
    
    [image: Cover Page Image]

    

    

Thank you for downloading this Threshold Editions eBook.



Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Threshold Editions and Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP





or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com




		
			[image: Title Page Image]

		

	
		
			For Besim Aydin, whose life was cut short long
before his time; my wife, Hala, for being the mother
that every child wishes they had; and for Angelina,
who keeps me young and thinking.

		

	
		
			Introduction
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			My name is Bernard B. Kerik.

			I was the fortieth commissioner of the New York City Police Department and was nominated by President George W. Bush for the cabinet position of secretary of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security. 

			Now I am former federal prison inmate #84888-054.

			I served my time. I’m back with my family. I still have good friends and supporters. I’m speaking out for criminal justice reform, writing this book. But part of me still feels lost. I’m not sure I’ll ever feel whole again. The system beats you down in a way that remains, in a way you can’t fully grasp and don’t realize even when you’re a part of it. 

			For more than thirty years, I served in various law enforcement positions. I was once a correction officer in a New Jersey county jail, later a beat cop in Times Square. In the late 1990s I ran the New York City Department of Correction—a jail system that includes Rikers Island, a massive penal colony with a history of mismanagement and violence. Then I ran the New York City Police Department at fifty-five thousand strong. These are two of the largest law enforcement institutions in the country. 

			In the line of duty I’ve rescued people from burning buildings, been stabbed, been shot at. I saved my wounded partner in a gun battle. I’ve survived a bomb plot in Iraq, been the target of death threats, seized tons of cocaine and millions of dollars from the Cali cartel. I’ve brought cop killers, drug lords, and terrorists to justice.

			I believed in public order. I believed in the public good. I felt pride standing against the dangerous, the lawless. But then I was convicted of violating the public’s trust: tax fraud, false statements, lying to the White House. I was sentenced to four years in federal prison. 

			I am accountable and responsible for how my life has turned out thus far—the good, the bad, the rage, the heartache, the bitterness, the luck. I’m far from an angel. My mistakes and scandals are many, as the press has widely publicized. But far greater is my professional service and love for this country.

			Even after having served my time and paid a high price for my errors, as an ex-convict in many ways I remain disgraced. I’ve lost some of my basic civil and constitutional rights—the right to vote, hold public office, or obtain a law license. I cannot work in law enforcement for a government agency ever again. In many states, I can never work for the government or obtain a barber’s license or become a physical therapist. I’ve joined the growing demographic of Americans tagged for life as ex-convicts. 

			With this new book I aim to fill in the public and historical record, to tell my side of my story, taking readers on the tumultuous ride of the action-packed last thirteen years of my life, the paradox of a jailer being jailed, a prison builder becoming a prison reformer. 

			This is not just about me. It’s about all the men and women on both sides whom I’ve met and worked with during my career. It’s about how shortsighted, inefficient, and cruel our criminal justice system is, how badly in need of reform. I didn’t see the system this way when I was a warden, a cop, a commissioner. I could have. I should have. But you really can’t, not fully, not unless you experience having your freedom taken from you, what it’s like to live on the other side of the bars.

			They say that a conservative is a liberal who’s been mugged, and a liberal is a conservative who’s been indicted. So change is possible, and both sides agree: It’s time for positive and substantial reform. This is my goal. 

		

	
		
			PART I
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			The Other Side of the Bars
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			Despair 

			The screams were bloodcurdling. 

			“Por favor! Saqueme de aqui! Saqueme de aqui!” 

			Please get me out of here! 

			The young Hispanic prisoner’s desperation echoed through the ninth floor of the Special Housing Unit, the SHU, of the Metropolitan Correctional Center in lower Manhattan. I listened from my solitary confinement cell just a few locked doors down the corridor from him. By that point, autumn of 2012, I had served more than two years of my four-year federal sentence for tax fraud and making false statements on a White House vetting application. I was serving my time at the federal prison in Cumberland, Maryland, and had just been transferred back to New York City, to the MCC, to serve as a witness in the perjury trial of Frank DiTommaso, who had gotten caught up in the legal troubles that had led me to prison. 

			The young Hispanic inmate must have been lying on the floor of his cell as he yelled, kicking the base of the solid steel door, each blow sounding like a thundering explosion. 

			Other prisoners began screaming and beating on their doors, too, yelling for the correction officers to do something for this desperate young man. 

			I lay on my bed shivering, listening to this kid scream bloody murder. His cries echoed the strains I felt inside, the desperation, the despair, even the fear of madness. 

			I looked around my own trap. My box, hole, or cage, as most of the prisoners called them. A twelve-by-eight-foot solid steel box, with a bed, a stainless-steel sink and toilet, and a small metal writing table and stool. On the door there was a four-by-twenty-four-inch window that gave me a limited view of the corridor, and a tiny barred window in the back that allowed me a small glimpse of the free world outside that wretched place. 

			I could see the steps of the U.S. Federal Courthouse, and a sign that read PEARL STREET. 

			The MCC was the U.S. Justice Department’s New York City detention center. For the most part it held pretrial inmates for federal court in the Southern District of New York. On one side of the building was New York City Police Headquarters, where my commissioner’s office had been. On the other side of the building was the Manhattan House of Detention, once named in my honor for my achievements in the New York City Correction Department. Not even when it had my name did I really think about what it would be like to pass days and months and years in those boxes, to be on the other side of the treatment, to have your freedom and contact with the world taken in such a stark and complete way.

