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I returned, and saw under the sun
that the race is not to the swift,
nor the battle to the strong,
neither yet bread to the wise,
nor riches to men of understanding,
nor yet favor to men of skill,
but time and chance happens
to them all.

Ecclesiastes 9:11

Ain’t life grand . . . ?

Bank robber Clyde Barrow,
from the movie Bonnie and Clyde




Author’s Note

DÉTENTE IN THE WAR ON PLANTS

FOR THIS, VOLUME three of my Cannabis Americana: Remembrance of the War on Plants trilogy, I pick up the story on that unforgettable day, Monday, June 25, 1990, when they opened the front gate at the Federal Correctional Institution (FCI) in Ashland, Kentucky, and I was allowed to walk out. After eight straight years in custody of the US Bureau of Prisons, I was suddenly free.

The outside world felt like a different reality—a heightened new dimension of existence where anything is possible. The simple act of walking without high stone walls and chain-link fences strung with coils of gleaming razor wire penning me in; the horizon no longer assaulted with manned gun towers; no shackles and chains around my ankles to restrict my stride; no handcuffs linked to a belly chain around my waist to hinder my reach; no sullen, beefy guards loitering, watching, poised to order me to drop my drawers, bend over, and spread ’em so they could peer up my asshole—yes, I was a man again, a human being, no longer an inmate identification number, no longer a prisoner. After a struggle worthy of Kafka with faceless authorities in an unfathomable criminal justice system, I was free at last.

MY FIFTEEN-YEAR CAREER as an international marijuana and hashish smuggler prior to my arrest in 1982 is recounted in volume one, Smuggler’s Blues: A True Story of the Hippie Mafia. That book ends with my capture by DEA agents, deputy US marshals with the Fugitive Task Force, and LAPD cops in the lobby of the Sheraton Senator Hotel at the airport in Los Angeles. I went to trial twice—once in the District of Maine and a second time in the Southern District of New York. In the Maine case I was convicted of conspiracy to possess with intent to distribute marijuana and sentenced to the maximum: fifteen years. On my way to the penitentiary to serve that sentence, I was waylaid in New York and told that unless I was ready to cooperate with the government and become a rat, I would be charged again, this time under the so-called kingpin statute, Title 21, United States Code, Section 848, with being the manager and organizer of a continuing criminal enterprise. I faced anywhere from a minimum of ten years up to life in prison with no possibility of parole. I chose not to cooperate and went to trial again. After a second conviction, I was sentenced to a total of twenty-five years and six months in prison.

While in prison, I became a jailhouse lawyer. I studied the law and discovered an illegality in my sentence. I appealed the sentence and won in the Second Circuit Court of Appeals. The appellate court vacated my twenty-five-year sentence and remanded me for resentencing before a different judge. After more legal wrangling, I was resentenced to ten years. I maxed out that sentence, but I then had to litigate with the Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP) and ultimately have the judge order the bureau to release me. Both federal cases and the years of legal warfare, my eight-year sojourn in the vast, brutal American penal system in custody of the BOP, and my eventual courtroom victory that resulted in my being released are detailed in volume two: Kingpin: Prisoner of the War on Drugs.

RELEASE WAS A heady time. My novel, Smack Goddess, about a lady kingpin drug dealer, written while in prison, was about to be published. I had an advance from my publisher of $20,000 waiting for me—the most legal money I had ever earned. Anything seemed possible. Freedom beckoned, and challenged: Get your life back. Or, better still: Make a new life for yourself. And a reminder: Obey the law, asshole. Stay the fuck out of prison.

Several of the friends I made while in prison who had been released were unable to make it out here in the world. They were busted for violating conditions of their parole, or they picked up a new case and were soon back behind bars. Doing serious time—anything over five, ten, or more years in a maximum-security penitentiary—will change you no matter how strong you are—it’s inevitable. I had a lot going for me, far more than most ex-cons coming out of prison. But I was still wrestling with internal demons, doppelgangers, and the self-sabotaging tricksters of my character that had not been fully exorcised even after eight years of punishment, and were just lying in wait to resurface and play havoc with my peace of mind. As I was about to learn, getting out of prison, and staying out, and really getting free from the prison in one’s head is in many ways more of a challenge than surviving long-term imprisonment.

SOME NAMES HAVE been changed to protect the privacy of dear friends and lovers, as well as those who have never been captured, and who may still be active in the marijuana underground and cannabis black market even as the mysterious outlaw spiky green-leafed plant becomes semilegal. The status of cannabis has changed dramatically since my arrest and imprisonment. It has gone from the “weed with roots in hell” to legal medicine and recreational refreshment available over the counter in some thirty American states, and in foreign countries, including our enlightened neighbor to the north, Canada.

One could argue that we were right, that we were ahead of our time, those of us in the so-called hippie mafia, the outlaws and freak entrepreneurs who risked their freedom and their lives and continued to defy laws that were not only wrong but ridiculous, unenforceable, and downright un-American. Over a tumultuous three decades we were able to change the culture in the United States by continuing to smuggle, cultivate, and distribute this remarkable, and yet still controversial, plant. We questioned and resisted the so-called authorities, the federal government; we fought them not only in the war on pot, but in the ongoing civil rights struggle, the anti–Vietnam War movement, and in opposition to the police state and ever-expanding prison-industrial complex that still represses us today.

As far back as the Nixon presidency in the 1970s, the war on drugs has been used by the government as a means of social control over blacks and the counterculture through arresting the leaders and disrupting their communities. Yet all these years later America’s longest and costliest war—the war on plants—rages on. Thousands of men and women are locked up, serving long sentences, even life sentences, with no possibility of parole for trafficking in an herb that has proven to be a remarkable medicine and a disobedient friend of mankind. As I write, the old-guard reactionary right has once more assumed power in America. Already the forces of repression have begun to mount a new propaganda campaign against cannabis. It is long past time for our politicians to wake up and understand that this plant and the people who use it will not be controlled. It is too late to try to put the genie back in the bottle. It is time to get smart and to end this destructive government fiasco.

