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PROLOGUE



An American Family?


One weekend, my mom is making biscuits from scratch. The heady, sweet aroma of her homemade syrup wafts through our Oakland apartment. She stands at our kitchen counter, wrapped, as usual, in my father’s blue robe, flour coating her spice-toned hands. She has pulled her kinky black hair into a bun; her face is smooth, free from the Fashion Fair foundation she puts on when my father takes her dancing. She sways gently to the sound of the O’Jays on our record player. My father slips into the kitchen and dips a fork into the side of the skillet, taking the crispy edge of the potatoes. Before he can sneak a bite of bacon, my mom rallies her troops. “Kiiids,” she calls. My dad knows this playful tone. “Come get your father.” I abandon my cartoon, my brothers quit wrestling, and we dash into the kitchen. Surrounding my dad, laughter chopping the air, five sets of hands push on him. He stumbles, pretending the small shoves are powerful. Finally, we’re successful—we drive him from the kitchen and into the living room with us. My mom, shaping the biscuits, laughs and looks at him victoriously. My dad smiles. He scribbles a note to his childhood sweetheart, “I’m sorry, can I have a piece of bacon?” and sends me to the kitchen with it. At three, I am their only daughter and the baby of the family. My father knows I will return with a treat for him.


Our clan had a rhythm: my dad rose early for work, my brothers went off to school, and my mother and I were left to explore our day together. I was by her side as she baked cupcakes, made Halloween costumes, and attended PTA meetings for my brothers. The weekend, void of work and school, was prime family time. After Saturday’s big breakfast, we always went on an adventure: fishing on the pier, to the zoo to gaze at the monkeys, or on a two-hour mini road trip to the Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk. In between all the joy and excursions, my mother had bouts with being sick. Labored breathing, coughing, and wheezing seemed to be normal parts of my mother’s life, my brothers’ too—they all had horrific asthma. The doctors suggested my mom slow down, but she couldn’t, she wouldn’t. Engaging and taking care of us gave her life.


My tiny four-year-old hand slams against the doctor’s barren face when he tells me my mother has died. Asthma, a formidable foe, had greedily sucked away her last breath. The familiar buttery scent of homemade biscuits fades. Missing her and the aroma, I ask my dad for God’s phone number, so I can tell him to send my mom home. My dad’s hazel eyes well up. Finally, I sense my mother is gone forever.


Eventually, I settle into the idea of a new duo. My father and I become inseparable. I relish the mornings he gathers my thick, intractable curly hair and struggles braiding it. I don’t mind the days he simply tucks my uncombed locks under a baseball cap. He asks his signature question, “Why are you so pretty?” I have the answer memorized, “Because my father’s so handsome!” I lock onto his right leg, and he carries me on his journeys—even to work. He’s determined to ward off the vulture-like swoop of Child Protective Services. He parks his car on the dead-end block where the construction site begins, and I sit in the back seat playing with my Cabbage Patch doll, while he’s banging on nails or laying bricks. He checks on me often, sometimes giving me snacks and asking, “How’s my angel?” A few days later, his supervisor realizes I’m in the car and tells him it’s not allowed.


He doesn’t return to work.


That same year, following my mother’s death, my father’s life as widower and doting dad fuses with that of fledgling drug dealer. He lets my mother’s death break his sense of self. Every time my brothers and I tell him he doesn’t do something “like Mommy,” he loses a measure of himself. He believes selling drugs is the perfect solution to earning his lost income, feeling worthy, and being present in our lives. I am just happy to be spending the same amount of time with him that I had with my mother. He helps my brothers with their homework, takes us to the doctor, and makes dinner on the nights we don’t devour our favorite Kwik Way hamburgers.


A year later, still delighting in my alone time with him, I place one small foot in front of the other, proudly calling out, “Dad!” My cheeks tip to the sky and my eyes shut. I laugh. “Look, Daddy, look!” Finally, after days of practice, I’ve mastered the art of skipping. He watches me skip down the street. That’s when a cruiser turns onto our block. My father senses trouble. The police approach. He ushers me to the house. “Baby, go inside.” He’s parked his blue Nova backward on the wrong side of the street, and more than eighteen inches from the curb. Maybe the police are going to ticket him or tell him to move his car.


My dad is arrested, but not for violating parking laws. Being a drug dealer meant he was thrust into street life and all that it encompassed. He was implicated in a drug-related homicide. Eventually, my brothers and I go live with my maternal grandmother. I cry every day for a year. I prepare to keep doing it until my father returns to pick me up.


He never does. He seems to vanish.


IN 1986, MY FATHER WAS convicted of second-degree murder. At twenty-nine years old, he began serving sixteen years to life in prison.


I was five years old. I thought I was the only kid with a parent in prison. I was wrong. It took decades for me to realize my father and I represented sobering statistics. Back then we were among hundreds of thousands of families who had a relative in prison. Now we’re among millions. Only as an adult was I able to reflect on the oppressive conditions mauling my community or how the sudden ubiquity of crack cocaine was changing the complexion of my community.


In the 1980s, Oakland was marginalized, many of its residents excluded. My family lived in “the flatlands,” not “the hills”—a more affluent section of Oakland. Redlining systematically denied black people access to credit and home and business loans, which ensured housing segregation for decades to come. We were relegated to a poverty-saturated, resource-depleted, racially segregated community shaped by structural racism. These racist exclusionary practices perpetuated poverty and economic insecurity, which made people, especially men, in neighborhoods like mine ripe for offending, arrest, and extreme sentencing, ultimately decimating families.


