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Authors’ Note

The Redemption of Bobby Love is a memoir. The story you’re about to read is true and is based on our memories and recollections of the events we lived. To protect the privacy of the people who did not agree to have their stories told in these pages, we have changed the names and identifying details of most of the people mentioned. In a few cases, to limit confusion, we have created characters who are an amalgamation of multiple people in our lives.




CHAPTER ONE

A Knock at the Door

CHERYL

It was still dark when I opened my eyes. Bobby was asleep next to me, but I could hear Jordan rattling around in the kitchen. It was Thursday. That meant Jordan had to catch the subway by 6:15 in order to make it to school for his 7:00 a.m. class. I gave thanks that the twins were so responsible that they didn’t need reminding to get up for school and out the door on time. As high school juniors, they showed us every day their growing maturity. I peered at the clock on my nightstand and sure enough, it was 5:30 a.m.

I slipped out of bed, careful not to wake Bobby, grabbed my robe from the chair, and padded to the kitchen without bothering to put on my slippers. Even though our little Brooklyn apartment was cramped—Bobby and I slept in the living room, pretending it was a fourth bedroom—at least it was toasty warm. Even in January, my bare feet weren’t cold on the linoleum floor.

Jordan was drinking the milk from his cereal bowl, standing at the sink. I made a face but didn’t say anything. I knew he was rushing. Instead, I went to fill the kettle for my tea and Jordan dashed back to his room to collect his things. Before he could make it out the door, I stopped him. “Wait a minute, Jordan,” I called, making my way over to my son. He knew what I wanted.

We bowed our heads together, and I reached for his hands. Normally I would have woken up Bobby to pray with us, but I decided to let him sleep.

“Father God, in the name of Jesus, I ask you to keep us safe and covered as we go about our day,” I began. Jordan grew still as I prayed over him, as I did every day for all of my children before I allowed them out of the house. It was our regular ritual, no exceptions.

“Amen,” I whispered and smiled up at my son, who was now several inches taller than my five-foot-seven frame.

Jordan bent over and kissed my cheek. “I love you, Ma,” he said before he slipped out the door.

I tiptoed back to the kitchen as I heard the teakettle begin to whistle. I grabbed a peppermint tea bag out of the box in the cabinet and set my tea to steep. The sun hadn’t yet come up, but I knew it was going to be a nice day. The weatherman had said it was going to be sunny and in the low forties, which was a blessing for a New York winter. I thought about how many layers I’d have to put on for my walk to work. After fourteen years walking to the same office, the same thirty-minute route, I knew exactly how to dress for my daily commute but still look appropriate for the office. As a nutrition coordinator, I didn’t have to dress fancy, but I always wanted to look nice for the clients I was helping get back on their feet.

I glanced at the clock and saw that it was almost 6:30 a.m. I knew I’d have to check on Justin shortly. He had a different schedule than his brother and didn’t have to be at school until 8:00, but his commute included two different subways, so he needed to be out the door in less than forty-five minutes. I picked up my teacup, took a sip of the warm liquid, and closed my eyes to savor the taste for just a minute.

A loud banging on the front door interrupted the moment.

My eyes flew open. Without thinking, I called out with my best Brooklyn attitude, “Who is it?”

I couldn’t imagine who would be knocking at this early hour in the morning. I hoped the tone of my voice conveyed my annoyance and anger at whoever was on the other side of my door.

Apparently it didn’t, because they knocked again. Louder this time. More insistent. Whoever it was had now woken up my husband. Bobby called out from our bed, “Go next door! This is apartment two A!” He too sounded annoyed at this unwanted early-morning intrusion.

If whoever was on the other side of our door was indeed looking for our neighbor in 2B, I was ready to go off. That woman was bad news. We were always seeing strange men coming in and out of her apartment. She cursed and hollered at her kids so much, we weren’t surprised when Child Protective Services showed up the year before, threatening to take her children away. I started to make my way to the door to see if whoever it was needed to be set straight. As I walked past the living room, I noticed Bobby hardly seemed concerned and was still lying in bed, the blankets pulled up around his shoulders. Even though he’d have to get up in a few minutes anyway, I let him enjoy his last few moments of rest. I could handle whoever it was pounding on the door.