Free the prisoners of the war on plants.
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Prologue

TIME AND CHANCE

June 25, 1990

FREE AT LAST! Although . . . not so fast.

Monday morning at 9:00 a.m., as I am ready to leave the prison through the front gate at the FCI in Ashland, Kentucky, my case manager—a guy I call Axelrod, not a bad guy as far as these Bureau of Prisons types go—pulls me into his office and hands me some papers. He informs that I have forty-eight hours to report to my parole officer in the Eastern District of New York, Brooklyn office. If I fail to show up, if I do not report on time, Axelrod says, I will be deemed an escaped prisoner and pursued as a fugitive.

“What did you say? Parole? No. Wait a minute. That’s wrong. My sentence is nonparoleable. Remember? Look.”

I show him my commitment papers and sentence computation sheet where it specifies that I am serving a nonparoleable sentence and therefore not subject to parole.

“Yes, that’s true,” Axelrod tells me. “You won’t be on parole. You’ll be on supervised release.”

“Supervised release? What the fuck is that?”

“Well,” he says, “the good-time you earned while you were locked up—a little over two years—that good-time is forfeited as you walk out the door.”

He smiles a smug captor’s smirk.

“You still owe the government that time on the street.”

Oh, okay. I get it now. Supervised release is simply another term—government doublespeak—for parole. It’s another way of saying that I am still under the scrutiny and ostensible control of federal authorities. This is fucked up—typical Uncle Sam double-dealing. You can’t trust these federal fuckers. They dole it out with one hand, snatch it away with the other.

“You can refuse to sign the release papers if you choose,” Axelrod says, still with a knowing smile. “You could go back to your cell . . . and do the remaining two-plus years here with us.”

No. I’m tempted out of sheer defiance, but no, never mind that. I have had more than enough of the prison existence, this half-life of the convict—of the world but not in it. I want out now, today, not after two-plus-more years, not after two more days. Anything could happen in that time. I could pick up a new case by strangling some motherfucker who disrespects me. I could get caught smoking or dealing pot. I’m ready to leave now, today, with or without supervised release. Fuck that noise. I am ready to live again in the free world. And to hell with these lying federales and their supervised release. I never gave credence to these people or obeyed their rules in the first place. I never kissed ass and adhered to their ridiculous regulations. Why start now? Any bureaucracy that is run by supposedly intelligent human beings who outlaw and wage war on a plant cannot be trusted. Aren’t these the same so-called authorities that told us we could free the people of Vietnam by bombing the shit out of them, murdering hundreds of thousands of women and children? I didn’t believe them then, and I don’t believe them now.

I live by the maxim “Question authority.” I don’t trust anything these government stiffs tell me. After eight years of being subjected to total Bureau of Prisons control down to regular asshole inspections, I will leave prison, yes, I will walk out of here today with new respect for the frightening power of my government and its minions, but also with new disdain for their legitimacy, their veracity. They lie, they cheat—they don’t even abide by their own rules. They fuck us over all in the name of justice. They have usurped the American dream of personal liberty. But they do it with such authority, with such willful power, and such guile, such arrogance and zeal that you must pay attention and remain mindful of what it means to be an American in the first place, or you will find yourself cowering in the face of fierce governmental repression.

To Axelrod I say, “No way. Gimme the fucking papers and show me where to sign.”

In my own personal war with the government over time, I got lucky—twice. First, I was sentenced in October 1984, nota bene. Had I been sentenced fourteen months later, in 1986, when the feds enacted new mandatory sentences under the kingpin statute, my judge would have been required by law to impose a mandatory life sentence with no possibility of parole. I would have been sentenced to life in prison for smuggling cannabis. Instead of walking out the gate, my release plan would have called for a wooden box and a grave in the pauper’s cemetery outside the prison.

I would still be locked up serving a life sentence instead of out here in the world writing this book and bringing attention to the government’s criminal war on drugs. Under mandatory federal sentencing guidelines judges have no discretion; they must impose the sentence called for by the guidelines—unless one “cooperates” and becomes a rat for the government. This federal law is still on the books.

I got lucky a second time in the New York prosecution when my sentencing judge, United States District Court Judge Constance Baker Motley, made it clear that she was enhancing my sentence, giving me more time, because I “refused to cooperate with the government,” that is, I refused to rat on my friends and enemies. Her language on the record tended to make my sentence coercive rather than punitive. And for a judge to do that, to try to force a defendant to cooperate and become a rat by giving them more time rather than simply punishing them for their illegal behavior, higher courts have ruled to be illegal. You can give a defendant less time for snitching, but you cannot give them more time for refusing to become a snitch. Judges do that all the time, of course, but they don’t usually make the mistake of stating on the record in plain unequivocal English that that is what they are doing. Judge Motley, however, made it clear she had determined to give me a total of twenty-five years and six months “for the reason,” as she put it, “that it might convince you that cooperation with the government is in your best interest.”

Well, dear Judge Motley—may you rest in peace, gone off to that great courthouse in the sky where we will all be judged one day—perhaps not. You see, things are not always as they seem. Sometimes it is better to keep your mouth shut—hold your mud, as they say. Admit nothing. Deny everything. Make them prove it. Rat on no one. Go to trial. Tell them they are wrong. Tell them to go fuck themselves. Their laws are asinine. Take a stand—but not the witness stand. Insist this war on drugs is bullshit—it’s a lie; it’s a war on the American people.