My brothers and I had once played red light, green light and hide-and-seek in front of the apartment, while my mother watched us from the window. Music pumped out of screened doors, little girls played double Dutch, and a grandmother poured buckets of hot water on men shooting dice on her porch. A few blocks away, in the same kind of public housing complex, known as a village, kids who appeared to be lounging on the roof or playing hopscotch were in fact runners and spotters in a drug kingpin’s heroin empire. An eight-year-old boy who saw signs of a suspicious outsider entering their complex grabbed the whistle hanging from his thin neck, wrapped his small lips around it, and blew with vigor. The kid, often an addict’s child, earned up to $300 a day. A mother pocketed $1,500 for turning her apartment into a safe house by allowing the village drug dealers to store drugs and eat sandwiches in her apartment during their lunch break. Oakland police rarely entered our village, except to drag dead bodies away. It was mostly crack cocaine, but heroin, prescription barbiturates, and bennies also floated through our neighborhood, ghosts entering black and brown bodies in the night. If drugs didn’t end their lives, incarceration did.


Oakland was not unique in its deterioration. From Baltimore to Memphis to Miami, the crack epidemic ravaged inner cities across America, exacerbating structural and social problems. In need of jobs, adequate housing, drug treatment, and thoughtful public policy reforms, poor neighborhoods throughout America were abandoned by the government. Residents were left to solve their own problems, and then were over-policed. The government didn’t recognize drug abuse as being the debilitating root of the problem, as being a dire public health issue that was further destabilizing poor, urban neighborhoods. Instead, they criminalized it, invoking a more punitive system that aimed to be tough on crime. The War on Drugs, a government-led initiative, enacted policies that increased and enforced penalties for drug-related crimes, and broken windows policing argued that cracking down on minor crimes and quality-of-life offenses—like selling loose cigarettes or loitering—will prevent serious crimes from occurring. Those were not race neutral policies; they put racial minorities in a chokehold.


Poor communities of color were under siege. Targeted, subject to escalating racial harassment, and arrested in droves, African Americans felt the blows of the 1986 Anti-Drug Abuse Act, which issued unimaginably long mandatory minimum sentences for first-time drug offenders. Furthermore, the sentences for possessing the drug that was plaguing black communities, crack cocaine, which was inexpensive and accessible, were one hundred times more severe than sentences for powder cocaine possession, which was more expensive and more commonly used by affluent whites. James, a black man on the corner in Oakland, caught with five grams of crack cocaine (equivalent to five packets of sugar), got five years in prison. Meanwhile, a white executive in Portland had to have five hundred grams of powdered cocaine (comparable to over a pound of sugar) to get the same sentence. Indeed, US Sentencing Commission statistics report that blacks are more likely to be convicted for crack cocaine while whites are more likely to be convicted for powder cocaine.


This type of racist policing led to the disproportionate incarceration of racial minorities and helped birth the phenomenon of mass incarceration. In 1986, before the enactment of federal mandatory minimum sentencing for crack cocaine offenses, the average federal drug sentence for blacks was 11 percent higher than for whites. Four years later, it was 49 percent higher.


It didn’t end there, as a broad array of tough-on-crime policies at the national, state, and local level followed. This broken-windows policing for minor street-level drug and quality-of-life offenses, and the expansion of the inherently racist stop-and-frisk policies, meant that more people came into contact with the criminal justice system. At the same time, the criminal code was expanded and harsher sentencing guidelines were enacted, including mandatory minimum sentences, three-strikes laws, truth-in-sentencing (TIS), laws that severely reduced the possibility of early release, and habitual offender laws. Once arrested, blacks are far more likely to be convicted. Upon conviction, they are far more likely to receive harsh sentences. Today, they are locked up at nearly six times the rate of whites.1


America is the world’s leader in incarceration, with 2.2 million people behind bars.2 Since 1980, the American incarceration rate has more than quadrupled. There were periods when the increase was particularly explosive, such as in the late 1980s. Starting at 329,000 in 1980, it doubled under the Reagan Administration and was 627,000 by the end of his presidency in 1988. Over the last decade, public conversation around mass incarceration and its impact has increased. Some reforms, such as sentencing reductions, policies, practices, and changes at the state and federal levels, have contributed to the decline in the national incarceration rate. From 2007 to 2016, the incarcerated population decreased by 18 percent, from 3,210 to 2,640 per 100,000 adult residents. While incarceration rates have dropped, overrepresentation of people of color persists: reform for some, harsher results for others. But we need to pay more attention to the families, especially the children, whose lives have been altered by it.3


When people are incarcerated, we as a society rarely consider the lives—and the people—left behind. But their former lives don’t simply vanish. For their children, those prisoners remain parents. The collateral effects of mass incarceration cut through the immediate family fabric first, then penetrate the entire extended family for generations. The most fragile of those impacted are the children.


