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“A powerful, necessary book with revelatory passages on nearly every page.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“An outstanding debut… An insightful, impactful book for all social and criminal justice readers, and fans of Matthew Desmond’s Evicted and Sudhir Venkatesh’s Gang Leader for a Day.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“[Hardy] strikes a good balance of tone… sharing shattering disappointments and frustrations, like the extreme lack of rehabilitative services and the constant incremental gains and losses he and offenders must navigate, alongside his founded hopes and acknowledgment that national attitudes about mass incarceration seem to be shifting, finally, for good.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“Hardy’s book is a moving look at the people of the criminal justice system.… Hardy demonstrates tremendous empathy and insight when reporting on his clients.”

—Los Angeles Review of Books

“The Second Chance Club is a clear-eyed and compelling look at the American probation and parole system.… Jason Hardy writes in a Dragnet, just-the-facts style, leavened with a dash of Raymond Chandler wit.”

—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“Well-researched, compelling and deeply humane, The Second Chance Club is an important addition to the voices calling for criminal justice reform in the U.S.”

—Shelf Awareness

“[An] affecting blend of memoir and sociological treatise… Hardy writes eloquently and treats everyone he encounters, from violent offenders and drug dealers to judges and colleagues, with empathy and accountability. The result is a revelatory account that threads the needle between exasperation and optimism.”

—Publishers Weekly

“[C]andid, engaging.… The Second Chance Club illuminates the lives of people who provide and receive community supervision, and it lays out necessary structural changes.”

—Washington Monthly

“A compelling story of a parole officer’s work in New Orleans that emerges as a persuasive call to action.”

—Associated Press
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For Kristin





AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a work of nonfiction. I have described real people but changed names and certain details. My accounts would fairly reflect any number of cases, in New Orleans and elsewhere, which is just to say that as unsettling as much of this is, it happens every day.




INTRODUCTION

The summer heat in New Orleans drove most drug dealers inside by noon. By one o’clock, only the addicts remained on the street, resigned to waiting for the market to reopen at dusk. The Landry brothers usually spent most of the day inside, but the air at their house was out. The two brothers and the three big dogs were seated on the front steps when I showed up. I was the probation and parole officer—the “PO,” as we were known—to both brothers. I was new to the job, but probation and parole visits were old hat to the Landrys, and they let me know with a nod that they were in the middle of something and would be with me in a minute.

Javaron, the older one, had just turned thirty. He was short and stout like a college wrestler, with small, serious eyes. Ronald was as thin as a picket and covered in scars incurred during the violent epileptic fits he’d been having since he was a teenager. Ronald was twenty-five but could have passed for forty.

The brothers both had cigarettes lit and beer bottles in hand. Between sips and drags they exchanged pages of a police report given to Ronald by his defense attorney. According to the report, Ronald had been the passenger in a car that was pulled over for speeding. Ronald and the driver had been drinking, and the car smelled like weed, which gave the police cause to conduct a search. The weed was already smoked, so the cops didn’t find any. The cops weren’t all that interested in weed anyway. They were looking for guns. They found one under the passenger’s seat.

The gun was registered to the driver’s uncle, and the uncle had given the driver permission to take it. The driver had no permit. In Louisiana, that wasn’t a serious problem, but when paired with alcohol, the gun became a misdemeanor offense for the driver. Ronald had two prior drug convictions and one prior gun conviction and was forbidden from being within arm’s reach of a firearm. For Ronald, riding in a car with a gun in it was a felony.

“You’re sitting right on top the motherfucker,” Javaron said. “Can’t believe they gave you bail.”

“The uncle came in and vouched for us,” Ronald said. “He’s got that big church on the West Bank.”

Javaron side-eyed his brother. “He’s got votes is what he’s got. Don’t think those judges don’t know it.”

Judicial allotments were pure luck. Political connections or not, there was only one judge in town that Javaron could see letting a probationer walk out of jail with a pending gun charge. “One-in-twelve shot,” Javaron said, “and you fucking hit.” He laughed and raised his beer bottle to his brother’s good fortune.

“I didn’t know he had a gun,” Ronald told me.

I told him I believed him. It was little consolation. A good report from a PO might convince a judge to go easy on a drug charge, but guns were another matter. Both Landrys knew it. Ronald was lucky to be free now, but he would likely lose his freedom when the case went to trial.

Javaron wagged his beer bottle at me. “You want one?”

Technically, probationers and parolees weren’t supposed to be drinking, but no sensible PO bothered enforcing this restriction. “Little early for me,” I said. “Let me do my thing and I’ll get out of your hair.”

Javaron drained the beer bottle, flicked the cigarette into his overgrown yard, and led the way inside. It was a small three-bedroom house, at most twelve hundred square feet. The Landrys’ mother had the front bedroom. She was at work answering phones at a doctor’s office.

Neither of her sons was employed. Ronald’s seizures had gotten him sent home from the few jobs he’d managed to get. Javaron had spent his twenties in and out of jail, mostly on felony charges related to his work for the local crack dealer, and he considered himself unemployable. I got the impression Javaron was more of an enforcer than a dealer, but he’d had a lot of product on him during his last arrest and was sent to prison. Most drug charges, like the one Ronald pleaded guilty to the year before, were resolved with probation—in other words, without jail. Javaron served the first two years of his five-year sentence “upstate” in prison. As long as he didn’t get in trouble again, he’d spend the next three years under my supervision on parole.

In Louisiana, the probation rules and the parole rules were functionally identical. When conducting a home inspection, it wasn’t necessary for me to remember which of the two forms of community supervision the guy I was visiting was on.

The home inspection had two purposes, and even a rookie could see that they were an odd match. Purpose one was to look for contraband: drugs, guns, stolen property. If I found any, I was supposed to confiscate it, write a police report, and charge the probationer or parolee—my “client”—with a crime. Purpose two was to make surface-level observations about the health, socioeconomic status, and pattern of life of the client and the home’s other residents and use the data to help the client turn his life around. In simplest terms, purpose one was to put the client back in jail. Purpose two was to keep him out.

Most of the floor space in Javaron’s room was occupied by rows of large black kennels. The three dogs I’d met outside on the steps were the product of a breeding tree Javaron had kept going for the better part of a decade, with Ronald stepping in to run things when Javaron was in jail. The bedrooms were small and clean, with twin beds and TVs on wicker nightstands. I spent no more than five seconds in each of the three bedrooms and another five in the kitchen and living room.

It was all the time I needed. Home inspections were “plain view” only. I couldn’t open closets or go into drawers unless I developed reasonable suspicion that something illegal was on the premises. Reasonable suspicion, sometimes referred to in law enforcement circles as an “educated hunch,” was easy enough for a PO to articulate. A long delay in opening the door during daylight hours (early mornings you got more leeway), an overly anxious or combative demeanor on the part of the client, weed smoke—any of these could be cited in a police report as legal justification for a more thorough search.

Quick, courteous inspections were a small but important way of showing clients that I didn’t want to put them in jail. I believed America should get out of the business of punishing people because they had a drug problem, or because they were broke, or because our city’s failing schools hadn’t prepared them for college or employment.