As Americans we have a constitutional right to keep our mouths shut, to not incriminate others or ourselves even after we have been arrested and convicted. When I was locked up in the early eighties, the feds were hot on a drug-fueled celebrity witch hunt not unlike the McCarthy-era pursuit of presumed communists. They were determined to indict my close friend and mentor, the world-renowned novelist, frequent TV talk show guest, author of Pulitzer Prize–winning books, husband of several wives, and perennial government critic and alleged enemy, Norman Mailer. They hoped to disgrace Mailer by branding him a drug dealer, convicting him as a co-­conspirator in my far-flung pot-smuggling enterprise, and locking him up in prison. Mailer had held a position on the government’s enemies list since the Nixon regime primarily due to his opposition to the war in Vietnam. Government prosecutors in New York figured that if they put enough pressure on me, I would flip, roll over, and implicate Mailer and testify against him as well as my friend the writer Hunter Thompson, my attorney and friend Richard N. Goodwin, and his wife, Doris Kearns Goodwin, and anyone else I knew whom they hoped to indict, convict, and imprison, destroying lives in order to enhance their careers.

Mailer and I had known each other and been friends for more than a decade by the time I was arrested. We owned a horse farm together in Maine that was ultimately seized by the government. Certainly, we were close; we remained in regular contact during the time I was a fugitive and after I was arrested. Next to my mother, Mailer was my most loyal prison visitor all the years I was locked up. And he welcomed me into his home when I was released. It was my choice based on personal convictions not to serve the government by creating false evidence and giving testimony against Mailer or anyone else.

At my first trial in federal court in the District of Maine I presented a somewhat fallacious defense—not entirely bogus but a bit farfetched. I claimed that I was not a dope smuggler at all, not a criminal, but rather a writer, a journalist who was engaged in research on the illegal dope trade. This was half true. I was a writer before I was arrested. I had published short stories and some journalism. And, when I was twenty-one, I had been granted a writing fellowship at the Fine Arts Work Center in Provincetown, Massachusetts, where I first met and became friends with Mailer. At the time I was busted, I was writing magazine articles and doing research for a book on the worldwide cultivation and illegal traffic in cannabis.

It was while on assignment for Rolling Stone to write an article on infamous Rochdale College in Toronto, a center for soft-drug distribution throughout North America, that I met and befriended iconic ­hippie godfather Robert “Rosie” Rowbotham. Rosie is a legendary character in the marijuana underground. The Bachman-Turner Overdrive song “Takin’ Care of Business” was inspired by Rosie. While at work on the Rolling Stone piece, I partnered with Rosie to import and distribute multiton loads of marijuana and hashish in the US and Canada. The market was there; it was booming, and the pot business paid better than journalism. I used to tell people that I supported my writing habit by smuggling pot.

Ultimately, the sheer intensity of the outlaw marijuana business, and the intoxicating insanity of the outlaw lifestyle, came to dominate my days. I became a junkie, addicted not to dope but to the adrenaline rush I got from getting over on the Man. I wrote less and smuggled more and bigger loads of cannabis. As North America’s appetite for the illegal herb grew exponentially, and the business of importing marijuana and hashish continued to ramp up during the 1970s and into the 1980s, I became a full-time, 24–7 dedicated dope-smuggling outlaw.

Yet always in the back of my mind there was the dormant commitment that once the craziness ended—however it ended, whether in a prison cell or as a fugitive in exile, as long as I was alive and still in possession of my faculties—I would use the experience to write about the global war on drugs, and, specifically, about our government’s ill-advised criminalization of cannabis. I became obsessed with the metaphoric implications of what I came to think of as a war on plants: a specific plant, Cannabis sativa, Cannabis indica, and eventually the American-grown Cannabis Americana that has come to dominate the domestic market. There were stunning images on the nightly news: black helicopters descending into the lush green mountains of Northern California’s Emerald Triangle; paramilitary drug warriors dressed in black flak jackets, bulletproof vests, and dark-visored helmets to hide their faces and wielding assault weapons as they charged out of police choppers—to do what? Raid an encampment of enemy forces? Attack a heavily fortified criminal redoubt? No, these grown men, armed agents of the law, were there to uproot lovely, peaceful, verdant plants as they luxuriated in the sunshine. They were there to rip these plants from the bosom of Mother Earth.

The story took me all over the world. I began by smuggling a few kilos of commercial weed across the Mexican border while still in college at Arizona State University. Later, I felt I needed to embed myself in the international illegal cannabis trade to fully understand it, to get to know the players, to visit the countries of origin and meet the growers in order to write about it knowingly. I came to appreciate that the government’s anticannabis effort is not about the dangers to one’s mental or physical health posed by consuming cannabis; rather it is about perpetuating the crime-control establishment. It is about law enforcement dominance encroaching upon the realm of private behavior and government control over how we alter our consciousness—indeed, how we think. And so resistance is tantamount to expressing personal freedom: the freedom that we as Americans are guaranteed by the Constitution to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Surely that must also include the right to alter our consciousness as we see fit so long as we are not harming anyone else.

The pot smuggler’s life is about defiance. We defied specific laws we knew were wrong. The outlaw life for me was also about high adventure in foreign lands, and risk, serious risk with real consequences—all contributing to the intense adrenaline rush of being a renegade and a free spirit, of waking up every day and wondering if this will be the day cops and federal dope agents finally catch you. Soon I came to realize that the outlaw lifestyle is itself a drug. It becomes an addiction that can only lead to death or imprisonment. That day of reckoning came when a small army of LAPD cops, DEA agents, and deputy US marshals with the Fugitive Task Force finally brought me to ground. They surrounded me with guns drawn, slapped handcuffs on my wrists, and hustled me off to jail. After years on the run, my first thought was, “Okay, now it’s over. At last I can stop running and write about it.”

