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			To Brenda Mills and Joi Crosby

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Summer 1999
Jerome Avenue
Bronx, New York City

			It was nearly nine o’clock on a warm summer evening in the Bronx, one of New York City’s five boroughs. As I strolled down Jerome Avenue with my business partner, the screeching of an elevated subway train echoed as it raced along the metal tracks above. To my right, a Latina mother stood at a bus stop, holding her child’s hand while discreetly clutching a sharp razor blade concealed in her purse. A cautious Catholic priest walked by, carrying a Bible under his arm and rosary beads in his hand, making the sign of the cross over his cassock robe. On the opposite side of the street, Russian mobsters loitered in front of a curbside carwash, engrossed in conversations on their Motorola flip phones. Their watchful eyes kept close tabs on both their expensive foreign cars being washed and polished and the illicit businesses in the vicinity. This gritty environment exuded tension and menace, but it was home to the people who lived there.

			As my partner and I continued down the bustling boulevard, teenagers played double-Dutch in the middle of the street, accompanied by the booming sound of Jennifer Lopez’s latest hit record blaring from the neighborhood’s loudest radio. Latinas with long black hair bobbed their heads to the music, seated on stoops lining the block as far as the eye could see. As we proceeded down Jerome Avenue, the tantalizing aroma of Dominican rice cooking on a nearby stove fanned through the air. The mouthwatering spices, undoubtedly imported from the Caribbean, were irresistible. If you hadn’t appreciated Dominican food before, one whiff of this would surely change your mind.

			Waiting at a red light on the corner, about to cross 152nd Street in the distance, we had a view of the iconic Yankee Stadium to our left. It was the place where Babe Ruth had become a baseball legend playing for the New York Yankees. But the game my partner and I were playing on this warm summer night wasn’t baseball, and we couldn’t afford to strike out.

			Our contact went by the name of Diego, but in this underground drug economy, you never really knew who these people were. Almost everyone involved in this part of town had a fake name and a counterfeit identification card to match. Diego, a tall Dominican with tattoos and a constant Marlboro cigarette in his mouth, had a thick accent that suggested he hadn’t been in the States for very long.

			Upon arriving at the corner of 161st Street, we stopped at a payphone and called Diego. “We’re here.” My business partner still had his blue backpack slung over his left shoulder, loaded with US currency. Within fifteen minutes, a dark-navy-blue gypsy cab pulled up to the curb, and we climbed inside. Our driver, an elderly Latino gentleman with gray streaks in his hair, likely a Cuban immigrant, sported an “I love Fidel” T-shirt and smoked a Cohiba Cuban cigar. After departing from the pickup location, we passed through Fordham Road and over the Bronx River Parkway into an even tougher neighborhood.

			Diego and two Dominican associates were waiting for us in front of the King Dragon Chinese food takeout joint on Randall Avenue. One of Diego’s companions had a rough six-inch scar on his left cheek, while the other man walked with a noticeable limp. These were the marks of individuals who had been through some rough places and back again.

			“Yo, what’s up? How’s the familia?” Diego inquired.

			“Everybody’s good, bro,” I responded.

			It had been a long day, and exhaustion and hunger were setting in. All I wanted at that moment was to conclude our business and return home.

			“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your homeboy?” Diego asked.

			“What’s up, bro?” my partner replied.

			“These are my cousins, Gino and Manny. They just arrived from Santo Domingo with my uncle. I’ll need to introduce you to him someday,” Diego remarked.

			“Where is he?”

			“In the hospital. His face and arm were burned pretty bad in a fire.” Deigo said.

			After a short walk down Rosedale Avenue, we reached the gritty Soundview housing projects. Three elderly women were pushing small laundry carts down the sidewalk, returning from the laundromat, while Latin kids played skully on a chalk-drawn board in the middle of the street. As we entered the building, we boarded a rickety elevator that took us to the sixth floor, where street guys stood in the hallway, handguns concealed under their shirts. They were prepared to do the unthinkable for a price few sane individuals could comprehend. The walls seemed to whisper, sharing dark secrets about the hallways. Shortly thereafter, an unsettling sensation washed over me, signaling trouble. I had made this trip dozens of times for transactions like these, but this visit felt different.