Alongside the rise of incarceration, the number of children with an incarcerated parent has skyrocketed. According to a 2010 study (the most recent data available), 7 percent of American children, or over five million children, have had a parent locked up at some point in their lives. Four percent of American children, or 2.7 million, currently have an incarcerated parent; that’s one in twenty-eight kids. Thirty years ago, that number was one in 125. Unsurprisingly, there are stark racial disparities, which have widened significantly. While one out of every fifty-seven white children (1.8 percent) had an incarcerated parent, one in twenty-eight Hispanic children (3.5 percent) and one out of every nine black children (11.4 percent) had a parent behind bars.4


Structural inequality, biased legislation, and racism ensure parental incarceration continues to hit poor and racial minorities the hardest. Researchers have found that independent of preexisting social inequalities, children of incarcerated parents experience more negative social, economic, behavioral, and health outcomes. Families, no matter their race or class, are forced to deal with the costs of incarceration, as well as the rules and regulations that dictate their ties to their loved ones. All families, in different ways, are ripped apart at the seams, and some cases more brutally than others, but all suffer.5


FROM THE MOMENT my tiny beige hand touched the scratched glass partition, my father’s hand covering mine from the other side, the separation was real. Like the millions of kids who would come after me, I leaned my face into the receiver and whispered, “When you coming home?” My brothers, tucked in the booth with me, waited for the answer. “I don’t know baby. As soon as I can.” My eldest brother, as usual, wailed uncontrollably. He was the only one old enough to understand that this separation could be permanent. A reality that would haunt millions of children.


As a child, I got used to the barbed wire gates and the officer holding a rifle in the gun tower. I knew prison guards would make me undo my hair in the hopes of finding heroin tucked in the folds of my braids. It was merely the price I had to pay the prison deities. In exchange for surrendering my freedom, I was allowed to see my father. Our future together would be in the hyper-supervised, limited-contact prison visits. For this, we were lucky; in subsequent years, even that sliver of connection would be robbed from families because of new visiting restrictions, new cutbacks to family programs.


Living at my grandma’s meant I couldn’t sleep with the boys. But each night I would slip out of the bed I shared with my aunt and two cousins and lie in a sleeping bag on the floor, nestled between the two sets of bunkbeds where my four brothers slept. I knew I could no longer climb in bed with my parents, but I yearned for the days when I slept next to Domonic, my youngest brother. I was grateful just to be in the same room as my brothers. There, on the floor, at least I was close to them. I’d try to return to the bed I shared before anyone noticed I was gone.


My aunt and grandmother could have gone with the original plan to divide my brothers and me up among family members, or worse—let us get caught in the web of the child welfare system. Many children of incarcerated parents do not have a family member who is willing or able to take them in, so they are placed into foster care, where they are more likely to be permanently separated from their parents as well as their extended families. But the effects of parental incarceration are dogged. They take jabs at kids beyond the barbed wire of prison grounds, beyond busy courtrooms, and beyond crowded foster homes. They tap their shoulders in school, a reminder, “I’m still here.”


Having a parent locked up pushes children, children who are already vulnerable because of systemic racism and structural inequality, further into the margins. Moreover, geographic location and socioeconomic status disparately impact how families fare in the face of mass incarceration. Politics, history, public health, public policy, and economics create varying realities for families across the country, dictating which families float and which families sink.


MASS INCARCERATION IS a national issue impacting millions of families in every state across the country. The Shadow System investigates the various systems, policies, programs, and practices that touch the lives of these families, not just inside the prison walls, but in every part of their lives. It illustrates ways that our nation’s most important social institutions, namely the criminal justice system, child welfare system, and education system, all have a hand in shaping the outcomes of children and families with an incarcerated parent.


This book follows families in Florida, Kentucky, and Mississippi who must navigate the different regulations, programs, and economic realities as they learn to cope (or not) with impossible situations. Some families are white, some black, and they come from varying economic backgrounds. Some have young children, others have adult children who have been affected by incarceration since childhood. Some prisoners who come from these families are convicted of serious, violent crimes while others are in for minor drug-related offenses and status crimes. Experiencing varying degrees of damage, each family is stuck in the shadow of America’s criminal justice system.


In Miami, Florida, we bypass the drop-tops cruising down Ocean Drive and follow the palm trees to the prison where a twenty-year-old man is incarcerated, sentenced to life without parole (LWOP) before his daughter was born. His daughter, now ten, has become his reason to live, but she’s struggling to understand what it means for her father to be gone.


In Louisville, Kentucky, we meet mothers fighting to overcome opioid addictions and regain custody of their children after incarceration. Serving time behind bars is especially consequential for mothers, as even a short stint in jail can jeopardize their parental rights. As a returning citizen, a mother learns what it means to be labeled a felon and how a drug conviction makes securing a job, renting a place to live, and regaining child custody especially hard. As the criminalization of addiction persists, the rate of incarcerated women has risen sharply. At 15 percent, Kentucky has the second highest parental incarceration rate in the country. Where are these children going when their mothers are locked up?


In Jackson, Mississippi, where the Confederate Battle Flag still blows in the wind, we meet a family dealing with decades of incarceration. A wife, still at her husband’s side as he steels himself for his thirty-ninth year in prison, is also a mother raising sons in a country where she’s seen repeated evidence that their lives matter the least. We meet her sons, who endure the impact of pervasive racism, structural inequality, an unforgiving parole board, and the threat of intergenerational incarceration.