And write I did, all during the time I was locked up. In addition to the legal writing I did as a jailhouse lawyer—which resulted in my getting myself as well as a few others released from prison—whenever I had an opportunity I wrote short stories, one of which, “A Skyline Turkey,” won the 1989 PEN Prison Writing Award for short fiction. And I wrote a novel, Smack Goddess, loosely based on a lady kingpin dope dealer I met when we were both locked up in the Metropolitan Correctional Center (MCC) in New York City. The novel was accepted for publication just weeks before I was due to be released.

TODAY, AS I walk out through the prison gate with my reputation, my dignity, and my asshole intact, the possibility of a new, legitimate career as a working professional writer is every bit as real in my mind as the prison cell I leave behind. If I fail to make it out here in the world, if I let the twin demons of hubris and megalomania regain control, I will have no one to blame but myself.


PART ONE

PAROLE:

DOING TIME ON THE STREET


Chapter One

LAWLESS

OUTSIDE THE PRISON gate in Ashland, Kentucky, a taxi waits to take me to the Tri-State Airport in Credo, West Virginia. The Bureau of Prisons has provided me with a one-way ticket to New York City, where I am to be paroled. I was also given $100 in cash and a government check for whatever was left in my commissary account, $27.33 of the eleven cents per hour I earned working as a clerk in the prison law library.

When I change planes at the airport in Charlotte, North Carolina, suddenly it hits me: I’m free. I’m out of prison. I’m going home. It all feels so new: a virtual midlife transformation. Rebirth at age forty-five. Prisoner one moment—in custody, confined behind bars and walls and fences, watched over by grim keepers, in constant peril—free man the next, walking around surrounded by male and female civilians. It’s disorienting, it’s surreal, it’s amazing to be able to move around and mingle with normal people, no longer in the company of brooding convicts dressed in khakis or blaze-orange jumpsuits, but in close proximity with free American citizens wearing civilian clothes—and, yes, no doubt, there are women out here, actual living humans of the opposite sex, those endlessly fascinating and alluring creatures without whom I have existed for so many solitary years. Now to be in their company once again, to be assured that women still move freely among the population, strikes me with an almost dizzying rush of liberation and optimism—a zest for life.

Can this really be happening? Is it real, or am I imagining it? Dreaming it, as I dreamed of freedom so many times while locked up, only to wake and realize I was still in prison.

This is good, Stratton, I assure myself, very good indeed for a man who loves women, to find that they exist out here in the world—and lots of them, all sizes and shapes, and dressed not in the garb of a prison guard but in skirts, dresses and blouses, shorts and tank tops; smelling deliciously of female; infusing the atmosphere with their intoxicating pheromones—it gives me new hope for the future, new joy to think that I might yet live again in close proximity with a woman, oh, God, yes, and to love her and cherish her, perhaps even have a wife and a family, children—something I had all but given up, something I wanted with all my mind and soul.

It is all so fantastic and bewildering even to entertain these thoughts when not so long ago it appeared hopeless. There were times during my years as a prisoner when it did not seem likely or possible that I would ever get out and be in a position to contemplate having a family, a wife and children of my own. The prospect of fatherhood seemed doubtful if not impossible. Locked up at thirty-seven with a twenty-five-year, nonparoleable sentence, had I not won my appeal and been resentenced, I would have had to do somewhere around seventeen or eighteen years at the very least. That would have meant I’d be in my midfifties when I was released—if I made it out at all. And by then, there is no telling what shape I would have been in mentally and emotionally. As it is, after eight years in maximum- and high-medium-security joints, it remains to be seen how sane I am, how well I will be able to adjust to living in the free world. The longer you do, the harder it is to get out, and the harder it is to assimilate back into society, to free yourself of the mindset and distorted code of ethics of the convict.

Doing time in prison becomes a way of life; like anything else, you get used to it. You lose touch with the outside world. You adapt to a whole new culture and morality. You shut down and deny tender feelings, feelings of love and compassion. You forget the skills and manners it takes to live in society. You learn to live by the convict code: lying and deceiving the authorities simply to get by without becoming that most despised creature of the prisoner population—the jailhouse snitch. And it’s easy to fuck up and lose acquired good-time, even to pick up a new case, especially if you are inured to rehabilitation, still and always an outlaw in the eyes of the authorities.

I nearly blew my release date by getting into a fight in the prison TV room and getting locked up in the Hole when I was just weeks from release. And all the time I was in prison I continued to use and deal pot—of course I did; I wasn’t about to admit I was wrong. I daily violated any number of rules and regulations imposed by my Bureau of Prisons keepers that could have resulted in a new prosecution had I been caught. There is also the psychological effect of imprisonment to contend with. The long-term prisoner begins to fear freedom, if not consciously, then at some deeper level. One questions one’s ability to make it out there in the world. Ex-con. No job. No place to live. Fucked-up value system. Will I find someone to love me? And, if I do, will I know how to love and respect another person after so many years of living in close custody with nothing but brutal keepers and damaged men? There was no prerelease counseling to prepare me, only all these bad habits, these unsavory relationships, these inner demons and self-destructive impulses to contend with. The convict may even self-sabotage and fuck up on purpose as his release date draws near, what’s known as short-timer syndrome. Or get out, find he can’t make it on the street, and hasten his return to the cloistered life he has come to know so well.

But I am in no frame of mind to contemplate failure. No, I will not succumb to fear of what I have longed for and dreamed of, worked so hard to achieve, and prepared myself for. I am in a far better situation than most ex-cons hitting the street. I have a novel about to be published. I have a job in a law firm waiting for me. I have a place to go to live until I can find a place of my own. And, above all, I have friends and family who love me, believe in me, and support me. I have nothing to complain about. I have no excuse if I fail out here. I should fall to my knees right here in the airport terminal and praise God that I lived through the last eight years in prison to experience the incredible high of resurrection in midlife.

