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PROLOGUE
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To write this book I spent six years following a couple from the prison town of Elmira, New York: Kevin Davis, an ex-convict formerly from Brownsville, Brooklyn, and Karen Tanski, a young mother from nearby central Pennsylvania. They lived in an Elmira neighborhood known as Zebratown, where black men with white women and their mixed-race children abound.

I met Kevin Davis under most unusual circumstances. In 1993, I was finishing The Ville, a book about Brownsville, a proud but troubled black neighborhood, when the publisher presented me with a photograph planned for the book jacket. The image showed despair. I wanted a cover that captured the extraordinary energy and the blocked aspirations, the explosive potential of Brownsville. Searching for a better photo, I spotted a handful of youths standing under a flagpole in the Tilden Houses projects. The scene was perfect for my purposes. Though I had never seen any of these particular young men before and though none of their stories was in The Ville, the book was an attempt to describe their lives to a wider world.

When I walked up with the armed escort on one side and a New York Newsday photographer on the other and asked the men if we could take a picture, I was told that we should not photograph anyone and that my companions and I should “back up on outta here.” As we retreated, a car backfired down the street. Believing the sound a gunshot, the young men under the flagpole spun toward the noise. As they did, the photographer dropped to one knee and snapped the photograph that appears on the cover of The Ville.

When the book was published a few months later, some New York City Housing Authority detectives took a quick look at its cover and said, “We want him.” The thick-necked youth wearing a New York Yankees cap at the left of center in the photograph is Kevin Davis, then a local thug and crack dealer whom the police were looking for in connection with a particularly brutal homicide on Amboy Street in Brooklyn. Using the book as a wanted poster, detectives scoured the neighborhood. After Davis was arrested, the New York Daily News titled a sidebar about the capture “Book Has Neighborhood Covered.” He was subsequently convicted of a weapons possession charge in connection with the homicide but not the homicide itself.

I forgot the incident but Kevin Davis never did. In fact, as he moved from Attica Correctional Facility to Elmira Correctional Facility and then Wende Correctional Facility near Buffalo and back to Elmira, in seven years of hand-to-hand battles, slashings, and solitary confinement, Davis carried the book with him.

In 2000, near the end of his prison stretch, Davis found my e-mail address and after his release his congenial messages began to appear monthly on my computer screen. Davis assured me that he harbored no bitterness, explained that his arrest had been almost certain anyway and that the book had been an asset to him in prison. Further, he believed deeply that his warrior ethic, his prison exploits, and his connection to the rap music world should be the subject of a book-length account.

Despite his frightening résumé, over the Internet Davis was articulate and bursting with a desire to explain his thoughts and deeds. As if reading my mind, he signed off one of his early e-mails, “Remember, I am a reasonable man.”

I wondered. Despite the staggering rates of incarceration for black men, there is no direct connection between race and crime. I had seen firsthand how some black youth in Brownsville graduate to criminal careers as easily as middle-class youth move from high school to college. Clearly, almost all of those choices are economic and social. But what of the über-thugs, like Davis, who take to urban warfare with glee, and then, once convicted of a serious crime, appear to relish the compressed hostility of prison? Are these “reasonable men,” adapted to a twisted environment? And if they are, could a man like Kevin Davis possibly emerge from his street life and incarceration mentally healthy and reasonably humane? If so, could he find a place in “the world,” the term inmates use for society?

There were good reasons not to write a book about Kevin Davis. In a society where issues of race are fundamental but not simple, he sounded like a man with few doubts and no regrets, perhaps not the best subject to lead a writer to wider truths. But 650,000 state and federal prisoners are released each year in the United States. Fifty percent of them are black. Kevin Davis, I thought, might provide an unusual opportunity to write a story about that reentry into society.

In 2002, more than a year after his release from prison, I agreed to meet Davis in a Mexican restaurant near Columbus Circle in Manhattan.

Kevin Davis stepped through the crowd at the bar in the front of the restaurant and walked into the back room where I sat. Above the waist, Davis is diesel-thick, his neck as wide as a grown man’s thigh. But he is short, no more than five-foot-four. He wore an oversized white football jersey and a white baseball cap pulled down so low on his head that his round face seemed to begin at his eyes. The bill of his cap, the half-moon of his face, and the thickness of his neck made him look like a cartoon character.

Davis approached with a curious shuffling gait as if he were still in leg chains and offered a handshake soft as a girl’s.

“I’m late ’cause I didn’t think you were coming,” he said.

“If I say I’m going to do something I do it.”

But Davis was used to seeing through people. Surrounded for seven years by the deceitful, the ill-tempered, and the insane, he studied me and saw something he didn’t like. “If I throw this glass of water on you, you gonna start to sizzle?”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

Kevin Davis was nothing like the man I thought I had come to know through the Internet, and now, sitting in the Mexican restaurant, I regretted my decision to meet him. After a moment, I understood he thought I was secretly taping our conversation.

“You think I have a wire on? You think I’m wired?”

Davis tilted his head toward a man at a table close by. He looked remarkably like me, and damn if he didn’t have a wire running up from his shirt collar into a plug in his ear.

“Who’s that?” Davis wanted to know.

“I don’t know who that is.”

Davis’s eyes flicked around the restaurant. “I see things other people don’t see and I always act first.”

I spoke slowly, raising a pen between us. “Why would I be wired? I’m a reporter. I’m going to write down everything you say.”

“I see things—”

I cut him off. “And I know things. Together I thought we could write a book.”

Davis rocked back in his seat and delivered a shy smile. Though thirty-two, Davis looked no more than twenty years old.

Davis told me he was willing to talk openly about almost anything but the homicide on Amboy Street. “The person who did that particular deed is not the same person that you might meet or that you know.”