			I was slipping into despair. In my head I kept going over and over the series of events that had put me there, that had led to my conviction. What could I have done differently? Why did they need to bury me? Why am I in solitary with murderers and terrorists? 

			Among an inmate population of about eight hundred, fifty to sixty of my fellow MCC inmates were considered some of the most wanted and dangerous men in the world. 

			To the right of my cell was an Afghan by the name of Khan. Across from me was Wasami, a Somali. Both being held on terrorism charges. There was “G,” a thirty-four-year-old Puerto Rican from the Bronx, and a short black man in his mid-thirties from Tennessee—both charged with multiple murders. To the left and at the end of our small wing that held eight prisoners was an NYPD officer named Gilberto Valle, who’d been charged with conspiring to cook and eat his girlfriend. The press had dubbed him the “Cannibal Cop.” He was scared to death. I could see it in his face and hear it in his voice. When his toilet wouldn’t stop flushing, he panicked and screamed for help. The facility’s medical and psychological staff were constantly at his cell door, trying to calm him down. One day when the correction officers were busy, he got locked in the shower for about twenty minutes and was screaming and crying out for help. 

			Most of our cells were the same: corroded with massive amounts of rust at the seams where the metal walls met the concrete floors and ceilings, from prior inhabitants flooding the cells to get the attention of the staff. 

			You could see and feel the history of each cell: the burn marks where prior inmates had started fires, the personal notes written on the walls that documented the feelings of hopelessness and despair:

			“Live with the pain.” 

			“Be strong for those who are weak.” 

			“Have faith—God loves you.” 

			It was an eerie feeling reading these messages from men who were probably spending the rest of their lives in a cell like this. I couldn’t tell if it was the strain of isolation or the frigid cold that was making me shiver uncontrollably. Just two days before, Hurricane Sandy had torn through the Northeast. Now the MCC had no heat or hot water and was running on minimal generator power. My toes and nose were numb. The four blankets were no match for the frigid cold magnified by the solid steel cell. 

			The on-duty correction officers wore coats, scarves, and watch caps, many working double shifts for coworkers who couldn’t make it in due to the storm. From my window, I saw a pitch-black city; the only lights were those of the passing cars trying to maneuver through a blacked-out lower Manhattan. Staring into that darkness I found myself deeper in paranoia and anxiety, even hallucinating, talking to myself at times. I entertained myself by playing with three or four mice that would come into my cell nightly to capture the bran flakes I’d dropped during breakfast. 

			These were the lowest moments of my life. Hopelessness and failure covered me. I was nothing. I was worthless. The mind-­altering nature of prison, of the deprivation of freedom—­intensified by solitary confinement—makes you say and do and think things that you would never otherwise say or do or think. I confess that I was pretty close to the edge then, in those darkest moments in the darkness of lower Manhattan. My battleground. I remember thinking, How could I do this, end this senseless emptiness and suffering? But how could I do it quickly enough so that the COs wouldn’t rush in and save me before it was over?   

		

	
		
			2
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			Cumberland

			I’ve been called arrogant, obnoxious, and defiant by my critics. But I’m also fair, generous, and sentimental, particularly when it comes to matters of the heart, my family, my wife and children, and my country. My love for my family and especially my children, Joe, Celine, Angelina, and Lisa, is so profound that at times it’s difficult for me to understand. Having lived through what I have, I don’t fear too much. But the thought of my family in pain is so heartbreaking to me that it defies description.

			I’m often pained by the thought that I inspired my son, Joe, to follow in my footsteps, into a job that could ultimately cause his death. On the day he took his oath with the Newark Police Department, I held the Bible and beamed with pride. Yet at the same time, as his father, I was overcome with a fear that only a cop would know, of the dangers of the job. I pray every day for his safe return from duty.

			I hope that I’m long gone before they are. I would gladly give my life for theirs to allow them to live in peace. This is the strongest emotion in my body. It’s immeasurable. 

			.   .   .

			In the spring of 2010, as the day of my self-surrender to federal prison in Cumberland, Maryland, approached, I had Celine and Angelina watch Rocky Balboa, the sixth and last movie in Sylvester Stallone’s series. Both girls had autographed pictures of Stallone. On Celine’s he’d written, “The only man tougher than Rambo is your dad. Love, Sly.” I wanted the girls to see the scene in the movie where Rocky talks to his son about life and how difficult it is—to let them know that our family had to stand strong in the face of what was about to happen, their dad going away for several years to serve a prison sentence. They didn’t know what I had been convicted of. At seven and ten years old, all they knew was that “Daddy didn’t pay taxes for Mari,” their nanny. They had no idea what that meant. 

			The next morning as I was kissing them good-bye, I said, “Don’t forget, the next time Daddy comes home I’m here to stay. And what did you learn last night?” 

			“Life is not all sunshine and rainbows,” they said in unison. It broke my heart.

			.   .   .