I’d found this job during a late-night Internet dive into the topic of mass incarceration. The third or fourth mass-incarceration article mentioned probation and parole as part of the problem and, potentially, part of the solution. Most of the articles critical of probation and parole as institutions argued that clients were set up to fail. POs asked too much of them and tried to solve every problem with jail. The answer seemed obvious enough. If reasonable people filled PO positions, outcomes would improve.

It didn’t occur to me—or, as far as I could tell, to most of the people weighing in on probation and parole matters on the Internet—that POs used jail because jail was the only tool they had. It was all taxpayers were willing to spend money on. It’s not hard to understand why. Most people see jail as an investment in public safety. When we think about public safety, we don’t think about the costs. As soon as incarcerated people are released, we tend to reclassify them as receivers of social services. Investing in them stops feeling like investing in a less violent, less addicted America. It feels like a handout for people who probably don’t deserve it.

During my four years as a PO, I learned that “deserving” really has nothing to do with it. Probationers and parolees who go without housing, health care, drug treatment, and reliable income reoffend at alarming rates. Clients paired with services tailored to their needs suffer fewer relapses and go back to jail far less often. They cost taxpayers less money. Some become taxpayers themselves.

There are about 4.5 million people on probation and parole in America, more than double the jail population. For most of my time as a PO, my caseload contained more than two hundred clients. It would be impossible to include all of their stories here. Reporting on only the hardest cases would give a false impression of the pluck and resiliency I so often observed in the probation and parole population. Ultimately I settled on seven clients whom I considered representative of the whole, in both the challenges they faced and the way they responded to them.

Most of the events described in this book occurred between 2013 and 2015. I’m sorry to say that not much has changed since then, either nationally or in New Orleans. Our failure to provide adequate probation and parole programming remains the single greatest missed opportunity in the entire criminal justice system, and possibly the entire American safety net.

Since Hurricane Katrina, my hometown of New Orleans has become emblematic of institutional decay in America. New Orleans places in the top five cities for murder rate almost every year. Until 2018, when Oklahoma edged us out, Louisiana was the world’s leading incarcerator. New Orleans continues to send more people to prison than any other city in the state. The New Orleans school system consistently ranks at or near the bottom in Louisiana, always in the running for the worst-educated state in the nation. Only Mississippi does worse.

In New Orleans the two Americas coexist side by side. Central City, the most violent neighborhood in town, with the highest density of probationers and parolees, adjoins the richest parts of the Garden District, where almost no client lived during my four years on the job. The oak-lined mansions of St. Charles Avenue stood a little more than ten blocks from the Landry residence.

About a third of the houses on the Landrys’ block contained a probationer or parolee. Many of those houses also contained guns. When, about a year later, the one in the Landry house went off, I got the call that every PO in New Orleans fears.

The homicide detective’s questions started off small and clinical—questions about drug tests and patterns of life. He saved the big one for later. Was there more we could have done to intervene? And if so, why weren’t we doing it?
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Probation and Parole was my second attempt at public service. When I got out of college, I taught high school English. My mom and dad were the kind of teachers approached years later at restaurants and movie theaters by former students who could still remember the lesson that changed their lives. I taught for three years before I admitted I lacked my parents’ aptitude for the work. The next fall I enrolled in the creative writing graduate program at LSU. I graduated three years later with a degree that did nothing to improve my job prospects and a three-hundred-page novel that not even a mother could love. Mine, the English teacher, advised me to find a day job.

I spent the next two years working in restaurants, bartending, and, most recently, selling watches at JCPenney. In the twelve-week period between my last bartending job and my first day at JCPenney, I moved in with my girlfriend, Kristin, who did a heroic job of hiding her misgivings about my prospects. JCPenney was paying me $10 an hour. I covered utilities while she paid the rent.

The Probation and Parole position seemed like my best chance to make myself useful before I turned thirty. Kristin agreed that unwinding mass incarceration was a worthy cause. It didn’t hurt that the barriers to entry were low. A bachelor’s degree and a clean record were the only requirements.

The interview was conducted at the New Orleans Probation and Parole headquarters, known simply as the New Orleans District. The building was long and gray in the Eastern Bloc style. Probation and Parole had the third floor. Other state agencies occupied one and two. I didn’t get to see much of the office that day. I was whisked to a small brown conference room and seated at a table with duct tape over the holes in the particle board. I was told that this would take no more than an hour.

The POs who interviewed me were in their late forties, with skinny arms and big guts. They wore faded polos and cargo pants with holes in the seams. They read the interview questions from laminated legal sheets. When they got to the one about why I’d applied, I said I wanted to make the criminal justice system more just and New Orleans a safer place to live. By the next question I’d figured out that the interviewers were mainly interested in determining whether I was willing to work for thirty grand a year, and I shifted from trying to appear excited about the job to trying not to appear too excited about the salary.

The next day I worked the evening shift at JCPenney. I was hunkered down in the food court, savoring the last five minutes of my dinner break, when I got the call. The guy on the phone introduced himself as Dan. He told me he was the regional manager, which clearly translated to boss. “There weren’t a lot of applicants,” he said. “You seemed like you had the easiest job to get out of.”

The Louisiana Division of Probation and Parole—“P&P,” Dan called it—ran only two academies per year, three if they got really lucky with the budget. They hadn’t gotten lucky with the budget in a long time. The way things had been going, the next academy could be the last one for a while. For reasons unknown, the bosses in Baton Rouge, where all the state offices were headquartered, had given the regional managers only five days to fill slots. The job was mine if I could make it on time.

Dan didn’t mention the interview or my résumé, and I was left to assume that what he’d said about my selection was the whole truth. He’d gone with me because he thought my current job would be easy to quit.

He was right. I had the worst numbers in the watch department by far. My boss didn’t care that I wasn’t giving two weeks.



During working hours at the academy, we shot guns and memorized obscure Louisiana statutes like Theft of an alligator. Our instructors were senior POs taking a break from the grind. They weren’t like the academy instructors in police movies. They told us that the districts were starved for manpower, and every one of us needed to pass this thing. No one had to worry about getting weeded out, especially by the firearms portion.

The instructors assured us that shootings on duty were exceptionally rare. Many of the districts had never recorded one. The New Orleans District had only one shooting in the last twenty years.

Half of us had never held a gun before the academy. We came from all over the state and would be deployed to every corner of it. I was the only cadet going to New Orleans, but I seemed to have a lot in common with my classmates. At twenty-nine I was right at the median age. We had all applied to P&P after washing out of another profession, or two or three.

By the second week we’d figured out that our stints at the academy were mostly meant to fulfill the training requirements of the state law enforcement commission. There wasn’t much time for instruction on our actual jobs. Between classes we sometimes coaxed our instructors into telling us a few things. We learned that while probation and parole were functionally identical, many states allotted them to separate agencies. Louisiana kept both under the same roof, that of the Department of Corrections.

