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As you are going with your adversary to the magistrate,

try hard to be reconciled on the way,

or your adversary may drag you off to the judge,

and the judge turn you over to the officer,

and the officer throw you into prison.

I tell you, you will not get out

until you have paid the last penny.

Luke 12:58-59

You want to know what this was really all about? The Nixon campaign in 1968, and the Nixon White House after that, had two enemies: the antiwar left and black people. You understand what I’m saying? We knew we couldn’t make it illegal to be either against the war or black, but by getting the public to associate the hippies with marijuana and blacks with heroin, and then criminalizing both heavily, we could disrupt those communities. We could arrest their leaders, raid their homes, break up their meetings, and vilify them night after night on the evening news. Did we know we were lying about the drugs? Of course we did.

John Ehrlichman, Nixon’s domestic policy chief


AUTHOR’S NOTE

PRISONER OF THE WAR ON PLANTS

THIS BOOK IS based on my eight-year stretch as a prisoner of the US government’s war on plants—specifically, in my case, the ancient and mysterious cannabis plant. At the end of June 1982, I was arrested by DEA agents, agents with the US marshals’ fugitive task force, and LA city cops in the lobby of the Sheraton Senator Hotel at Los Angeles International Airport. I had jumped bail on a federal indictment in the District of Maine, where I was charged with conspiracy to possess with intent to distribute marijuana. The Feds were also after me for any number of other successful hashish and pot smuggling escapades that our group had pulled off over a fifteen-year run as one of the major dope smuggling families of the so-called hippie mafia.

That story, the story of my years as an international marijuana and hashish smuggler, is recounted in my previous book, Smuggler’s Blues. This book picks up where that one left off—with me in custody in the Los Angeles City Jail, also known as the Glass House, possibly the worst jail in America. It quickly became apparent to me and to lawyers involved in my various federal prosecutions that the government had a hidden agenda. Yes, they were anxious to punish me for my long, illicit love affair with the green, splayed, and spiky-leafed cannabis plant. But their ultimate aim was to get me to roll over and inform on friends and enemies they believed were involved in the marijuana underground. Chief among those targets the government wished to prosecute was my friend and mentor, the world-renowned author Norman Mailer.

Mailer, who once dubbed himself General Marijuana, was one of the first American writers of any stature to write about his personal use of pot. He had been on the government’s enemies list since back in the fifties, when the Civil Service Commission accused him of being a “concealed communist” for his left-leaning politics. Always an outspoken critic of the government, with his efforts to end the war in Vietnam, he became a high priority on the Feds’ hit list. Making a drug conspiracy case against Norman Mailer would diminish his voice as a leading author and undercut his credibility by branding him as a dope-smoking pinko outlaw while also enhancing the careers of government agents and prosecutors.

This book tells the story of my journey through the courts and Federal Bureau of Prisons, which I have renamed the Bureau of Punishment (BOP) for reasons that should become apparent as I relate how the government sought to turn me into one of their unhappy stool pigeons. Some names have been changed to protect those outlaws who have yet to be captured and to disguise the identities of the snitches who testified against me. They did what they felt they had to do; I did what I felt I could live with and chose not to cooperate with the government.

Looking back on it all, with those wild and perilous years smuggling weed behind me, I am gratified to see that cannabis is now grown abundantly in all fifty states. It is legal in an ever-increasing number for medicinal use and was recently made legal for recreational enjoyment in six states. The war on plants seems to be winding down. When I walk free in the world and into a marijuana dispensary and see the various cannabis strains displayed in all their legal glory, it appears that the alleged bad guys have actually won, albeit at great cost in money, broken families, prison time, and even untimely death. And yet it seems incomprehensible to me the lengths to which our federal government was and still is willing to go to punish me and others for trafficking in this God-given plant. As I write, the troglodytes of the Drug Enforcement Administration, more concerned with job security than with the truth and justice, refuse to accept that marijuana has proven medicinal value and must be rescheduled to reflect the scientific proof.

All considered, even given the years I had to spend in prison, I am glad that I decided to take the heat and do the time. The government is simply wrong when it comes to criminalizing this plant. As Americans, we have a right to alter our consciousness as we see fit so long as we are not hurting anyone else. And as citizens living in a participatory democracy, we have a right to be heard and listened to by our civil servants. End the war on plants.

Here then is the story of those long eight years spent in the American prison system, where still to this day too many prisoners of this absurd and destructive war are locked up, serving criminal sentences for possessing or dealing in vegetable matter that long ago should have been made legal.


Prologue

A GRAND UNIFIED THEORY OF LONELINESS

Segregation Unit, Federal Correctional Institution (FCI)

Ashland, Kentucky, June 1990

SO THIS IS the Hole. Solitary confinement, a prison within a prison. There is a low steel shelf welded to the wall with a thin mattress, no pillow or sheets, and a single coarse wool blanket. A stainless-steel combination sink and seatless shitter squats in the corner. Nothing else. No mirror—I can’t see my face. It’s Spartan. Clean. No roaches or rats. Not bad as jail cells go. I’ve seen worse in the eight years I’ve been down.

This is actually a step up in accommodations from the unit where I was housed before the fight. I’m on the second floor of the old cell house, above the tumult. It’s quiet. There is fresh air and sunlight during the day. At night I can see stars in the black sky and feel the soft evening breeze wash in through the high windows and across the tier. The unit I was in is like a big damp barn with bunk beds stacked side-by-side in two-man cubicles the size of animal stalls. Even at night it’s noisy. Convicts snoring, farting, crying out, or moaning in their sleep. In the morning: a cacophony of toilets flushing, men snorting and hacking and spitting. Yelling. Cursing. Representing.

Getting locked up in the Hole is like going on vacation from the racket and tension of general population: I am gifted with another irony of prison life.

