ordinary wife and mother, like Pauline was. I didn’t think it was possible to meet a woman who profited off the use of other women to transport drugs back and forth over borders. But here she was, the leader of one of the most efficient and expansive drug rings in Africa and Europe. Pauline, the Ugandan, was unique, but certainly she was not alone.

 



 



GLOBALLY, DRUG SMUGGLING IS the most profitable of all illegal trades. It is at least a $500-billion-a-year industry (a sum that is on par with the U.S. Department of Defense’s annual budget for the fiscal years 2004-2009). No other industry, legal or illegal, can claim the returns that drug smuggling can.  Weak governments, terrorists, warmongers, and even legitimate businesses benefit from illicit drug trading.

Drug cartels both large and small have been outsmarting law enforcement for years with increasingly sophisticated techniques for transporting narcotics. After large shipments are brought into Africa via boats, planes, trucks, and even submarines, many methods are used to break up large parcels of drugs for European consumption. One of the West African traffickers’ preferred approaches to getting drugs across borders is the use of human smugglers—known as “body packers,” “swallowers,” or “mules.” These days, many drug smugglers are women, because they’re more likely to go unnoticed by authorities.

Drug lords like Pauline find women easy to control through intimidation—and besides, most women who traffic need money desperately. Though I would later learn that Pauline had other methods of transporting drugs, I knew that many traffickers send two to twenty female smugglers on a single flight, thus increasing their odds of maximizing profits. It’s a good strategy. Given the 1.5 billion-plus travelers in the air worldwide per year, plus the fact that a single courier can swallow up to $300,000 worth of premium heroin (which can be street-ready within hours), drug cartels are willing to risk exposure for such high returns.

Body packers aren’t like street dealers, waiting for addicts to purchase their goods. And these women are not like the bosses at the helm of the trafficking rings. Swallowers are like contract employees—they do a few runs and then disappear  into society’s fold. That’s why the fastest way to learn about these women is to go to the prisons, where the numbers of female inmates are swelling rapidly, largely due to drug charges.

Italy has experienced some of the highest rates of drug smuggling in all of Europe; 55 percent of the female prisoners are foreigners and over half of them were arrested for smuggling drugs through Italy for the European market. I knew I was lucky to arrive at Rebibbia during a time when not only were countless women from all over the world being caught smuggling drugs, but also, by some strange fluke, one of their bosses was right there with them.

 



 



THE EVENING AFTER I met Pauline, I pondered her demeanor and her self-possession. She was so unlike the other women I’d met at Rebibbia so far. It wasn’t just because she was the Ugandan; it was because of the way that she had expertly controlled every moment of our interaction. I’d heard enough about her to know that this skill was part of her personality. She was smart; after all, she had brought photos and other props to illustrate her stories. She had told me exactly what she wanted to without seeming like she was hiding anything. What I did not yet understand was why she would have wanted to talk to me in the first place. She didn’t seem to have the need for visitors, unlike some of the other women I met.

I have to admit that I was flattered that she’d spoken with me. But still, I was worried. I began wondering how, exactly, she had gotten my address, how she knew who else  I’d spoken with? During our interview, I had been just scared enough to not ask her myself. Had she asked prison officials? She seemed to have some friends among them. Was she having me followed? It was possible. Walking home from my bus stop, I looked into the windows of passing cars; paranoia settled in. I remembered a papal phrase that Pauline had used hours earlier to describe the reach of her business: urbi et orbi, “to the city of Rome and to the world.”
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 CHAPTER 3.

The Place to Be

REBIBBIA IS A SPRAWLING prison perched on the edge of Rome, with clandestine entrances, hidden rooms, bunkers, and sealed-off wards. I took the metro there nearly every morning; from Stazione Termini, Rome’s transportation mecca, I jostled my way on the train that would carry me twenty-five minutes to the very end of the line. With each stop, the crowd thinned, leaving a motley crew of rough-looking Italians and bleary-eyed immigrants from India, the Philippines, Senegal, Albania, and Ecuador. During my commute, I would think about my interviews from the day before. As I made my way out of the subway, I would start preparing myself mentally to spend the day in a room with stagnant air and little sunlight.

I had grown used to the facility’s appearance, and understood the cadence of the place. I might have been in Rome,  but Rebibbia was similar to any prison, anywhere in the world. I had grown used to seeing the families of the accused and convicted corralled into a small waiting room, almost like a hallway, before visiting hours began. After a quick inspection of their handbags and a pass through the metal detector, they were ushered into a large room with hard plastic chairs. In those chairs they fidgeted impatiently, waiting for their loved ones to be called.

It isn’t difficult to see who among the visitors has woven the thick, impenetrable wire of prison into their lives. Mostly older women, they are the ones with Teflon skin and busyness in their eyes, though, oddly, their bodies are relaxed. They even smile and ask the guards about their children, wives, or mothers. Meanwhile, those who are new to the ritual or visit infrequently stand uncomfortably in line and have a habit of glancing over their shoulders. They are the ones who cannot hide their sadness or their shame when their loved ones walk into the room.

 



 



ONCE INSIDE REBIBBIA, AFTER all the activity of going through metal detectors and depositing my bag in a locker or leaving it with the on-duty officer, followed by a brief interview with a guard who confirmed my identity and made certain that I had no weapons, camera, or recording equipment, I was either taken to an interview room normally used by attorneys or given a desk in a large office where the social workers sat. I liked the large office. It was usually empty, so  I could have privacy, and it was closer to the administrative heart of the prison, so the women who chose to come and talk to me could be close to their wards, jobs, or classes.