I was skeptical. Davis might be difficult to work with, unreliable, and even dangerous. And what of the relevance of his ghetto and prison experiences in a country less and less conscious of color, a nation with such expanding opportunities for black women and men? After considering the matter for a few weeks, I concluded that, despite the palpable racial progress and the promise of much more, it was too soon to turn attention away from the generation of incarcerated and formerly incarcerated African-American men. I decided Kevin Davis could help me tell their story to an American society at best uninterested in their rehabilitation and at worst hostile to that possibility.

Davis wants his world comprehended, his valor and loyalty recognized, his misdeeds contextualized. I have tried to understand his truths and his deceptions, the source of his generosities and cruelties. I have also tried to capture Karen Tanski and her world and to understand why she made the biggest bet of her life on a former hoodlum one step out of a maximum-security prison.

This question is not easy to answer, in part because of the complex interplay between black and white culture over the country’s history. White people have been imitating blacks and adopting aspects of their culture, from the time antebellum southerners saw how much more easily slaves could catch the feeling in church, through the 1930s when white hipsters in America and Europe struggled to mimic the detached precision of black jazz musicians. In the 1980s and ’90s, the black thug became, for legions of youth worldwide, a symbol of uncompromised manhood. Japanese, French, and Eastern European young people copied the verbal inventions and clothing style they saw in gangsta rap.

In America, for black youth, the Afrocentrism of the 1960s and ’70s was swept aside by the style if not the spirit of the hustler. Dashikis gathered dust while high school kids wore ’do-rags. Lessons in Swahili were forgotten as the language patterns of Memphis-born pimps tumbled across the floodplain of popular culture.

The ghetto and prison experience that Kevin Davis personifies was commodified and recommodified, exaggerated and marketed so relentlessly that by the time Davis was released from prison in late 2000 the rappers themselves had begun to embrace the cultural absurdity, choosing stage names like Ludacris as they moved toward self-parody.

To fully understand the worlds of this book—the black street and prison subcultures, often celebrated or maligned with equal degrees of ignorance, and the white Rust Belt culture, often overlooked—I made dozens of trips to Elmira. Over the course of six years, I spent weeks at a time there with Kevin Davis and Karen Tanski. I accompanied them on dates, visits to the doctor, and family outings. I sat at their dinner table, witnessed bitter arguments between them and tender connections.

I spent scores of hours on the phone with Kevin Davis’s mother, traveled to Gillett with Karen’s mother, Betsy. I conducted repeated interviews with judges, law enforcement officers, and friends. I functioned as an advisor and sounding board for members of the small family, seeing and hearing things that only a person who has been around for years could observe.

I have also interviewed Davis for hundreds of hours, hearing about his childhood and his youth in Brownsville, his prison years. I have watched him, moving back and forth between Elmira and New York City, walking a line between his criminal past and pursuit of a legitimate profession and stable family life, trying not to make a mistake that will send him back to jail for life.

This book is my record of Kevin Davis and Karen Tanski’s lives during this period. The scenes and analysis are based on events I have either observed or have had described to me in multiple interviews, wherever possible cross-referenced with public records. I have recreated some conversations based on the recollections of the participants. Kevin Davis’s name is his own. Many other names in the book, including those of Karen Tanski and her children, have been changed in the interest of privacy.

This book attempts to provide an authentic account of one recent trend of the African-American experience, the interplay of the big-city former gangster with small-town America. Finally, this book tries to reveal what it means to be Kevin Davis and Karen Tanski, together, struggling to raise a family while the economies of central New York State and the country crumble around them.



SHORT TO THE STREET
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September 2000. Kevin Davis pauses in the shower area of I Block at the Elmira State Correctional Facility in central New York State. His gaze is aimed through a square of morning light out a tiny open window toward a distant hill. Davis stares through the opening for a full minute before he moves beyond the shower room back to his second-tier cell. Two hours later, a guard at the foot of the tier commences yanking levers. The sound of metal on metal approaches, a sequence of opening locks, banging louder and louder as it travels down the row. The top lock of Davis’s cell pops and the gate opens a few inches. The noise fades, growing softer as locks down the line spring open in succession.

“On the chow,” a guard shouts. It is noon mealtime. Davis muscles the sliding door the rest of the way open and steps out into a single file of inmates. Face directed down at the polished concrete floor now, he moves forward with short sliding steps to a flight of stairs down to the first floor, where the forty-two residents of the cell block stand to the left of a thick yellow line painted on the floor. The inmates pause and begin their ten-minute walk to the mess hall.

As they troop forward, dressed in green state-issued shirts and pants, some immaculate and sharply creased, others rumpled, these men have characters as varied as their archived fingerprints. Still, the inmates look remarkably alike. Almost all of the I Block inmates are either black or Latino. They are all young and ruggedly built. The small-boned and most of the whites have long since been harried into protective custody by extortionists. Among the company of mesomorphs, Kevin Davis stands out. He is the darkest-skinned man in the hallway and, at five-foot-four, 167 pounds, the shortest. His biceps are swollen like gorged pythons.

Like others high in the prison pecking order, Davis has little interest in the fifteen-minute mess hall meal. He has been “living good,” as the inmates say, eating macaroni and tuna fish from the prison commissary in his cell. Today he is headed to the mess hall to nod hellos across the wide stainless steel tables and check for new faces. Lately, ever since he was placed temporarily in E Block and discovered that from his cell he could see through a layer of grime-coated Plexiglas to the city of Elmira and the forest beyond, Davis has been obsessed by views.

I Block faces the inside of the prison, so Davis can’t see the hills from his cell anymore, but he can capture the view from the shower area and another, even better location. Later that afternoon, in the visiting room, Davis looks over his visitor’s shoulder and through the tall decorative windows that open onto the steep hills that ring the prison.