This joint is old, built back in the twenties to house moonshiners and bootleggers, violators of that other failed Prohibition enforced under the Volstead Act. Now it’s filled with prisoners of the war on drugs—pot smugglers and growers, coke dealers, junk merchants, addicts—with a smattering of bank robbers and a few white-collar crooks, many of whom robbed or defrauded to support drug habits. The ghost of Dashiell Hammett whispers that he did a skid bid here back in the fifties for refusing to testify before a government committee investigating suspected communist activity during the Red Scare. No rat Hammett. And screenwriter Dalton Trumbo, another man of conscience, did eleven months in this joint for refusing to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee. In the unseen world, I keep good company.

I need these spirits to comfort me. Prison is the loneliest place in the world. Surrounded by other men, one is never alone, yet one is always lonely. It’s like being forced to live in the men’s room at New York’s Pennsylvania Station. Thick, fetid air smelling of sweat and piss and shit, crowded with men you might otherwise avoid—still, the loneliness is palpable. You feel empty, like a hole has been gouged in the center of your chest where your heart once was.

Here, in the Hole, separated from the rest of the prisoner population, I am alone with my loneliness.

I’M A SHORT-TIMER, with weeks, possibly only days to go before I am to be released. So what do I do? I succumb to the short-timer syndrome and fuck it all up. I was in the TV room, a place I normally avoid. The Berlin Wall fell a few months ago, and the Soviet Union is in its death throes. Child of the Cold War, I was glued to the TV watching the Evil Empire implode on CNN. But the etiquette of prison TV rooms is as strict as a straitjacket. You don’t mess with the schedule, hand-printed and stuck to the wall with a dab of toothpaste. Episodes of All My Children or Days of Our Lives take precedence over life-changing world events.

So there I am in the TV room watching the news with a few other white convicts. This black guy, Rector, comes in and abruptly changes the channel. There are three things I can do is this situation: one, get up and walk out, go about my business—the smart thing to do; two, stay and watch the soap and pretend I don’t object—the weak thing to do; three, get up and confront this guy for changing the channel without showing proper respect—the convict thing to do. I don’t really know Rector. We’ve spoken no more than five words to each other in the five months I’ve been here since being transferred from the federal joint in America’s Siberia, FCI Ray Brook, New York, up near the Canadian border. He’s a quiet guy, Rector, keeps to himself, normally respectful. He is muscular, my height, maybe a little taller, ten years younger, and very strong—I’ve watched him on the weight pile bench-press over three hundred pounds. He works in the prison factory, UNICOR, making whatever it is they make there as he winds down a ten-year bid for armed bank robbery. I, however, am in this crazy intense time limbo with no set release date, waiting day-to-day for a decision from the Regional Office of the Bureau of Punishment to determine exactly when I will walk through the gates and back into the free world.

Reason would dictate that I let this lack of respect on Rector’s part pass and get on with my life, such as it is. But prison is an unreasonable place, for we live in a world of damaged men where all that matters is how one carries oneself. Respect is currency here. How broken you are is a determination that lives in the crux of each moment, each encounter. To fail to rise to even the slightest challenge or offense could be the fissure in one’s character that allows the stony facade to fall, like the Berlin Wall, exposing the scared weakling within. In that moment, I can’t admit even to the possibility that I am driven by a self-destructive urge to blow my release date for fear of going free. No, no, fuck no, that’s not me.

“We were watching that,” I say and stand. Rector turns and sizes me up.

I don’t believe I’m doing this. Everything in me tells me: Stratton, don’t be an asshole. Just let it go. And yet I can’t stop myself, I keep moving toward Rector, to the front of the TV room. It’s like watching a guy I don’t really know but secretly admire. I see myself reach for the knob and switch the channel back to the news.

Rector swats my hand aside. “Schedule calls for—”

Now he’s touched me; a line has been crossed.

“Man,” I say, “the fucking Soviet Union is collapsing, and you want to watch soaps? What the fuck’s the matter with you?”

Now I’m insulting his intelligence.

“Don’t matter what I want,” he says, back in my face. “Or you. The schedule—”

“Fuck that schedule. I didn’t come to prison for following no schedule.” I represent in full convict mode now, surprised at how much of this dog-eat-dog world has settled into my character.

One of the men sitting with me says, “Let it go. You’re too short, man.”

Rector changes the channel back to the soap. I reach for the knob; he shoves his chest up against me. I push him back and he cocks his arm. The man behind me wraps his arms around me in a bear hug. Rector hauls off and socks me in the side of my head. I might have fallen to the floor if I wasn’t being propped up. It’s like my friend is restraining me so Rector can beat me down. I struggle free and lunge for Rector. One of the other men in the room runs out to get the guard. I know everything they are doing is to protect me, but it feels like the opposite.

The unit guard races in and hits the panic button on his body alarm. What seems like moments later, as Rector and I roll around on the floor struggling to get a clean shot at one another, the goon squad invades the unit. They descend on us with body shields and truncheons. Rector and I are wrestled onto our bellies and restrained. Marched out in handcuffs. Delivered here to disciplinary segregation. The Hole. He’s locked in a cell along the tier. I can hear him cough and pace and do his push-ups. Pace some more.

I hold no beef with Rector. It had nothing to do with him, or with the news or the TV. It was all about me. I know this now in the solitary anguish of this thwarted existence. Some deviant strain in my character wants me to fail. But not right away, not until I am just about to snatch the gold ring. The closer I get to realizing my dreams, my hopes, my desires, the more that stunted nasty twin rears his ugly face and goads me: You don’t deserve this, Stratton. You’re a bad seed. Nothing but trouble. All your life you have been wrong. You deserve to suffer. Go ahead and fuck it up, shithead, that’s what everyone expects of you anyway. This is exactly where you belong—in a prison.