“Open up, this is the police, we want two A!”

I scrunched up my face in confusion. Did the police get another complaint about that woman? Did they need to talk to witnesses? I peeked through the peephole and saw the unmistakable blue of a police uniform. I nervously smoothed my hair down, pulled the edges of my robe tight, and slowly cracked open the door.

That’s all it took.

A wave of police officers poured into our apartment. All men. At least ten of them. Maybe twelve. There were Black ones, white ones, and a few who looked Latino. They just pushed their way in, forcing me backward toward the kitchen so they could all get through the door.

My first thought was Did the boys get into some sort of trouble? But most of the officers went right into the living room and crowded around Bobby, who was still in our bed. I couldn’t make my way over to him because the other officers were practically barricading me in the kitchen, but I managed to push around them enough so I could at least see what was going on. Bobby was still lying down. Police officers surrounded him. I could hear one of the officers barking at him: “What’s your name?” Then a pause while Bobby answered.

“No, your real name!” the officer said.

I could see Bobby’s lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear a word he was saying because he was speaking so quietly.

“What’s going on? What is this?” I cried to anyone and everyone, but mostly to Bobby. Nobody answered my questions, though. All the attention was on my husband.

“Are there any guns in the house?” one of the officers shouted at Bobby. I saw Bobby shake his head no, but two of the officers took off toward the back of the apartment anyway.

“Wait, my kids!” I shouted, now turning my attention away from the living room. Our apartment was a typical railroad apartment with a long hallway that led to the bedrooms and bathroom. We had given the twins and our daughter Jessica the bedrooms because we figured they needed more privacy than we did. Our eldest daughter, Jasmine, was married and had already moved out.

The two officers who were heading toward the bedrooms ignored my cries, but I couldn’t ignore their guns. My heart leapt into my throat with fear. Every day there was another story on the news of an officer killing an unarmed Black man or woman. They shot first and asked questions later. I didn’t want the boys or Jessica to be another statistic, so I kept hollering, “My kids are back there! They’re sleeping! They’re not doing anything!”

I tried to follow them down to the bedrooms, but an officer held me back. I heard Jessica give a frightened yelp when the officers entered her room, but I didn’t hear a sound from Justin. My heart ached for my kids because I knew they must be as confused and as terrified as I was. I just prayed that neither Justin nor Jessica would make any sudden moves that would give these men the slightest justification to shoot.

Once they were satisfied that we weren’t hiding any guns in our home, the two officers came rushing back toward the living room and announced that they had found no weapons. That’s when Justin came and stood in the doorway of his bedroom, where he could observe everything that was going on, and Jessica tiptoed up to stand next to him. The two of them were frightened and looked at me for answers. I just shook my head at them and motioned for them both to be quiet.

Knowing the kids were safe for the time being, I turned my attention back to Bobby. When I looked over, I saw he was now sitting on the edge of the bed with his head hanging down. He was still talking so quietly I couldn’t make out a single word he was saying to the officers. All I could see was that he was nodding his head yes to most of the questions he was being asked.

“You had a long run,” I heard an officer say, and Bobby’s head seemed to drop even further.

I couldn’t take it anymore.

“Bobby, what happened? What did you do?” I screamed, pushing against the wall of bodies in front of me.

My questions weren’t answered, and Bobby looked like a frightened little boy instead of my tall, proud husband. The officers crowding our apartment treated me like I was invisible, simply causing my panic to grow. My heart was pounding like crazy and I started to imagine the worst, and that’s when I noticed that not all the men surrounding Bobby were police officers. My eyes got a little wider as I realized that half of these men were FBI agents. It said so on the back of their blue jackets.

With a burst of energy, I pushed past the officer blocking my path to the living room. I had to find out what was going on, but he grabbed me and pulled me roughly back toward the kitchen.