CRIME AND THE NEED for safety is touted as a reason for increased incarceration, yet studies have found that increased incarceration is not making us safer and has little if any impact on crime. Since the 1990s, we have seen a drop in crime somewhere between 75 and 100 percent. This drop is due to our population getting older; increases in graduation rates, wages, employment, consumer confidence, law enforcement staff; and changes in policing strategies. In 2012, federal, state, and local expenditures totaled $80.7 billion a year on incarceration, without considering the economic and social costs to children, families, communities, and society. At every turn the prison industrial complex makes an enormous profit from mass incarceration, and prisons get a kickback from many of the contracts. Correctional phone companies, prison health-care companies, prison commissary suppliers, and the bail industry all exploit families of the incarcerated.6


In 1984, thirty-four thousand people were serving life sentences in American prisons, and that number had increased nearly fivefold, to 162,000, in 2016. One out of every nine people in prison is serving a life sentence, and one out of every twenty-eight prisoners are serving LWOP. LWOP is now known as “America’s new death penalty.” Although long prison terms have not been proven to increase public safety, we continue to use them, raising questions over our nation’s ideas about correction, rehabilitation, and the lie of justice.7


Our current criminal justice system is not true to its name. It is seeking justice only for some. Ignoring racial bias and structural inequality in our criminal justice system means an entire segment of our population continues to be treated as disposable. And the policies, programs, and practices that impact the families of the incarcerated carry a cumulative social, emotional, and economic cost, not just for those families, but for all of us. It’s not sufficient for those who are directly affected, their allies, and criminal justice reformers to be conscious and fight for an equitable system. All families, not just those affected, need to think about and reckon with how these systems impact society. The current system is not only broken, it’s brutal to far too many families. These families are experiencing something that has become an all-too-common American experience. Too many of us have become comfortable with this reality. But in writing this book, my hope is that we won’t look away. We’ll get closer to humanity, and in turn, justice.
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THE RED HAMMER


Mississippi


Ruth Anderson’s gray Nissan cruises along the highway. The rain falling from the gunmetal sky sounds like hurried knocks from a stranger seeking shelter. The windshield wipers push back slowly, never fully clearing the downpour. For a minute, she wishes she had driven her GMC Yukon truck instead. Ruth can barely see the signs ahead, but even if her lane weren’t clear, she could make this drive wearing a blindfold. She’s heading to meet her husband, William, for their weekly Saturday morning rendezvous. When the rain does beat down on the city like this, William suggests his wife stay home, and sometimes she heeds his concern.


The rain slows as she nears her exit to Pearl, Mississippi. The quiet gospel song playing on her radio resurfaces. She’s just a few miles away. She passes sprawling, lush fields, rows of wet trees, and a few small houses. Once she sees the gun tower, it’s time to hide her phone from view. Ruth makes a right into the lot and stops at the first security checkpoint, where a group of officers wearing green circle her car. She hands one officer her driver’s license, then pops her trunk at another officer’s prompting. He looks in the car—the back seat is clear—and then nods for her to proceed. She’s cleared and pulls into the prison’s parking lot. She parks near the gate, then removes her white Apple watch and gold hoop earrings. She leaves on her wedding ring, a gold ban dotted with diamonds—the only jewelry, aside from a religious medallion, visitors can wear inside the facility. She tucks her Dooney & Bourke purse in the trunk.


Ruth’s face is bright and smooth, the color of peanut butter, and this week she’s sporting a sable-brown, straight bob haircut. She doesn’t like too much fuss. Her eyes are calm, alert even, despite just leaving a twelve-hour night shift in the psychiatric department of a local hospital. She’s still wearing her navy blue scrubs and sneakers. The seasoned registered nurse isn’t a stranger to long nights. “We didn’t get no admissions last night,” she offers. “But got a boy that wanted to fight a huge guy,” she tells me. He was likely a schizophrenic who’d gone off his medication.


It’s just after 9:30 a.m. “I’m later and later now,” she says slowly. “Sometimes it’ll be about ten.” Mornings aren’t her favorite and coming later means she avoids waiting in a long line with the throng of other visitors. She’ll have just over two hours to spend with her husband. She jogs past the rows of barbed wire fence and the electric door, out of the rain. A few other latecomers join her. Some are carrying children in their arms, and they sprint inside. Others walk slowly with jackets sprawled over their heads and join the short line outside the pale-yellow entry. Ruth checks in, handing the guard her license and car keys, and receives a silver coin in exchange. She removes her shoes and walks through the metal detector and X-ray machine.


When she enters the visiting room, William is already sitting in their usual spot—the back corner against the wall. He always faces the door to keep an eye out for anything happening and to see her arrive. Each day before the sun has a chance to yawn awake, William is up. He’s in his cell stirring his instant Folgers into a cup. He gets up by four o’clock every morning. He’ll take a shower and get dressed, his clothes already laid out from the previous evening. These days, an officer shortage means offenders don’t have a set ride to the visiting room. They catch a ride wherever they can, sometimes it’s on the canteen truck or the food truck, whichever is passing by. By 8:00 or 8:30 a.m., he’s sitting patiently waiting for his wife.


William, who looks taller than his actual six feet, stands up before Ruth reaches the table. He grins like he alone knows the secret to maintaining a marriage for over forty years. He’s still giddied at the sight of his ladylove. She approaches the table and he wraps her in his long arms, closing the one-foot gap between them. They share a familial embrace and brief kiss, the kind shared by a couple wed for decades, still crushing on each other, but with nothing to prove to onlookers.


His head is freshly shaven, his chestnut skin is alive against the bright white of his crisp button up. Green stripes march down his starched and creased white pants. His white Nikes look brand new, standing out from the black boots the other men are wearing. It’s the one day to pull out all the stops. “It’s fashion day,” he declares seriously. “Don’t want to look like no slouch. Got to represent.”