			On May 17, 2010, I arrived at the Federal Correctional Institution in Cumberland, Maryland. It’s located in sweeping farmland in the western part of the state, a six-hour drive from New York City. I drove down with Hala, Albert and Caroline Manzo, Simon Cohen, and Nathan Berman, four of my closest friends. Jon Cumbo, a retired NYPD detective; John Picciano, known as Pitch, my corrections and police chief of staff; my brother, Don; Jimmy Grillo, one of my standout captains at Rikers; and Athan Tsimpedes, an attorney, met us in Cumberland for support. 

			Cumberland has two facilities: a minimum-security camp, where I was going, and down the hill a medium-security prison. The camp could almost pass for an elementary school—maybe the very first part of the generally immature, even childish atmosphere: salmon-colored stone blocks under teal roofs. The other inmates and I had complete freedom to come and go from our cubicles, the various buildings. There were no locks on any of the doors. It made the captivity all the stranger. Any inmate really could, if he wanted to, just walk out.  

			At the reception center Don gave the correction officer, or CO, five hundred dollars to put into my account. I was processed and then driven up to the minimum-security camp in a small white truck by Jason Courtney, my prison counselor, or supervising CO, for the dormitory I’d been assigned. He was about forty years old and had a Clark Kent look—dark hair, blue eyes, glasses. He was in the standard dark blue pants and light blue shirt of the COs. His walkie-talkie crackled with static and snatches of reports from around the prison. Courtney would become my link to the staff at Cumberland, one of the closest connections I made during my sentence.

			“Was it all political?” he asked, turning his head to glance at me as he drove. He was matter-of-fact. I didn’t know what to say. I’d just met him and hadn’t expected the question. Later, I learned that Courtney and other Bureau of Prisons (BOP) staff at the camp had already researched my case and knew many of the details. My confirmation hearing, the vetting, my unclaimed nanny, the renovations to my Bronx apartment by an allegedly mob-connected company, the tax charges.

			Inside I was still reeling from what I was now facing. The sign over the door of the Message Center read FEDERAL PRISON CAMP. Courtney walked alongside me as we got out of the truck and entered the small building. He showed me around and walked me out into a courtyard that looked very much like a college campus, with a bunch of prisoners in green maintenance uniforms and black boots just milling around. 

			As we passed by the laundry, cafeteria, and library on our walk to my new home for the next three years, a middle-aged white inmate passed Courtney and said something under his breath to him. I didn’t hear what he said, but I could tell Courtney caught it immediately. That inmate kept walking, but Courtney turned back to me as though we were in midconversation. Just then a tall, thin, young black inmate passed us. As he did Courtney pointed to a building on our left and told me to go inside and wait for him there. As I obeyed, I turned to see Courtney take off at a clip after the black inmate, who was now entering the building on our right. Then it dawned on me that the white inmate must have tipped off Courtney that the other guy had some contraband on him. Cigarettes, probably. 

			As this was going down and in the immediate days to come, I was gradually realizing that regardless of the term prison camp, where minimum-security prisoners are held by the U.S. Federal Bureau of Prisons, much of the population here seemed not very different from the inmates that I once held on Rikers Island. Most of the inmates on Rikers were pretrial; at Camp Cumberland, they were already convicted but either had shorter sentences and lower classifications or were at the end of longer sentences, and so were housed in our minimum-security camp. Many of them were or will become career criminals and they’ll return to prison. Maybe not Cumberland, but there’s a strong chance they’ll be back. Many won’t have much choice, because the collateral cost of their convictions will prevent them from ever successfully re-entering society—from being given a fair chance to do so. With no other path available, they’ll be forced to return to crime.  

			After Courtney snatched up and handcuffed the inmate he was tailing, he came back to where I stood waiting at G Building, Wing 1. He took me inside what resembled military quarters and showed me the bunk bed I was assigned in a four-man concrete cubicle split into two sides.  

			Courtney had assigned me to the cubicle of Anthony Dorsey, Sr., a heavyset sixty-one-year-old black man from Baltimore. Shortly after we introduced ourselves, he asked me, “Was nine-eleven a conspiracy?” I laughed and thought to myself, “Everything’s a conspiracy, man.” But Dorsey seemed well-read and well-spoken. Some didn’t like him because he was a bit of a know-it-all, liked to talk against the government a lot. But that kind of stuff doesn’t bother me unless it’s being hammered into my face. No, Dorsey was mostly just a nice old man, and he and I got along fine for the next six months, when he was moved to another wing in the building. 

			Like me, Dorsey was in for tax evasion. “Nowhere in our constitution does it say anything about paying taxes,” he argued, cleaning his trumpet. 

			“But the bottom line is you gotta pay taxes,” I told him. “If you don’t, you come here.” Ironic, coming from a guy serving time for tax fraud. But I believe it. I believe in paying taxes. And I did pay my taxes, but over the years I also missed things and my accountants made mistakes. If I could do it over I wouldn’t have hired a nanny, first of all, but if I did hire a nanny, I’d pay taxes on her. I would be much more careful. But I also felt that I was prosecuted criminally for what are essentially civil violations. I was willing to and agreed to pay back taxes I was determined to owe, and the penalties assessed. Unlike Dorsey and a lot of the other inmates, I didn’t hate the government. My tax issues weren’t part of any struggle against the United States.    