A milky sky hangs above ranges of oak, red and silver maple, beech and pine trees, many shades of green in the bright autumn sun. Much closer, down the sharp slope at the front of the prison, just a hundred yards away, cars move down a street and make careful turns. The tableau is so orderly, so picturesque, that Davis is tempted to shake his head and refocus. Instead, he drinks it in. There are no people, just the occasional automobile sliding between the Norway spruces. No mounds of black garbage bags heaped on the sidewalk, no sound of whooping sirens, just a silent, soft landscape of peace.

Kevin Davis is thirty-one years old. He has been incarcerated for seven years, lurching through the upstate New York prisons system like a journeyman professional baseball player. He has been moved from one institution to another because of incidents with guards or fights with other prisoners or another flare-up in the slow-motion war between Latino and black gangs. Once, the authorities shipped Davis out of Wende Correctional Facility in Alden, New York, in the far western part of the state, because the Puerto Rican and Dominican inmates refused to step onto the exercise yard when he was outside. Here in the Elmira prison in 2000, the New York State Correctional Officers and Police Benevolent Association, in their contract negotiations with the state, used a videotape of Davis slashing an inmate named Andre Lopez and then dodging guards through the vast mess hall as proof they deserved a better deal.

Other times, Davis has been moved because he was listed as a “known enemy” of another inmate at a prison. Someone with an old beef put his name in the paperwork, perhaps because of a razor scar from a jailhouse “burner” or “gun,” terms inmates use for various types of improvised knives, that Davis had wielded. Davis was never told who the complainant was or even that he had been fingered. Just, “Pack it up,” and he would be on a green and blue minibus headed down a strip of highway to another maximum-security prison.

There is no shortage of penitentiaries in the forests of rural New York State. Davis has been in ten maximum-security prisons since his arrest in November 1993. In the last three years he has ridden the Department of Correctional Services buses between Wende, Green Haven, Attica, and Elmira.

In 1994 and 1995, Davis was sentenced on a number of charges, the most serious being criminal possession of a weapon in the third degree, or “aggravated weapons possession,” in connection with the gruesome murder on Amboy Street in the Brownsville neighborhood of Brooklyn. On the sixth of October, 1993, at 10:27 p.m., a teenager named Dupree Bennett was shot nineteen times with an assault weapon, a Heckler & Koch HK94 auto-carbine rifle. Police officers had been advised by supervisors not to respond to calls from 10 Amboy Street unless and until there was a “callback,” confirmation from the dispatcher that the call was not an attempt to lure officers to the location so they could be bombarded with heavy objects from the roof. Uniformed cops finally did answer the call reporting shots fired. When detectives arrived, they scooped up the nine-millimeter bullets where they lay flattened after blasting through the victim’s body and gouging small holes in the cement sidewalk. The Daily News carried an account of the murder five weeks later under the headline “It’s So Easy to Die for So Little in N.Y.”

Brownsville is in what detectives call the “Brooklyn North Triangle,” where the investigators claim witnesses, victims, and perpetrators are often known to each other and thoroughly interchangeable. Two of the dozens of people who witnessed the killing made statements identifying Kevin Davis as the shooter, but neither was willing to testify, so police couldn’t prove their suspicions that Davis had committed the murder. The Kings County DA settled for his guilty plea to the weapons possession charge.

But on the streets of Brownsville and in the archipelago of the New York State prison system, Davis is known as Killa Kev or KK, not only because it was his ring name in a short professional boxing career, but because of what happened on Amboy Street.

Davis has carried the Amboy killing the way someone in the outside world would flaunt a degree from Harvard. The manner of the murder made him prison royalty at Rikers Island—or HDM, House of Deadly Men, an old name some inmates still call the New York City jail. Amboy Street placed him above the petty harassment and ritual testing most inmates undergo at Rikers.

There were more than a few killers with multiple bodies to their credit in the state system, so the Amboy murder didn’t count as much when he went up north. But Davis had other advantages. In an exercise yard full of hundreds of men, he could read subtle indicators of status or hostility at a glance. If an inmate so much as squinted in his direction, flinched at the touching of hands, tensed during the ritual bear hug, Davis would make it a point to pass again very close to the potential enemy or do hundreds of push-ups or sets of thirty pull-ups in his presence. Perhaps Davis would just wink. We both know we have something to work out, his look would say, and we’ll do it soon.

Such is the symbology of race in America that Kevin Davis’s uncompromisingly black skin was also an advantage in prison. His complexion made him appear angry and dangerous, even in the eyes of maximum-security inmates. It seemed obvious to them that Kevin Davis was no pimp, con man, or hustler. If he had been part of a drug operation he had to have been the muscle. What they saw was a thug among thugs.

Early in his sentence, Davis quickly became close to notorious inmates, prison stars like Walter “King Tut” Johnson, the first person in New York State to be sentenced to life in prison under the 1990 three strikes law. Tut was famous for supposedly having shot Tupac Shakur five times in a midtown Manhattan robbery, starting the East Coast–West Coast rap war. “When Pac got popped I got a kite from the pens that told me Tut got knocked,” 50 Cent rhymes in “Many Men,” a cut on his 2003 album Get Rich or Die Trying. If a nobody “stepped to,” or confronted, Kevin Davis in most any prison, volunteers eager to gain his approval were ready to step in and make his fight their own.

Such status has its responsibilities. In the past seven years Davis has led prison skirmishes and even started a small riot at Attica, attacking a corrections officer in retaliation for a near-fatal beating by guards of a Greek inmate, a fellow Blood. But that is all in the past. There is nothing left to prove now, to himself, to the long-termers, or even to the legions of followers and punks. Nothing left to focus his thoughts on but the real world. He is just over two months to the street. What of the future? Go back to Brooklyn and do it all again one more time, but bigger and better?

Davis has learned things about himself in prison. He has tested himself physically. But that is nothing new. He has fought with propulsive vitality since he was old enough to slip away from his mother’s sixth-floor apartment on Blake Avenue in Brownsville. Kevin Davis has long known he could be ferocious. But over the past seven years he has learned just how smart he is. He read the prisoners’ bible, Robert Greene’s guidebook to personal ascendancy, The 48 Laws of Power, then studied the factors in a hundred prison formulas and every time solved the equation.