			As we entered a nondescript apartment, I noticed two weapons resting on a coffee table. One was a black nine-millimeter handgun, and the other, a silver .357 revolver with a rubber grip handle. Both were tools of the trade. The nine-millimeter was the preferred firearm for the average street shooter, while the revolver was the coveted weapon of an experienced assassin.

			“So, how’s the family, bro?”

			Our host repeated the same question for the second time in fifteen minutes. It was more small talk from a typically business-minded individual.

			“My family is good, man,” I replied as my partner placed his blue backpack on the table, revealing the cash inside. “Let’s count this money so we can get out of here,” I urged.

			“Okay, okay, brother. I got you,” Diego responded with a smile. Moments later, his cell phone rang, and he answered it.

			“Hola?”

			Glancing at the wall clock, I noted that it was exactly ten thirty—perfect timing, I thought to myself. Following his brief conversation in Spanish, Diego turned to my partner and I and said, “I need to run downstairs for a minute. My cousins will take care of you.”

			That’s when Diego exited the apartment, closing the door behind him, and chaos erupted inside. Gino and Manny swiftly grabbed the two weapons from the coffee table and declared, “You know what time it is! Put your fucking hands up, and nobody gets hurt. I’m serious, do it!”

			Gino was the more aggressive of the two assailants, and he seemed to be the one we needed to be most concerned about. “Manny, get the tape. Agarrar la cuerda,” he ordered. Manny, younger and more apprehensive, was still equally culpable in this dangerous situation.

			Just minutes earlier, I’d had a nagging sense of unease about the situation, and it turned out my instincts had been right. It was as if the scent of betrayal was hanging in the air, and the Game Gods were sending a warning about Diego’s intentions.

			Gino instructed us to sit in chairs across from each other, and then they began to bind us with duct tape. At that moment, Manny bent over to retrieve another roll of tape from the floor and accidentally dropped his gun. Seeing an opportunity, I lunged for the weapon and ended up on the floor, engaged in a fierce struggle. My partner also seized the moment and grappled with Gino, attempting to disarm him. I knew that someone was likely to die in this desperate struggle, and I prayed it wouldn’t be me.

			As Manny and I wrestled on the floor, I struck him in the chin, momentarily dazing him. He was as strong as an ox. I hit him again, this time in the neck, causing him to gasp for air. Then, I reached for the .357 Magnum revolver, gripping it by the handle. My partner was unable to overpower Gino, who discharged the nine-millimeter from across the room. As the hot lead tore through my upper body, I clutched my chest, experiencing the most excruciating pain I had ever felt. Gino fired a second round, striking me in the shoulder. The projectile, traveling at 600 mph, tore through my flesh as easy as a razor slicing through a stick of butter. That’s when death began to tighten its grip around me. My Uber ride to either heaven or hell had arrived, offering a one-way ticket to the afterlife. But if I was leaving this world, I was determined to take someone with me.

			Blood dripped from my nose as I locked eyes with Gino and aimed for his center mass. In that moment, I envisioned him playing with his dog in the backyard, then walking down the aisle with his beautiful bride at his wedding. Finally, I imagined him lying in a casket, dressed in a cheap suit, surrounded by grieving gang members vowing revenge.

			“Papi, please don’t,” were Gino’s last words as the deafening gunshot filled the apartment.

			Then, suddenly…I woke up!

			It had all been just another terrifying nightmare. I was actually at home, lying in my bed when I came out of the dream. Sweat poured from my brow, and my hand trembled. The illusion had been so vivid that I instinctively reached for my chest, searching for a wound, but fortunately, there was none.

