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	ang! I had barely woken up, and already I was being assaulted by sounds of chaos from down the corridor. A quick glance revealed a worst-case scenario: just feet away from my desk were two Corrections Officers and a Sergeant manhandling a six-foot-five inmate who had no intention of cutting them any slack. I knew the convict.

	Gang member.

	Rapist.

	Their shouts and screams echoed down the concrete halls, filling my ears with the all-too-familiar symphony of struggle. I listened closely, but the cacophony was too wild to capture. So I settled for what snippets I could make out amidst the confusion. “Stop resisting.” “Racist-ass.” “Kill your family!”

	I rose from my desk and hustled to assist in any way I could. My post that day was the infirmary, a place that was usually a cakewalk, but today was breaking the mold from the start. The writhing bodies of my co-workers struggled to restrain the inmate. Both sides struck each other wildly in fury, and while the officers settled for body-holds and applying pressure to subdue the criminal, the criminal had no such reservations of his own. He punched and kicked and snapped with pearly fangs into any flesh available. He was bleeding from the eye, evidence of an earlier struggle I hadn't seen. At that moment, he was an animal, and the officers were his prey.

	As I approached the brawl, the Sergeant held out his hand and told me to stop.

	“Open the pen!” he said. Instantly, I knew what he wanted.

	Not far from where they stood was a small, secure observation room used for medical purposes. We called it “the pen.” In times of desperation, it was used to store an unruly convict until he cooled off. I grabbed hold of my jingling key-ring, fiddled with the lock, and swung the heavy door wide open. The officers didn't waste any time.

	In one tremendous push, the trio of disheveled warriors used every ounce of their strength to manhandle the convulsing convict into the pen's maw. Each step was a struggle, their black boots stomping across gleaming tile in defiance of the convict's rage. The moment the inmate's body cleared the entrance to the pen, the officers gave a great heave, and I slammed the door shut and locked it instantly with a click.

	Bam! Bam! Bam!

	The convict slammed his open palms onto the surface of the door and the riot glass, leaving behind handprints of blood. He was cursing up a storm, and while he may have been physically contained, his rage was as free as a bird. The officers stepped back and caught their breath, tending to their disheveled uniforms.

	“What the hell happened?” I asked, clipping the keys back onto my belt and looking at the Sergeant for insight.

	“He's high,” said the Sergeant. “Doped up on Fentanyl. He didn't want to take a piss test, and all of a sudden exploded. Said he was going to kill himself or us. Whichever came first.”

	“Fuck,” I whispered. “What now?”

	“He can't stay in there as-is. He threatened to kill himself, so now we have to strip him down and give him a bed and suicide smock, slippers, all that shit. But we need backup.”

	“You mean we're going back in there?” I asked, despite knowing the answer.

	“Yep,” the Sergeant deadpanned as he unclipped his radio and barked a few short verbal commands. Within minutes, the elevator that served our area opened with a distinct beep. Out ran six other officers and the watch commander, a Lieutenant, each one eager to join the fray.

	I glanced at the con trapped inside the pen. He had heard the elevator beep and the drumbeat of boots rounding the corner. Most men would have stood down at the sound of serious reinforcements. But this one? He merely smiled.

	“Radu! Listen buddy, we gotta come in and strip you down. You know how the process works. We've done this be-”

	“Hey fuck you, man!” Radu responded, slamming his fists on the riot glass and sending blood and spittle all over the pen. “I'mma fuckin’ kill yo faggot ass! I know y'all play these fuckboi games. Y'all need ten niggas to fuck wit’ one.”

	The Lieutenant looked to the Sergeant, and the Sergeant looked to us.

	“Okay boys, we're going in,” he said, folding his arms, face red and sweaty. “We got the camera?”

	There were silence and some embarrassment. During the commotion, no one in the response team brought the most critical piece of equipment—the camcorder. In Corrections, designating someone to be the cameraman during a “use-of-force” or any other potentially violent interaction with a belligerent inmate was standard procedure. This incident was no different.