Now that it seems as if he might actually find himself back on the street, he has identified the relevant facts. Providence alone has kept him from receiving a life sentence. Amboy Street should have kept him in jail until his eyes were dim and his body rotting from some kind of cancer. But it didn’t happen that way. He is going to find himself back in the world while he is still a young man.

Kevin Davis gazes out the wall of windows at the long-turning hawks above the painted perfection of Elmira and makes a simple vow not to return to Brooklyn when he is released. He knows he is a long shot to stay out of prison. Drug-dealing is not an option. With his record, Davis understands state law mandates that with one more felony conviction he can, like his friend Tut, be hit with a sentence that maxes out at life.

But going back to prison is for men with no vision and no self-control. In prison, Davis has not only learned how smart he is, he has also learned how disciplined he can be.

He isn’t impressionable or impulsive or lazy, doesn’t need fancy clothes and jewelry to maintain his self-esteem. Why go back to Brooklyn and the old life, with the lingering beefs, the constant emergence of young guns? Why dodge bullets, duel with razor blades, and box with braggarts, lunatics, and fools? When and if he gets out of prison—nothing is certain—he will stay away from Brownsville, move to the very street he can see from his prison window, walk quietly and confidently in a new world with brand-new challenges. He will relocate to Elmira and not only sample the good life but master it. He is so proud of what he has overcome in prison, precarious confrontations like that beef he had with King Allah in 2000, situations he had controlled and survived, that he might just wear his state-issue greens on the streets of Elmira.


I can never forget the thing with King Allah at Elmira Prison, ’cause the way I reacted at that particular time tells me who I really am. It was the last incident before I went home in 2000. I was in general population at that particular time.

We was out in the yard, me and a couple of dudes, when all of a sudden, boom, a big commotion goes on by the exercise area. A couple of dudes scrambling. Goin’ at it. Dude named Badass comes runnin’ toward me—Yo! I seen him bend over an’ stuff somethin’ in the grass. Yo, I realize I had a beef with Badass in Rikers. But after that we got tight. After that he was my homie. Now, I knew the dude Badass cut was a Five Percenter. In prison they call themselves Godbodies, and they are militant, very retaliatory-oriented. The leader of the Godbodies in the whole state system is named Allah and he was in my house. Looked like war to me.

Now I was in a bad position and a powerful position at the same time. I’m short to the street. Just two months. Eight weeks to click. If I back Badass, we start scramblin’ in the yard and I get a charge, I can get years for that. Then I got to stand up again, which is more likely than not. Then I’ll be like Allah. Maybe I’ll never go home.

But I don’t allow myself to think like that. That kind of thought makes you weak and vulnerable. I’m about consistency. If standin’ up for Badass is the right thing to do when you got ten years, it’s the right thing to do when you got ten days.

So that was not a good situation for me. I was just placed in it, as the case may be. But that’s how life is. You get placed in a situation and you deal with it according to who you are. You just got to know who you are.

On the other side of the situation is the simple fact that I got so many people on my side that I can’t even count them. The next day when they break us out for recreation I told my dudes to stay on the other side of the yard where the basketball court was at. There was fifty to sixty on my side. The Godbodies had only twenty-five to thirty people. So the leaders of the Five Percenters, Allah and Nation, came out. It was around Thanksgiving. I had my war gear on. I had the state Carhartt jacket, green wool war hat pulled down, green pants. State boots. I always fight in boots. I also had newspapers rolled up under the jacket and stuffed around my chest and my upper back like a vest, a jailhouse bulletproof vest. That’s how we do. I’m standing with my people.

Allah makes like a time-out sign and he makes a motion with his hand like he wants to holler at me. So just him and me walk to the middle of the yard.

He’s tall and light-skinned and I’m short and black. He had real gray hair, almost white, and these nice spec glasses. He looked to me like a college teacher, a father figure. But I didn’t even think of him like that ’cause he was so light-skinned and my father was supposedly real black, like me. He got murdered in Brooklyn when I was fourteen years old.

Allah starts talking. “Yo, Kev, I respect you. I know what you’re about. I know what you’re capable of doin’. And check this out, my respect don’t have nothin’ to do with the fact that you have the upper hand here in terms of numbers. It has to do with you showin’ me your loyalty to your man and you are willin’ to lose your freedom behind this.”

Right away I’m alert, ’cause I’m not gonna let my release date have any effect on allowin’ him to influence me in any way.

“That’s right,” I told him straight up. “That’s what I want you to see. If it means me losin’ my freedom, we gonna still stand up.”

Now Allah starts talkin’ very direct like he was a fuckin’ father or some shit. “Kev, I want you to hear somethin’ straight up from my heart. I don’t got a chance to go home but you do. I need you out. I don’t need you in here.”

I didn’t know exactly what he meant about needin’ me on the outside, ’cause we was never close like that. Later on, I came to the conclusion that he meant he needed the feelin’ of seein’ somebody he respected go back to the world. It wasn’t political. It was personal, meaning that he was forgotten by the world but he wanted somebody who he felt in his heart was like him to go back and not be forgotten. It was like him gettin’ a little piece of his life back. I admit that my heart was touched but I was still on point.

“No doubt,” I told him. “It’s love.”

We shook hands and hugged and I walked over to my people on the back side of the yard.

“Be easy,” I told them. “It’s a wrap,” and walked away. Still I was ready. Anything could happen. It was still unpredictable. People still lie.



With his shirt off Kevin Davis looks as if he is wearing black armor. His muscles are not for show, sport, or to impress the opposite sex. They are for safety, like a Kevlar vest of human tissue. In a street fight, Davis notes the length of the knife in his opponent’s hand. Using prison slang for a short knife, he explains, “I walk right through a three-finger joint.”