Just weeks, maybe even days to go before I am to be released after eight straight years in the custody of the attorney general’s designated keeper—the Federal Bureau of Prisons—and I fuck it up. Now, while Bureau of Punishment number crunchers come up with a new release date, I must appear before a disciplinary committee to determine my fate. In a worst-case scenario, I could be charged with assault and pick up a new case and ultimately more time. At a minimum, I expect to get a shot (an internal prison disciplinary charge) for fighting and be stripped of any good-time I have accumulated. Since the negotiation with my Punishment Bureau masters is over good-time, years are in the balance. I could be looking at as much as a two-year hit. This senseless fight with Rector could mean I don’t get released for years instead of weeks or days. What a stupid asshole …

So, I do my push-ups. I pace. I think. I chastise myself and I wait. And I try to dispel the scariest thought of all: Who gives a fuck? Not me. I could spend the rest of my life behind these bars, and it wouldn’t mean shit. Because it doesn’t matter. In this equation, one plus nothing still equals nothing. My life has no meaning or merit. My alter ego is gratified when I live up to everyone’s worst expectations—including my own—because my higher self enjoys engaging the dark side. I will not run from it. When I have no one else to fuck with, I fuck with myself. The worse it gets, the stronger I get—or so I like to think … and think … and obsess. So much of prison life is lived in the mind.

One thing I have come to appreciate during the eight years I’ve been locked up is that I alone am to blame for my mistakes. I alone must answer for the mess I made of my life. I have no excuses, no apologies, and no regrets—only repentance. I had all the advantages: white skin and blue eyes; a WASP kid from an old New England Yankee family; a star athlete, high school state wrestling champion. College boy who on a lark started to smuggle pot. And a fatal flaw: hubris, and an addiction to danger. Only in peril did I feel truly alive. So I became an international drug kingpin bringing in multiton loads of the finest cannabis from around the world, because I was addicted to the adrenaline rush I got from risking my life getting over on the Man. And because I saw how stupid and unrealistic their laws were in the first place.

Then, when I was arrested and faced with the choice—To rat or not to rat, that is the question—I committed perhaps the one noble act of my life. I took the weight. I bit the bullet. I refused to “cooperate” with the government in their asinine war on plants. I said, “Fuck it. This is my adventure, my delusion of outlaw fame and fortune. Let me now pay the price.” And that is liberating. Ultimately, I can hope to get free because it still all comes down to me—and God. I believe in the Creator who made me to endure this test. I don’t have to depend on anyone to make things right, and there is no one else to fault when things go wrong.

Locked up alone in a stripped cell, stripped of all external accouterments and distractions—the money; the women; the real estate and boats and planes and trucks and cars; and the readily available inebriants, the best dope and booze—I can finally make peace with my self-destructive evil twin.


Chapter One

THE GLASS HOUSE

Los Angeles City Jail, June 1982

IT’S ALREADY LATE Friday evening by the time my old nemesis, DEA Special Agent Bernard Wolfshein, and my new captor, Deputy US Marshal James Sullivan, deliver me to the custody of the keepers at the LA City Jail. This is a hard come-down after a spectacular arrest in the lobby of the Sheraton Senator Hotel—or perhaps not. Maybe it is the beginning of a new adventure.

“You’ll be okay, right, Rich?” Agent Wolfshein says as he completes the paperwork and I am processed in to the jail. “It’s just for a couple of days.”

The Wolfman has this way of provoking me with statements framed as questions, questions he must know I cannot answer truthfully. What am I to say? No! Please, Wolf, don’t leave me here! Take me to a hotel. I’ll be good, I promise.

I have no idea what to expect in this place, except that it’s … jail. Whatever it is, I had it coming. “Yeah,” I say and actually manage a small smile for them both. “I’ll be fine. You guys take it easy.”

Sullivan nods. “You, too. Have a great weekend,” he says with the hint of a twinkle in his bright blues eyes and a smirk on his mouth.

“Thanks,” I say.

“See you in court Monday,” Wolfshein tells me, and they leave.

Two guards march me from booking to one of the housing units. We stop outside the gate and they order me to strip.

“Here?”

We’re in the hallway. There are civilians walking around. The walls are made of glass.

“Now,” one of the guards instructs me while the second guard stands at parade rest with a truncheon held close at his side. These guys are all business, not a glimmer of compassion. I sense that if I fail to follow their orders, the guy with the baton will club me into submission. So I start to undress. I take off my western-cut, three-piece suit and Lucchese boots and drop them on the floor, stand there in my underpants, thinking how ridiculous my wardrobe is given where I have ended up.

“Everything,” he says. “Strip.”

I take off my shorts and drop them on the pile of clothes, hoping there are no brown skid marks in the crotch, and am reminded once again of the old-school wisdom imparted to me by my grandmother Ethel Lowell Burnham, dear Ba Ba as we children called her. She would tell me always to make certain I put on clean underpants before going out. If something should happen to me at school or at play, she explained, and I was taken to the nurse’s office or, worse yet, to the hospital, and had to undress, best to be sure my underpants were stain-free.

“Lift your nut sack,” the hack says and peers at my scrotum as if trying to appraise the family jewels. Then he pulls on a rubber glove and examines my asshole like a proctologist. He inspects the bottoms of my feet, looks between my toes. He checks behind my ears and tells me to ruffle my hair and beard. He leaves me standing naked while they both inspect every inch of every article of my clothing, looking in the pockets, carefully feeling along the seams of my pants, checking the cuffs, and inspecting the heels of my boots for hidden compartments. My dick and nuts shrivel up in their own embarrassment. From the neck up, I’m in that state where nothing affects me. I don’t give a fuck. It doesn’t matter what they do to me, the worst has already happened—I have been arrested yet again. I know the drill. Nothing to do now but submit to the experience while maintaining my perspective: This too shall pass.