			For two decades, I had been haunted by these dreadful nightmares of being violently injured or murdered. Sometimes they would fade away for extended periods, only to return with a vengeance. These were the mental scars I carried from the traumatic events I had endured while involved in street life, and even years later, they continued to plague me. This was the residue of unresolved trauma, and it seemed that my undiagnosed post-traumatic stress disorder was still very much a part of my life, rearing its head in the form of these vivid dreams. The world-renowned Johns Hopkins Hospital describes the disorder this way: “you may have post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) if you’ve been through a traumatic event and are having trouble dealing with it. Such events may include a car crash, rape, domestic violence, military combat, or violent crime. While it is normal to have anxiety after such an event, it usually goes away with time. But with PTSD, the anxiety becomes more intense and keeps coming back. And the trauma is relived through nightmares, intrusive memories, and flashbacks (vivid memories that seem real). The symptoms of PTSD can cause problems with relationships and make it hard to cope with daily life. But it can be treated.”1

			An estimated one in eleven people will be diagnosed with PTSD in their lifetime. I just happen to be one of them. Today, I am a writer, activist, advocate, and social entrepreneur. The rocky waters I navigated just to arrive at a place of normalcy where my talents could blossom were treacherous. But the wealth of knowledge I have to share with the world of academia, literature, and policy are endless, and probably wouldn’t have been obtained without my journey through darkness.

			

			
				
					1	“Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD),” Johns Hopkins Medicine, https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/conditions-and-diseases/posttraumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd. Accessed September 8, 2024.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Departed

			Fall 2002
Edward A. Garmatz United States District Courthouse
Baltimore, Maryland

			I found myself in a small prisoner holding cell at the courthouse, switching between sitting, standing, and pacing around. The morning had been tough, as I had just been sentenced on drug trafficking charges, and my life had been turned upside down once again. In this environment, showing no sign of weakness to those around you was important. Although I hadn’t slept well the night before, I had to maintain the facade of strength. I needed to convey to others that everything was okay—and that I was immune to the agony of incarceration.

			Nobody I knew enjoyed returning to prison, not even those who pretended they didn’t care. Perhaps there was a lunatic somewhere who couldn’t wait to get back to Cell Block D, where Oodles of Noodles and homemade wine made from rotten oranges were the norm. But for those of us who had experienced that dark place, as close to hell as you could get without being inside the devil’s den, there was no excitement about returning.

			The federal courthouse cellblock was a dismal place with dingy gray walls that seemed to numb your spirit. The moment you entered, the stench of imprisoned men decaying and wasting away assaulted your nostrils. The drizzly morning had obscured the small amount of sunlight that usually trickled through the windows, casting the cellblock into further darkness.

			As the afternoon approached, hunger gnawed at me. Brown paper bags containing bologna-and-cheese sandwiches, accompanied by bags of stale potato chips, leftovers from the Gulf War, were strewn on the bench in my cell. Few detainees wanted anything to do with those meals because everyone knew that feeding court detainees bound for the penitentiary was a low priority for the government. It was painfully evident.

			The cellblock was usually quiet, punctuated only by the occasional jingling of keys. This was a sign that a prisoner was either headed to the courtroom or returning to their cell with a stiff sentence handed down by a Republican judge. When you were being sentenced for a federal crime, you were usually looking at a harsh mandatory minimum sentence. Detainees oftentimes had their spirits broken once they’d met the judge’s gaze.

			I was in the middle of eating a stale bologna sandwich when I heard a commotion down the hall. Earlier that morning, rumors had circulated about the notorious DC Sniper, also known as the Beltway Sniper. The rumor had it that he and his accomplice were appearing in court for a hearing. These two were the most wanted men in America at the time, having been arrested a few days earlier in Western Maryland, where they’d been found in their infamous black Chevy Caprice with heavily tinted windows. Prior to their capture, law enforcement officials across multiple states had been pursuing them.

			Allegedly, these two had been driving across the country, shooting innocent people from a sniper nest constructed inside the trunk of their car. At the time of their arrest, they faced charges from law enforcement officials in Maryland, Virginia, Georgia, Alabama, and Louisiana. They were in federal court that morning for an extradition hearing, which would determine the order in which they would be transferred to different states to stand trial.