			.   .   .

			Dorsey loved to play chess. He kept himself occupied with that, that and his trumpet, which he spent many hours playing in a small music room on the other side of the compound. 

			After Dorsey, one of the first characters I met in our building was Gary Antonino, an Italian from Pittsburgh. A stocky fifty-five-year-old with gray hair, he came right up and punched me lightly in the shoulder. “Hey, Bernie Kerik, right? I’m Gary Antonino. We’ve been waiting for you.” 

			I liked his style. He’d been a senior vice president for MetLife and was sharp. Gary and I hit it off and talked often. He’d gotten eighty-seven months for a bank fraud charge. He’d never had so much as a parking ticket before. The government said he owed $2 million in restitution, then they gave him more than seven years in prison, during which time he couldn’t do anything to pay that back—just be here in this empty institution, I kept thinking, for eighty-seven fucking months. 

			There were hardened criminals and thugs in Cumberland. But I was quickly seeing too many guys who just seemed ridiculously misplaced. 

			Like Bob Lumpkin, a fifty-five-year-old commercial fisherman from Maryland, doing fourteen months for violating the Lacey Act. The Lacey Act became law in 1900. In lay terms, it means Bob caught more fish than he was allowed to, or they were bigger than legally permitted, or he crossed state lines in the commission of his criminal fishing.  

			He reminded me of a combination of Gomer Pyle and Red Skelton, with thinning red hair, powder blue eyes, and a blotchy red complexion, obviously from the sun and sea air over the past forty years. In an aw-shucks southern drawl, he said, “I caught my first fish with my granddaddy at seven years old and I was hooked. I’ve never been in trouble my entire life and look where I am today.” Father of two, married for more than thirty years, Bob sat in front of the dormitory television with tears in his eyes as he watched the BP oil disaster in the Gulf Coast unfold on the morning news. The oil that was killing the wildlife was killing Bob Lumpkin as well. “Now something isn’t right,” I thought. “This guy is in here, and BP has destroyed one-fifth of our country’s coastline.”

			Or Terence McLaughlin, who’d been a banker for close to twenty-five years and had no criminal history. He was convicted of manufacturing and selling cigarettes and failing to pay taxes, sentenced to a year and a day. 

			Prison is supposed to make you stop and think, but I tried not to think about my case or the past. It haunts you, though, creeping in every day. I lay on my bed, staring at the white walls, at nothing, poring over my case, trying to understand better just what I had done, what had happened. And the other guys asked me questions, like Courtney did at the start, bringing it all back. “Hey, Bernie, I saw this on TV . . .” or “I read that you . . .” Stuff about 9/11, New York, Iraq, my prosecution. Nearly every inmate had at least an inkling of who I was. Many of them knew about my police and corrections past, too. But it felt safe in Cumberland, for the most part. Sure, if another inmate had wanted to try to make some kind of name for himself by attacking me, he might have had a chance to try. But overall the guys in Cumberland were on their better behavior, close enough to going home, not wanting to get transferred down the hill to Cumberland’s rougher medium-­security facility (whose more infamous inmates include Jeffrey MacDonald, the former army doctor who was convicted of butchering his pregnant wife and two daughters; the subject of the acclaimed books Fatal Vision, by Joe McGinniss, and The Journalist and the Murderer, by Janet Malcolm).

			To be honest, Cumberland wasn’t such a shock. From the moment the grim process of the criminal investigation starts, it depletes you, diminishes your work ability, your social capacity, your social acceptance, so that by the time you get to prison you’re already demoralized. I felt beaten down before I got there, beaten down by the state and federal investigations, the public shame. I’d risen high and fallen far. 

			.   .   .

			Six, six-thirty, I’m up. Dorsey, too. Older people tend to get up early. For me it’s energy, restlessness, everything I’ve got to do. The cubicle is just the bunk bed and the desk. All made of something like formica. The air is stale and timeless. I clean the cube, straighten up, make my bed tight. I’m a military policeman again, walking the perimeter in South Korea. I’m back at Fort Bragg. I’m doing all I can not to go fucking crazy. 

			I make myself coffee, dried instant espresso. I eat in the cube instead of the mess hall. I usually did. 

			Every prison mess hall, including in a minimum-security camp, is a part of the system that helps institutionalize the inmates, where much of the food is outdated and wouldn’t be eaten on the outside. You eat off a plastic tray, with plastic forks and spoons. Guys stuff their pockets with plastic baggies full of vegetables, bread, and meat to take back to their dormitories. It’s part of turning you into an animal—the stale food, the stagnant environment, guys acting like kids as they go from table to table, joking around, talking a lot of nonsense.  

			I hated the mess hall and went as little as possible.

			After breakfast, I go on the computer in the email room in our wing, check my messages, my vital link to the outside world. At five cents a minute, a lot of guys couldn’t afford it. After emailing I head to the gym. 

			Back to our building at 10:30 a.m. for recall and a head count. Soon, lunch. I eat in my cubicle again, chicken or tuna from commissary. 

			Nothingness and monotony. I’m seeing the massive waste. I’m noticing it very early and that’s not a good sign. Rikers was full of jails, not prisons. In the NYC correction system, we had jails and detention centers. We didn’t hold long-term inmates. I’m embarrassed to learn this way that we are, by the powers of the federal government, basically just wasting away time and days, years and lives and billions of dollars.   