“Get dressed,” the guard says at last.

THE HOUSING UNITS are rectangular rooms the size of a tennis court with thick Plexiglas outer walls and barred entrance gates. They resemble nothing so much as huge fish tanks. And here, I suppose, is where this place gets its name: the Glass House, where everything is revealed. We passed several of these glass chambers teeming with bodies on the way to the one that will be my abode for the next few days, and there are more on the floors above and below. This massive jail houses thousands of prisoners, I learn later. As I enter the unit, I must pass through a gauntlet of flailing brown and black limbs stretching out through the bars of the front gate as prisoners grope for pay phones hung on a panel within reach just outside the unit. A long line of prisoners stands inside, waiting for their turn on the phones.

Bunk beds are stacked around like steel shelving in a warehouse. There are no mattresses, no blankets or sheets—the crazies have burned them all and would set fire to themselves like Buddhist monks if they were allowed matches. All the matches and cigarettes have been confiscated. Everyone is on edge—addicts withdrawing from nicotine, alcohol, heroin, crack, Angel Dust, freedom. The harsh fluorescent lights are never turned off. No one sleeps: they doze, they nod, or they pass out. Drunks reel around bouncing off the walls. Dustheads and dope fiends huddle on the bunks muttering to themselves and gazing at their private hallucinations.

We are all strangers. That’s the one comfort—no one knows me here. I don’t have to be anything for anyone else. I can simply be who I am, nobody, and hunker down in my corner. In the artificial daylight, time stands still. It’s as if the universe stopped expanding. For two more days I’m stuck in the eternal now like an image caught in freeze-frame.

One thing I know: nothing will ever be the same. Life as I have known it is over. I’m slammed, locked up, in custody with nowhere to go and nothing to do but be here now. The world outside is beyond my grasp, freedom vague as the misty LA cityscape glimpsed through layers of Plexiglas. In here is the explicitness of shit. I have pitched my tent in the land of excrement.

There are three open commodes sitting in a bog of piss and floating bits of turd. One would have to wade through the sewage, then hang one’s ass over the bowl full-moon-style and shit with the whole world watching, addicts fixated on your ass as if they expected you to shit cigarettes and matches. I piss from a distance, aim for the bowl—a long shot. I’ll wait to defecate.

Beefy, baton-wielding, mustachioed hacks patrol outside the unit. The guards are inscrutable, another race of being. They never come inside the unit and even count us through the transparent walls. We rarely see them, but they are always there, watching us with the dispassionate eye of laboratory technicians tending cisterns full of mutant life forms. We exist for them as numbers. I sense that only if they saw one of us lying unconscious in the middle of the tank with the others rooting around in the entrails like a pack of hyenas would they brave the limbs flailing at the front gate and venture into this cesspool.

I find an unoccupied shelf and cling to it like a life raft. Dustheads, young Blacks and Latinos with their synapses fried on Angel Dust—such a sublime name for so hellish a substance—lurk on all sides like zombies. In the corners, Chicano dope fiends crouch together like beaten dogs. I think I spot another white guy in the tank, but like a cuttlefish he disappears in the flow of bodies. During this night that is as bright as day, when I dare close my eyes, I am jerked rudely from my dreams by some demented drunk tugging at my feet, trying to steal my boots. Reflexively, I kick him in the throat and send him sprawling across the slimy floor. Everyone watches, but no one does anything.

In the Glass House, where everything is revealed, no one sees anything.

HOURS PASS LIKE days. As I lie on the steel bunk and stare at the plank above, smudged with burn marks and autographed by former prisoners, I ponder how the Feds were able to set me up and bust me at the hotel. How did they know I’d be there? I narrow it down to two possibilities: either the Captain’s phone was wired and he breached security by claiming he was calling me from a pay phone when in fact he was not, or he is a double agent working for the DEA. The Captain is indeed a captain in the US Army. If he set me up, that would mean the arrest was an elaborate choreographed show—the Captain’s resisting arrest, the free-for-all and cop pig pile, heavily armed agents dressed up as hotel staff, Deputy US Marshal James Sullivan’s claims of C-4 explosives in the Captain’s black bag: why go to all that trouble? Why not just bust me as soon as the Captain and I met? If the Captain’s phone was tapped and he did in fact bring the C-4, he must possess serious juice to be allowed to walk out on the arrest and take his explosives with him.

It’s dismaying; I can’t figure it out. Maybe the Captain has been working with the Feds all along. Perhaps he is some sort of active government spook. But his father, Abu Ali, is the biggest hashish and heroin merchant in Lebanon’s outlaw Bekaa Valley. How is this possible? None of it makes sense. Or maybe it does, and I’m the sucker. It’s like DEA Agent Wolfshein said: There is a whole other level, a whole other dimension to this drug war. And while I imagine I know what I’m doing—calling the shots—in reality I am merely a pawn in someone else’s bigger, higher-stakes game.

These thoughts vex me; they replay in my head like a video loop. I can’t stop thinking about how I got here, who set me up … until a drunk falls from the bunk beside me. He lurches to his feet, staggers back toward the wall, stumbles, and then projectile-pukes all over my legs. He spews hot bile and sour alcoholic swill on my pants and boots to remind me that how I got here—the ins and outs of whatever devious machinations resulted in my being in this place, this Glass House—none of that matters. For the truth is, I am here now. This is what’s happening. It’s swim or drown in the brightly lit shit lagoon. I had better stop fretting about how I got here and deal with the puke on my pants. Deal with the fact that this is my world now, and I have got to survive. That in order to clean my pants, I am going to have to wade through a puddle of piss and shit to get to the sink.