	One of the responders, a thin, bespectacled officer in his late fifties by the name of Boney, volunteered to go back and retrieve it. And so we waited. And waited. The convict used the time to taunt his enemies through the glass. He cursed their families and mocked their appearances. He cast his doubts on our collective sexual orientation, and as he screamed and wailed and slammed his fists on the walls and windows, the heat that emanated from his pitch-black flesh and animalistic snarling caused the glass to fog with condensation. There was a battle about to unfold, but only one side would be allowed to treat it as such.

	Finally, Boney returned with the camcorder. He and a few others started fiddling with the settings as best they could but struggled to turn the damn thing on. The convict found this a source of great hilarity. When one officer finally had enough, he gave the camera to the next man, and so on…each failing nonetheless. Finally, a younger officer gave it a try. Within moments he was able to identify the problem: there was no SD card inserted. There was a collective groan, and the Sergeant, knowing this was his operation, grew redder by the minute. The Watch Commander merely held his head in humiliation.

	“You dumb! Y'all niggas is dumb!” crowed Radu.

	The officers, myself included, were growing angrier. In a normal world, we would open the door and let this piece of filth have it. But in the upside-down world of State Corrections, we were hamstrung by policy. We were neutered of true authority. We were held back out of fear of legal retaliation. Worst of all: The inmate knew it, and he used that knowledge well.

	As we waited, we took our verbal lashings from the convict, embarrassment setting in. But before morale suffered any more damage, Boney finally returned. In his hands was the essential SD card. He gave it to the younger officer, who deftly inserted it and began filming the pen.

	Everyone steeled themselves. It was go time.

	Once the order was given, I cracked the door. Through the gap rushed a mass of uniformed force, approaching their target with the furious eyes of scorned men. They slammed their bodies into the convict, pinning him against the concrete walls of the pen and holding him tightly in place. Despite their numerical superiority, the convict bucked and resisted, sending the combatants sprawling on the floor and turning a vertical fight into a horizontal one.

	Blood pooled on the ground and splattered onto my shirt and arms. “I got AIDS! I got AIDS!” he screamed, laughing as he thrashed. The air filled with the grunts and groans of struggle, but also with the thumps of wooden batons, still hanging limply at the officers’ sides. In Corrections, they were for show. Fear of legal reprisals had turned the once-essential baton into nothing more than a visual reminder, an ornamental showpiece. It was odd that officers still carried them at all.

	The human pile that had formed on the inmate's back was reaching its limit of effectiveness, and I found myself devoting my entire body weight to holding down a single kicking leg. The struggle lasted another few minutes, and then the inmate suddenly stopped. He gave in: too tired to continue the fight, too exhausted to sustain the ridicule. Once the worst was over, the Sergeant took over, commanding his number one man to remove the inmate's clothes and administer a suicide smock, per Departmental procedure. The rest of us filed out, and I once again locked the door behind me.

	The brass sat around in the infirmary for a while, making sure the inmate was properly cared for. It was a madhouse. Personnel from throughout the facility swung by out of morbid curiosity, wondering what could have happened so early in the shift to cause the response team to vanish from their units and regular posts. I washed my hands of prison blood and requested to go to medical to get checked out. The Sergeant shook his head and assured me that I was fine. Frustrated, I sat back down at my desk and resumed filling out the logbook, a chore I hadn't had time to deal with since the fight erupted. As I scribbled a frenzied passage into those crumpled pages, the phone to the unit rang.

	“McKraken, Infirmary.” I answered, rolling my eyes.

	“McKraken, it's Wannamaker.” Replied the officer on the other end. “Bro, we heard what happened; how is everyone up there? You guys okay?”

	“Okay?” I scoffed. “We're fine. We're just living the dream.”

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	Picture this: you live in the middle of nowhere. Your neighbors are distant, the weather is all over the map, and the closest sign of civilization is a strip mall thirty miles down the highway. If you're lucky, you managed to finish high school, and now that you're ready to enter the workforce, you quickly discover that your only job prospects are either McDonald's or the Army.

	This somewhat hopeless scenario is pretty much what it's like to live in New York. That's State, not City. There’s a vast social nothingness to the north and west of the richest and most degenerate place in the western world, and while it’s filled with natural beauties, it lacks the pleasures that a more metropolitan life offers. There's more to “New York” than Rockefeller Center, Times Square, and Williamsburg. Yes, people actually live in areas of New York outside the city limits. There are millions of people out there in forgotten rural areas all over the country, just like me, who once stared the “McDonald’s-Army” industrial complex right in the face, and had to make a decision.