WILLIAM IS ONE OF THE more than 2.2 million people confined in America’s correctional facilities. Central Mississippi Correctional Facility, CMCF, has been his home for well over a decade. Like with thousands of families across the country, collect phone calls, pictures, and letters have been the fibers that have kept the Andersons connected. The moments when families get to touch, however, are the most coveted. Prison visitation varies from state to state and prison to prison. The warden is in charge of running the prison, and the one who approves the policies and procedures for their facility. But those practices must conform with the laws, rules, and standards of their state.


Typical visits, called contact visits, take place in designated areas with tables, chairs, and in some cases vending machines filled mostly with junk food and the occasional frozen food item. In some facilities, there are books to read and games to play. These visits take place under strict surveillance and allow extremely limited physical contact—usually just a brief hug and a kiss, lasting less than ten seconds, upon entry and exit.


The visit that William and Ruth are experiencing today is bare bones compared to what they once had. A few years ago, the Andersons had access to something else entirely: Mississippi’s Extended Family Visitation program, widely known as the Family House, which started in 1974 and lasted nearly a half-century. It was a real-life dream. The program allowed unsupervised visits that lasted for three to five days and took place on the facility grounds, in small apartments. They also had conjugal visits where; as a married couple, they could spend one private hour together once a week. The visits were cut due to reported budget cuts and racist, classist ideas about families of the incarcerated. Prison officials in Mississippi didn’t like the idea that they couldn’t police the number of babies being conceived, arguing it was unfair for a child to be brought into existence to a single parent.1


Now, they’re left with a four-hour slot once a week on Saturday, which is more than other prisoners are allowed. William is minimum custody and so receives more visits per month. For William, the visits remain the highlight of his week. “That’s what you have to look forward to.”


The worn beige walls are home to prison rules, notices, and a clock. Dozens of families, black and white, gather around white tables, sitting in blue or mauve chairs. At one table, a kid motions for his mom to open the clear plastic bag of food sitting at the center of the table. The hum of families catching up, the sound of soda cans popping, the ruffle of chip bags opening are thick in the air. Ruth and William are happy with the Styrofoam cups of water at their table. In the past, families visiting Mississippi prisons had their choice of purchases from vending machines: frozen burritos, chicken wings, Lunchables for kids, and more. But now the only vending machine in this visiting room is for prison staff.


Now, Mississippi prisoners must use the commissary—a store inside the prison—to buy a $10 bag of food one week in advance of visitations. William says it comes with the same items every week: two sodas, cookies, popcorn, peanut butter crackers, potato chips, and mixed nuts. Content with their cups of water, William and Ruth are holding their silent protest of two. They talk about the high costs of the food inside prisons.


Many of the items sold in the commissary are more than four times the retail price outside prison because private companies set their own prices. Prices can fluctuate and vary from facility to facility as contracts are negotiated between corrections departments and their vendors. So, depending on the state and facility, some commissary items are priced the same as they are in the free world. They’re what some would consider reasonable, but reasonable for whom? Paying $4 for a tube of anti-fungal cream, which isn’t a luxury item but a medical treatment, is prohibitively expensive for many in prison. Incarcerated people can’t afford to pay these reasonable prices on their own; even those who work in prison would have to save several days’ pay to fork over $4. In 2016, people incarcerated in Massachusetts prisons purchased over 245,000 bars of soap, at a total cost of $215,057. Although the department’s policy is to supply a free bar of soap weekly, each person spent an average of $22 for soap that year. When an incarcerated person has to buy items such as cough drops, eye drops, or an extra roll of toilet paper, the burden falls on their families to put money in their account. Nationally, families spend $1.6 billion annually on commissary items.2


“Between canteen, collect calls, and visiting, don’t ask me how much I’ve spent,” Ruth said. “I know it’s enough to buy a car or a small house.” William doesn’t even want Ruth to buy him the Christmas box for the holiday; he thinks it’s overpriced at $100. Instead, his friend, who is free but served decades with him in the MDOC (Mississippi Department of Corrections), is going to send it. Years ago, Ruth was able to purchase all of William’s favorites and make a care package that she would then mail directly to the prison. She could shop at discount stores or buy in bulk to keep the price down. A jar of peanut butter, or a can of instant coffee or tuna, let William know that Ruth cared. These food items were also supplements to the unappealing, and often unhealthy, small portions he was served behind bars. Since then, however, Mississippi prisons prohibited families from sending care packages directly to their loved ones, and instead required them to buy care packages through a privatized service.


Prisons across the country have stopped accepting care packages directly from families, arguing that it’s the best way to prevent drugs and weapons from entering facilities. More and more facilities have in turn privatized care packages, forcing families to purchase expensive, preapproved products through private vendors. Companies that sell care packages often combine multiple services, such as phone and commissary, into one contract with a corrections facility. In 2012, the Keefe Group, which is contracted with Mississippi facilities through its affiliate companies Keefe Commissary Network and Access Securepak, reported net sales of over $375 million from care package, commissary, and technology programs. In 2017, the New York State Department of Corrections piloted a program that used a secure vendor program for care packages, a practice they said was used in nearly thirty other states. After outrage from families and reform advocates, New York governor Andrew Cuomo instructed the department of corrections to “rescind its flawed policy.”3


The cost is only part of the issue for the families. The Andersons feel it’s too early in the morning for a bag of junk food. “We don’t need that mess,” Ruth says. Sitting tall in his chair, William leans back and grabs his kangaroo pouch of a tummy. “This is my only problem,” he teases. “I know,” Ruth shoots back. “That’s diabetes and high blood pressure,” she predicts. Ruth is right. Long-term health consequences can be a result of prison diets. Menu analysis at prisons across the country found incarcerated people were served diets too high in cholesterol, saturated fat, and sodium, and were too low in fiber—all factors linked to an increased risk of heart disease. Researchers have found that incarcerated people suffer disproportionately from hypertension, heart problems, and diabetes—all preventable with a healthy diet. This unhealthy diet reduces life expectancy by two years for every year of incarceration and is part of the reason why black men are less healthy than white men. And the habits of a prison diet are hard to break, even after release: The Whole Shabang chip that was once only sold in prisons, and has 90 percent of the daily recommended sodium, is now sold online by stores outside of prison because former prisoners missed them so much. A six-pack case of six-ounce bags sold directly from the Keefe Group costs $18.99, while the same size variety pack can be found on Amazon for $59.99.