Louisiana led the US in incarceration, and the US led the world. The Department of Corrections used to take pride in this. Lately there had been some ambivalence. The racial disparities in incarceration were a problem. The state was about 30 percent Black, but African Americans made up more than 60 percent of the inmate population.

Louisiana spent more than half a billion dollars annually on prisons and had the highest murder rate in the country to show for it. We’d held the title since 1989. There were people in the legislature who felt that it was time to try something else. P&P was it. We were the future. The academy director said this about ten times during her graduation speech.

“You’re coming aboard at an historic moment,” she told us. “Prison is the past. Community supervision is the new model for corrections in America.”



I showed up early for my first day as a fully commissioned PO and walked the halls in the new boots I’d bought myself as a graduation present. The carpet at the New Orleans District was balding. The ceiling was flecked with mold. It was exactly the kind of place where I’d always imagined social justice was made.

At around nine o’clock Dan, the regional manager, took hold of me. Later in the day I would learn that the staff referred to him exclusively as Dan the Regional Manager. He was short and trim, with a big chin that bobbed as he shook hands, and a black mustache carved thin. He wore a constant, nervous smile, as if he’d gotten good news but was holding off on believing until he saw the proof.

“You can’t imagine how happy people are gonna be to see you,” he said.

The New Orleans District was allotted forty-five positions, but lately there had been funding for only forty. Pay was frozen, benefits were getting more expensive by the year, and caseloads were the highest they’d ever been. A fresh body showed the troops that the state hadn’t forgotten about “little old P&P.” It was an unconventional welcome speech, nothing like the academy director’s, but I didn’t have time to parse it. We’d arrived at my office. There was my name on the door. The name above mine was Charles Lewis.

He looked to be about forty but was as fit and lean as a high-school distance runner. He had a heavy beard and a hometown ball cap pulled low across his brow. I would learn later that Charles was one of only ten African American POs at the New Orleans District, but if he was put off by the news that the bosses had hired another white person, he didn’t let it show.

“New guy,” Dan the Regional Manager said by way of introduction, and he clapped me once on the shoulder and continued down the hall.

“Good timing,” Charles said. “We’re just getting started. This is Vincent.”

He pointed at the person seated across the desk from him, a man about twenty or twenty-one with a Colt .45 tattooed laterally across his neck. Vincent’s chair had cracks in the two rear legs and yellow foam spilling from the ripped cushion. Vincent pressed the balls of his feet to the carpet and eased the chairback into the wall. “Anyway,” he told Charles, “I’m glad you locked me up. Another week at the pace I was going, and I would have been fish food.”

“That’s good to hear,” Charles said. “You didn’t seem all that glad at the time.”

“At the time I was a junkie. Now I’m clean. It was destiny, you finding me when you did.”

“Destiny, huh?”

It was all a lot more candid than I’d expected. Thirty seconds in, and they were already broaching the mysteries of the universe.

“They wouldn’t call it the second chance club,” Vincent said, lifting his hands to providence, “if they didn’t expect you to fuck up.”

P&P had accrued a lot of nicknames over the years. According to academy lore, this one was meant to be sarcastic, a joke at the expense of the state’s longstanding austerity. Vincent sounded sincere when he invoked it. That a client truly believed the New Orleans District was in the second-chance business reflected well on my office mate, and I was eager to gain his favor.

“Might as well get comfortable,” Charles told me. “This could take a while.”

He pointed me to the second desk, located barely two feet past the one he was sitting at. While I opened drawers and logged onto my state-issued laptop, Charles read Vincent the conditions of probation. Vincent said he remembered the conditions from last time, but Charles had to read them anyway, for liability reasons.

He began with the fines and fees, one of the few probation- and parole-related topics I’d been briefed on at the academy. Parolees owed the state $63 per month. Probation went for $60 per month. What the extra $3 were for, no one seemed to know or care. The state couldn’t penalize probationers and parolees for refusing to pay. Fees went ignored by most POs. Charles reminded Vincent that the rules that mattered were the Big Three: Don’t do drugs, don’t get arrested, and keep showing up.

Parolees who violated the rules answered to the parole board, a panel of upstanding citizens appointed by the governor. Probationers in violation were subject to a hearing before the judge who sentenced them. The PO stood before the judge and reported the violations on the record. Then the judge decided whether to give the client another shot or revoke his probation. Post-revocation, the client was shipped “upstate” to prison. Sentence lengths depended upon the severity of the offense. Most clients would be sentenced to serve between two and five years on a probation or parole revocation and be released after they completed 40 percent of it. A single conviction could produce multiple parole periods and multiple revocations, each a little less than half as long as its predecessor. According to Charles, the current New Orleans District record for revocations on a single conviction was seven.

“I don’t think we’ll ever see it broken,” he told me after he finished with Vincent. “But you’re welcome to try.”

He was kidding, but I sensed he was also sizing me up, trying to figure out what my expectations of the job might be. I was eager to share. “I came to get people out of jail,” I said, “not put them back in.”

I had assumed that not everyone at Probation and Parole would feel the same. Many of my older coworkers had joined up in the mid-nineties, when draconian sentencing was at its peak. Charles didn’t officially declare a side just then, but his conversation with Vincent suggested that the PO wouldn’t go out of his way to put the client in jail as long as the client didn’t go out of his way to get put there.

He didn’t tell me anything more about Vincent except that he was young and dumb and had a rich uncle, a big-time drug dealer who could pay for the kind of attorney who could get you sentenced to two probations in eighteen months—that is, to two felonies with no jail time—even though the first probation nearly ended in a fatal overdose. Charles spoke of these things without affect. If anything, he seemed to find them mildly amusing. I was careful not to ask too many questions or otherwise give away so soon that I had no prior experience ministering to addicts or felons.

When it came time to share our personal histories, I tried to sound like a person who had committed his twenties to gathering valuable life experiences, and forgot that the man I was talking to spent most of his waking hours asking people about their choices. He had a big, generous laugh, with no hard edges.

“Same here,” he said. “Didn’t know what else to do, so I came to P&P.”

If this didn’t fully absolve me of my inexperience, it induced me to be a little more forthcoming about my other limitations. “White guy from the suburbs. I’m gonna have some proving to do.”

African Americans made up about 60 percent of the city’s overall population but nearly 80 percent of the probation and parole population. Charles agreed that whiteness was a disadvantage for a PO in the early going, but most clients would give me a chance to win them over. The best thing I had going for me was that I was local. I knew about the murder rate, the poverty, the rampant addiction. Out-of-towners who signed up to be POs in New Orleans rarely lasted more than a couple of months. “People come here from California,” Charles said. “They think it’s nothing but tits and beads.”

Charles grew up in New Orleans but had lived all over the South. He’d been on the job fourteen years. If he wouldn’t commit to loving it, he was past the point of imagining he could do anything else. He mentioned feeling optimistic about the new political momentum to get away from using jail to fix every problem, but he was withholding judgment on just how different this new era was really going to be.

One thing that had not changed since Charles came aboard was the department’s attitude toward new PO development. What I’d received at the academy was all the formal training I was going to get. Everything else I would learn by tagging along with other POs. Dan the Regional Manager would tell me to seek out as many of them as would have me, but the bulk of this tutelage usually fell to the rookie’s office mate.