			I was engrossed in the drama watching from my cell when I saw one of the snipers for the first time. There he was, live and in the flesh, surrounded by heavily armed US marshals. It felt surreal. I could only imagine what was going through his mind as he walked through a maze of federal agents, all clad in bulletproof vests and camouflage outfits, carrying lethal weapons. This was the first time I had seen federal officers inside the cellblock with firearms. Guns were typically restricted, but this was a special occasion, and they weren’t taking chances. Any false move by either prisoner would result in maximum force being deployed against them. The tables had turned, and the two guests were no longer wolves hunting innocent prey; they were now sheep waiting to be devoured.

			The first of the two prisoners to walk down the narrow hallway was Lee Boyd Malvo. He wore a bright orange prison jumpsuit and white tennis shoes provided by his new jailers. Malvo stood about five-foot-three and appeared to weigh around 120 pounds. The first thought that crossed my mind when I saw him was how news reports had identified him as a seventeen-year-old. He looked even younger than that, like a teenager who could blend in at any high school cafeteria in America. He didn’t come across as menacing. In fact, he seemed to be perplexed by his new surroundings.

			Malvo was about twenty feet away from my cell when the marshals began escorting him in my direction. I moved closer to the cell bars to get a better look. His feet were shackled, making it difficult for him to maneuver down the corridor. When he locked eyes with me, I couldn’t help but think, Welcome to hell.

			After Malvo was placed in the empty cell to my right, the marshals slammed the cell door shut and turned their attention to John Allen Muhammed, the alleged mastermind. As Muhammad walked into the hallway, I had the opportunity to get a closer look at him. He didn’t resemble the terrorist portrayed in the evening news. Instead, he could easily pass for a high school basketball coach or an average guy shopping for holiday gifts at the mall. He stood at about five-foot-seven and weighed around 160 pounds. News sources had reported Muhammad’s age as forty-two, but he looked much younger. He didn’t appear to be a vicious killer, but his deceptive appearance might have been one of the reasons he had remained elusive.

			After being searched, Muhammad was escorted to the far end of the cellblock, to a prison cell far away from Malvo. The two alleged killers were celebrities of sorts, but for all the wrong reasons. This wasn’t Hollywood, and if they were convicted, they would pay a tremendous price.

			From his cell at the other end of the cellblock, Muhammad began yelling at the top of his voice. “Lee Boyd! Lee Boyd! You okay?”

			Malvo responded in an unyielding Jamaican accent, “I’m good, man. I’m okay.”

			“This is bullshit, man,” Muhammad said, breaking into laughter. “We’re gonna get out of here. Don’t worry! Don’t worry!”

			Malvo’s response lacked the same enthusiasm as his accomplice’s. He sounded drained and more attuned to the harsh reality of his situation. That is when it dawned on me that due to the seriousness of his crimes, this young teenager might never see the streets again. Listening to their conversation, I wondered if Muhammad was naive or perhaps the most narcissistic person I had ever come across. He spoke as if he were enjoying the moment and would be going home to celebrate. Did Muhammad realize he would never walk out of those doors alive, or was he putting on a show to comfort his young co-defendant, knowing that both their days were numbered?

			For a year, these two individuals had been anonymous to the world. However, their capture had lifted the veil on their identities and exposed their nefarious activities. I couldn’t fathom what the other inmates felt about them, but I had witnessed how these situations played out before. When a high-profile prisoner enters any prison, there’s usually a grace period during which they intrigue the general population. But that period is often followed by the realization that they are just regular guys, imprisoned like the rest of us.

			I had been around violent guys connected to the mafia, drug cartels, and even spies charged with espionage. I remember being on the cellblock with Ted Kaczynski, also known as the Unabomber, a man who had sent bombs through the mail to twenty-six people. I had been around some of the most violent men imaginable, but something was different about these two. The level of violence they had inflicted on innocent people was troubling. This was the calculated murder of ten innocent people and the wounding of three others.