Davis’s face is pleasantly symmetrical except for a permanently swollen left cheekbone, the destination of too many right hooks in the boxing ring. His stump of a neck is set on broad sloping shoulders, but his hands are small and surprisingly delicate. The fact that he could have won so many hand-to-hand battles on the streets and in prison with such childlike hands tells of assaults quick, brutal, and perfectly aimed.

Davis’s body carries no gang insignias, no tributes to lost comrades or family members. His only tattoo is a bluish tear below his left eye, barely discernible against his dark skin. The best clues to Davis’s identity are the scars. A round ragged discoloration the size of a fifty-cent piece on the front of his right thigh comes from an assassination attempt when he was seventeen. Davis caught the bullet as he walked near the corner of Mother Gaston Boulevard and Blake Avenue in Brownsville, half a block from the top-floor apartment where he grew up with his mother and younger sister, Tonya.

Those were the days when he was a principal in the territorial warfare stemming from the project drug trade and the neighborhood jousting for status, the days when his own mother was so frightened of being shot by bullets aimed at her son that she ordered him never to call her “Mommy” in public and crossed the street when she saw him approaching.

On the afternoon of the attack Kevin Davis heard the rustle of startled birds and a holler from a window above, turned and saw a four-man team, a full backfield of assassins in black ski masks, crouched and moving in formation behind him. He ducked, twisted, and ran, so close to the ground he could touch the pavement with his palms. As he sprinted, he yanked his nine-millimeter Taurus from his belt with his right hand and fired two shots across his body. A return shot kicked up a puff of concrete dust to his right. He whipped around and glued himself to the quarter panel of a maroon Lincoln Town Car. The escape was almost perfect, especially when a Good Samaritan, a female corrections officer, threw the door of her moving car open and sped away with Davis beside her. But as he darted away from the Lincoln, laying his gun on the ground as he moved, a final barrage of nine-millimeter bullets blasted a bystander in the buttocks and caught Kevin’s trailing leg, one bullet exiting through his hamstring.

Both Kevin and the wounded bystander were taken to Brookdale Hospital. The unfortunate woman, stretched on a bed in the same room as Davis, on the other side of a dingy scrim, wasn’t talking. Kevin Davis thought it was because she was a nice person. Detective Bobby Desmond of the Housing Police thought it was on account of fear.

“I promise you one thing,” the lawman said from Davis’s bedside. “We won’t go looking for the one who kills you.”

There are more scars. A two-inch welt rides high on his left cheekbone. In 1995 when he was twenty-four years old Davis had come down to Rikers Island jail from upstate to fight his last remaining and most significant charge, the Amboy homicide.

There was a Muslim inmate from Bed-Stuy in Brooklyn in his housing unit, C-95, and he was chasing an acquaintance of Davis’s armed with a shank stripped from a locker. Davis was on what he called “accelerate.” If there was any altercation with the slightest connection to him he was going to engage. The Muslim inmate ran right past Davis to the gate and Kevin jumped on his back and swung at him with a razor. Hopping and bucking, the inmate reached back across his own left shoulder and with a wild lucky swing sliced open Davis’s cheek.

A dangerous piercing under his right pectoral and the twisted skin on his left trapezius are from a battle with Puerto Ricans in the yard at Orleans in 1997.

Despite the ruined patches of skin, as his release date nears, the thirty-one-year-old Kevin Davis looks like a much younger man. When he was a free man he rarely drank alcohol, never smoked cigarettes or marijuana or took hard drugs.

“I’m not thinkin’ about goin’ back to no jail,” Davis says aloud to no one as he steps into his cell and pulls the gate closed for the evening count. The electric lock slams shut with a metallic clap. He shuffles back a step and squats on his cot, flexes and unflexes his fingers, and rolls his shoulders.

Somewhere below, a prisoner is chanting the lyrics to a popular rap by Ice Cube. “It’s the American Way / cos I’m the G-A-N-G-S-T-A.” Davis chuckles. Here he is locked up, while rappers, mostly soft dudes, are making millions rhyming off his story line. Kids all over the country, the world, are wearing the baggy clothes he and his boys in Brownsville wore to conceal guns they called “ninas,” “biscuits,” and “three-pound-sevens.” Smart people selling his clothes and his words, the story of his life, to get rich.

Davis knows that if he tries to live up to that zero-tolerance standard the rappers crow about, that outlandish hype, he will end up dead or back here locked in a cage forever. He also believes that in this country a black man with brainpower can turn that gangster image to his advantage, the same thing he had done with Amboy Street.

It is hard to say what really happened on that October night behind 10 Amboy. Davis himself spins the killing many ways.


I got a call from Francesca, my girlfriend who later became my wife. She told me that she had a fight with this dude who had been beatin’ up a little kid, her nephew, kicked him down the stairs and was beatin’ on him in the lobby of 10 Amboy where she lived. She was hysterical so I went over to the location. As it turns out, the dude who was beatin’ the kid got shot nineteen times and everybody was of the mind that I did the shooting. Boom! The police was lookin’ for me everywhere. Basically, for a couple of months I was on the run. I was in Manhattan mixing in with the crowds when I got a call. “Yo, Kev, you on the cover of a fuckin’ book!” It was a picture, most definitely unauthorized, just a shot a photographer took of me and some of my friends standing in the Tilden projects.

I jumped into a bookstore and found the book, and shit, there I was. Right on the cover wearin’ the same jacket and the same Yankee hat that I had on at that moment. I pulled the hat off and turned the jacket inside out. Jesus Christ, I felt like I was on America’s Most Wanted.