The New Orleans District was a maze that day, the corridors narrow and dimly lit. Every office had the same brown door splintered at the corners and around the knob, and in the middle the same black name tags with white block lettering. Charles and I took three turns before we found the lobby. There was a receptionist behind a glass wall—“Not bulletproof,” Charles said—and eight rows of plastic folding chairs. About two-thirds of them were occupied. A couple of clients sat cross-legged on the floor. One guy pressed his forehead to the lobby’s lone window and watched a green streetcar rattle by.

The office was located on a good block in the Central Business District, walking distance to the Superdome and the French Quarter. A less ratty building would have been prohibitively expensive, but our landlord was apparently content to lease to the state at half the market rate provided we didn’t hassle him about the leaks and the mold.

A metal detector separated the lobby from the processing room where clients had their fingerprints taken during their first trip to the office. There was an old ink-and-paper rig in the corner for POs to turn to when the digital scanner crapped out. Charles had a couple of veteran clients waiting in the lobby. He called his second new guy of the day first so that I could watch him operate the fingerprint machine and get another look at the intake procedures.

He shook the client’s hand as he stepped through the metal detector and told him they would save the getting-to-know-you stuff for the office. The client said he was good with that, and Charles took him by the wrist and rolled his fingers one at a time across the glass panels of the fingerprint machine. It looked like a Xerox, squat and sharp-cornered, and smelled of the antiseptic wipes applied to its surface after each session. It gave a little beep when you submitted a good print and a little hiss when you gave it something it couldn’t read. Charles got only one hiss and looked pleased with himself for it.

The client appeared to be no more than half-awake. He was about forty-five, in tan work boots and a gray T-shirt with holes in the pocket. He followed us down the corridor to our office and sat in the chair across the desk from Charles. It was the client’s first time on probation. Charles read the conditions slowly, emphasizing the Big Three and going into detail about the nature of the questions he was asking about the client’s work history, his living situation, his history of drug abuse, and his mental health. He spun his laptop around so the client could see the rows of multiple-choice questions included in the intake questionnaire. “They call this a risk/need assessment,” Charles said. “The idea is that if we know what your needs are, we can decrease your risk of getting in trouble.”

He gave me a quick glance to let me know that this was for my benefit, too. I nodded along eagerly. The risk/need assessment seemed to be built on the vision of criminal justice that had drawn me to this job in the first place: The best way to discourage most antisocial behavior—most risk—was to provide for the needy.

The client said his needs had been few until recently. He’d worked construction, blown out his back, gotten a prescription for Oxycontin, and woken up sixty days later a junkie. Charles told me that “Oxy clients” were a relatively new breed. Whereas most of our clients used drugs to escape lives of poverty or depression, Oxy clients used drugs so that they could keep their lives as they were. They weren’t looking for a high. They were looking to get their pain under control so that they could go back to work.

When the pills ran out, the Oxy client started buying heroin. He had his withdrawal period in jail and vowed to self, family, and God that he wasn’t going through that hell again. Orleans Parish Prison, known as OPP, had an inmate death rate four times the national average. The federal government had come in and instituted a consent decree, but progress so far had been slow. You didn’t have to work in the criminal justice system to know this. It was all over the news.

The client vented a little more about his four days as an OPP inmate, but in the end he doubled back to his original position that he didn’t need anything from his PO except to be left alone. He’d gotten his job back, his job provided health insurance, and his health insurance provider covered addiction counseling. He hadn’t used heroin in eight weeks.

A paycheck combined with health insurance to provide counseling and, if necessary, anti-withdrawal medications like Suboxone and methadone were the most effective cures for addiction currently known. By probation and parole standards, the employed Oxy client’s needs were few, and the risk assessment gave him its lowest possible rating. According to the assessment, Charles didn’t need to see the Oxy client again for six months. Charles gave the client a business card and sent him on his way.

We ate a quick lunch in the break room in the rear of the New Orleans District. There were a few folding tables, a rusty refrigerator, and a white Mr. Coffee labeled BROKE. Charles introduced me to everyone who came in. The office looked to be about 75 percent white and 60 percent male. I put the median age right at forty. As Dan the Regional Manager predicted, all my coworkers agreed that a new guy was good news for the office. Everyone invited me to tag along anytime I wanted, and my overall impression was of a group of people who enjoyed their work and believed it was worth doing.

By the time our lunch hour was over, Charles had six people waiting in the lobby. The first five had all been on probation or parole for at least a year. They sat in the client chair across the desk from Charles and told their PO very different stories than the Oxy client’s. As Charles had predicted, the prevailing theme was need. None of the five clients had a job. Four were in custody battles with former wives and girlfriends. Three were recovering from recent relapses. Two were literally homeless, another two functionally so. Only one of the five, crashing with his grandmother, had what could be described as a stable living situation.

Charles didn’t take notes. He opened his laptop only to document changes in home address or telephone number. He proposed adjustments rather than solutions. He talked to the addicts about their triggers—the toxic ex, the shit-stirring aunt or uncle—and told them that in many cases the answer was just to walk away. He had a degree in social work but assured me that the best listeners got that way by repetition rather than training. I could be one, too, if I put in the time.

The therapeutic value of simply being heard is well-documented, and anyone who passed by our office could plainly see that clients left with cooler heads and clearer eyes than they came in with. The service my office mate provided here was invaluable. It was also insufficient. These people needed more than a sounding board, but Charles hadn’t offered any substantive assistance, no housing or health care or employment, nor had he suggested places in town where his clients might go looking for it.

The sixth client of the afternoon was an old woman in blue pajamas and glasses held together with masking tape. She muttered to herself all the way from the lobby to the client chair. I took her for senile.

Charles drew a different conclusion. “How long since you smoked crack?”

“This morning,” the old woman said.

Charles nodded slowly. “I’ll try Odyssey House. But if there’s no beds, I have to take you in. Can’t let you leave like this.”

“I know.”

Odyssey House, Charles would inform me later, was the only free detox clinic in the city. There were usually only a handful of beds available at a time. Getting a client in on short notice, the only kind of notice I supposed addicts ever gave, was at best a one-chance-in-twenty-five proposition. The screener who answered the phones told Charles her next available opening was on Friday.

“Friday’s too late,” Charles told the old woman. “We both know that.”

He pointed at the wall behind the client chair. The old woman got up and turned around. Charles pulled his handcuffs from his belt and snapped them around the old woman’s wrists.

“I know it sucks to detox in jail,” he said. “But if I don’t take you, and you go out and OD, that’s on me. I think you knew that when you came in here. You weren’t due for a visit this month.”

“I know,” the old woman said again.

I’d heard heroin and crack withdrawals compared to the worst flu of your life. Charles told me later that nobody at the New Orleans District had figured out how to tell the difference between a person who needed medical assistance to get through withdrawal symptoms and a person who could quit on his own. Most addicts would need clinical detox at some point. Most wouldn’t want to admit it. I guessed the old woman’s decision to come to the office that day put her somewhere in the middle. We walked her slowly down the back corridor and out onto the roof, where a row of Crown Vics were kept for jail transport purposes. We loaded the old woman into the back seat.