Forget it. The sink is broken. Or maybe they shut the water off to stop the crazies from flooding the tank. I’ll just have to live with the puke-stained pants until—what? I can send them out to the dry cleaners? I think not. Face it, Stratton: You are fucked. You may have believed you were some hot-shit international fugitive outlaw smuggler with all your cash and exotic stash, your women, your booze and horses and trucks, your homes you were never in, the plush hotel suites, the Lear jets and suitcases full of money. But look around, son. That’s all gone, over and done. You’re in the jailhouse now, motherfucker. Let’s see you get yourself out of this mess.

THE MORNING FEEDING begins well before dawn. I’m still angling my way along the line to get to the phones on the other side of the bars at the front of the tank when guards arrive to slide open the gate. Those of us with the ability and the will to stand up and march three floors below to the chow hall line up to be fed. The guards swing long black truncheons with steel balls in the tips—rib spreaders, they are called—and order us not to speak.

“Shut up! No talking!”

Once we leave the tank, enforced quiet. No talking, muttering, babbling, or screaming during the descent down into the depths of the Glass House. During the feeding, the monastic rule of absolute silence obtains. I move numbly along the chow line and receive my portion: microwave-crusted instant potatoes like a hard mass of unfinished ceramic; a wafer of sausage that floats in a puddle of fat. The fake eggs, like the coffee, are cold. Only a half-starved moray like the huge black dude beside me could eat this shit.

When I go to pass him my tray, the guards bellow at me: “No giving away food! You don’t want it, throw it in the garbage!”

This strikes me as unreasonable and wasteful, but I am not about to protest. Maybe the rule is designed to prevent predators from extorting food from the weak, to discourage trafficking in caked potatoes and sausage patties. When you have nothing, even slop has value.

On the march back into the tank, I see my opportunity and make a dive to the front of the phone line. I sit on a bench; stick my arms and legs through the bars like a man in a pillory. I press the phone to my ear; my face is pressed to the bars so I can reach the dial pad on the pay phone. It’s 5:30 a.m. in Los Angeles, 8:30 on the East Coast. I reach my attorney, Channing Godfried, at his home in Cambridge.

“Will you accept a collect call from Richard?”

“Yes.”

“Hello.”

“Rick, where are you?”

At least now I can tell someone.

“In jail,” I tell him. “The Los Angeles city jail.”

He says he’ll call someone and have them come see me. I tell him I’m due in court Monday morning. There is nothing else for me to say, no one else for me to call. I’ve had my one phone call, and it was all of thirty seconds. I consider hogging the phone, provoking the guy in line behind me, and calling my former partner and ex-girlfriend Val in Maui. But it’s the middle of the night in Hawaii, and why chance that they are monitoring these phones and tip them off to her whereabouts?

Anyway, that’s over. It’s all over, my life before this. I must stay focused on the here and now. I pull my arms and legs, my puke-stained pants and boots out from between the bars, climb down off the bench, and wander back into the depths of the tank.

Someone has taken my plank. Nowhere to sit except on the floor. I wander around, not so much looking for something to do as looking to mind my own business and not get involved in anyone else’s craziness. Most everyone dozes in the bright light. You can tell the prisoners who have been here for a while from the fresh fish from the street: the old-timers are dressed out in army-green jumpsuits and rubber shower shoes. Several of the men, I notice, have grossly bloated arms and legs covered with scabs and open sores from shooting junk. Men cough and hack and spit on the floor.

“Cigarettes? Cigarettes?” they ask me as I pass by, hoping against hope that somehow the white guy in the puke-stained suit managed to smuggle in some smokes. I’m thinking about the eight grand in cash, the Rolex Presidential, and my wallet the Feds seized from me back at the airport satellite cop station, wondering if I’ll ever see that again, wondering if there was anything incriminating or of evidentiary value in my wallet, if I had any scraps of paper with notes and phone numbers on me when the Heat came down. I try not to think about all the property and money and loved ones I left on the outside. My parents back in Wellesley will be relieved. Godfried will call Mary, my mother, and let her know her son is all right. No one will be surprised to hear that Richard Stratton is in jail, least of all my father and mother. Mary will say, “Thank God he’s alive.”

THIS IS THE longest Saturday of my life and it could go either way. I could wallow in self-pity. Poor me! I don’t deserve this! Send lawyers, guns, and money…. It was only pot! Big fucking deal. What do I have to do? Name it. I’ll do anything. I’ll rat on all my enemies and my friends. Just get me the fuck out of this place, out of the Glass House where even my cowardice is revealed. Or, I could swim through the puddle of piss and shit pooled around the toilet bowls, drop my drawers, hang that ass, and take the biggest crap of my life right here for all to see.

There! How do you like that? Let’s see you flush my shit down the clogged toilet of your criminal justice system. I’m like Nixon: I am not a criminal. You know we Capricorns are a stubborn lot. Goats. We hate to give in. Muhammad Ali. Elvis … well, there is that tendency toward self-destruction. But the truth about me is I don’t give a shit. I will not become just another turd in this sewer. I’ll fight them to the end and enjoy every minute of it.

Yeah, right…. Keep telling yourself that, Dick.

I AM SO fucking hungry I could chew on a dirty bone like a junkyard dog. I can’t even remember the last time I ate before that inedible breakfast. Was it Friday morning? My stomach growls, my bowels rumble. My throat is parched. When they open the gate for lunch, around 10:00 a.m., I line up again and join the march back down to the mess hall on the slim hope for something I can swallow.

“No talking! Shut up!” Different cops, same orders.