	But…there is also a third way. To make a living out in regions like these, you don't necessarily have to settle for flipping burgers under the golden arches or engaging “terrorists” in whatever psy-op Uncle Sam and his greatest ally are cooking up at any given moment. Instead, if you keep your nose clean and stay out of trouble, you can do what I did. Go straight to jail.

	I'm not talking about going to jail as a convicted felon, of course. What kind of dirtbag do you think I am? Instead, I'm speaking of a much darker fate: going to prison to earn your keep as a Corrections Officer.

	All kidding aside, if you're willing to don the blue shirt and walk into the stinking maw of a concrete madhouse every day, the average person can stand to gain quite a bit. There's steady pay. Job security. A solid pension. Benefits (or “bennies” as some of us call them) and a daily respite from the old lady. It's a fantastic way for ordinary, rural, blue-collar Americans to latch onto a bit of material security in an age when everything, and I mean everything, seems completely uncertain, especially amid the rising fires of 2020 and beyond.

	But, like most things in life, there's a catch. In exchange for stability, your average hack (jail-speak for officer) is going to suffer some seriously fucked up shit. Had I known back then what I know now, I would have looked at that state paycheck and tin (jail-speak for badge) a whole lot differently. Sure, it makes for a decent living, and most days end up pretty dull, but if you do decide to tread this path like countless others have before, remember one thing: they don't pay you to clock in and play cards.

	They pay you for all those times you have to risk your life to control someone else. They pay you to endure nightmarish visions of a world turned upside down. They pay you to toil in service of chaotic policies that change at a whim.  And they pay you to spend a full twenty-five years behind bars, eight hours at a time. For many, it's just honest work. For others, it's a waking nightmare.

	From the first day you put on the badge until the day you turn it in, you serve as a jackboot for the Department of Corrections. No matter in which facility you punch your time-card, you serve as a state-sponsored mercenary, expected to work as a soulless, dour automaton without independent thought or feeling. You are loathed by the public you serve, despised by the inmates you watch, and taken for granted by the Department that signs your checks. The only people you can rely on during this service are your close family and the others who share your fate. We call them brothers. And sisters too. They are people from all walks of life who take up that heavy badge, clock in every day, and when you ask how they're doing, they will inevitably grin widely and reply that they're just “livin’ the dream.”

	It’s a dark reality, and whether as an inmate or as an officer, life behind bars can be a very scary place. But Hollywood's interpretation of prison life is a far cry from reality. Simultaneously, the government's rosy, orderly portrayal of County, State, and Federal Corrections is equally as ridiculous. With so few sources of accurate reporting, where can the average man access the truth about correctional life?

	Right here.

	This book lays it all on the table. Every hazard, every scenario, every insanity is presented the way it actually was, and is. No punches will be pulled, no quarter will be given, and, if you forgive the play on words, no prisoners will be taken.

	I was a Corrections Officer for five years in the State of New York Department of Corrections and Community Supervision (or NYSDOCCS for short), and while I may not have become the most senior officer, I certainly clocked enough hours to have seen some awful, eye-gouging shit. What you are about to read in these pages are real stories, experienced by real officers, which took place in real, honest-to-God correctional facilities. While I won't be using any real names for legal reasons, I guarantee the authenticity of every word herein.

	So I ask you, dear reader, to sit back and prepare yourself for a grisly tour of life within the average correctional department. You’re going to be offended; you’re to be dumbfounded; you might even laugh and cry. But my only request is that you get righteously furious. It's going to be a hell of a ride. An education even. This is a crystal clear window into a world normally obscured.  And it is dedicated to those who are just “livin’ the dream.”

	                                          Respectfully submitted,

	                                          C.O. Jack McKraken
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NEW JACK CITY


	 

	 

	 

	What to expect in Corrections Academy,

	and how it’s more “HR” than “PT”

	 

	 

	 

	H


	ave you seen the 1981 cult classic Stripes? It stars John Candy, Bill Murray, and the late, great Harold Ramis as they bumble their way through U.S. Army boot camp. Picture life at Corrections Academy as something similar, only twice as pathetic and thrice as tedious as the film itself (the second half anyway; the first half ruled).