Ruth stays in William’s ear to make the best decisions he can with what’s offered. That means staying away from chips, candy bars, and ramen; limiting canned meats; and avoiding some parts of his prison meal if it has too much salt. Ruth recognizes that her husband doesn’t really have a choice and that poor eating is an unfortunate part of prison life. “You have to work on it,” she tells him. William does have high blood pressure, but Ruth knows eating healthy behind bars is nearly impossible. “They don’t have very much to choose from.” She wants him to live long so they can restart their clock one day. William, the more lighthearted of the two, chuckles, then takes a sip of his water. When their three sons were young, the Andersons indulged in snacks because they were there for hours and the kids needed to eat. But those days are long gone. It’s just her and William most Saturdays. Occasionally, she’ll bring their grandchildren.


The conversation pivots toward William’s new look. He’s sporting a longer-than-usual goatee this week, and it’s far more salt than pepper. “Uh-uh,” Ruth says shaking her head with a smile. She knows when her husband is trying to sneak a new look by her. This time he’s giving away their age. “If you were home, I’d brush through it with Gray Away,” she teases. William shakes his head, grabs his wife’s hands in his, rubs it, and grins. He likes it and plans to keep the new look, but Ruth usually gets what she wants. The Andersons use the time alone to catch up, though much of it is spent talking about their three adult sons and six grandchildren. Two of their grandchildren wanted to come on the visit, but it meant Ruth would have to go forty minutes in the opposite direction to pick them up. It would have been too much of a strain for her this week.


Since 2004, Ruth’s commute has been shorter because William put in a request to transfer and was moved fewer than twenty miles away from home, so it’s just a thirty-minute drive. It’s a relief from the earlier years when Ruth struggled to stitch together her separated clan; visits—no matter how far—were the seam.


William went to prison in 1981. Ruth was pregnant, and they had a nine-year-old son, Kevin. William was held at the Mississippi State Penitentiary in Parchman, located over 140 miles away from Ruth. Across the country, families of prisoners often make long treks for that fleeting visiting moment. The majority of people in state prisons are held over one hundred miles away from families (and five hundred miles for federal prisons). Most prisons aren’t accessible by public transportation, thus limiting a family’s ability to visit altogether.


Ruth found a few options that helped her make the commute in the early days. She used a bus service that picked up riders at a mall a short distance from her home. She remembers paying the driver about $25 to join the nearly thirty other passengers. Before the sun came up, she boarded the bus, Kevin by her side, and the baby, Robert, in her arms. The bus chugged out of the city onto the highway, past several towns and through a countryside dotted with catfish farms, cotton fields, and cow pastures. Sometimes the bus took far longer than the expected two-and-a-half hours. But Ruth bonded with other families during the ride or over a breakfast stop at a McDonald’s. The return trips were the longest. Sitting in traffic, many families asleep, Ruth watched day ease into night.


“I met so many people on that bus,” she reflects. Over the years, she watched families come and go as their loved ones got released from prison. Eventually, she met a new set of people and saw the same thing happen. After a few years, she says, the bus service stopped and she joined a community shared-ride service. A man named Andrew drove a van and picked everyone up at their homes. He started out around four o’clock in the morning, which was earlier than the bus. Ruth always hoped she’d be the last pickup, so she could sleep in a little. The bus and van, if they could afford it, were rides that families could rely on. They paid, boarded, and relaxed until they arrived.


Ruth speaks slowly and deliberately, making each word feel pertinent. “I was younger and all that time…” she says, trailing off, captive in her own thoughts. “I didn’t know these many years was gonna pass ’cause it was just starting out. I could take it better,” she remembers. Ask Ruth how she’s survived and she’ll point to God, to her faith, to the love she and William share, and most important, to her family.


NEITHER WILLIAM NOR RUTH could have envisioned their current life when they met as teenagers at a movie theater in 1970. William was sixteen, Ruth was fourteen. “I just happen to see her sitting over there by herself,” William recalls blissfully. He was there with a few friends, a weekend tradition. He can’t remember the movie. “We didn’t go there for the movies,” he jokes. “We were going to try to meet girls.” It didn’t always work out in their favor, he admits. Ruth was sitting by herself, her slanted eyes fixed on the big screen, her copper-toned skin bright under the screen’s flashes, her billowing red Afro the show stopper. William had to say something. Ruth appeared to be alone at the movie theater, but her mother always made her older brother go with her. Lucky for William, he was somewhere else in the theater, so he made his move. He approached the girl with the red hair and asked if he could sit down. She agreed.