			The most heinous incident they were accused of committing during their nationwide shooting spree was when they waited outside of a middle school in Maryland and shot a thirteen-year-old student in the chest. A pediatric surgeon testified in court about how he had helped to repair the victim’s damaged organs during emergency surgery. The bullet had shredded the young boy’s body, and the damage was massive.

			Friends of mine who worked in Washington, DC, during their crime spree told me that they were afraid to walk to their cars after leaving their offices because they were worried about being shot by the anonymous killers. Others told me that they didn’t want to leave their homes because they were afraid of becoming the next victim. I remember a friend telling me that one day a car backfired in downtown Washington, DC, and she watched as crowds of people ran for cover. America had been traumatized by two serial killers bent on terrorizing the nation. I wonder how many people are still dealing with mental health issues as a result of those events. I wonder how many sought counseling and how many of them still have trouble sleeping at night.

			In the weeks that followed, I would witness the transformation of the DC Snipers’ fame from notoriety to obscurity. The inmates would learn that these men were no different from the rest of us, locked behind bars with no special privileges. They were confined to their cells, just like the rest of us, and the hype surrounding them would soon subside. This was the harsh reality of life in prison: your past deeds, no matter how infamous, could not protect you from the monotony and harsh conditions of incarceration.

			I couldn’t help but think about the choices we all make in life and how they lead us to our own individual fates. The DC Snipers, once feared and elusive killers, were now confined to a small, dimly lit cellblock, awaiting their trials and the justice that would be served to them. It was a sobering reminder that in the end, our actions have consequences, and no one, no matter how clever or notorious, is immune.

			In prison, where time moves slowly and the days blend together, I often found myself reflecting on the choices that had brought me here and the path that lay ahead. The journey was far from over, and as I watched the DC Snipers fade into the background of prison life, I couldn’t help but wonder what the future held for all of us.

			Following court proceedings that afternoon, all detainees who were not released on bond were transported to the detention center. It was the normal procedure that followed daily court hearings and jury trials. Around 4:30 p.m. about two dozen federal detainees were loaded into transport vans for the short drive to the nearby detention center known as the supermax. The supermax was a high security prison facility located about two miles from the courthouse. It was once described as one of the most escape-proof prisons in America.

			Muhammad and Malvo were placed in a blue van with dark tinted windows. As we exited the courthouse garage in a van behind theirs, I noticed teams of snipers on the rooftop of the courthouse and some surrounding buildings. These government agents were dressed in all black. They held long rifles with sight scopes attached which could zero in on any target they felt was a threat. The government was not taking any chances.

			Pratt Street is a very busy street found just behind the courthouse, and it was blocked off for several blocks by law enforcement officials driving in unmarked cars. The prisoner transport vans were given free rein and were traveling at least forty miles an hour. Loaded with valuable cargo, they continued nonstop past the Inner Harbor tourists until they reached President Street.

			A few weeks later, I saw on the news that Muhammad and Malvo had been taken to Virginia to face prosecution. Virginia was the state seasoned law enforcement officials wanted the pair extradited to first because the commonwealth state has one of the toughest death penalty laws in the country. The prosecutors there knew that if the pair were convicted at trial, they would never leave Virginia alive and the other states that wanted to prosecute them would have to do it in the afterlife.

			After spending about a month in the supermax, I was handcuffed and shackled by the US marshals, along with several other prisoners, and transported to Virginia. Our destination was the Northern Neck Regional Jail in Warsaw. Northern Neck was another detention center that held federal detainees after sentencing and until they were transferred to the massive Federal Bureau of Prisons system to serve their time. Many of the guards at Northern Neck displayed obnoxious, disrespectful behavior, making it clear they held no regard for inmates’ needs. The atmosphere reeked of hatred, and racial tensions were overt and undeniable. Surviving there meant staying off the radar until you reached your next destination. You didn’t need to be a punk, but you had to be smart when dealing with correctional officers prone to violence. Why? Because the last thing anyone wanted was a physical altercation with a guard leading to another “accidental” death.