	For accepted correctional recruits, the Academy is where it all begins. For eight soul-sucking weeks, kids as young as twenty-one and geriatrics as old as Methuselah join together for push-ups, boot polishing parties, lousy chow, and about fourteen different classes detailing just how quickly you will be fired for racism. It has its ups, and it has its horrible, bottomless downs. But the biggest takeaway from Corrections Academy isn't any of the practical knowledge imparted. It is the iron truth that you can be held liable and then terminated for just about anything that might occur while you're on the clock at any time during your entire career.

	And I mean anything.

	An inmate isn't where he is supposed to be? You're done. You accidentally left a door unlocked in your area? Bye-bye! You inadvertently broke an arm in a ten-man fracas? Kiss that pension goodbye. One quickly transforms from a bright-eyed and bushy-tailed civilian, eager to serve the public in a law enforcement capacity, to nothing but a petrified wimp utterly subservient to bureaucratic policymakers AND the hardened criminals seething with rebellion. As it turns out, that's exactly how the State wants their correctional officers: aware of the rules, but too timid to uphold them. Ready and willing to jump into a fight if necessary, but too self-conscious and indecisive to use reasonable force when necessary!

	To appear politically correct before litigious metropolitan lawyers and radical leftist watchdogs like the ACLU and the SPLC, the State strategically inculcates beta-male attitudes into their recruits in an attempt to limit legal liabilities and prevent public relations disasters. Of course, anyone with an ounce of common sense realizes this makes for poor prison security.  Yet this is the grim reality in which all correctional officers find themselves. If the watchman's hands are effectively tied, he is ultimately a gelding. Cucked. Charged with one of the most challenging responsibilities on earth, yet prevented from deploying the most effective methods.

	This cruel double standard is not immediately apparent to the wide eyes of the correctional recruit, however. Instead, this sick ideology is slowly imprinted over eight weeks of training, and by the time you know the score, you're just about ready to graduate and receive orders to your first facility. It's death by slow boil. And it's so effective that some officers don't wake up to reality for years, if ever!

	The State spends a lot of money to perfect this insidious kool-aid. And trust me, their formula is good.

	When I first applied to be a CO, it was years before I got the call to enroll in the Academy proper. I had just about given up on the prospect altogether, and was a hair away from joining a more respectable outfit like the Navy. But the State came a-callin' and I was quick to answer, even if it was five years behind schedule.

	So I showed up to do the bit: dolled up in an ill-fitting suit, waiting outside the very Academy that had nearly lost my interest. But it wasn't just me of course; there were dozens of us, of all shapes and sizes, ages, genders, and even nationalities. There was even a contingent of young recruits from the Virgin Islands shipped all the way to New York just for a chance at this hustle. I'm not sure what social program brought them there; it was probably some State attempt to flaunt its progressive, liberal values. Either way, I don't think many, if any, made it to graduation.

	As we waited in line in front of the main building, a converted seminary that was as intimidating as it was beautiful, we were hit with the bracing air of a waning February. All of us shivered from the frigid winds stemming from the last gasps of winter around us, but also from anxiety. But as we waited to be processed and shown to our rooms, we quickly took notice of whole packs of drill instructors pacing up and down the line taunting, mocking, and intimidating those who were least-prepared. Luckily I managed to fly under the radar, but a poor twenty-something from Ithaca just a few places behind me got the scolding of a lifetime.

	Apparently no one told him about the strict no-beards policy, and that all prospective recruits were to arrive cleanly shaven. As a result, two burly, red-faced drill instructors bellowed at him as if he had just shot their dogs. They called him names of every kind and demanded he address his “ZZ-Top costume. ASAP!”

	So he did. Right there. Out in the upstate cold, with a cheap disposable razor that he nervously dug out from his suitcase. I don't know how he did it without any water or shaving cream, but the man somehow found a way.

	“Sheesh,” we all thought. We knew this wasn't going to be a walk in the park, but we did not expect a Parris Island vibe. Intense early moments like these set the tone for the rest of the Academy experience. And it worked…for a while.