I was with my cousin Reggie in Brownsville when I finally got snatched. But they didn’t know who I was. They thought I was Keith Williams, that’s how my prints always come up. So I was in the police van on my way out the lockup at the Housing Police precinct on Sutter when Desmond, the detective who sleeps in his car and knows every fuckin’ thing, spots me. He’s like, “Where you takin’ him?” The cop drivin’ the van is like, “This is Keith Williams and we takin’ him to Gold Street for burglary.” An’ that sloppy-ass Desmond is like, “No, that’s Kevin Davis and we want him for the Amboy homicide in October. Take him back inside.” The detectives in the squad room had a copy of the book and Reggie signed it for them, “Killa Kev.” Why not?

Not that many people that I associate with read books. So, even though I don’t appear in the actual book, people saw my picture on the cover and assumed that the book was about me, and that always worked to my advantage.

I have never assaulted good people. I tend to locate the bully in a group, the intimidator. Then I bully him and intimidate him. So the fact that the dude on Amboy was beatin’ up a kid and had a fight with Francesca would have been more than enough reason for me to get involved.

People talk about the nineteen shots and my man Bang even had the autopsy picture of the victim. I don’t know where he got it but they had it in prison. What do you think of a person who would shoot someone so many times? You think maybe that person has mental problems. Ever since Amboy that’s the way people have looked at me. That’s some ill shit, they think, an’ the person who did it must be an animal, some kind of a beast. Where I come from, bein’ known as an animal is a good thing. Case closed.



If nothing goes wrong at Elmira Correctional Facility, Davis will be released in a matter of months. He has received no meaningful vocational training while in prison. Most of those programs were done away with in the 1970s and ’80s as the prison population grew darker. Legislation passed across the nation in the late nineties augmenting a system of collateral, or “invisible,” punishment will make it more difficult for him to build a life when he is released. In most states he will be denied the right to vote if he is on parole. In ten states he will be disenfranchised permanently. While Kevin Davis has been shuttling between upstate prisons, Congress passed legislation allowing the exclusion from federally supported housing of individuals convicted of drug crimes or violent acts. Davis has been convicted of both. His record will also disqualify him from receiving a student loan or adopting a child.

As the lights in Davis’s cell flicker and go off, as he lays his head on his pillow and listens to distant shouts and the same voice chanting the same lyric, “It’s the American Way / cos I’m the G-A-N-G-S-T-A.” Another inmate bellows, “Shut the fuck up. Don’t make me kill again!” The rapper squeezes out a couple more lines. “Cos I’m scarin’ ya / Wanted by America,” and pipes down. In the silence, Kevin whispers, “Elmira.”

Kevin Davis knows nothing of the Rust Belt economy of central New York State, the factory closings and the rampant unemployment that have forced over 40 percent of young adults to quit the Elmira region in the last decade. He cannot visualize the city’s hard-bitten east side, where young mothers look forward to public assistance checks while their boyfriends hustle cash by peddling crack to people with jobs who ride in from Pennsylvania or nearby Corning. Instead, Kevin is sure he can feel the steady, unhurried pulse of a gentle town through those walls. That is enough for him.

Just as Davis’s vision of Elmira is cobbled together from bits of movies, television shows, and the deceptive view from his prison windows, his evaluation of himself is based largely on myth. He has concerned himself little with the welfare of others. Even his good deeds have been, in some measure, about personal glory. He has only a vague notion of how a healthy family works or how a father and a husband should behave. No matter how sharp his mind or how strong his willpower, Davis has no idea how difficult it will be to earn a living legally, adapt himself to life among everyday people, and retrofit a nervous system designed for urban war. He will also have to learn to live in anonymity.

In Brownsville and in prison, Kevin Davis has always been a star. Like other young toughs in Brooklyn, Davis has taken great risks to ascend the ladder of status in his neighborhood. But like them, he had a broader stage in mind when he stalked the streets with a gun.

Race and economics have pushed these young men to the outskirts of the city and, if not for their criminal ferocity, to the edges of the national consciousness. They have watched the American drama unfold with its high production values and glitzy props. Instead of accepting the role of outsiders, shuffling extras in the blockbuster movie America, they grabbed a major role. Maybe they were not cut out to play the square-jawed hero, but, like the “Nigga” in Ice Cube’s rhyme, they sure knew how to play a bad guy. Black rappers like Noreaga and Capone name themselves after every public enemy they can think of but Hitler. With no real ideology beyond the wish for stardom, Kevin Davis has accepted the casting, complete with his own ominous stage name. He has never been the good guy, but at least he has always been a featured character. The hardest thing now will be to accept the role of bit player.



FRESH OAKS
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It is early spring 1999. Karen Tanski is standing on the second floor of the shopping mall in Big Flats, a few miles outside of Elmira. Twenty-one years old, blond, and shapely, she ignores whispered suggestions from passing teenage boys. Behind her is a Burger King franchise. From fifty feet to her left comes the calliope of a video game room. Julia, Karen’s three-year-old toddler, is rooted to the floor, mesmerized by the popping, gurgling sounds of the arcade, the flash of lights, and the screams of the older children. No measure of Karen’s urging has succeeded in getting the child to come along.

It has been a tedious afternoon for Karen. She searched for a new car seat for Julia with no success and rummaged for sales on children’s clothes. Empty-handed, she was headed for the escalator and the parking lot when the girl fell under the spell of the game room. When Karen picked her up the child kicked and slapped and clawed the air.

As Karen waits for the tantrum to subside and for the pull of the arcade to weaken, she thinks back to her own childhood. There had been no place for tantrums then.

Karen Tanski grew up in Gillett, Pennsylvania, ten miles outside of Elmira down a two-lane country road where, just over a twenty-foot-wide creek and at the base of a hill, lay the Fresh Oaks trailer park. Two hundred feet from the ungated entrance to the encampment of aluminum-sided mobile homes sat the green and white Carnival model where Karen lived with her mother, Betsy Hahn.