			There is a mandatory count at 4:00 p.m., dinner at 5:00, and then recall again at 8:30 p.m. Night. Another day. Friends and family members would drop items, packages, cigarettes, and food on the road that borders the prison. Guys would run down to the road to pick stuff up and come back. When they got caught, they were transferred to other facilities. I watched this action sometimes from the outside track, walking laps, little pieces of glass in the dirt. Cumberland was formerly the site of a glass factory. 

			.   .   .

			Thank God for books. It was in books that I could get lost and escape the daily mental grind. I read a lot at night in my bunk, more than I’d read in my entire life. I told a friend of mine the titles I was interested in and he’d send them to me: The Last Lion, a trilogy on Winston Churchill; The Last Lecture, by Randy Pausch; Night, by Elie Wiesel; George W. Bush’s Decision Points; Barack Obama’s Dreams From My Father. I loved Alexandre Dumas’s classic The Count of Monte Cristo. What I found so interesting was that although it was written hundreds of years ago, in a different country, the themes of injustice and revenge were the same, easily recognizable.  

			I read a number of excellent criminal justice books, which had a special impact, including those written by my friend Andrew Napolitano. The Heritage Foundation’s One Nation Under Arrest shines a spotlight on overcriminalization. The book’s subtitle spells it out: How Crazy Laws, Rogue Prosecutors, and Activist Judges Threaten  Your Liberty. Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow convincingly makes its point. Then again, I had the evidence all around me—the destruction of the black community in particular by an unjust and prejudiced legal system. Another book that took me to some difficult places was The Autobiography of an Execution, by David Dow, a law professor and litigation director of the Texas Defender Service. 

			One of my favorite books that I read in prison was actually a set of three, written by the brilliant historian Edmund Morris, dealing with U.S. politics, New York City, the NYPD dating back to the 1800s, and one of the best-remembered U.S. presidents, Theodore Roosevelt. Roosevelt is a hero to many, but to me and the thirty-nine New York City police commissioners who held that office before me, the connection is just a little more personal knowing that Roosevelt once carried a shield or badge like the one I did, and because for a time I occupied his desk in the commissioner’s office at police headquarters in Manhattan. 

			Most guys in our wing, on the first floor, read at night. The other three wings were a lot louder, with the lights on until four in the morning—guys running around, playing cards and chess, music on. Some called those other wings upstairs the “jungle habitat” because they were so raucous at night. We were more civilized—but still animals. Yes, even in a supposedly cushy federal prison camp you still feel that, in ways large and small. 

			During my first few weeks I met Cumberland’s other prime candidate for most infamous inmate. 

			The first thing I noticed was the black yarmulke on the man walking ahead of me in prison greens. He wore a coat that was about four sizes too big. His pants were about three inches too long and dragged on the ground as he shuffled along. Someone yelled, “Hey, Jack!” and the man stopped to speak to a few prisoners milling about. As I got closer they all stopped talking and turned their attention to me, the new guy in the camp.

			Seeing him up close, I immediately recognized the man wearing the yarmulke. Jack Abramoff, the notorious D.C. lobbyist once dubbed “The Man Who Bought Washington.” He was heavier than I imagined. Although we had never met before, there were no introductions necessary, thanks to the abundant press on the two of us, independently, over the years. “You okay?” he asked me as we shook hands. He excused us from the few inmates around us and motioned me to follow him into a small office in the prison chapel. It was a plain square room with cabinets filled with props for the various religions practiced.  

			“I can’t believe they put you in here,” Abramoff said. 

			Then his serious tone disappeared and he made light of our new surroundings, our outfits, the thugs walking past the open door of the office we sat in. He was charming and hysterically funny, but with all his humor and charm he still couldn’t hide his hatred for many of the inmates and the camp itself. 

			“They’re animals,” he said. “They should blow this entire place up.” I’d once read that Abramoff was a racist, but that’s not what I got from that first conversation or the many that followed before they let him go. He was an equal-opportunity hater. He was a stone patriot and didn’t like liberals or thugs, didn’t matter if they were black, white, or Hispanic. If you fell into one of those two categories (and neither is necessarily easy to define), he didn’t like you. He spoke his mind, like it or not, and I noticed quickly that the other prisoners respected him and kept their distance, even the bullies.

			“They’re afraid of me because I speak to the staff,” Abramoff told me with a devious smile. “And I will if they act like idiots.” He would mock their ghetto slang and go into a thirty-minute tirade about America today and our educational system and its failures. “Here’s the future of our country,” he said mockingly as a young Arab kid walked into the chapel looking for some juice. We laughed, even the Arab kid. Later I learned that this kid was the camp’s supplier of cell phones, tobacco, and other contraband. 

			Although I had read a lot about Jack and his case over the years, my own experience with the press left me unsure of what to believe. But in Gary S. Chafetz’s fascinating book The Perfect Villain, I learned that Jack played the same game as thirty-five thousand other registered lobbyists. He did what they were doing and continue to do today, but he was made a target. It’s hard to feel that any justice was done when prosecution seems so selective. 