You could make the trip from the New Orleans District to the jail in seven minutes if you got lucky with the lights. The gray towers of OPP looked down on one of the busiest stretches of I-10. We parked behind the jail and walked the old woman up the exterior stairs. Charles pressed the get-in button and said who we were and what we were doing there. There was only one thing we could be doing, but Charles said you had to say it or they wouldn’t let you in.

The buzzer went off. Charles shouldered the door open, and I gave the old woman’s elbow a gentle tug. It was early May and sweltering, but the sky was bright and blue. The old woman had a last look up at it and stepped across the threshold.

The intake area wasn’t much bigger than a walk-in closet. The deputy at the counter wrote down the old woman’s name and date of birth and rang for a second deputy—“Female!”—and a nurse. It smelled like shit—literally. A grated wall separated the intake area from the much larger room where arrestees waited to be brought into the bowels of the jail. There were TVs and rows of chairs. Some of the men in the chairs slept against the shoulders of other men. Some laughed and talked trash. Far off in the corner, someone shrieked. A deputy told him he had better quiet down, or else. Another deputy asked who the shitter was, and what he’d had for lunch, and why.

The nurse and the female deputy entered the intake area through a grated door. The deputy told the client to grab some wall. She ran the backs of her hands along the client’s arms and legs and waist and crotch. She told the client to kick off her shoes. They were slippers, really, brown with shredded lace trim. The deputy looked inside them, slapped them against the floor, and handed them back. The nurse strapped the blood pressure band to the old woman’s arm, filled it with air, and took the reading. She asked whether the old woman had taken any drugs.

“Crack,” the old woman said.

“How much?”

“Couple of hits.”

“When?”

“Couple of hours.”

The nurse looked in the old woman’s eyes and felt along her wrist and dragged a sigh from the old woman to Charles and back again. “We’ll take her.”

Air could be heard pushing through unseen vents, but the interior of OPP felt no cooler than the pavement we’d walked to get here.

“You’ll be out in a week,” Charles said.

The old woman nodded but kept her eyes on the ground. The deputy gave Charles his handcuffs back and told us to have a good day.

Charles pressed the get-out button. The door buzzed again. Charles pushed it open. We went down the stairs and got back in the Crown Vic.

He turned on the AC but didn’t take the shifter out of park. “That was an emergency,” he said. “Nothing else we could do.”

I believed him. By sheer luck I’d landed an office mate I trusted implicitly.

“It doesn’t get easier,” he said. “Sometimes the job’s talking and listening, trying to make people feel like they’ve got somebody in their corner. But sometimes it’s this.”

I couldn’t figure out how to explain what I was thinking. That I mustn’t have really thought things through? That I’d known the jail would be part of the equation, but I’d hoped to get through my first day without having to take the ride?

“I guess,” I said, “I thought there would be more of an in-between.”

“You’re feeling how you’re supposed to be feeling right now. The POs who walk out of that place like it’s nothing—those are the ones I worry about. We’ll pick her up in a few days, get her into sober living. This is a temporary stop.”

That was the end of the pep talk. He turned on the radio and drove me back to the New Orleans District parking lot, where a Crown Vic of my own was waiting to be driven home for the first time. It was twelve years old and had more than 150,000 miles on the odometer. It had probably made the drive to OPP hundreds of times, and it was safe to assume that most of those trips were taken for lack of a more sensible alternative.

Nothing I’d learned about my office mate that day gave me any reason to believe he or any other of my new coworkers had made their peace with OPP lightly. They seemed, quite in contrast to my expectations, like reasonable people. If the heart of the problem at P&P was POs who were bigoted, incompetent, or just plain lazy, then an infusion of better people—people like me—stood to transform the system overnight. If the POs already on the job were people like Charles—that is to say, people as good as or possibly better than me—then the answer was a lot less clear.

I wasn’t the only PO who wanted to provide clients with social services. I wasn’t the only PO who wanted to keep clients out of jail. Most of the rest of the staff of the New Orleans District had felt what I was feeling after their first day, and they’d stayed in the job anyway. Tomorrow I would try to figure out why.
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I spent the rest of that first week shadowing Charles. The following Monday, as promised, we picked up the old woman from jail and drove her to a sober-living facility called Grace House. We were allowed only as far as the front door. The facility was housed in a gorgeous old home uptown with a big porch and a wrought-iron fence. The caseworker to whom we handed off the old woman appeared excited to see her.

On our way over, the old woman told us that the medical care at the jail, or at least the detox services, were every bit as lousy as she remembered—“Consent decree mustn’t have gotten around to that part yet”—but she did feel better now. “You saved my life,” she told Charles.

“You saved it,” he said. “You made the choice to come in. You knew what was gonna happen. You look ten years younger, by the way.”

I would have said fifteen. The woman I’d met a week earlier lurched around like a crone and spoke in whispers. Today she was bright-eyed and confident. She told us she’d been a schoolteacher before she found crack in the early nineties.

After we dropped her off, Charles told me that Grace House would keep her at the facility for about a month before transferring her to a larger and more dilapidated building across town. She could stay there a few more months, provided she pitched in with housekeeping and cooking and the like. If, a few months after that, she hadn’t gotten a job or disability benefits, she would have to move on. There were only so many sober-living facilities and so much space in each. The people in greatest need of help—the people fresh off a detox—got priority.

We didn’t make any arrests that week or the week after. Our office visits remained mostly listening sessions. As I watched Charles work, I picked up on a few of his little tricks: the quiet sighs when a client was feeling a little too sorry for himself, the firm corrections when a client took more than his share of the blame for his current situation. Mostly, Charles communicated with nods and facial expressions. He’d trained his chin to transmit sympathy at one angle and exasperation at another. He could stop a conversation cold with a flick of his right eyebrow.

When Charles entered a client’s home, he never gave the impression he was conducting a shakedown. He framed his inspections as social calls. He knew the names of aunts and grandmothers and nieces and nephews. He noticed when a troublesome member of the household moved out or came back in. He remembered birthdays, pets, favorite television shows.

If very few clients were delighted to see a PO at the door, no one treated us as anything worse than a nuisance. In the poorest and most distressed homes Charles brought me to, where the power had been turned off and the temperature was well over 100, he pretended not to notice. He flipped on the flashlight he kept in his pocket and passed through the rooms in the usual fashion, making casual conversation and moving rapidly enough to give the impression that he wasn’t looking for anything in particular.

It was another trick. He noticed everything. Every time we left a house, he pointed out all the little details I’d missed: a client more receptive to his grandmother’s advice than his father’s, and whose girlfriend was his primary substance abuse trigger, and who put a stick of gum in his mouth every time he told a lie.

We spent most of our time in Central City, Hollygrove, and Gert Town, neighborhoods I knew only from news coverage of murder scenes. Statistically speaking, they were dangerous places, but I never felt that I was in any danger when I passed through them. The gun at my hip had nothing to do with it. I felt safe because the people whose houses I entered were used to us. They lived in neighborhoods where police encounters were extremely common, if not always pleasant.