	After we signed our papers, found our rooms, and received our uniforms, we were ordered to square away our things and be ready for what lay in store for us early the next morning. That gave us precious little time to prepare ourselves. We had to make sure our uniforms were ironed, pants were hemmed, and lockers arranged in compliance with Academy directives. During this frenzied, late-night tornado of sweat and fatigue, we quickly learned to work together to get the job done. If one of us made a mistake, we realized we were all in trouble, and not just the offending dumbass who left a lousy crease in his shirt.

	There were four of us to a room in the training academy, and in each room were two rickety bunk beds to split amongst ourselves. There I met my roommates, my brothers in arms for the next eight weeks. All in all, they were solid dudes.  One of them, Martin, was an older guy in his fifties. He was more suited to be a used car salesman than a CO, but he was in the Army when he was younger, so he gave us tips when it came to making our bunks and checking off all the other “paramilitary” bullshit that the State demanded from us.

	Then there was McNulty: a young, cocky guy who had a lot of energy and a positive attitude. There was Moreau, a slow-talking country kid who could not stop jabbering about hunting and trapping adventures back home. He was a little slow on the uptake, but would always offer to do our ironing because he had a real knack for military creases, and he legitimately enjoyed it for whatever reason.

	Finally, there was Michel. He was one of the Virgin Island transplants. He had large, thick-rimmed eyeglasses and a deep voice coated in a Caribbean patois.

	He was also about five hundred pounds.

	When we first arrived, I made the dangerous mistake of picking a bottom bunk. I'm a pretty big dude myself and didn't feel comfortable risking life and limb on the top spot of a bunk bed built sometime at the beginning of the Cold War. No sooner did I choose when Michel ambled in, the last of us to arrive. He said his hellos, shook our hands, and quickly claimed the bunk directly above me. My eyes widened.

	“Dude,” I exclaimed. “It's cool; you can have my bunk.”

	But Michel, determined guy that he was, insisted I stay put. He didn't want to trouble me with having to switch spots. So off he climbed, reaching for the top bunk with belly exposed as he hauled his obese form up and over the top. The whole bed creaked and swayed. The other guys stayed quiet and smiled, knowing damn well it would end poorly for both of us if Michel destroyed state property on day one and killed me in the process.

	I'll give him credit, though. It took him a few tries, but he finally made it on top. The springs above me worked like a champion that night, supporting Michel like the shoulders of Atlas. And thank God, too. I was beginning to wonder if this was the same level of fear that the COs at Attica felt during the 1971 riots. The next night Michel came to his senses, we switched beds, and life got a little easier for both of us.

	In the morning they fed us, and I use the term lightly. Chow at Corrections Academy is somewhere between slop and dog food, just acceptable for human consumption and not much else. Later on, I came to realize that most of it was what they served inmates behind bars, only with slightly more variety and a boatload of condiments to mask the suck. So we did. Often.

	There was also a never-ending jar of peanut butter on the chow line, just in case you got tired of eating whatever it was they were serving as the main course. By Graduation, I was practically living off the stuff, and it's a custom that followed me to this day.

	One particularly nasty trap was the dessert window. A revolving display of treats near the end of the chow line filled with puddings, cakes, and other indulgences. Anyone could take one if they were so inclined, but God help you if a DI caught you anywhere near an empty calorie. You'd be doing “side-straddle hops” and “Jane Fondas” (a squat, push-up, then jumping-jacks) until you die.

	One particular DI, a rodent of a man I'll call Derringer, relished in the pain of recruits. He was barely five-foot-five, sported a thick black mustache, and was the picture of a “Drill Instructor” as you might find one on the primetime television series To Catch a Predator with Chris Hansen. He would often accuse us of associating with the wrong women, and how ladies by the name of “Sara Lee,” “Aunt Jemima,” and “Little Debbie” were only there for our money and were going to make us soft.