			All inmates housed in Northern Neck wore black-and-white-striped prison uniforms that seemed right out of the 1920s, reminiscent of a time when prisoners in the South picked cotton in the bayou. On the bright side, the facility was relatively clean, a stark contrast to the supermax facility in Baltimore, where spending the entire night battling roaches was the norm.

			It was at Northern Neck Regional Jail that I first met Damion “Soul” Neal, an inmate from a tough East Baltimore neighborhood. He initially appeared serene and easygoing, but it didn’t take long for me to realize he was not someone to trifle with. Damion was one of fourteen inmates assigned to four large prison cells inside the housing unit. I slept on the bottom bunk closest to the door, while Damion occupied a bunk in the corner at the other end. The mattresses were barely three inches thick, offering minimal support. Of course, comfort was a luxury in Virginia, where the constant uncertainty of unexpected incidents during the night kept me on edge. The slightest sound would jolt me awake, even if it turned out to be nothing. Vigilance was paramount, especially when sharing sleeping quarters with several inmates, as conflicts could easily escalate to violence while you slept, often with no warning.

			Damion and I bonded over our shared connection to Baltimore. Whether discussing the city’s sports teams, like football and baseball, or legendary cooking specialties, like Maryland crab cakes, our conversations flowed naturally. In a prison environment, the designation of being “homeboys” from the same town carried weight.

			“Which part of the city are you from?” I asked.

			“The east side, near Chester Street. What about you?” Damion replied.

			“I lived in Edmondson Village when I was young, but we moved around a few times. How long you been here?”

			“Two weeks. I just got sentenced,” he replied.

			“What were you convicted for?”

			“One of those 924G handgun charges,” Damion explained.

			Damion’s criminal case had started as a state matter, involving illegal handgun possession. The state prosecutor later transferred his case to the United States Attorney’s Office, making it a federal court matter.

			“I didn’t even know what a 924G was until the FBI arrested me while I was leaving state court. The state dismissed the case, and the feds picked it up. I was like, ‘Wait a minute. I’m with the state. I don’t have no damn federal case.’ They took me right downtown to the federal building and re-charged me with the same handgun,” Damion recounted.

			Baltimore, like many other cities, grappled with its illegal gun culture. Programs like Project Exile, a partnership between the US Attorney’s Office and the Baltimore City Police Department, aimed to address the issue by sending those arrested for illegal handgun possession to federal prison. It was a comprehensive strategy to combat gun violence, but its effectiveness remained debatable.

			Northern Neck Regional Jail, located in a rural area of Northern Virginia, housed mostly inmates from the surrounding regions. While the inmates from Baltimore and Washington, DC, tended to be more aggressive, the locals were generally less confrontational, but respect remained essential.

			Most of the Baltimore inmates incarcerated there were dispersed throughout different housing units. In addition to Damion, there was another Baltimore native in my unit, Maurice. Hailing from the west side of town, Maurice had a reputation for being reckless and confrontational. He had recently been sentenced to five years in federal prison for illegal handgun possession, a charge similar to Damion’s. Maurice’s loudmouthed and unpredictable behavior often led to clashes with both guards and fellow inmates, making him someone to be cautious around.

			The housing unit had a single television that fifty-six inmates had to share. In Virginia, news coverage of the DC Sniper case dominated the airwaves. The constant media attention on the two accused killers, who had been extradited to Virginia and housed at Northern Neck, was hard to escape. They were kept in protective custody to ensure their safety, as their convictions and executions were a top priority for authorities. Details of their heinous crimes slowly emerged, revealing a disturbing pattern. Law enforcement officials discovered that Muhammad had been shooting innocent people around the country just to create a distraction. Allegedly, the scheme was for him to assassinate his estranged wife and have a nameless sniper blamed for her murder. Then, he would regain custody of his children and walk away as the grieving husband.