Like most lovers whose story began long ago, William tries to say, “We started from there,” and end the retelling of their love story there, implying that the rest of how they became a couple is history and the details didn’t matter. But it wasn’t that easy. Ruth and William sat and talked for a while at the theater and he scored her number, or so he thought. When William got home the night they met, he unfolded the number from the girl now coined the Red Hammer. He dialed the number and got a disconnection signal. “She gave me the wrong phone number,” he recalls, shock still lingering in his voice. “She wrote the right phone number down, then she scratched through it, and gave me a wrong number.” Holding the piece of paper up to the light, then peering at it from different angles, he was able to see the number she’d scratched out. He called it, and it was the right one.


Ruth’s mouth fell open when she heard his voice on the other end of the phone. “I thought I had dogged him,” she tells me playfully. “Then he all of a sudden called me and I’m like, how did you figure that out?” At the time, Ruth was seeing another boy and she wasn’t buying someone else claiming to be moved by her. “Nah, I don’t really know about him,” she recalls thinking back then. “Naw, I don’t want him to have my phone number,” she concluded. She realized he might see her at the theater again, as it was the only place to catch a movie in Jackson, but she took the chance of giving him the wrong number anyway. “I just didn’t take him serious. Really, I was like, I’m finna get rid of him,” she says laughing. She doesn’t laugh easily, but when she does, it’s authentic, traveling from her stomach, and it’s usually about a memory of her and William.


But back then there was no je ne sais quoi. “It wasn’t like instant, first sight. He grew on me,” she remembers. “For real.” Ruth was smart, and a popular majorette. “She had all them lil boys runnin’ behind her,” William recalls. “I had stiff competition.” During their conversation, Ruth mentioned she was going to The Jackson 5 concert the next day. William thought it was the perfect opportunity to see her again. “It was something about her and I wanted to find her,” he recalls. He and a few friends snuck in the back door of the concert and William started on his mission to find the Red Hammer. “I looked for her. I couldn’t find her in no coliseum with all them people,” he says, bemused at his youthful desire. “From then on, it was just like he was stalking me,” Ruth adds, laughing. “A coliseum?” she asks rhetorically, baffled at William thinking he could find her in a stadium that held ten thousand people. He didn’t find her that day.


“I tell her right today, ‘Well, you know I fell in love with you the first day.’ She don’t believe it, but I’m telling her the truth,” he insists. Ask him how he knew it was love at first sight and uncertainty dances in his voice. “I don’t know. It was just something about her.”


That something fueled his pursuit of Ruth. There was also a small detail about the movie theater meeting that Ruth had first left out. “I did kiss him,” she admits with a giggle. “So I guess he thought I was gonna be his girlfriend.”


Ruth tells William it was the kiss that put a spell on him that day. He disagrees, saying a man gets one chance to meet the right woman, and when he does, he better be prepared to do everything in his power to get her.


He did.


William took Ruth to the movies, out to eat, and on picnics by the reservoir. They shared secrets, went to sports matches, cut class, and then made up the missed homework together. Ruth began taking his romantic interest seriously.


Soon they were inseparable. “I said, well, he real serious about it, maybe I have to go with this boy,” Ruth said matter-of-factly. William hitchhiked and sometimes walked the nearly three miles to Ruth’s house. “William hung on to me like glue and I said, well maybe this is the one,” she says. “I’m just blessed I won out,” William concludes.


They didn’t attend the same school or live in the same neighborhood. Ruth’s family was middle class. She lived in a new house in a neighborhood called Georgetown with her mother, siblings, and father, who was a disabled veteran and cab owner. Her neighborhood was home to the same teachers who taught her in school, and to other black working professionals.


William was an only child and lived with his mother, who worked in a nursing home. Their apartment was in West Jackson near the historically black Jackson State College (now Jackson State University) and steps away from the local NAACP office. His parents separated before he was born, but he saw his dad often. “He still used to come over. My momma let him in, they spent the night. I used to go over to his house sometime. They had that type of relationship.”


Ruth couldn’t have company at her house, so William snuck into the side entrance. He did this for months. Soon, his mother went with him to a jewelry store. “I had bought her a lil ole cheap promise ring. You couldn’t even see the diamonds in it,” he says chuckling. “You would call it a bubble gum ring nowadays,” he admits. “Back then it was something.” It was enough for Ruth.


William’s mother died in early 1971, which brought the couple together even closer. Soon the teenagers found themselves sitting on a curb talking about getting married. Later, William asked Ruth’s mother for permission to marry her daughter. “I don’t know about that,” Ruth recalls her mom saying. “You have to ask her daddy.” William was terrified of Ruth’s father, who was stern and known to give scorching lectures. He would repeat himself over and over, Ruth remembers. It started with, “Look here boy, marriage is a huge responsibility.… Boy, you know this is a big responsibility. It’s a big responsibility.” William was trembling. The preaching continued for a while. “It’s a big responsibility, you ready for that?” William was nervous, but he said, “Yes sir, I know it.” Ruth remembers peeking from another room at a nervous William sitting at the table with her father. She burst into laughter at the memory.


In July 1972, still in high school, when he was eighteen and she was sixteen, they got married. They had a rustic, outdoor ceremony in a neighbor’s backyard near Ruth’s home. His mother had left him the apartment and her car, which was paid off, and he was receiving a Social Security check, which helped him provide a life for his bride. As a new husband, he also began working. He found a job on the night shift at a meat packing house, where he loaded trucks until the early morning hours. These hours resulted in him dozing off during class. He didn’t finish his last year of high school.