	Funny? Yes. But evil. Very evil. As it turns out, Drill Instructors at the Academy were no better or higher in rank than a run-of-the-mill officer. They were hacks just like me, or McNulty, or even Michel for that matter. They spent the greater part of the day examining us with a fine-tooth comb for the smallest Academy infractions, from laundry creases to dull boots, all while yelling the absurdities of the day at us.  They made a lot of assumptions about our worth and carried on about how we would be no better than the old-timers and “soup-sandwiches” that worked in the prisons back home. But the only real difference between us and the DIs was that while we were preparing to go into the jails, they were up here hosting gym class and doing their best to stay out of them.

	They weren't all bad guys, though. My particular DI was fairly typical. A few years later, rumors swirled that Derringer got caught sexually harassing female recruits. I guess in the end, it was HE who was associating with the wrong women.

	Despite the sweat, the groans, and the short sleepless nights, the Academy tried its best to educate us in the most practical skills a CO needs to know on the job. Every week of Academy life was packed with tedious classwork and dedicated to specific subjects. One week taught you how to defend yourself; the next taught you relevant laws and regulations and how they applied to inmates. One week was dedicated to weapons, like how to “properly load and unload a department weapon,” followed by range time and familiarity with the weapons themselves.

	All these classes were taught by instructors, men and women who volunteered for recruit training in Albany and were selected in a murky, clandestine process that still eludes me. They were effectively leaving their home facilities for extended periods of time for a temporary home in Albany. They were trading their housing unit and yard bids for a cushy job at the front of a classroom, educating young recruits on how to be a CO, even though they were barely officers themselves. These instructors didn’t make any extra money for their efforts, they rarely had seniority, and much like drill instructors, they too were the same rank-and-file officers we aspired to be upon graduation. What motivated them? Was instilling proper correctional values into young and eager ears their calling? Was teaching the proper way to handle a set of keys to newjacks the only way for them to get their rocks off? Or was it something else? Greed? Laziness? Cowardice?

	 Regardless of the motivations of our state-issued teachers, the classes themselves were typically boring and filled with heaps of bureaucratic minutia. I still can't remember a week that didn’t end with a rundown of the answers that were going to appear on the upcoming test, usually held every Friday before you went home for the weekend. The rumor was that instructors had to show their value as teachers, and this value was reflected in the grades we received on our weekly exams. The higher our scores, the more likely our instructors would be retained for future classes. While it wasn’t a particularly challenging curriculum, the classes did do exactly what they were designed for: to make the State as bulletproof as possible once we were put into action.

	No courses revealed this blatant “cover your ass” ethos more than those on IPC, or Interpersonal Communications. These were a series of classes on how to speak with inmates in a correctional setting, or more accurately, how to not be a dickhead 101. I often wondered how much taxpayer money went into developing this farce, designed to humiliate white men and instill a sense of inferiority toward their captive wards. I also wondered if they instead used the money to pay us higher wages, would they get more compliant, less ornery employees overall? But what do I know? I'm just a hack.

	What I know for sure is that the State's efforts to regulate human interaction as official policy is as ridiculous as it is ineffective. It boils down to this: when an inmate (i.e., a murderer or rapist) is escalating a situation, a CO is expected to de-escalate the situation. You're expected to ignore all the spitting, shouting, and calls to violence without so much as a blink. Prime examples of how to accomplish something like this include “taking a deep breath” and “engaging the inmate in distracting conversation” like, “Where are you from?”

	“I understand your frustration.”

	“Ever been to a Bills game?”

	This ill-conceived method of manipulating an angry person during actual duress does not work. Trust me, we all tried. These are big, bad State prisons, not customer-service lines at Target.

	To really hammer home this litigious liability bullshit, recruits at the Academy must undergo an inane “role play” session, in which senior officers don inmate outfits and enter a mock cell. They bully you, damage property, threaten injury, and a chosen recruit must calm the inmate and demonstrate to the rest of the class just how pathetic and sniveling he is by regurgitating the State's social dogmas.

	Needless to say, our class failed the role-play session. We responded to the mock inmates too harshly, just like any sane person would react when threatened with the murder of their family back home. In practice, the State's “IPC” techniques were too awkward and too unrealistic to perform without hating yourself for even entertaining something so idiotic. Imagine telling a six-foot-five four-hundred-pound inmate that you feel his pain, and understand where he's coming from?