Enjoy it, Stratton. And whatever you do, don’t blow it.

WHEN I ARRIVE at La Guardia Airport in New York it’s just 2:00 p.m. and I am at a loss where to go, what to do next. I call my parole officer, Joe Veltri, in Manhattan. I know Veltri; he’s a decent guy. He was assigned to prepare my presentence report, and he came to interview me at the MCC before my sentencing. Veltri tells me that my case has been transferred to Brooklyn, where I will be residing temporarily at Norman Mailer’s home in Brooklyn Heights. Veltri gives me the number and address for the Brooklyn, Eastern District Parole Office. He also informs me that once I report, I will not be allowed to leave the district. I will have to wait for some time to get myself established, and then apply for written permission to go beyond the five boroughs of New York.

With still nearly two days before I’m required to report, I decide to continue on to Massachusetts to see my long-suffering parents, who have been waiting for this day with almost as much anticipation as I. When I call my friend and attorney, Ivan Fisher—who is to be my employer—Ivan whoops for joy. He cries, “Mazel tov!” and declares for the whole office to hear: “Stratton is out of jail!”

I walk to the Trump Shuttle, no longer the Eastern Airlines Shuttle, where I learn that the airfare to Boston is $119. I have only $77 left from the hundred the Bureau of Prisons gave me upon my release. After a few more calls, I take a cab to Brooklyn Heights where I meet with Judith McNally, Norman Mailer’s secretary, who gives me $100 and the keys to the Mailer home at 142 Columbia Heights.

Norman calls while I’m with Judith. He and the family are at his home in Provincetown, Massachusetts, for the summer. He tells me he’s hard at work on a new book, his long-anticipated novel of the CIA, Harlot’s Ghost, which now stands at over two thousand pages and is, he believes, no more than half done. Norman faxes his daily output of handwritten pages to Judith, who transcribes them on a computer, prints out the pages, and faxes them back to Norman. Ah, the wonders of all this new technology.

“This is great news, Rick,” Norman tells me. “Get yourself settled, and then come see us here in P-town. . . . Stay as long as you like.”

I catch a six o’clock shuttle to Logan Airport in Boston. My mother, Mary, my father, Emery, my sister Judith, who we call GiGi, and her oldest son, my nephew Robert, meet me at the arrivals gate for a full-on, joyous reunion—the prodigal son back in the bosom of his family. On the way to my parents’ home, we stop for a celebratory dinner at Legal Seafood, a restaurant in Brookline. I order lobster and a bottle of champagne. Yes, this must be freedom, and it’s a far cry from the mess hall at the FCI at Ashland, Kentucky. Two sips of the wine and I’m already feeling light-headed.

EARLY THE NEXT morning, unable to sleep past dawn, I finally realize my one abiding prison fantasy of life in the free world. I get up, get dressed, and walk out the front door of my parents’ home unobstructed. I continue to walk for several blocks with nothing or no one to impede me until I reach the town square in Wellesley, Massachusetts. There I use actual US currency to buy today’s edition of the New York Times. I find a coffee shop and order a cup of real, brewed coffee. Then I sit down and read the paper and drink my coffee with no one watching over me, no one to question me, no one to demand that I recite my name and federal prisoner number, no one to tell me to drop my drawers, bend over, and spread my cheeks so they can peer up my asshole, no one to tell what I can or cannot do, where I must report, whom I must report to and when. No more controlled movements—that’s all over; the control, the constant supervision has ended. Walking down the street, buying a newspaper and a cup of coffee, sitting down and being left alone to read my paper and drink my coffee—this, more than anything else, this simple act has come to define what it means to me finally to be a free man living in the free world.

A few days before I was released from prison, while I was still in the Hole after the fight, I got a visit from my unit manager, Axelrod. He cut me a break. He released me from the Hole and went to bat for me before the disciplinary committee so there were no new charges and no loss of good-time. Axelrod advised me that I should seek help when I got out. He warned that the psychological defenses and character traits, the physical and mental demands of getting and giving respect that one develops and builds upon to survive in prison do not easily translate to the free world. That was the extent of the prerelease counseling I would receive. I knew what he said is true. I’d seen it in how I reacted to even the most insignificant perceived threat to my character while locked up. You could not cut in line in front of me in the mess hall and not expect to be challenged. To let something like that go in prison is the beginning of the end of your dignity and the integrity of your personal space. Once the other convicts suspect that you will break weak, the next thing you know they will be demanding you go to commissary and buy things for them—or worse. I believed that I didn’t need any help. I imagined that I would adapt to freedom as well as I had conformed to life inside.

And so it seemed, sitting with my parents, my sister, and my nephew in the restaurant the night before. I probably appeared normal then, and I felt one with my family like someone who has returned from a long journey. But now, alone, as I look around and try to appreciate what I’ve achieved, the euphoria, the sense of wonder, and the optimism slip away. As a new reality sets in, I perceive a distance, a sense of alienation, of not belonging, of not being one of these people in this world, out here, these civilians with their humdrum workaday lives. And yet I must try to fit in, to be one of them. I can’t go on defining myself as a convict, an outlaw living by a different moral code, a different set of laws and values, or I will surely end up back in prison. I imagine this is how veterans must feel upon returning from war, and why some choose to reenlist while others sink into despair, drugs, or alcohol, or succumb to mental illness. Post-traumatic stress disorder: that’s what I am feeling. There is a whole depth of experience one cannot hope to share with normal people. And why share it? Why not just forget it?

Because you can’t. Because it’s who you have become.