Betsy was a struggling single mother, just as Karen is now, but life was much harder then. On winter mornings back in 1983, Betsy and five-year-old Karen would be up before dawn. Betsy would study her face in the bedroom mirror, combing her champagne-blond hair while Karen brushed her teeth in the tiny bathroom. Betsy would look at her own huge green eyes and bangs and announce, “Your mommy’s looking good.” At five years old, the precocious Karen, pulling on her mittens and hat, already behaved and sounded more like a miniature mother than a child. “You got your gloves, Mommy?” Holding each other’s hand, the two would step down out of the trailer and onto the frozen ground.

It would still be dark, Karen remembers. Betsy was due at work at six forty-five and there was a short drive and then a quarter-mile trek up a steep dirt road to her sister Grace’s house, where Karen would stay until Betsy picked her up in the evening. There were no headlights behind or ahead as Betsy guided the old Dodge down the two-lane road, picking her way carefully around patches of black ice, to an unmarked turnoff where she aimed the car toward the woods. At Grace’s mailbox, mother and daughter climbed from the car. Karen was already used to playing in the snow wearing only a sweater, and the freezing darkness didn’t bother either of them.

After all, Betsy Hahn was from real, full-blooded American pioneer stock, the kind that pushed west into the wilderness when the country was new.

Everybody in Gillett knew Betsy had problems, that she had a history of outbursts, tantrums that just wouldn’t stop. After she met Frank Tanski, a Polish boy whose parents had come to Reading, Pennsylvania, from Kraków, Poland, the explosions just got worse.

Frank had his own problems. His parents had spent years in Germany and were deeply prejudiced people, able to voice their hatred of Jews in German, Polish, and broken English. In a reversal of historical accounts of the Polish pogroms and the infamous Kristallnacht, when the windows of Jewish homes and businesses were shattered during attacks, the Tanskis told the local Pennsylvanians how their home in Poland had been surrounded at night by Jews and how their windows had been shattered by rocks hurled by snarling kikes.

But there weren’t many Jews to be found in the woods of eastern Pennsylvania. So when the Tanskis’ son Frank was beaten and robbed in Reading by a group of blacks, the family venom turned to people of color. “Be careful, the monkeys are coming,” the Tanskis warned.

Betsy’s new husband, Frank, had more pressing difficulties. Even as a young man he would drink himself stupid and fall down in the street. After he moved in with Betsy Hahn, he rarely came home after work. Instead, he spent his evenings chugging beer in a one-room strip club while passing folded dollar tips to the dancers. When his money ran out he stumbled outside. Once, Betsy arrived just as the cops were about to sweep her husband off the street.

Maybe Betsy should have left Frank just where he lay instead of hoisting him up, helping him home, and putting him in bed. When he woke, Frank Tanski staggered from bed and threw roundhouse punches at Betsy’s chest and face as their two-year-old daughter, Karen, stood in the corner.

But Frank Tanski should have known better, should have stayed his hand. He knew the mother of his child would rave about nothing, launch into a two-hour monologue about him not coming home at night and spending his time with naked dancers. After he slapped Betsy, the real firestorm began. As it turned out, Frank Tanski’s violent temper was no match for Betsy Hahn’s fury. No measure of stumbling, drunken pushing and slapping or manhandling could match the energy and devastation of Betsy’s verbal attack, the pitch of her howling indignation.

Betsy finally threw her sodden boyfriend out of their small apartment, stopped shrieking just long enough to get a lawyer and sue Frank for support. He didn’t even fight the case. All Frank Tanski did was work and drink. He worked for twenty years as a machinist. Somewhere along the line he tore up his hands badly and suffered a broken pelvis, so that he had to limit his activities to drinking and falling down in the street. But he was always able to pay the $15 a month the judge ordered in ’83 and then the $65 a week that was mandated a few years later.

Karen remembers seeing her father for only a few hours on one day a weekend. And even those visits trickled to a stop before she was nine or ten. Frank wouldn’t show up at the appointed time, and when he did he would have a scowling girlfriend with him. Karen would sit in the backseat of his car and listen to the two of them trade hard words back and forth faster and faster until Frank would carry Karen over to his mother’s house and leave her there in the living room to watch television. Then he would drive off somewhere with his lady friend. Finally, Frank Tanski stayed away from his daughter altogether. He always paid the money, though.

More than a few of Betsy’s mother’s people had been institutionalized over the years for mental illness. Since she was a teenager, Betsy had been aware of her fragile purchase on reality. When the voices came and she had seen how people looked at her when she talked back to them, she simply stopped talking back, just listened.

After she stopped working, Betsy began to get an SSI disability check for $989 a month. She never did get Medicare. The voices in her head went away for a while, and the occasional visits by Fidel Castro in his underwear and later Saddam Hussein sadly subsided after she started the antipsychotic medicines, the Risperdal and the Cogentin.

Karen had done reasonably well in elementary school, despite the troubles at home. The breakup of her parents was a blur, but her mother’s descents into paranoid schizophrenia were deeply disturbing. When Karen was in second grade her mother started to “flip out” again. Betsy would stalk into the little girl’s room and demand, “Tell me. Tell me. Tell me.” As her mother yelled in her face, Karen would just wait for the tumult to pass. The next morning Karen would arrive at school on time but would soon lay her head on her desk and fall asleep.

At fifteen, Karen began working at Wendy’s. Soon after that, she was suspended from high school for poor attendance. It wasn’t that she minded the classwork or even the social life. There were the skateboarders, the farmers, and the “wiggers,” white kids who acted like they were black. Karen floated between the cliques. She even managed the volleyball team for a season. What she couldn’t stand was the forty-five-minute bus ride with all the chattering kids going up and down these rolling hills over and over again. It was like a roller-coaster ride and it made her nauseous.