			I got to sit with Jack frequently during the three weeks before his release. I found him to be forthright, patriotic, and profoundly religious. In my view, whatever mistakes he’d made, he’d paid for them by serving his years in prison. 

			Before he left Cumberland, Abramoff met with the chaplain—­a young guy who was not an inmate—and convinced him to let me replace Abramoff as the clerk in the chapel. The chapel clerk’s primary job was to maintain the religious props and prevent inmates from hiding contraband in there. Both the chaplain and Courtney confirmed that I had the job. It would be perfect—a small office where I could work, read, and focus on the future. I might even have access to a typewriter.

			The following Monday my hopes were dashed. Courtney called me into his office. “Listen, I know we talked about you being the clerk in the chapel, but it’s not happening. You’ve been assigned to kitchen duty, either washing dishes or mopping floors.” I asked him what happened, why the sudden switch. Courtney just hunched his shoulders as if to say shit happens. I learned later that it was on orders from the unit manager, a woman who oversaw the camp. 

			I couldn’t help but wonder what was behind this. When I got back to the wing, I told some of the other guys about it. “They did the same thing to Jack when he first got here,” they told me, talking about Abramoff. Right there it felt like the prison was going too far to simply degrade and demean me, by giving me the shittiest job they could. To show me who was boss. Of course I understood that feeling very well. I felt it many times when I struggled and fought with inmates in the Passaic County Jail. Show ’em who’s boss. Iron fist. I felt it and thought it when I inspected Rikers. Show ’em who’s boss. But I knew I couldn’t act on that impulse. I knew—and this was a huge part of my success in running the NYC jail system—that if you demean and try to disrespect inmates, regardless of what they’ve done and how you feel about them morally, you will get the same thing back. Not as a cop, or as a correction officer, or as warden, or as commissioner did I go out of my way to degrade and demean lawbreakers or inmates, because I wanted to be good at those jobs, and that meant avoiding trouble, not creating it, and staying smart, understanding how respect is exchanged.  

			Apparently, when the unit manager found out about my chapel assignment, she basically said, “He ain’t getting that job.” I think she took it as a badge of honor, that she could make me mop floors for the next six months. 

			I told Jack about it. “They do it because they can,” he said.

			Just some extra punishment. The kind that some of the staff, like the bad apples back in the halls of Rikers, liked to dole out. All the little degradations that go into creating life for the inmate after the sea change of losing your freedom, having it taken. Prison doesn’t need to be like this, I found myself thinking in ways I never had before.  You have already been punished tremendously, mentally and physically, with the loss of your freedom. But some correctional staff believe it’s their job to break you more once you’re there, to degrade, demean, and demoralize you further. Unfortunately, they’re too stupid to realize, as is anyone who agrees with such treatment of lawbreakers and convicts, that this behavior in fact hurts the prison facility, the families involved, and most of all society when the inmate is released. More than 90 percent of America’s prisoners will return to society. 

			This insidious attitude was reflected in something as simple as the way one of the case managers for the camp walked around with an aura of disdain for every one of us. I couldn’t figure out which she hated more, us or her job. She seemed to go out of her way to demean us. As case manager she was supposed to help us with our programming, help prepare us for getting out of the system (who doesn’t want this?), coordinate with halfway houses. But she would resist giving any of that assistance. It was painfully clear that hers was not the right personality for the job. You didn’t need to have run a prison to see that. 

			This woman would literally look down or away when I passed her and said hello politely. Like I wasn’t even there. She did it to all of us. 

			This might sound trivial to you, but hold on. These are the things that can make or break an institution—the staff, how they interact with the inmates. All the little things. Rikers had shown me that. You can’t disrespect people and think they are going to respond nicely or do what you want. 

			When this case manager disciplined people for having contraband, she took their good time, the days off their sentence that they’d earned from programs and other allegedly rehabilitative activities. The CO can take your phone time, your commissary, but no, she liked to take away your good time, the most precious thing of all. 

			Actually, that kind of sticking it to the inmates wouldn’t work in a high- or medium-security prison. People like that wouldn’t stay on the job, because you can’t disrespect inmates like that. They will wait and they will come after you. 

			This is why I always told my staff at Rikers, “Do not disrespect the inmates. You might disrespect them, antagonize them, and you go home, but the next poor CO walks through the door, and he gets knifed.” 

			The inmates had their sense of being in there. They may hate your guts, but if you don’t disrespect them, and you give them what they’re supposed to get, the arrangement can work. You won’t have problems. If you disrespect them, it’ll get dangerous. 

			One reason some of the Cumberland staff, too many of them, from both my inmate and warden perspectives, could be disrespectful or neglectful was that they could transfer us, or just threaten to transfer us, down the hill to the medium-security facility. No inmate in the camp wanted that to happen.

			Courtney, our Clark Kent counselor, was different. He was firm but fair. That really is the best way to sum up and praise Courtney. We had a secretary in our building named Tammy Miller. She was another member of the staff who was cordial and fair, as were Anthony (Tony) Welsh and William Pugh. They were among the staff members whom an inmate could speak to and be treated with decency. They didn’t look at you or treat you as morally inferior. They wouldn’t say or do anything to rub your face in your punishment, which was being exacted every moment you were there and not free.