I CALL MY friend Shane, another ex-con who lives nearby in Brookline, and who was released a year before I got out. This is a violation of the terms of my release; I know even without having heard it from my soon-to-be parole officer that I am not allowed to communicate with, associate with, or have anything to do with anyone I met and became friends with while I was in prison—just another of their ridiculous and virtually unenforceable rules. Forget that. Who else am I going to hang out with? Who else can I talk to who might understand what I’m going through, might even be going through it himself?

I met Shane and we became close friends while we were both locked up on the ninth floor at the Metropolitan Correctional Center, the infamous federal jail in downtown Manhattan, known among convicts as the Criminal Hilton. Shane is a former hashish smuggler, so we also have that in common, as well as our home state of Massachusetts. His family is originally from Iran. They fled after the revolution and settled in Boston. I met Shane’s sister, Diana, in the visiting room at the MCC. Diana and my mother began coming to New York together to visit us. After Shane shipped out, back to FCI Otisville in Upstate New York, where he completed his sentence, Diana and I stayed in touch. We spoke on the telephone several times a week. I wrote to her, and she came to visit. She is gorgeous, a Persian beauty, tall, with long, thick black hair and a proud bearing; smart, sophisticated; divorced, with a teenage son. I thought we were falling in love. I know I was. But then, just as suddenly as it began, it was over. No more letters or phone calls, no more visits. It’s not easy to sustain these love affairs when one-half of the relationship is in prison. Shane had warned me that his sister was emotionally traumatized after having discovered her father, who committed suicide by hanging himself in the basement of their home. There was certainly a deep, profound sadness I hoped to be able to dispel.

Shane picks me up at my parents’ home and we go for a two-hour workout at his gym in Alston, just outside Boston. It’s a whole new experience working out with all these state-of-the-art exercise machines after the crude equipment one finds on a typical prison weight pile. Coming off eight years of near daily regimented exercise—even while I was in the Hole and restricted to push-ups and sit-ups—working out has become so much of who I am, a part of my daily routine, a psychological as well as physical means of keeping my shit together, that I intend to remain that creature of habit, the person of self-discipline and mental focus that sustained me in prison.

After the workout, we take a drive into Boston’s Back Bay to stop by and check the progress on a townhouse on Beacon Street Shane bought and is in the process of renovating. He tells me Diana is in Europe and advises me to forget about her. “She’s not a happy person, and probably never will be. You don’t need that in your life right now, Richard—or even any time in the future.”

Shane takes us out to dinner—my mother, my nephew, and me. After the meal, outside the restaurant, I meet up with another jailhouse friend, Dr. David Buckley. The Doc, as I call him, is a defrocked psychiatrist who was implicated in his younger brother’s marijuana importing business. A sailboat full of Colombian pot was offloaded and landed successfully on the coast of Maine. The pot was distributed, everybody got paid, and they all went away happy. One of the partners got busted on another trip some years later, but not long enough to have exceeded the five-year statute of limitations. He made a deal and ratted out the Doc, his brother, and anyone else connected to the original smuggle. Doctor Buckley was running a successful if unorthodox business as a shrink in Fort Lauderdale, liberally prescribing quaaludes and other mood-altering drugs, when he was arrested and charged in the marijuana conspiracy. He went to trial in Portland, Maine, maintaining a not-guilty-by-reason-of-insanity defense. During his sentencing, he gave an impassioned allocution, ending with the classic line, “Give me liberty, or give me death!” and then he jumped out the window of the courtroom, landing, as he knew he would, on the roof of a lower wing of the building and sustaining no physical harm. He was quickly recaptured and sentenced to the maximum at that time, five years, and designated to a minimum-security prison camp.

By the time I met Doctor Buckley in holdover at MCC in New York, he had so pissed off Bureau of Prisons staff at every institution to which he was designated that he was being shipped from a minimum-security camp to one of the higher-level prisons, possibly even the infamous gothic penitentiary at Lewisburg, Pennsylvania—one of the oldest and toughest federal joints in the country and a major transit hub in the Bureau of Prisons system, a kind of intelligence communications center for all things happening at certain levels in international criminal circles. Doctor Buckley didn’t seem to mind; he’d heard that the guards and staff in the higher-level facilities were less apt to harass prisoners for infractions of minor rules and regulations since the convicts in those joints were doing serious time for serious crimes. My advice to him was that, true as it might be with regard to the level of one’s custody, he did not want to pick up a new case and end up spending much more than the five years he’d been sentenced to in the custody of the US attorney’s designated authority, the Bureau of Prisons.

“This is no joke, Doc,” I told him during one of our talks at MCC. “You can’t fuck with these people. They are in total control. Just do the time. Keep your head down, keep your mouth shut, and get the fuck out, or you will end up being even crazier than you already are.”

The Doc took my advice, sort of. We were to meet again a few years later when we were both doing time at a high-medium-security FCI in Petersburg, Virginia. We used to gather out on the exercise yard in the evening for what we called a meeting of the Riviera Club. We’d smoke pot and fantasize that we were not in prison at all but rather ensconced at some exclusive resort on the French Mediterranean coast, Cannes or Saint-Tropez, surrounded by bare-breasted, beautiful women. The idea was to tell each other stories, no matter how fantastic, weave tales of life in the world that would have nothing to do with the facts of our separate cases or the conditions of our incarceration. No bitching allowed. The hope was to escape the prison at least in our minds; and it worked . . . as long as the reefer was good.

All of the members of the Riviera Club were doing time for drugs except one other guy from the Boston vicinity, who was a bank and armored car robber from Charleston, Massachusetts, the US capital of bank robbers. Stevie Burke is his name. A tough kid, and a sweet guy, but steeped in the harsh mentality of the convict. He’d been in and out of prison most of his adult life. Stevie and I became close, along with another Boston guy, Lance McMahon. In time, further violating the terms of my release, I will reconnect with all these guys and bear witness to how they readjust to the world, or reoffend and go back to prison.