			One evening, tensions flared when Maurice nearly got into a fight with an inmate over control of the television. This inmate was from Virginia and wanted to watch the local news, while Maurice insisted on ESPN for the latest sports scores and highlights. The argument escalated, but eventually, the Virginia inmate conceded, allowing Maurice to have his way.

			“Screw you,” Maurice said.

			“Look, man, ain’t nobody trying to rumble over no television.”

			The inmate from Virginia argued back and forth with Maurice for a few minutes, but then, he let him have his way with the state-owned idiot box.

			I spent much of my time in Northern Neck playing chess with fellow inmates. I had picked up the game a few months earlier, and it quickly became an obsession. Chess provided a mental escape from the prison environment, allowing me to focus and block out the noise around me. In the game of chess, the queen, like in life, held immense power, capable of dominating the board. And like in real life, each move carried the potential for victory or defeat.

			One day, as I was deeply engrossed in a game of chess, I witnessed Maurice engage in yet another altercation, this time with eight inmates over watching the television.

			“If I can’t watch what I want to watch, ain’t nobody watching nothing!” Then, he picked up the television and, in slow motion, tossed it onto the concrete floor.

			Crash!

			As the Samsung slammed onto the hard floor, the screen shattered into a million small pieces. Even the sociopaths in the housing unit were stunned.

			“What the hell?” an inmate yelled.

			The sudden act of destruction triggered a chain reaction. The commotion reached the surveillance cameras, and within seconds, prison alarms blared as the Tactical Response Team rushed in.

			“Down! Down! Down!” the aggressive guards yelled as they rushed into the cellblock.

			We were ordered to lie down on the floor, a directive that inmates dared not defy, as the guards swiftly used batons and mace to subdue anyone who resisted.

			While I lay on the floor, I could see Maurice a few feet away, handcuffed by the furious correctional officers. The incident had been captured in real time on their monitors, leaving no doubt about the culprit. A redneck guard began to approach Maurice, taunting him, “You want to throw televisions, boy? We’ve got a nice place for you, boy! Let’s go!”

			Maurice was dragged away and placed in the isolation unit on twenty-three-hour lockdown. He would spend the rest of his time there in a single-man cell, with only one hour a day for showering and minimal exercise in a cramped recreation area. It was a harsh consequence for his impulsive act of destroying a television, paid for by Virginia taxpayers. Maurice was playing a dangerous game because being sent to the isolation unit was not something to take lightly. Now he would be locked in a concrete box where he could only argue with himself.

			In some facilities, an inmate locked away in isolation may not see another human being for days, weeks, or months. In extreme cases, he can be restricted from having any contact with humans for years. In the isolation unit, meals are delivered through a small slot in the steel prison cell door. An inmate’s mental state may take a beating, and he can be damaged for life. After just a week in what may feel like psychological darkness, he may begin to have suicidal thoughts. The pressure is enormous, and the walls may seem to close in around the unwitting prisoner who often has no true understanding of what’s happening to him. He may start to hallucinate or randomly count miscellaneous things. He may find himself counting the sound of each footstep the guard takes, as he walks down the long hallway, passing by his cell. He may begin to count the cracks in the wall, the ceiling, and the floor inside his cell. Or he may count droplets of water as they slowly drip out of the faucet. At one point, a man might count fifty thousand drops of water, for recreation, as they float down and splash ominously into the steel sink. After a while, the sound becomes overwhelming to his ears and that is when he may realize that he’s in trouble in there.

			For most of the day, inmates in the general population were confined to their housing units, with plenty of idle time to think about their past mistakes. Thoughts of what could have been or what went wrong often haunted them, making it a challenging mental battle.

			A few weeks later, I received news from home that my former girlfriend was expecting a child with her new boyfriend. We hadn’t been together for years, and we hadn’t spoken in a long time, but the news was still hard to digest. I needed to focus on mentally preparing for my impending transfer to a federal penitentiary. Although I was not in love with this woman, I still cared for her, and it was tough to hear the news like that.