			.   .   .

			Gary Antonino, the former MetLife executive, and I would walk into Courtney’s plain office in our building and sit with him. On the floor next to his file cabinets would always be bags of stuff he’d confiscated on his passes through the dorm: cigarettes, sneakers, unauthorized clothes. Always a bag of shit on his desk or the floor. That was his job. Those were the rules. Courtney didn’t enforce them condescendingly. He didn’t talk down to you. He’d been a state correction officer in West Virginia, I think it was. He and I talked shop—criminal justice, prison management, crime. I would complain about the federal system to him all the time. He didn’t respond; he’d just look at me with his intense blue eyes and nod. He also never disagreed with me. Anybody with exposure to the federal system, who is honest, would have to agree. There aren’t enough programs. It is a colossal waste of time and life. I didn’t understand this when I was warden or commissioner, I’m embarrassed to say. I didn’t see it, not with this focus, with these words and this perspective. Being an inmate showed me this. Prison was the finishing touch in my education on these matters. Cumberland was teaching me a bad lesson very quickly, in mind-numbing days. 

			But I still had hope that first year, before my appeal. I still thought that somewhere down the line I was going to get some reduction on my four-year sentence. I was going to be able to get back to my family sooner. The nothingness could last only so long.  

			.   .   .

			I’m standing in a cluster of inmates in the hallway entrance as a CO stands in front of us handing out mail. My nerves are jumping. The CO hands me a card from Celine. On the front of the card is one word: POSITIVE.

			Dear Dad,

			You will never know how much I love you. Please stay strong. I know you are a strong guy but everybody has feelings.

			What I would like to say is keep a positive attitude and I will always be there for you.

			Family, friends, fans, and I all love you. I was looking for the right card and I found it.

			POSITIVE

			Love,

			Celine

			I finish reading the card. I’m breathless, like I’ve gotten the wind knocked out of me. I turn my head from the other men and quickly walk away, hiding the tears streaming down my face. 
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			Eyes Open

			Have you ever wondered what your world would be like without you in it? 

			Think about all the things that happen in your daily life and what it would be like if you weren’t around to deal with them. Could your spouse and children do without you? What would it be like for you to have a bird’s-eye view of this world, your world, with you missing? What would you see if you died with your eyes open? 

			Before my imprisonment, I never considered this. At Passaic County, as a CO, I’d come and go. Inspections at Rikers, walking through, coming out, not staying behind, not locked behind the doors I walked past, whose keys I turned. I know these places, what a cell block feels like. I’ve looked in at and spoken to the men and women behind those doors and barred windows. But even doing all of that doesn’t mean you then know what it’s like to be an inmate. 

			“This is like dying with your eyes open.” When my fellow inmate Eric Ring uttered these words to me one day in Cumberland, I felt like someone had frozen me on the spot. He was right. That was how it felt, like a kind of waking death.  

			He and I were in Cumberland’s cavernous gym. I was doing pull-ups on a bar while he sat on a Ping-Pong table next to me, waiting for his turn. His muscular tattoo-covered arms shone in the July heat. I’d seen Eric but had never spoken to him before that day. He was just another of the roughly three hundred minimum-­security inmates in the camp, and he didn’t appear to be someone I would want to hang out with. He was shaved bald, was covered from his neck down with tattoos, and walked with a slow prison swagger that gave you the impression he came from the wrong side of the tracks. But that preconception disappeared as soon as he spoke. 

			“I worked two jobs, supported my wife and two kids,” he told me. He said he owned his own house. He’d been arrested for a first-time low-level drug offense by state authorities in Maryland—possession of nine grams of cocaine, if I remember correctly. Just before he was supposed to show up in court, where his attorney said that he’d probably get probation and a possible fine, his attorney informed him that his case had been turned over to the federal government for prosecution. Threatened with a lengthy prison term, Eric wound up accepting a plea deal for thirty-­six months. As it would turn out, that punishment was only the beginning of his troubles. 

			“So I lost both my jobs,” he said, wiping the sweat off his face. “Then my wife became ill. She can’t work.” 

			He applied for a compassionate furlough from Cumberland to accompany his wife to the hospital, and requested additional halfway house time, which would get him back to his family sooner. Both requests were denied, and he received a note from the warden telling him to avail himself of Cumberland’s psychological services, or the chaplain’s, neither of which could do anything to assist his family. 

			As Eric sat there explaining all this to me, in what was our first real conversation, I couldn’t help feeling horrible for this man, his wife, and their children. I told him as much. As someone who had put plenty of people in prison for drugs, I had mixed feelings about his situation. I believe he should have been held accountable for his actions, but it was nine grams of cocaine—roughly the weight of seven or eight sugar packs in a coffee shop—and it was his first offense. There was no violence involved in his crime. He was working two jobs and had a home and a family to take care of. In light of all this, I thought his thirty-six-month sentence was excessive. Given his wife’s condition, and the fact that they had no one else to take care of their kids, why couldn’t Eric have been given home detention, been allowed to work and take care of his family? He had already been punished by his conviction, along with the resulting collateral economic costs. 