Lunch, well, let’s just say there reaches a point when a man has got to eat. Doesn’t matter what it is. I’ve been on a strict raw food veggie diet, weight way down. Now, after a day of no food and all the excitement and tension of the arrest, I’m starved. But I’m concerned about putting this greasy mystery meat in my stomach. I nibble on some soggy canned vegetables, drink the Kool-Aid. Eat a piece of white bread, anything to ease the ache in my gut. The guy at the table beside me is laughing, mumbling to himself, and grinning at his food like the madman he surely is. It’s the big, hulking black guy I tried to give my tray at breakfast. He has a thick wad of flesh over his brow and heavy sagging jowls, rolls of fat on the back of his neck, hunched shoulders, and a wide, humped back.

“Shut up!” a guard commands. “No laughing!”

There is nothing funny about this. But the guy looks up, flashes the cop a toothy grin. He guffaws. His laugh becomes a bellow.

“Shut the fuck up!” the cop screams at him.

The guard is a white man, couldn’t be more than twenty-five, crew-cut blond with a Nazi mustache. It occurs to me that all the hacks are white. The cop leaps over the table and whacks the laughing black guy hard across the back with his truncheon. Another guard approaches from the side and hits him again. They beat the man off his stool and onto the floor. They strike him again and again, a merciless beat-down—for laughing—and then they drag him from the mess hall. All the while, the guy keeps right on laughing.

AT ONE POINT over the endless weekend the guards come, everyone in the tank is roused, and we are all herded out and made to assemble in the corridor while our tank is hosed down. We stand between rows of what look to be single-man units, individual fish bowls arranged like a freak gallery at a sideshow. Hermaphrodites, cretins, men wasting away with some mysterious new disease, transsexuals, predatory pederasts, and outrageous jailhouse queens—the dangerously infectious, the violently insane, and the brazenly homosexual roost on shelves behind thick glass walls. I see the prisoner the guards beat in the mess hall sprawled in one of the single-man tanks. Fascinated, I stare at these rejects. Compelled to identify their abnormalities, what separates them from us, I study them like exhibits in a chamber of horrors. One guy pulls open his jumpsuit and flashes a pair of girlish tits. Another prisoner leers at me and slowly strokes his semi-erect cock until a guard raps on the glass with his baton and yells at him to “Put the meat away!” Other prisoners appear so sick as to be near death.

This can’t be happening, I tell myself, not here, not in America. Not to me. There must be some mistake.

But then something deep inside of me moves. Looking at these poor wretches sequestered from even the dregs of the jailhouse population, I am ashamed at how good I had it in my life, and how much I squandered and abused and took for granted. I have the fleeting sense that every moment of my past, each event and every decision I made until now conspired to bring me here to this Glass House, into which everyone can look, and there are no secrets—even those secrets I would keep from myself. For to survive this experience and make it through whatever the government has in store for me with body and mind intact, I realize that I must finally come to terms with who I am and what I have done with my life.

The other prisoners jeer at the freaks behind the glass. They seem happy, though they feign anger at the cruel attention. They wave good-bye gaily like children as the guards herd us back into our own freshly hosed-down tank.


Chapter Two

DIESEL THERAPY

FCI Terminal Island, San Pedro, California

MONDAY MORNING, THE hazy light of day filters over the blank fluorescent brilliance of the Glass House, and I am delivered. Two taciturn guards come for me. They dress me in shackles and chains, shiny steel bracelets, and take me down into a subterranean garage where a van waits to remove me with half a dozen other federal prisoners to the US courthouse in downtown Los Angeles. There we are made to wait for hours in a crowded, sweltering bullpen. A criminal defense attorney colleague of my lawyer Channing Godfried comes to see me, and we have a brief, hushed conference through the bars.

“This doesn’t look good,” he tells me. “It’s a bail hearing on a pending extradition warrant. Apparently, you absconded from a federal indictment in the District of Maine. You were released on bond and failed to appear. Is that correct?”

“That’s true, yes.”

“There’s not much I can do,” he says with a frown. “Whatever bail they set this time, my guess is it will be prohibitively high. I’ll argue for reasonable bail, but since you jumped before and you were a fugitive when they arrested you, I don’t have a strong basis for my argument. They’re not going to want to take the chance that you’ll flee again.”

I tell him not to worry, I understand the bond will be high and that I don’t expect to make bail or want to fight extradition. “I’m ready to go back and face the charges,” I tell him. “Just get me out of the LA City Jail.”

“You don’t want to go to LA County either,” he says. “That’s even worse.”

Agent Wolfshein and Deputy Sullivan are in the courtroom, seated at the prosecutor’s table when I enter. The Wolfman nods to me while conferring with the assistant United States attorney (AUSA) assigned to argue for the government. Sullivan gets up; he takes a position by the entrance with another deputy US marshal as if they expect I might make a break for the door. The prosecutor, an earnest, young, instantly forgettable federal type, addresses the magistrate. He calls Wolfshein, who is sworn in and identifies me as Richard Lowell Stratton.

My attorney admits that is who I am.

“Your honor,” the prosecutor states, “this defendant, Richard Stratton is a career criminal, a professional drug smuggler with a long history of violating the federal narcotics statutes.”

“Excuse me, judge,” my attorney interrupts. “Mr. Stratton has never been convicted of any federal or state narcotics violations.”

What narcotics? We’re talking about marijuana.

“If I may continue, your Honor,” the assistant US attorney fires back.

“Yes,” says the magistrate; then, to my lawyer, “You will have an opportunity to speak on behalf of the defendant.”

“Agent Wolfshein, you have been investigating Mr. Stratton’s activities for the DEA, is that correct?” the AUSA queries the Wolf.

“Yes,” Wolfshein says matter-of-factly. “That is correct.”

“What can you tell the court about who the Drug Enforcement Administration believes this defendant to be?”

My lawyer starts to object, but the magistrate cuts him off.