LATER, BACK AT my parents, I unpack, sort through, and then repack all the cartons—eleven total—filled with my prison writings—short stories, poems, the manuscript of my novel, hundreds of letters, a dozen journals, legal briefs and memoranda I wrote on my own case and for several other cases I worked on for prisoners who, if they could afford it, paid me in commissary—cartons of cigarettes (though I didn’t smoke tobacco, cigarettes are a negotiable currency in prison), ice cream, morsels of weed. I’m a packrat when it comes to paperwork, a hoarder of written records, any documents that might provide written evidence of having lived this life and help locate meaning in the experience through the words committed there. I shipped home reams of papers amounting to a trove of manuscripts over the years of my captivity in the Federal Bureau of Prisons. While still a prisoner, I would be charged twice with running a business from prison, though never convicted. This was yet another violation of the rules and regulations of the institution that I chose to ignore. They charged me with providing services as a jailhouse lawyer, which was true, though they could never prove that I accepted payment. And they tried to punish me for operating a business as a writer. I was ordered to pack up all my manuscripts and send them home. But they were never able to show that I had been paid for my work.

I will leave the cartons stored at my parents’ home until I can get a place of my own. Ah! Just the sound of those few words, “a place of my own,” fills me with anticipation. Some long-term prisoners come to call their cell their “house”; I never did. I never thought of the many cells I occupied as anything more than stops along the way to where I was going—to a place of my own.

My mother and my sister drive me from Massachusetts back to Brooklyn Heights. We walk along the promenade overlooking the East River and downtown Manhattan, to arrive on Montague Street where we dine at a Japanese restaurant. To say that I am enjoying the variety of restaurant food after so many years of bland and sometimes barely edible institutional fare is to touch on a subject that often comes up when people learn that you spent a number of years in prison: food. “How was the food?” they might ask. In general, it was pretty bad, some things worse than others. I’ve always been a good eater. At twenty-one, I quit eating beef, pork, lamb—except during those times when I was in Lebanon and felt it would have offended my hosts. In prison, it’s not just that the food is bad or at best mediocre; it’s that the whole ritual of eating goes from the communal enjoyment of breaking bread with family, loved ones, and friends to rushing to line up in a crowded mess hall with a bunch of hungry, angry, tough convicts who brook no delays in getting their fare and wolfing it down in the allotted few minutes. Most of the violence that takes place in prison happens in the mess hall: stabbings, riots, beatdowns. At the penitentiary in Lewisburg, Pennsylvania, I once witnessed a prisoner get shanked, near gutted, and left to bleed out on the red top, the area of red brick tiles just outside the mess hall doors. It was the favored spot for eviscerations, right in front of the guards. All this by way of saying that, immediately following my release from prison, to enjoy good food with family and friends is a blessed experience, one that will never pale, and a pleasure that can only be compared to that other basic, cherished human intercourse—sexual intercourse. I’ll get to that. I’ve only been out . . . what, two full days?

BACK IN MAILER’S apartment, his top floor aerie and multitiered loft complete with rope ladders, parapets, narrow ledges that must be scaled to reach a crow’s nest writing perch high above the rest of the dwelling, we find Judith McNally and are soon joined by Maggie Mailer, Norman’s youngest daughter, and one of his sons, Steven, whom I’ve known since he was a boy when we lived in Provincetown, at the tip of Cape Cod in Massachusetts. It was during a winter season on a writing fellowship at the Fine Arts Work Center in Provincetown that I first met and became friends with Norman. The Mailers (Norman was then with his wife Carol, Maggie’s mother) lived in a big brick house on the bay side of the cape. My wife and I became friendly with Norman’s cook, a young woman named Bobbi, who lived in the apartment below ours across the street from the Mailers. One evening the phone rang; my wife answered and handed me the receiver. “It’s Norman Mailer,” she said. Norman told me that he’d heard a lot about me from Bobbi, and he wondered if I’d care to come over and watch Monday Night Football with him. We ended up drinking a fifth of brandy and half a bottle of scotch (my wife helped somewhat) and staggered home at dawn. Mailer and I became close friends, sharing our interests in writing, boxing, women, music, and marijuana. When Mailer and his friend, the former whiz kid and Kennedy speechwriter Richard N. Goodwin, bought a farm in rural Western Maine, my wife and I lived there for a time and eventually bought Mailer and Goodwin out. That transaction and my long close friendship with Mailer would lead the government agents and prosecutors who arrested and prosecuted me to believe that Mailer was an investor, money launderer, and knowing co-conspirator in my cannabis smuggling and distribution enterprise.

My mother, GiGi, and I all spend the night at the Mailers. GiGi and my mother sleep in Norman and Norris’s room with the air conditioner. The past couple of days have been sweltering. I sleep in their youngest son’s, John Buffalo’s, room and am not troubled by the heat. That’s another of the few advantages to having spent time in prison; not only does it increase one’s enjoyment of good food, but after living through harsh conditions you might be subjected to in any number of jails and prisons in the vast American prison system, you can handle just about any discomfort you might encounter out here in the civilized world. As a wrestler in high school and college I used to say, “After wrestling, everything else is easy.” I can now say that about prison. Very little in the way of lack of creature comforts fazes me.