Ruth was completing her senior year when she got pregnant. They welcomed their first son, Kevin, in 1973. The young couple was just living, trying to be happy, and make it in the South. “Basically, trying to keep our lil heads above the water,” William recalled. William continued working. After they had Kevin, Ruth started working at Shoney’s, a drive-in restaurant. She worked the cash register and bussed tables, and when it was her time to clean the parking lot, William came to help her. When they weren’t working, they had family outings: trips to the reservoir, movies, the countryside, or the zoo. They took a drive to Vicksburg to look at the statues. They had friends over for BBQs and went to concerts when they could.


William continued working at the packing house at night and worked at a gas company during the day, until he got fired from his night job. One day, a white associate who worked in the receiving side of the warehouse, scanning packages, referred to him as boy. William got upset, shot a few choice words at the man, and was fired. “It just didn’t sit well with me,” William reflected. The man was in his fifties and William was the youngest male there. He felt like he was doing hard physical labor and wanted the same respect as his colleagues. Ruth’s mother lectured him when she found out, reminding him you can’t leave a job because someone calls you a name. It was a bad time to lose a job—their apartment had just burned down and he had recently purchased a new car that he had to make payments on.


William had reason to attach meaning to the incident. Living in Jackson was a constant show of volatile race relations. He’d seen racism, discrimination, and flat out disregard for black bodies. He lived within walking distance of Jackson State College, and his mother shoved him under the bed at the tattering of gunshots when police open fired on the campus. Lynch Street, a major street that bisected the campus and linked West Jackson to downtown, was said to be the site of confrontation between black and white residents. Black students said they were harassed by white motorists who drove through the campus yelling racial slurs from their windows. On May 14, 1970, black students reportedly responded to the harassment of the white motorists by throwing rocks at their cars, according to reports.


Tensions escalated after a false rumor spread of the murder of Charles Evers, a local politician, civil rights leader, and the brother of slain activist Medgar Evers. A non-Jackson student set fire to a dumpster. When firemen arrived, they called for police backup to control the crowd that started gathering. When police arrived, the crowd reportedly threw rocks, bottles, and bricks at the officers. Police advanced and opened fire for thirty seconds, letting out 150 rounds into Alexander Hall, a women’s dormitory. Two young black men were killed and twelve others were injured. Officers claimed that there was a sniper in the dorm, but investigators found insufficient evidence of that claim.


William went to school with the brother of one of the slain men and was reminded that black lives weren’t valued by all. William’s mother was scared after that. She wouldn’t let him out of her sight. National Guard tanks and soldiers stood ready in his neighborhood, and a curfew was enforced.


William knew that racism was real, and he tried to push back when he felt it. Losing his night job was collateral for standing up for what he believed. He stayed on at the day job and Ruth also continued working. She eventually got a better job at a local blood bank. But she wanted to eventually earn more, so she decided to stop working to attend a one-year program to become a licensed practical nurse, LPN. William supported them while she attended classes. Ruth got pregnant with Robert in 1981. So, now, Ruth was in school, the couple had a son, and they had a baby on the way. William struggled to support his family.


THAT LIFE FEELS SO far in the past now. Today Ruth tries to accept the life they will share until William is released. As their visit comes to an end, Ruth shrinks behind William’s body and says goodbye. They wait until the last few minutes, then William walks away slowly, his right knee still bothering him. He also has two knots on the calf of his leg. He needs an MRI, an impossible ask in prison, where it’s common for medical complaints to be ignored and go untreated, and for patients to receive shoddy treatment. William has been having problems with his knee for years. In 2010, after a year of waiting, he had a procedure to repair his left knee. Still, he’s been having problems with his right knee for several years. Most recently he received steroid shots for the pain. Most prisons require offenders to pay co-pays to see the doctor. Mississippi prisoners are charged a $6 co-pay per doctor visit, unless a waiver is made for a chronic issue, mental health treatment, or a “true emergency,” and they must make a separate visit for each issue. These costs are often paid by the family.


Claims of medical neglect are common in prisons across the country. Corizon Health, one of the country’s largest for-profit prison health-care firms, treats more than three hundred thousand prisoners nationwide, earning about $1.4 billion in annual revenue. It has been the subject of several investigations, and in 2013 the Florida Bulldog reported that the company had been sued 660 times in the preceding five years for malpractice.4


Finally, William joins the line of other prisoners waiting to exit. Some men wear shirts with “convict” stamped on the back, while others read “offender.” Ruth stands in a separate long line of visitors. Directly in front of her is an older white man with gray hair. He’s holding a small boy with a head of blonde curls. The boy raises his head from the man’s shoulder and looks across the room at his dad. Waving, he shouts, “Daddy, Daddy!” His father, a young man with a baby face and straight black hair, joins his index fingers and thumbs and places them around his eyes to form pretend binoculars. He’s letting his son know that he can see him from across the room.


Ruth’s line starts to move. She returns the silver coin and gets her car keys from the guard. As she drives out of the parking lot, she joins a line of cars. When you leave you have to open the trunk again “to see if you brought ’em with you,” Ruth shares. “I would like that, so I can sleep on Saturdays when I work. I wouldn’t have to go nowhere.” The rain has slowed; just a few sprinkles dot her windshield now. She eases on the highway and heads home. She’ll do all this over again next Saturday.


The Anderson family was part of the first wave of families fractured by mass incarceration, and they’ve watched the prison system change over the years. They have no idea when, or if, William is ever coming home. He is due to go before the parole board in the summer of 2020. Now, after so many years, even his teenage grandchildren need answers. “What did Grandpa do?” Whenever they ask, Ruth replies, “They say he killed a white man.”
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