“This is a bail hearing, not a trial,” he says.

“Mr. Stratton is what is termed within the agency as a Class One violator,” Wolfshein addresses the court. “That is, someone who is capable of, and who regularly does, import large quantities of controlled substances—in this case mostly marijuana and hashish—from outside the United States into this country, and then distributes the drugs through a network of wholesalers and retailers all across the United States and Canada.”

“Agent Wolfshein, you arrested Mr. Stratton on a previous complaint, correct?” asks the prosecutor.

“I did, yes, in the District of Maine.”

“When was that?”

“A little over two years ago.”

“What was the result of that proceeding?”

“Several defendants pled guilty. Mr. Stratton failed to appear and was sought as a fugitive.”

“And what, to your knowledge, was Mr. Stratton’s position relative to the other defendants?”

“Mr. Stratton is the organizer, the manager of the conspiracy.”

Manager, my ass. I was a stopgap. I was never meant to be there. Those were other people’s doomed trips that I was hired to rescue.

“To your knowledge, what has the defendant been doing while avoiding prosecution in Maine?”

“Our investigation of Mr. Stratton’s activities confirms that he has continued to import controlled substances while a fugitive.” Wolfshein shrugs and gives his trademark gesture, sliding his glasses back up his nose. “I would say it’s been business as usual. We have evidence that he and his organization recently imported a multiton shipment of hashish into the United States.”

Shit, so they know about that one, too.

“Thank you.”

My lawyer wisely chooses not to question Agent Wolfshein.

“You may step down,” says the magistrate.

Wolfshein nods to me as he passes by and takes a seat in the rear of the court. I’m thinking how much I enjoy this mode of communication, this courtroom palaver, damaging as it may be. It’s so civilized and pointed. No small talk. No beating about the bush. And when someone speaks, people pay attention. There are real consequences to the dialogue. Freedom is at stake. I could sit here all day and listen to these guys talk about me. It’s interesting. Again, it’s that feeling of being important. To these folks, I matter. They are on a mission to stop me from doing what I do.

“Judge,” the prosecutor continues, “this defendant is known to carry several sets of false identification. He has passports in other people’s names. And the government believes he has large sums of money hidden in other countries. While he was a fugitive, he was living for much of that time in Lebanon, beyond the reach of US authorities. Under the circumstances,” he winds up his spiel, “the government requests a bond set in the amount of fifteen million dollars.”

Wow, from $250K on the Maine beef now up to $15 mil here in LA. My value is skyrocketing.

My stand-in lawyer references the presumption of innocence. He avers that the case against me in Maine involves a “conspiracy to distribute marijuana. There have been no allegations of importing vast amounts of controlled substances.”

The judge checks me in my puke-stained suit; three-day stubble growth; hollow-eyed, sleep-deprived gaze.“The government has sent a clear message to the courts that they do not look dismissively on these kinds of defendants,” he expounds. “The importation of drugs from other countries to the United States has become a scourge upon our nation. Drug defendants with resources such as this defendant often flee to avoid prosecution, as this defendant has shown he is willing to do. Under the circumstances, I am inclined to accept the government’s request and set bond in the amount of fifteen million dollars.”

Fine, I say to myself, consoled by the thought that it can only get better from here. Would you like that in cash or will a check do?

THE FEDERAL PRISON at Terminal Island in San Pedro, California is like a spa, a semi-tropical resort after the shit-imbued confines of the House of Glass. It’s on a man-made island at the entrance to Los Angeles Harbor. It’s a real prison, complete with cellblocks, fences, and walls topped with concertina wire. The units are populated with convicts doing serious time. But the prison does strike me as a terminal, a place one comes to for a season, and then one moves on. Yet men spend years here waiting to return to the world.

The hack who processes me in through Receiving and Discharge is a mid-level Bureau of Punishment type, not a lowly turnkey. He tells me he is a retired former investigator from the district attorney’s office in Manhattan. He’s a tall, graying Brooklynite who claims he knows of me, says he has heard of my case, even followed it, and that he has been prepped for my arrival. I suspect he may be trying to trick me into making some admission of guilt.

“We don’t get too many pretrial detainees in here with a fifteen-million-dollar bail,” he says. He tells me I should have someone come down and claim my possessions, the watch and cash, before the government seizes them. “It’ll take them a couple of days,” he says, “but they will come. IRS or DEA. And you’ll never get it back.”

I’m wondering if this is a setup, a plan to lure one of my co-conspirators in to pick up the money so they can lock them up. But something in this guy’s manner tells me he is sincere, that he has no real love for the bureaucracy he has served for so many years. He gives me a form to fill out releasing my property to—whom? A blank space. I fill in Val’s alias and call her in Maui, collect, at my first opportunity to use a phone. We are in post-arrest emergency mode. With me in custody, I have no choice but to alert Val and have her take over. There is still a lot of money out there that needs to be collected and dispersed, and she has proven herself adept at evading agents of the law.

“Ah, baby. I’m so sorry,” Val laments when I tell her where I am. “Are you okay?” But I sense she is relieved that I am still alive.

“Yeah. Listen, can you come by and pick up my stuff?”

She says she’ll be over on the next available flight.

Due to my high bail and the fact that I have not yet been convicted of any crime, and that I am being held in pretrial, holdover status awaiting extradition to Maine, I am afforded what amounts to deluxe accommodations. They assign me to a high-security unit populated with infamous bank robbers and gang leaders, drug kingpins, and the criminally insane, all either pretrial or brought in from other institutions to face new charges.