	In clown world, you can. In reality, you can't. And that's because under no circumstance will a normal, well-adjusted human being ever want to help a mammoth felon with his lack of agency and rash decision making. You'll never know how he feels or really understand his situation, whether it's cultural or racial or economic underliers. It's just not going to happen. Still, the State expects you to try, and as a result, lie to their face. Lying and deceit are not western values, but to follow the State's idea of proper communication, one must violate those values. Lies and deceit toward an incarcerated individual to mask true intentions does not elevate one above the convict; if anything, it lowers one to their standards.

	We'll get to ideal communication with inmates and how things actually work in the real world in later chapters. Use some creative license until then. But understand the complete insanities Corrections Officers are expected to adhere to on their first big-boy tours. It's dangerous, and not just for officers, but everyone involved.

	Yet the danger doesn't stop at irresponsible policy! The second most ridiculous (but unquestionably most fun) aspect of corrections is the chemical weapons. Despite being banned by the Geneva Convention, State correctional departments and law enforcement agencies all over the United States and abroad love to deploy pepper spray and CS (tear) gas at the slightest provocation. And thank God they do! I have fond memories of playing with the State's vast collection of gases, sprays, and peppery perfumes. At Corrections Academy, recruits have to undergo a basic understanding of chemical weapons: what they look like, how to deploy them, and when/where it is acceptable to do so. During this education, a recruit quickly realizes just how much money is spent to keep the State's prisoners in line. From grenades to launchers to cluster bombs, the State arsenal is stuffed with just about every delivery system you can imagine. There's even a big machine called the “fogger” which produces CS gas in big puffy clouds, allowing you to bring down unholy discomfort on whole areas if you so desire. In the Academy, you get to play around with it a little bit, but not before you undergo a right-of-passage before graduation.

	You have to get gassed.

	Anyone reading this with a military or law enforcement background knows that exposure to chemical agents is required before they can be used on the job. Familiarization breeds competency or something. Regardless, before graduation we were lined up outside a rickety shack on an upstate mountain, shoved in with a bunch of other nervous recruits, and then gassed. We were supposed to stay in as long as possible, maybe answering a few questions from the mask-wearing DIs, but most cadets immediately ran straight out the door gasping for air. And that's what I did too. It felt like breathing in molten hot razor blades or crazed, flesh-eating fire-ants. It was a trip!

	But in the Academy's twilight weeks, the focus shifted from physical training and practical usage to more “corporate” endeavors. We were still expected to commit to physical training from time to time, but things got a little different by week seven or eight. The pain of exercise didn’t hurt anymore, we no longer cared about sleep, and the once-terrifying big DI became just a mean older brother: ornery, but endearing. He was just as willing to help and advise you in your future career as he was to make you drop down and bang out a quick twenty push-ups. In the end, the curriculum shifted toward sensitivity training: how not to be sexist, how not to be racist, and how not to curse in public. It was your standard, boilerplate, corporate propaganda. How much of it sticks is anyone's guess, but judging by how many F-bombs and hard-Rs are dropped during the average shift, it's safe to assume the training does little to nothing.

	In fact, I know it does nothing.

	During week eight, the whole session (or class, split into two groups labeled Alpha and Bravo) was excited for graduation. We had received our first assignments, pressed our class-A uniforms, and finally received our collar brass and badges from the higher-ups. Then one evening as we sat in the old chapel going over dress rehearsal for graduation ceremonies, a mean-mugged suit from the Inspector General’s office walked in and demanded to see five guys from Alpha session.

	Right away, it was clearly serious. DIs rarely look nervous, but in this moment they seemed absolutely petrified. The five named recruits were soon filed out of the chapel. It was the last time they sat with us together as brothers. Suddenly, they were gone, and I never saw them again. As confused as I was, the brothers and sisters in Alpha session, with whom they shared a class, were even more flabbergasted.

	It turns out all of the recruits pulled out of the chapel that night were targeted. They were ratted out by a fellow recruit—one who, unbeknownst to us at the time, didn't particularly like several of his classmates. The snitch was a conniving black, a creature eager to leverage his racial power over unsuspecting white men by putting pen to paper anytime his targets used off-color language, cut a corner, discussed controversies, or anything that might be deemed inappropriate by the State's investigatory nannies. For weeks, this individual had been socking away information, and instead of meeting them face-to-face to air his grievances like a man, he sent his rat-log not to his DIs, not to the Sergeants, nor the Lieutenants, nor even the Captains!