Mother Mary—can a man, a loving son, say enough good things about his mother when she is so selflessly devoted to the welfare of her child? I used to say about my mother that you could go to her and complain, “Mrs. Stratton, your son just murdered a whole family down the block and chopped them to pieces,” and she would reply, “Well, they must have been very bad people.” I am her only son; there is just me along with my older sister. When I wrestled in high school, my mother was my most loyal fan. She very rarely missed a match or, when I played fullback on the Wellesley High School Red Raiders team, a football game. All during the years I was locked up, she and Mailer were regular visitors and correspondents. My mother came to adore Norman, and he her. This trip from Massachusetts was rough on her—she’s not in the greatest physical shape—but I know that to see her wayward son finally released from prison, and to be here to help him as he embarks on a whole new phase of his checkered life, has been nearly as uplifting and gratifying for her as it has been for me.

First thing the next morning I walk several blocks from Mailer’s apartment to the United States Parole and Probation Office for the Eastern District of New York. I am there when the doors open at 8:00 a.m. My parole officer is a young African American woman with the unlikely name of Gloria Lawless. I begin by asking her how it is that I am on parole in the first place when my sentence under the continuing criminal enterprise statute is nonparoleable. Lawless gives me much the same explanation as my case manager back at the prison: good-time earned in prison is not actually deducted from one’s sentence. It is credited toward one’s release date but then must be accounted for under supervision after release. It still doesn’t make sense, but I am not here to argue. I’m here—as I was in prison—to do the time and get it over with. Ms. Lawless assures me that, if I abide by the rules and regulations of supervised release—which are exactly the same rules and regulations that apply to being on parole—there should be no problem. Then she hands me a bottle and tells me to pee.

“Here?” I ask and reach for my fly.

She’s not amused. “No. Take it to the men’s room. And it better be warm.”

I piss in the bottle, return to her office, and hand it to her. “Steaming,” I say.

“Am I going to have a problem with you, Mr. Stratton?” she asks.

“No,” I tell her.

“I hope not. But I can already see we have an issue that needs attention—this job of yours. You say you are employed in the law offices of Ivan S. Fisher. Is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“Are you a lawyer?”

“No.”

“What will you be doing for Mr. Fisher?” she asks.

“Writing, mostly. Doing legal research, then writing briefs, letters, whatever Mr. Fisher needs drafted—”

She cuts me off. “Do you know that Mr. Fisher is on probation in this office?”

This comes as a surprise. I am aware that Ivan has had some tax issues, to which he pled guilty, but I had no idea he was on probation in the Eastern District.

“No, I didn’t know that.”

“Well, he is,” she says and gives me a stern look. “I don’t believe I will be able to approve your employment.”

I’m stymied. Once again, I’m reminded how dealing with these people—the government functionaries in the Bureau of Prisons, and now their counterparts in the Probation and Parole Department—calls to mind when I was a kid in grade school and was sent to the principal’s office after getting in trouble with the teacher. Naughty boy, in trouble again. I feel like telling her: “Dear Ms. Lawless, at forty-five, as a career criminal from my late teens and having just served eight years in some of your most secure institutions, all the while never adhering to the rules and regulations, I hate to tell you this, but I am the one who is really lawless here, and there is no way I am going to look for another job.”

Instead, I say, “Well, then we will have a problem. Because that’s the job I have. So, please, take it up with your supervisor. I’ll wait to hear from you.”

Jesus, Lord, does it ever end? Pee in a bottle. We may not approve your employment. These people are out of their federal fucking minds. I’m not supposed to be on parole in the first place! But, predictably, when I call Lawless later from Mailer’s apartment, she tells me that she spoke to her supervisor—who is actually the probation officer assigned to supervise Ivan—and, no, my employment will not be approved. “You will have to find other employment,” Lawless says.

I hang up. We’ll see about that. I didn’t do my time in prison obeying the petty rules and regulations of the various institutions, and I’m not about to give in. No, if need be I will take the Parole Commission to court. I doubt there is a judge in either the Eastern or the Southern Districts of New York who does not know Ivan S. Fisher and who, knowing Mr. Fisher, does not regard him as a good, law-abiding professional who may have had some financial issues in the past but who nevertheless is not going to lead me further astray. Still, it’s upsetting. Here I thought I was through having to deal with this intrusive government supervision, and now it’s taken on a whole new dimension. At least in prison I knew where I stood.

No, no, please, Stratton, don’t say that. Don’t even think such thoughts: that is a sure bet you are headed back to prison. This is just another test, another trial, and a mere hiccup in the great feast of life out here in the world. You’ve been through much worse. Stay strong. Just—as you have advised so many—put your head down, pull up your pants, tighten your belt, and figure this shit out. Come up with a game plan, a strategy, and resist, resist, always resist, even while appearing to go along to get along.

I remind myself that I once stood trial in the Southern District of New York facing a possible life sentence without possibility of parole. That is serious: fighting for my life against the awesome power of the United States Department of Justice. This is a minor skirmish compared to that. Look on the bright side. They’re not going to lock me back up—or are they? Is that their objective, to see me fail at my reintegration into law-abiding society? What can they do if I refuse to get another job?

Just to prove to myself if to no one else that I am in fact employed in the law offices of Ivan S. Fisher and intend to remain so employed, I take the train to Manhattan and check in at Ivan’s offices on the seventeenth floor at 425 Park Avenue. Charlie Kelly, Ivan’s investigator, is there. Charlie’s another ex-con, a former NYPD narcotics detective who got caught up in a big cop drug scandal and went to prison in the state system. Good guy, Charlie. Kept his mouth shut. Did his time. And now he works for Fisher. We hit it off immediately. Ivan’s secretary, Karen, tells me Fisher is in Florida on a case. When he calls in, she puts me on with him, and I tell him of my meeting with Lawless. Fisher agrees; if need be we will take it to court and let a judge decide. But in the meantime, he says he will call his probation officer, with whom he claims to have a good relationship, and see what he has to say.
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