My first cellie tells me he was arrested for stalking and threatening the TV Tonight Show host Johnny Carson. He’s a gentle soul, soft and chubby with thinning, sandy blond hair. He says he never meant to cause Johnny any harm, he just wanted an opportunity to get on his show and demonstrate to the late-night viewing audience what he can do, which, he tells me, is a kind of magic, also a calling. He can dematerialize, he claims, and he can conjure the dead. He says he once brought Marilyn Monroe back to life, and she told him she was murdered, her death was not a suicide. “I can prove all this,” he says. “And the Kennedy assassinations. I know who’s responsible, who did it.”

“Who?”

“I’ll tell you everything … in time. But when I do, when I reveal everything to you, they will take you away and you will never be able to get out. They don’t want any of what I know to be made known to the rest of the world.” He rushes his speech as if gladdened to finally have an audience, and concerned they may whisk him away before he can reveal his truth.

“A triumvirate of highly evolved spiritual beings sent me here to save mankind,” he goes on. “It’s a mission … and a curse. You see, mankind does not want to be saved. We are the fallen, bent on self-destruction, like lemmings rushing to the edge of the precipice.”

I believe him. It all sounds plausible to me, because I am one of those lemmings.

He continues. “This place can’t hold me.” He claims the walls are an illusion of imprisoned consciousness. They only exist because we believe they exist. We are all as free as we want to be. “I need to be here, for my own good,” he says. “And for the good of the human,”—he pronounces it hu-MIN—“race. Every great man must spend some time in prison.” He rattles off the names of noted former prisoners: John the Baptist. Christ. Saint Paul. Dostoyevsky. O. Henry. Malcolm X. Wilhelm Reich, who died in prison. And the list goes on. “Even Hitler,” he adds.

“You too will do great things,” he assures me as though this were prophecy. “This is a rite of passage.”

THESE THOUGHTS COMFORT me. The guy may be crazy, but I feel better already. Early the next day, however, before breakfast and before my enlightened cellmate can reveal the author of the Kennedy murders, the guards come for him. When I inquire later, the unit manager confides that he was removed to the nut ward for psychiatric evaluation.

My new cellie is a skinny, long-haired failed armored-car robber. He tells me he went to the mall with his girlfriend, and she carried a basket of wash into the Laundromat while he waited in the car.

“I was bored,” he says. “The whole idea of it, doing the same boring crap every day—washing clothes, eating, sleeping, and then doing it all over—it depressed the shit out of me. I saw my whole life as one boring, depressing day after another equally fucking boring day. And I just couldn’t take it. The idea of it killed me inside.”

He was an experienced bank robber who had already done close to a decade in prison. In the trunk of his girlfriend’s car he had a Mac 10, and he had a 9mm handgun in the glove box. An armored car pulled up in front of the supermarket. On the spur of the moment, “because I was bored,” he grabbed both guns and attempted to commandeer the armored truck. He took one of the guards hostage in the rear of the truck, “with all that money,” and ordered the other guard to drive off. But the truck was equipped with LoJack and some anti-theft device that cut the engine a few blocks away from the shopping mall. They were stranded. Cop cars and a SWAT team quickly surrounded the armored truck.

“It was hot as a fuckin’ sauna in that truck, man. I couldn’t breathe. I had all that money, but nowhere to spend it.” He laughs.

The cops brought in a hostage negotiator. News trucks and cameramen flocked to the scene. “I was all over the nightly news. It was like that movie, Dog Day Afternoon. I was famous—for a minute.”

The heat in the truck became unbearable, and the guard passed out. “I was afraid he had a heart attack. Or heat stroke. You know, he wasn’t too healthy, and I didn’t want the guy to die on me.”

When his girlfriend was located and told him to, “Cut the stupid shit and give yourself up. This isn’t funny anymore, Donald,” over the bullhorn, several spectators laughed.

“That was it,” he says. “I can’t stand it when she calls me Donald, like I’m fuckin’ Donald Duck. So I tossed my guns and came out with my hands on my head. They went nuts, screaming at me to get down on the ground. Ten cops with guns pointed at me going crazy like they’re Dirty Harry. Make my day! ” He laughs again. “Fuck them. This was my movie. It was the most fun I had in a long time.”

Coming back to prison is no big deal, he tells me. It can be boring, of course. But it is expected to be boring. So any variation on the daily routine is a plus. It’s a kind of hibernation, a time to gear down and chill out. “I read a lot, mostly crime books. Books about famous criminals. I love crime. But I’m too lazy to be a good criminal, that’s my problem. Crime is like anything else—you gotta work hard to be good at it.”

Outside, “in the world” one expects to be stimulated, he reasons. So it is a letdown when one day begins to feel exactly like the one before and the one before that and on and on until you die. “It sucks. This life is fucking boring—and meaningless. I should have been a warrior,” he concludes. “In prison, I have an excuse to say, ‘Fuck it,’ and be lazy. So I’m a failure, who gives a shit? It’s all bullshit anyway.”

This too strikes me as vaguely comforting. I’ve been mulling over these same thoughts. For a man who needs constant, life-threatening risk to feel alive, the idea of prison as an alternative lifestyle—a life of routine and the concentrated introspection that comes with enforced boredom—this may be exactly what the narcissist in me craves.

IT’S MEMORIAL DAY weekend, hot in Southern California. I spend my days on the weight pile, in the sun, doing chins and push-ups, dips and bench presses, getting tanned and cut-up, exercising with the tattooed, heavily muscled gangsters and gangbangers. I sleep, call it rest. I meditate. I read. The food is decent. They bring it to our unit in food carts and we eat in the common area like guests at a convention. The other prisoners have interesting stories. I become friendly with a quiet, ink-sleeve-tattooed convict named Ruben, a Chicano gang boss charged with running a criminal organization—gambling, extortion, narcotics trafficking—from inside a maximum-security federal pen. The new indictment includes allegations he ordered and/or carried out several contract hits in furtherance of the racketeering enterprise. He is facing life with no parole.
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