			Where I might have arrested a guy like Eric before, in my other life, now I was his fellow convict. It was as if I was seeing the whole judicial process all the way through. Here was the result of the punishment. Those men I had arrested and put into the system, this was what it did to them. Those inmates I had watched and counted and managed for years, this was what was happening to them. Here was the other side.  

			Every day I watched Eric walk in circles around the gym, do pull-ups and push-ups, unable to do anything to help his family or benefit society. Nothing. 

			Dying with your eyes open. 

			I understood exactly what Eric meant. 

			I usually called home from Cumberland daily to speak to Hala and the girls. When I called one evening in the summer of 2011, Hala told me that my brother-in-law Besim Aydin was going into the hospital to have a cyst removed from his spine. I figured I’d call him to say hi. 

			Besim was married to Hala’s oldest sister, Maysoun, and was one of the nicest people I’d ever met. He couldn’t say a negative word about anyone, and his entire life was dedicated to his wife, his eighteen-year-old son, and his triplet boys, who were thirteen at the time. 

			Besim was matter-of-fact but cheerful on the phone as he explained to me the routine procedure he was going to have. He was more concerned about me than himself, and we agreed that the following weekend after the surgery he and his family would come down to Cumberland to see me. 

			He went into surgery on a Thursday morning, and when I called Hala that night, she told me Besim was doing fine. I spoke to her again that weekend, and Besim was recovering nicely. 

			Then on Monday afternoon I called her just to say hi, and she answered sobbing uncontrollably into the phone. I could hear women in the background crying loudly. “He’s in a coma!” Hala blurted out before I had a chance to ask her anything. “His heart stopped. He wasn’t breathing, and now he’s in a coma.” 

			I was floored. I tried to console her, but she cut me off and said she had to get off the phone. I started calling back every few hours to see what was going on; each time the news was grim. I felt horrible. I couldn’t be there for Hala and my daughters, who were terrified, but worse, I couldn’t be there for Besim’s wife and four sons. This went on for eleven days. I felt absolutely helpless, a sickening powerlessness. 

			When I called home early on the morning of the twelfth day, it only got worse: Hala told me that Besim had died in the early morning hours. Hala now had to take care of her grieving sister, her sons, and our daughters as well. 

			When I asked my case manager to be considered for a furlough to attend the funeral, my request was denied. When I asked for additional phone minutes, over the three hundred minutes we were allowed each month, so that I could spend more time on the phone with Hala and the girls, that request, too, was denied. 

			No matter what you have been incarcerated for, or how long your sentence, the one thing that is certain is that you will immediately be cut off from the outside world, including from those you love and anyone or anything that depended on you. No matter what problem or emergency might arise, no matter how devastating a circumstance might be for your family and children, the only thing you can do from prison is watch their suffering from afar and pray for them to get through it on their own. 

			This is a terrible collateral punishment that wounds not only the lawbreaker and inmate but also the innocent, and in turn society as a whole. The federal prison system encourages inmates to spend as much time as possible with their families, and then turns around and does many things to prevent them from doing that. Take phone calls: You can buy up to three hundred minutes of phone time per month. But think about it, if you have a family of four, for example, and they’re older children, and you have ten minutes total a day, that’s about three minutes a day with each person. Plus, you pay twenty-three cents per minute. From my house now in New Jersey, I can call China for five cents. 

			People have said to me, “But you were a guy who put people away. You were part of that system that took people away from their families.” 

			I have no problem looking back over my career and recalling that I put people in prison, some for a long time. In my mind this was justified. They were bad people who did bad things. They were guys who killed people, guys who were selling tons of cocaine. They were a threat to society, a threat to innocent people, so I don’t feel regrets there. But that doesn’t mean that those individuals can’t be treated with more thought and attention in prison; it doesn’t mean that they can’t be treated as more than animals, given ways to grow and improve.  

			In the aftermath of Besim’s death, I hoped and prayed that if anything else bad was going to happen, it would at least wait until I was home so that I could be there to help. 

			A few months later, I realized my prayers would not be answered. In Cumberland’s computer room, where inmates have access to the BOP Internet service, I opened an email from my son, Joe. 

			“Call me ASAP,” it read. When he answered the phone, I knew it was bad. I could hear the heaviness in his voice. 

			“Have you heard? Mike Morgan is dead,” he told me. I was floored. Couldn’t get my head around it. Michael Morgan was a thirty-two-year-old detective in the Newark Police Department, one of Joe’s colleagues and closest friends. He had just been shot and killed during an armed robbery. 

			I had helped bury and eulogize the twenty-three cops who worked for me and died on 9/11. In the aftermath of those attacks I attended hundreds of funerals, memorials, and wakes. Over my thirty-year career as a law enforcement officer I’ve attended dozens of funerals for cops, correction officers, and firefighters killed in the line of duty around our country. But when my son needed me most for his own loss, I couldn’t be there for him. It felt wrong and I felt terrible. I did everything I could to console Joe, and to help him understand that at times like that it was up to him and his colleagues to take care of the family of the cop who was killed. I did the best I could from where I was. I had my voice still. I could be there disembodied over the phone, but I felt powerless to help. I had died with my eyes open. 

			I lay on my bunk in our cube, thinking about Eric, Besim, and Mike Morgan, staring wide-eyed at the ceiling.  
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