			Ironically, I had watched other prisoners go through similar situations with wives, girlfriends, and even mistresses. To learn something like that over the phone while incarcerated was a hard pill to swallow, but even getting the information in person, in a prison visiting room, was tough too. You might also get the “I’m moving on,” message sealed in an envelope and delivered by the US Postal Service. There are a lot of things that happen on the outside that an inmate has no control over. The world does not stop just because you’re in prison. From breakups to divorces and betrayal, I’ve heard it all and I have seen it all. I have heard the threats being made over the phone to the former lover who they believe has wronged them. I’ve heard guys threatening to commit suicide over the indiscretions of their significate other. I’ve also seen inmates placed on psychiatric medication, because prison staff were concerned they would harm themselves. And yet, despite knowing all of that, never in a million years did I see something like this coming my way. But I should have. Sometimes the truth hurts, but very few men living the street life think about their girlfriend or ex-girlfriend moving on if they land behind bars. Most of the time, it is the last thing on their minds. I was jolted by the news, but regardless, I still had to serve the time I was sentenced to serve by a federal judge. How was I supposed to react? Was I supposed to toss the television on the floor and get thrown in the isolation unit, or was I supposed to take it like a man?

			I was lying in my bunk thinking about the situation when Damion walked over to me. I think he may have noticed that something was wrong.

			“What’s going on, bro?” he asked.

			“I’m good, man. Getting some rest.”

			“You good?”

			“I got some crazy news today. My ex is having a kid with some dude, but it is what it is.”

			“That’s crazy! I hope nothing like that happens while I’m here. I would kill my daughter’s mother.”

			“That ain’t me, bro. I ain’t down with that. We weren’t together when I got arrested, so she don’t have no obligation to me.” I said.

			“I’m just saying. My daughter’s mother knows not to mess with me like that.”

			“Were y’all together when you got arrested?” I said.

			“No. I had a lot of girls when I caught this case. She knew that.”

			Quickly I realized that this conversation with Damion was not going anywhere. We had two totally different belief systems when it came to this issue. And as it turned out, his attitude towards relationships would later come back to cause him an enormous amount of legal trouble and grief.

			“But you think she shouldn’t move on while you’re in jail, even though you were doing your thing out there?”

			“Like I said, she know better,” he said.

			Even though he sounded irrational, I was not surprised by his comments. In fact, I heard similar statements from other guys, and the more I heard them, the more I began to understand how illogical they were. No woman is compelled to sit around waiting for a guy who is in prison, especially if he was not loyal to her before his legal troubles began. Loyalty is a two-way street, but I guess Damion did not see it that way.

			In February 2003, it was time for me to be transferred from Virginia to a federal prison to begin serving my ninety-two-month sentence. My environment was about to change drastically, as I would be moving to a maximum-security prison with inmates serving long sentences. Many of them had nothing to lose, and an outburst like smashing a television could lead to severe consequences.

			Early one morning, a prison guard woke me up and informed me of my imminent transfer. I was to pack my personal belongings and prepare for the move. In the Intake and Reception area, I joined thirty other inmates awaiting various destinations—some going to court, some heading home, and others uncertain of their next stop. To my surprise, John Allen Muhammad and Lee Boyd Malvo, the DC Sniper suspects, were also among the inmates in the holding cell, despite their high-profile status.

			Muhammad acknowledged me with a simple, “What’s up, my brother.”

			I replied, “Not much. How you holding up?”

			“I can’t complain,” he said.

			“Complaining ain’t gonna change a thing, right?” I said.

			Muhammad’s demeanor had shifted from the cheerful and relaxed person I had previously seen. He and John Allen both seemed perplexed and lost in thought. I couldn’t help but wonder what led them to embark on such a bizarre and senseless journey. More details of their motives had surfaced in the media, raising questions about their mental state and rationality. That’s when I came to the conclusion that there some people who struggle with their mental health so much, the only choices they are capable of making are bad ones.
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