Like the jail, the city police department was operating under a federal consent decree. Although more than half of NOPD officers were African American, many Black New Orleanians viewed the consent decree as the federal government’s official declaration that the police department was not to be trusted. P&P was an entirely separate outfit, our black polo shirts impossible to mistake for the blue NOPD button-down, and people in New Orleans’s poor neighborhoods knew the difference. They knew that POs wore guns and bulletproof vests but also spent two days per week at the office serving as counselors, and they knew that counseling often took the form of teaching clients how to stay on the right side of law enforcement—that is, how to avoid police encounters entirely.

Charles had figured out how to play the dual role to his advantage. When we walked in on clients smoking marijuana, Charles reminded them that weed was still illegal and that smoking it in a car was a good way to get pulled over for Driving While Black. Smoking it on a street corner all but assured you would get patted down by every passing squad car. “I want them to think I’m enough a part of the system that I know all the tricks,” Charles explained to me, “but I can bend the rules when it suits me.”

The ideal PO could help clients navigate the system and avoid getting locked up over petty nonsense. At the same time, Charles reminded clients that while half of his obligation was to them, the other half was to the general public. If he believed a client was putting another person at risk, Charles had the authority to step in.

In the lunchroom at the New Orleans District, POs talked a lot about discretion. There was some friendly disagreement about where exactly the lines ought to be drawn. There were rules everyone agreed we couldn’t bend, violations we couldn’t look away from: firearms, acts of violence committed in our presence, large quantities of drugs. Misdemeanor offenses like weed possession we were free to ignore.

Headquarters emails, of which we seemed to get about three per hour, encouraged us to use our discretion to make the point that P&P was about transforming a punishment-based system into a rehabilitation-based one. In practical terms, this often meant letting things go that would have been seen as serious violations a decade ago. As late as 2010, POs were still instructed to bring clients to jail if weed was discovered during a home inspection. Less than five years later, POs who locked people up for marijuana were almost certain to get overruled by the parole board and reprimanded by Dan the Regional Manager for wasting valuable jail space on a minor infraction.

I was halfway through my third week on the job when I used my handcuffs for the first time. In the academy we’d learned that every successful cuffing turns on the moment when metal touches flesh, known as “first contact.” Pre–first contact, the arrestee has been told where to stand and where to place his hands. If he hasn’t been told he’s going to jail, he’s probably figured it out. But incarceration and freedom are abstractions, subject to interpretation, negotiation. First contact is physical, steel on skin.

A weak grip on the part of the officer or an imprecise application that misses the “cuffing notch” between palm heel and wrist lets the arrestee know that the officer can be gotten over on. In video after video, we saw half-assed handcuffers get the shit kicked out of them. We saw a few lose their lives. At the academy, we practiced handcuffing until our wrists bled.

When the time came to do it for real, I focused all my attention on first contact, on preventing the client from running or fighting and thereby making his situation that much worse. This particular client, an old man whose PO had deemed him an overdose risk, didn’t flinch. Neither did I. The academy had made a once-complex process completely automatic.

I didn’t disagree with the other PO’s assessment that the client was probably going to keep using heroin until we intervened. I felt, as I had when I watched Charles arrest the old woman, that even if jail wasn’t the long-term answer to the addiction problem in America, it was the only tool I had to save the particular life for which I was responsible that afternoon. I felt I was using my authority wisely, but the physical act of taking away another person’s liberty was just as unnerving as the academy instructors had warned me it would be. The PO who’d put me up to the arrest reminded me after the fact that jail runs were last resorts—“emergencies,” to use Charles’s term—and while I shouldn’t expect them to get any less unpleasant as I grew into the job, I could train myself to remember that we spent the vast majority of our time trying to find some other tool, any other tool, to keep our people out of trouble.

By my third Friday on the job, I believed that P&P really was, as the academy director had promised, trying to form a safer, saner justice system. I believed I’d underestimated the value of office visits that first day and overestimated the horrors of the jail, or at least the frequency with which I was likely to subject clients to them. I was glad I’d decided to stick around.

Kristin, my girlfriend, took me out to dinner to celebrate the end of my first three weeks at P&P and my thirtieth birthday, which had fallen a few days before. Kristin is one of the rare truly green-eyed people. The eyes were all I saw the first year I knew her, but there was also that beautiful skin, as fair as a river birch, and a lone freckle on her upper lip that made her smile a playful thing even when she ran some heat through it.

She’d had plenty of options but, for reasons that remain unclear, had chosen to see me through the worst year of my professional life. My bartending career had ended abruptly after I threatened to throw a drunken customer in the lake. I’d been out of work for nearly three months before I got the job behind the watch counter at JCPenney. Kristin knew I was eager to believe I’d found my place at last, and she listened patiently as I rattled off all the things I was excited about: the chance to help people who really needed it, and an office mate who seemed willing and able to show me how. We were eating dessert before I got around to admitting that my initial reservations were still with me. “Resource-wise,” I said, “there’s the jail and the office and not much else.”

Kristin was a lawyer by profession, and I could always count on her for unsentimental analysis. “You kind of knew that, though, right? I mean, you applied there because you knew it was fucked-up.” She wore her red hair long and pushed it behind her ears when she was transitioning to a word of caution. “I know you’re tired of starting over. But this doesn’t have to be it. If it’s a bad fit, you can try something else. I’ll float you.”

I knew she meant it, and I could feel myself flushing as I assured her that her days of sponsoring me were over. Charles had warned me about the dangers of spending too much weekend time talking—or, after really bad weeks, venting—to your partner about the job. The best way to be fresh for clients on Monday was to forget all about them on Friday night.

After dinner we met friends for drinks for my birthday. Most of our friends were people I’d known since first grade. We’d all gone to Catholic school together. In New Orleans, the decision to send your kids to Catholic school often had nothing to do with religious affiliation. The Catholic schools were priced for the middle class but often outperformed the five-figures-per-year private schools that served the city’s ultrarich. The Jesuit priests who ran my high school understood that the best way for middle-class kids to afford college was to get a good score on the SAT. Our junior year was nothing but standardized-test prep. A fifth of my graduating class were National Merit Scholars.

If you could afford Catholic school in New Orleans, you could afford to give your child the greatest privilege there is: the chance to choose his own path. I was the only one of my circle who’d chosen poorly. At thirty I was surrounded by doctors, lawyers, accountants, and computer scientists, and through various channels since I’d shipped off to the police academy, they’d all expressed their concerns that I’d taken a job that should have gone to someone who had trained as a counselor or who had grown up in the inner city and could speak with authority to the challenges people faced there.

The only defense I could think of was to lean in. “Of course they shouldn’t have hired me,” I said. “But nobody good wanted the job.”