The other room, the interview room, was depressing and tiny and far off the beaten path of anyone’s daily routine, and there was far more scrutiny there, since it was so far from the center of the prison. Signing in and out, plus frequent interruptions by security-minded guards, was routine.

On the day that I met Mary, I was kept waiting in such a room for two hours. I was convinced that I had been forgotten, but I didn’t get up to ask the guard again what was taking so long. Instead, I took in the sounds of the prison. The noise was constant. Echoes bumped into each other, tumbled, and then seemed to bounce back upward again. Mostly, it sounded like the clanging of steel, but with softer, distant notes. Even when I could dissect a voice out from all the clattering or catch a patch of words, it was useless—nothing was legible.

I took in the room. The table was a chipped and dulled Formica top. The two chairs were wooden, uncomfortable. I had never been in an interrogation room before, but if I had ever had to imagine one, it would have looked like this. The ceiling was almost too high. The hanging fluorescent light took up most of the airspace above; I was thankful that it was turned off. But what I was really looking for were signs of a camera.

Knowing that I was being watched by some faceless power caused me to be still. Sudden movements can bring too much attention, draw lazy eyes to your part of the prison, wake half-sleeping guards, invite inquiry. I worried that if I openly  looked around too much, it might appear as if I were plotting a prison break.


Why is it taking so long? I wondered for what seemed to be the hundredth time. I put my hands on the table in plain view, next to the only things I was allowed to bring in with me: a notepad and a pen. I turned my body in the chair to face the door. I waited.

 



 



THE DAY BEFORE, TANIA, a social worker at Rebibbia, came up to me as I was leaving for the day.

“There you are!” she said in a flush of excitement. “I was hoping I would see you. Come have a coffee with me.” Tania was the only prison official with whom I spoke English, though I was speaking mostly English with the women I interviewed—since many of them were from anglophone Africa.

“Oh?” I asked. I liked Tania; she seemed different from the other social workers. She was always smiling, which was unusual to see during an average day in the prison. She wore jeans, driving loafers, and a crisp button-up shirt rolled up over her jewel-laden wrists nearly every day, presenting the impression that she had somehow taken a wrong turn out of Rome on her way to her country estate.

“Don’t just stand there, bella, come.” I followed her out of the office toward a part of the prison that I had never seen before. The canteen was teeming with prison staffers, standing around drinking espresso and smoking cigarettes. After we ordered our coffee, I waited for Tania to lead the way to one of  the empty tables scattered around. Instead, she moved closer toward the door, away from the busy barista.

“There’s a woman I want you to meet,” she said, her smile gone. “I’m not going to tell you much about her, but I will say that she has had quite a life.” She leaned in closer to me to say, “Her name is Mary. Some people here don’t like her. They think she’s difficult, but I like her very much.”

I nodded my head, preoccupied by the gold charms jangling on her bracelets. I forced myself to look up at her when she spoke. Tania was a tall woman with thick black hair that fell in messy waves to her shoulders. Her nose took over most of her face. Long and squared at the tip, it pulled her cheekbones in as she spoke.

“Why do you want me to meet her?” I wasn’t sure if this woman was an inmate or a co-worker.

Tania smiled and shrugged her shoulders. “Because you should know her. That’s all. And she has agreed to talk to you.”

Since Tania had set up my interview with Mary, I thought perhaps we had mixed up our meeting time. But suddenly, I heard the sound of the guard getting up from his chair to open the gate that the inmates came through. And then she appeared. Standing in the doorway was a large woman, as tall as she was wide. Tania had told me that Mary was thirty-six years old, about ten years older then me at the time, and I immediately felt each one of the years between us.

“Let’s get this over with,” she said. “I have somewhere to be.” Mary began abruptly, and motioned for me to get out my pen and paper. She had been through this before, she  was letting me know, doing interviews with people who pass through the prison. I listened to Mary roll out her life story in a well-rehearsed script.

“You are not writing,” she said when she noticed that I’d set down my pen.

“No,” I said, aware that I was looking for a way to show Mary that I knew she was playing a role, presumably one she put on for prison officials and their guests. “I really just wanted to meet you. Besides, you have some place to be and, if it is okay with you, I would like to come back when you have more time to talk.”

Mary looked at me, trying to determine if I had any tricks up my sleeve. Finally she said, “Really, you are coming back?”

I nodded. “Tomorrow or the next day or whenever is best for you.”

“And these people will let you come when you like?” Mary laughed when I nodded again.

“Okay . . . ” Mary motioned at me, searching for my name.

“Asale,” I offered.

“Okay, Asale, if you can get these people to let you back in here, then we can talk. Right now I am working, so if you want some of my time you will have to come in the afternoons.”

“Alright, so I will come in the afternoon. Tomorrow.” We were both smiling when she stood up from the table.

When she got to the door she said, “And see if you can’t meet me a little closer to the office. This building is too far to walk to. No one wants to come out here.”

Now I laughed along with Mary—her request fell outside of my limited power in the prison and we both knew it. “See you tomorrow,” I called after her. She held up her crossed fingers without turning to look back at me.

I gathered up my things and set off to find Tania. I was determined to meet with Mary the following day and move our interview closer to the central office if I could arrange it. I was happy that I’d met Mary. I had a sense that over time, we could become good friends.
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