	He sent his journal directly to the Superintendent. The boss. The big man. All it takes is one bad incident to reach a Superintendent's ear, and it can mean the difference between a cushy career and a painful one. Superintendents (or sometimes more popularly referred to as Wardens) control everything in a correctional facility: how it's run, how it looks, and where the money is spent. And considering the inherently political nature of the job, it behooves Superintendents to keep their prisons as free from trouble as humanly possible.

	The Academy is no different in this regard. If anything, the rules there are doubly stringent, and when you're a correctional recruit, your mandatory year-long probation hangs over your head like the Sword of Damocles. And that sword fell on the Alpha Five before they could even step foot in a prison. With no protections granted to them by the union, the State was able to terminate their careers before they even began. They were plucked like a dead flower out of a fresh bouquet all because one fellow black cadet cried racism.

	Now, officers messing with each other during downtime is neither a rare nor new phenomenon. Busting balls is a ritual older than time itself. But if you’re green, it’s dangerous business unless you're one hundred percent confident the person in your sights is a friend. New guys live under a microscope, and if they so much as fart in the direction of a wrong individual, and they can stand to lose their career forever.

	The whole incident went over as well as getting coal on Christmas. The news rocked the entire session. Five of our best guys, all strong, dedicated white men who did nothing but speak freely in private were escorted from the building, never to don the blue shirt again. While I never got the specifics, I did catch some gossip. Apparently some jokes were made, and the jokers had the unfortunate preexisting condition of being white in the presence of a black rat.

	“Targeted because of his race,” claimed the informant. “Too bad,” we all thought. But at least now for the rest of this guy's career, he would to be targeted for being something else: a snitch.

	Graduation loomed regardless, and preparations accelerated. The DIs had us marching in formation, shining our boots, and informing us of what it was really like to be a CO once we reached our first facilities. We took everything they told us with a grain of salt. The shiny, gilded veneer of life as a New York State Corrections Officer was already beginning to crack, and we hadn't even graduated yet.

	During that final week, aside from keeping our noses clean long enough to stay employed, we had to draft a graduation speech and elect who among us would deliver it during the ceremony. The only problem was that after the dark drama in Alpha Session, no one wanted to. A silent protest was spreading through the ranks. No one felt the pride or optimism to be the guy or girl on stage in front of all the staff and families to extol the Department of Corrections' values and virtues. We were still furious, and rightfully so. To read a gung-ho speech after knowing what we knew just felt wrong.

	At some point the DIs caught wind of our little insurrection and stamped it out promptly. A whole graduating class rejecting the traditions of an overtly weak system was not going to be tolerated. Since we were still soft and impressionable, the entire movement collapsed. The DIs weren't hard on us, though, and I sensed sympathy from them for the very first time. Despite their hard exterior and expertly-pressed uniforms, they spoke to us not as Drills, but as brothers—fellow Corrections Officers who felt just as resentful and remorseful as we were.

	Their honesty won us over more than their direct orders to, “cut the shit.”

	A short, skinny, Hispanic kid named Julian eventually agreed to recite the speech. Our squad leader (a clean-cut country boy and ex-jarhead) opted to write it, but because he was more bone than brain, the duty fell on me.

	Everything went off without a hitch. A couple hours of pomp and circumstance later, we all finally held our diplomas and badges. As the crowd applauded and our families and friends gathered to watch us march proudly into a new career, it felt good. We were finally through with the Academy and could now start working full-time in a real-life jail. But while my head was high with accomplishment, a pit in my stomach grew. What exactly did I learn here? If I showed up to work tomorrow, was I prepared for the worst? Was I even prepared for the best?

	Uncertainty took root within our hearts as we left the Academy that day, and we planned to never to return to it again. We had just spent eight weeks learning “how to be a Corrections Officer,” and when we tried to go over all we were taught by the State, we struggled to even describe the things we learned. Certainly there was new legal knowledge in there. We also knew to avoid the word, “Nigger.”  And handcuffing? We spent about half an hour on handcuffing.
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