The joke got a laugh, and it changed the subject, but later that night, alone with the prospect of a new decade, the first one in which it was no longer acceptable to be anything but a functioning, contributing adult, I didn’t see the humor, and I struggled to take Charles’s advice about keeping my apprehensions from Kristin. I wanted to tell her that I had no way of knowing whether I would be of any assistance to any of my clients, and I was terrified that if I flamed out again, there would be real consequences. A year ago I was working for tips. Now I had human lives in my hands.

The fact that I was hired for this job was more than a punch line. It was a microcosm of the very problem I hoped to helped solve. Nobody who mattered gave a shit about probation and parole.

I got through Saturday and Sunday without bringing any of this up with Kristin. I showed up early on Monday, but the clerical staff had beaten me by at least an hour. My caseload, in the form of 220 brown manila folders, was stacked eye-high on my desk and chair and the narrow pathway to the file cabinet. Probationers got a blue label, parolees yellow. The ratio looked to be about two-to-one—standard for the New Orleans District, according to Charles, who’d looked on with amusement from his desk as the case files were wheeled in ten at a time.

“I guess I should read them?” I asked.

He grabbed one of the larger volumes and paged through. “This one would take you about four hours. And he’s just a three-timer. You’ve got six-timers, seven-timers in here. The sooner they go in the file cabinet, the sooner you get your desk back.”

Some of the folders were graying with mildew. Some bore the old-school aroma of ditto paper. I examined a brittle police report that included such racial demographics as “NEGRO” and “ORIENTAL.” The file cabinet was seven feet tall and broad as an NFL lineman. The last ten files wouldn’t fit. I stacked them under my desk, where I was sure to knock them over often enough to keep me from forgetting they were there.

An email informed me that I now had an account of my own in our case management system. I double-clicked on my name, and there they were, my 220 souls, ranked by their scores on the risk/need assessment. We were told that best practices recommended about fifty cases per PO, but caseloads varied widely by jurisdiction, and most studies of PO burnout appeared to be reluctant to name an ideal client-PO ratio. For our purposes, it was enough to know that 220 was a ludicrous number. Charles admitted that there were guys on his caseload whom he couldn’t pick out of a lineup.

Forty-five of my 220 were in warrant status, meaning they’d abandoned their known addresses and stopped showing up at the office. You weren’t supposed to get a warrant for a client until you’d exhausted opportunities to track him down. Most warrant cases had probably skipped town. If they got arrested in another state, Louisiana rarely paid to extradite them back. As long as they weren’t causing trouble on home turf, the Department of Corrections was happy to be rid of them.

Another twenty clients were in administrative status. These were people whose probation or parole had been declared inactive—“in other words, turned off,” Charles explained—usually because the clients came down with a terminal illness or were grievously wounded in a knife- or gunfight, and the judge or parole board had deemed further supervision a waste of time and resources. Like the warrants, these files would stay in my cabinet until their terms expired. On the date of expiration I would attach a closure notice to the front of the file and return it to the clerical room, and Dan the Regional Manager would assign me the next new case that walked through the door.

The other cases—the active ones—fell into one of three categories: maximum risk, medium risk, and minimum risk. The minimum risk cases, of which I had eighty-one, needed to be seen only twice a year. Medium-risk cases got four visits per year. Only maximum-risk cases had to be contacted every month.

A fifteen-question multiple-choice test designed for POs with caseloads well above the national average, the assessment tool had done a far better job of predicting risk than anyone had expected when the state rolled it out a couple of years before. No one fully understood the tool’s math, but its logic was simple. The neediest people were at the highest risk of getting back in trouble. We should spend most of our time on them.

My caseload was mostly inherited from the PO I’d replaced. He’d left for a better-paying job in the private sector. This had come as quite a shock to my colleagues, all of whom had held my predecessor in extremely low regard. Charles suspected that even my maximum-risk cases had probably gone unseen for several months. He suggested we spend the next couple of field days trying to get an accurate head count of who was still around and print warrants for the rest.



We began the first field day of the week in the Lower Ninth Ward, the impoverished downriver neighborhood leveled by Hurricane Katrina in 2005. Nearly a decade later, many homes remained abandoned. Lawns had returned almost completely to seed. Vacant lots were jungles of cattails and briars. Kendrick, the first client on our list, lived in the nicest house on the block, a white two-story with green shutters yet to see a hurricane season.

“Somebody bought it cheap, fixed it up,” Charles said. “Guarantee the tenant’s Section 8.”

The federal government’s largest rental-assistance program, Section 8 was designed to allow poor people to get housing in neighborhoods where poverty wasn’t as concentrated as it was in housing projects. The Lower Ninth Ward probably wasn’t what the architects of Section 8 had in mind. People who fixed up and leased properties there and in other poor neighborhoods could recoup their investment in five years. Properties bought for low five figures could easily bring in $900 per month in rent.

Probationers and parolees couldn’t collect Section 8, but then again, neither could most poor people. In New Orleans, 17,800 families received Section 8 vouchers. As long as they didn’t report earnings of more than 80 percent of the median household income in New Orleans—about $48,000 for a family of four—they could collect Section 8 forever. Only about 1,000 families left the Section 8 program annually, meaning only 1,000 wait-listed families got on. The overwhelming majority of poor people in New Orleans never got off the waiting list.

The lessee at Kendrick’s house was a middle-aged woman named Tina. The young men who lived with her referred to the house as Tina’s Place. Tina opened the door for us that morning and confirmed that Kendrick was on the premises. “Let’s get one thing straight before you come in,” she said. “He’s crashing. Not staying.”

Veteran Section 8 recipients knew that housing a probationer or parolee could cost them their voucher, at least in theory. Charles had never heard of anyone’s losing a voucher for this reason, but he couldn’t fault Tina for being cautious. She was small and gaunt, with pockmarked cheeks and bloodshot eyes. The marijuana smell from inside the house was so strong the Charles let out a yip when he caught his first whiff of it. Tina promptly told us she had errands to run, and she scampered down the street, leaving the front door wide-open. I followed Charles in.

Weed smoke hung as thick as swamp fog about the living room. Six men slept on sleeping bags on the floor. The guy on the couch was the only one who woke up when we walked in. I recognized him immediately as Kendrick, the client from the mug shot in my case file. His teeth and hair were as gray as oyster shells. The circles beneath his eyes looked like they’d been drawn on with a charcoal pencil. He was supposed to be thirty-four but he looked fifty.

“Yo!” he shouted. “Parole people are here.”

The guys on the floor bolted up. The open doorway provided the only light in the room. The windows had been blacked out with cardboard and masking tape.

“Clear the fuck out,” Kendrick said.

Mumbling as they went, the other men dragged their sleeping bags with them down the dark central hallway and out of sight. Charles found a light switch beside the door and flipped it.

Kendrick yawned and reached for the big white T-shirt balled up between two couch cushions and pulled it over his head. He grabbed a pair of jeans off the floor and stepped into them.

“Must be time for a new PO,” he said.

“This guy,” Charles said, and gave me a whack on the back.

I stuck out my hand and introduced myself. Kendrick had a much better grip than I’d expected, given his physique. He was about five foot eight but couldn’t have weighed more than 120 pounds.