Gillett is at the northern tip of the Appalachian Plateau, which runs from Mississippi and Alabama in the South all the way up to Chemung County and Elmira. The people in the Appalachian swath have never been rich, but until the last few decades those in the northern sector had jobs—mining in Pennsylvania, agriculture and manufacturing across the border in New York State. Not anymore. The people there are almost all white, poorer than ever, and less educated than the rest of America. In Gillett the crime rate is low and flat; there is almost nothing to steal.

There are a few attractions. The nearby Susquehanna River has its own Grand Canyon. The camping is good for visitors, the fall foliage sublime. But there is also very little for locals to do but drink and smoke. The largest store in Gillett sells tobacco in bulk, rolling papers, and various devices to put the two together.

As she grew into a woman, Karen slid into the rhythms of Gillett, smoking and drinking to pass the hours. She and her friends would aim their trucks up the dirt roads into the high hills and chug beer, raise hell, throw beer cans, and take their clothes off. Then they would drink some more and weave back down the hill.

Once, Karen chugged Mad Dog, a fortified wine, till she couldn’t see straight. On the ride home, she pushed open the passenger-side door and watched the white line on the road stream by at fifty miles an hour while she threw up. When Betsy found her sprawled on the step of the trailer, Karen moaned, “I’ll never do it again.” At sixteen, Karen gave up on school and started working full-time.

By 1998, Karen Tanski was a sturdy woman with hazel eyes. The nose she inherited from her Polish father jutted over a softly clefted chin. She hadn’t been far out of Gillett, or nearby Chemung County, or achieved anything big, but she was confident all the same. Almost swaggering. She had raised herself, hadn’t she? Held a job for two years and even joined an after-work program that gave her a high school diploma. She had outtalked and outthought all those country boys in Tioga County, Pennsylvania, and those fake hustlers from Elmira. In New York or Los Angeles, she would have been lounging on a beach or sneaking into nightclubs. Here on the central New York State–Pennsylvania border, she had to settle for slipping away from the Fresh Oaks Trailer Park, riding with her friends into Elmira, cruising up and down the streets, over the bridges. It beat the dirt roads up in the hills.

The city of Elmira is set at the western edge of a flat plain that stretches forty miles long and five miles wide between ranges of ridges and hills to the north and south. The city is sliced by the broad-channeled Chemung River, sometimes almost dry in the summer but capable of flooding Elmira, as it has done ten times in the last 150 years. In 1972 a storm washed out all four of the bridges connecting the north and south sides. The center of the city boasts the standard complement of office buildings, banks, and courthouses. But Karen Tanski, driving downtown, drawn to the activity and the stately buildings, fails to notice that the windows of many of the downtown storefronts are smudged, plastered with outdated flyers. Many formerly bustling retail outlets are now gloomy thrift shops with tables of jumbled used clothing.

Ibzard’s, the four-story department store that once ruled the corner of Main and Water Streets, has been closed for more than fifteen years. The building on that corner now has two floors of offices. The rest is vacant. Next door is a tattoo parlor. Kresge’s is gone. So is Newberry’s 5 and 10 next door. Karen drives past bars and realty offices with three times the space they need and a men’s clothing store, H. Strauss. There used to be seven men’s stores in town. H. Strauss is the only one left.

And she doesn’t note that there are no crowds on the street at lunch hour in the business district. The only throngs congregate outside the First Arena when there is a concert or the Jackals, a minor-league hockey team, are playing a home game.

On Lake Street, Lovell’s ice cream parlor, which made the best chocolate-covered caramels, is gone. Farther north, away from the center of Elmira, where strip malls once stood are moldering lots. The rest of the street is lined with weary three-story homes, wood-framed High Victorians with freshly painted gingerbread details, just bright and cheerful enough to distract from their age and swaybacked roofs.

One evening at the Joycrest Skating Rink way out on Lake Street, near the Mark Twain Motor Inn, Karen stumbles into Bill Utley. She is eighteen and the boy who grins in her direction each time he wobbles past on his skates, she finds out quickly, is a year older. Utley is an auto mechanic, he tells her in the parking lot, who doesn’t get a paycheck but is paid money under the table.
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Eight years in the making, this edgy, in-depth
account follows a black felon’s attempt to find
a new life for himself with a white woman in a
small-town neighborhood where—as the book’s
title implies—such relationships are common. A
remarkably intense read, Zebratown reveals a
rhythm of life spiked with violence, betrayal,
sex, and the emotional dangers created by pas-
sionate love.

Greg Donaldson’s Zebratown follows the life of Kevin
Davis, an ex-con from Brownsville, Brooklyn, who, after
his release from prison, moves to Elmira, New York, and
takes up with Karen, a young woman with a six-year-old
daughter. Kevin is seemingly the embodiment of hip-
hop gangsterism—a heavily muscled, feared thug who
has beaten a murder rap. And yet, as Donaldson’s stun-
ning reportage reveals, Kevin has survived on the streets
and in prison with a sharp intelligence and a rigid code
of practical morality and physical fitness while yearning
to make a better life for himselfand be a better man.
Month by month and year by year, Donaldson follows
Kevin and Karen’s attempt to make a home together, a
quest made harder by Kevin’s difficulty finding legal
employment. The dangerous lures of the street remain
for him, both in New York City and in Zebratown, and
he is not always successful at avoiding them. Meanwhile,
as Kevin and Karen struggle, the reader comes to care
for them, even as they act in ways that society may not
condone. Theirs is a complex story with many moments
of drama, suffering, desire, and revelation—a story that
is frequently astonishing and unforgettable to the end.
Like Adrian Nicole LeBlanc in Random Family,
Donaldson explores a largely hidden world; such immer-
sion journalism is difficult to achieve but uniquely
powerful to read. In addition to spending long periods
with Kevin and Karen, Donaldson interviews police-
men, judges, family members, and others in Kevin and
Karen's orbit, providing a remarkably panoramic account

of their lives.

(continued on back flap)
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