“These young bucks are always smoking in here,” he said. “I don’t fuck around with that shit. I can piss if you want.”

I saw my first chance to show I wasn’t that kind of PO. “I’ll take your word for it.”

Kendrick tipped an imaginary cap in my direction. “Y’all want the tour?”

He walked us back to the kitchen, the only room on the ground floor with any daylight in it. The rear window was open, and the six guys we’d woken up were smoking cigarettes and opening the day’s first beers. Kendrick was the oldest person at Tina’s Place by a decade at least. Most of the other guys looked no older than eighteen. Kendrick rattled off their names, and they waved to us without interest. As we turned to make our way back to the front of the house, one of them muttered “Faggots,” and everybody laughed.

In the thirty-odd houses I’d entered with Charles, we’d never been subject to epithets, at least not to our faces. Before I could look to him to see whether we should address the remark, Kendrick shoved the guy who said it into the counter. The guy lost his grip of his beer but managed to catch it before it hit the ground. When he looked up again, Kendrick was standing over him with his fist cocked.

“No need for that,” Charles said. “We’re done here.”

The guys in the far corners of the kitchen snickered as we went. The guy who’d make the remark didn’t. He’d looked genuinely shaken when Kendrick stood over him. He looked shaken even as Kendrick walked away.

Kendrick followed us out of Tina’s Place and pulled the door shut behind him. Charles gave me a nod that said that this was the field, this was the kind of stuff that happened. Now was as good a time as any to practice dealing with it. “Don’t worry about that,” I told Kendrick, and decided that surviving my first on-the-job insult entitled me to tell my first on-the-job lie. “We’ve heard worse.”

“That wasn’t for y’all,” Kendrick said. “That was for that dumb fucking kid in there. That mouth is gonna get him in trouble. Better he gets his ass kicked by me than his head shot off by some dude on the street.”

“You the boss around here?” Charles said.

Kendrick laughed. “You’re talking about Tina.”

“What’s she charging you?”

“Half my food stamps. Guys that get a check throw in another fifty.”

Kendrick estimated that Tina, whose Section 8 voucher paid two-thirds of the rent, was receiving more than $1,500 in food stamps in return for opening her doors. Kendrick believed Tina spent about a third of the food stamps on food and sold the rest for fifty cents on the dollar to poor families in the neighborhood. For a personal investment of about $300 per month, Tina got back about $500 in food and another $500 in cash.

Because people on probation and parole couldn’t collect housing assistance of any sort, people like Tina provided a valuable service, especially for young clients who were still keeping late hours and not looking to answer to a landlord at any price. The “check” Kendrick had referred to was a monthly payment of $674 in Supplemental Security Income, or SSI. Funded by the US Treasury, SSI was established in the early seventies to cover basic living expenses for people too disabled to work. Blind people got it. So did people with acute bipolar disorder.

“I got a check when I was a kid,” Kendrick told us. “But they cut it off.”

“What for?” Charles said.

Kendrick shrugged. “They sent a letter. I don’t read. Eighth grade’s as far as I got.”

I’d learned from Charles that remarks like this one were known in the P&P universe as “gates.” Ask the right follow-up question, he told me, and a person down on his luck will tell you his whole life story.

I kept it simple and asked Kendrick where he went to school. Kendrick lit a cigarette and told me that the trouble started long before that. His mom got in on the early days of the crack epidemic. People who remembered her before she was an addict said that the drug rewired her from the ground up. She kept up the habit throughout Kendrick’s gestation, and teachers as far back as kindergarten noticed developmental issues.

Conduct was the bigger problem. He was in first grade when he learned that if you hit a guy hard enough, he thought better of making another crack about how you were always behind in class or how your mom was always passing out on the lawn. Kendrick could keep the kids at school from talking about his mother, but he couldn’t shut her boyfriends up. They were addicts like her, and a couple of them were small-time dealers. He heard them call her every kind of bitch, and he saw them beat her with belts and frying pans and bare fists and wander out to the street and sleep it off in an alley somewhere and come back the next day and do it all over again. Kendrick got to where he recognized the warning signs and knew to slip out the door before the first blood was drawn.

He was supposed to feel bad for his mother. He knew it, even as a small child, but sometimes after he fled when she got a beating, he wished he hadn’t. He wished he’d stayed and “watched the show.” Once in a while he even imagined he was the one wielding the belt, or he imagined that the boyfriends were punishing his mother on his behalf. He was far too young to understand addiction. To him, his mother was faced each day with a choice—to be a parent or to get high—and the days when she tried to be tender to him or any of his three siblings felt all the crueler when she relapsed. Over time, Kendrick came to hate his mother’s attempts at parenting more than he hated the days when she didn’t seem to know he was there.

Like everyone he grew up with, he knew that this was no kind of life. He wanted better, but he didn’t know how to get it. “Out the hood” stories were fairy tales. He never met an adult who got a real middle-class job and a good, clean home to raise his children in. All the money in the Lower Ninth Ward was in the drug trade. Kendrick never saw anybody get anywhere doing anything else.

By middle school he was friendly with the teenagers who worked as runners for the drug dealers who supplied his mother with crack and his next-door neighbor with heroin. When his third or fourth big brawl of the year got him expelled from eighth grade, his mother didn’t reenroll him in the fall. She “let the streets have me,” Kendrick said.

It seemed like his first time smoking crack should have been some kind of mindfuck. He should have had a degree of self-awareness about going from trying to break the cycle to accepting that he was going to be a part of it, but, in Kendrick’s telling, addiction never started out like that. You tried getting high because you were curious, or you were hungry, or because some girl told you she was a better lay when she was a little messed-up. You planned on being the exception to the rule. You believed that the very firsthand experiences that should have scared you off the stuff would make you more resistant to its disagreeable side effects. You figured people who had seen what crack could do would be better equipped than anybody to quit while they were ahead.

As far as Kendrick knew, his father had been more of a dealer than a user. The relationship between Kendrick’s parents was over by the time he was born. Kendrick was ten when his father was shot dead in a turf war. Kendrick didn’t know him well enough to miss him, but he set off on the same career path, or at least he tried. He had no mind for numbers and was never going to hack it as a “corner boy,” whose job was taking customers’ money and making sure the payments were counted correctly at the end of the day.

He had a short run as a muscle guy. He had a talent for violence but didn’t look the part. The smart dealers didn’t really want bloodshed. They just wanted the threat of it. A 120-pounder had to be seen in action to be believed. By his mid-twenties Kendrick had given up the drug thing and become a professional thief. He stole small, mostly household goods he could gather into trash bags in a thirty-second run through a home. In time he learned that the best money was in shoplifting diapers and laundry detergent from a gas station or Dollar General and selling them for thirty cents on the dollar on the street. The gas stations were tricky because the clerks sometimes waved their guns at you as you ran away. The Dollar Generals didn’t put up a fight. They seemed to have written shoplifting losses into the corporate strategy. On the rare occasions when you got caught, if you had no more than a hundred bucks’ worth of goods on you, the worst you were looking at from the police was two nights in jail and a misdemeanor fine.
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