“Ma’am, stand back!” he shouted. “You don’t know who this man is. You don’t know what he’s done!”

His chilling words had their intended effect. I stopped for a moment to try to take in what he was saying. The chaos all around me. FBI. Police. And a husband who refused to answer my questions.

“Bobby!” I shouted across the room. “What is this? What’s going on? Did you kill someone?” The words just flew out of my mouth because I couldn’t think of any other reason for the drama unfolding in our living room. But Bobby still didn’t answer.

“Bobby, did you kill somebody?” I shrieked, my hands clenched in tight fists, wanting and not wanting to know the truth.

Finally, Bobby answered me. “No, Cheryl,” he said, loud enough for me to hear this time, but still too quiet for my liking. “This happened before you. This was before the kids.”

My mind went to a thousand places in less than a second. My emotions ricocheted from shock, to fear, to sadness, and then, of all things, to relief. But it was true. Some part of me felt a sense of relief because now I knew that I had been right all along. I knew my husband had a secret he had been hiding from me since the day we met, and it was all coming to a head right in front of my eyes. I didn’t know what it was, but it was obviously something big. Of course, this wasn’t how I’d imagined it would be revealed, but there was a part of me that understood that this moment was something I had been waiting for, for nearly thirty years. Finally, I was about to learn the truth.

That’s when an officer turned to me and said calmly, “We’re going to be taking your husband to jail.”

Without even thinking, I shouted back at the officer, “You can’t take him to jail!” I knew Bobby had obviously done something wrong, but I just couldn’t fathom that it meant he needed to go to jail.

Everything was happening way too fast. I closed my eyes for just a second to try to gather my thoughts, and when I opened them, my vision landed on the refrigerator, where pictures of the kids grinning in places where we’d traveled together as a family hung from magnets bearing inspirational messages my friends from church had given me over the years. We weren’t perfect, but we were a normal family. How could the secret Bobby had been keeping mean he was being arrested and taken to jail? It just didn’t make sense.

It didn’t matter what I thought though. The officers were growing impatient with my protests and insisted they were just following orders and had to take Bobby away.

“But he’s a diabetic. He needs his medicine,” I said. I don’t know if I expected the officers to change their minds or if I just hoped to prolong the process. I was simply working on instinct. And my instinct told me to take care of Bobby. Even though he was always the one who took care of us, it was clear Bobby needed me to be the strong one at that moment. For the first time since we’d been together, Bobby looked his age. The twelve-year difference between us suddenly became apparent and I could see my husband needed me. I wasn’t thinking about what he had done. I wasn’t scared of his past. I just wanted to take care of him to the best of my ability.

The officers continued to ignore me and told Bobby to get dressed. Diabetic or not, he was being taken away.

One of the officers—it was hard to keep track of who was talking—said Bobby wasn’t allowed to take any medication at the house, but he promised they’d get him his medicine en route to the jail. Jessica cautiously moved out of Justin’s doorway then and pleaded with the officers to let her father take his medicine, but the officers were adamant.

I was so frustrated because it wouldn’t have taken but a second to grab the bottle and give Bobby his pill. I wondered if they just wanted him to die.

Not on my watch, I decided. If they wouldn’t let Bobby have his pill, at least I could get something sweet into him so he wouldn’t pass out from low blood sugar.

I grabbed a handful of Bobby’s favorite Chips Ahoy! chocolate chip cookies from the package on the kitchen counter, and then I pushed hard against the officer blocking my path. I forced my way over to Bobby.

“Here, Bobby, you gotta eat,” I said, pretending we didn’t have an audience of twelve police officers watching us. I handed him two cookies. I started to cry then, and Bobby’s eyes were full of tears too. He didn’t say anything to me, but the look on his face was one of pure shame. He took the cookies and shoved them in his mouth to make me happy but didn’t say a word.

One officer tried to tell me I had to move away from Bobby, but now that I had broken free from the kitchen, I wasn’t going back. Bobby’s medicine was just inches from me now and I tried to give it to one of the officers, but they wouldn’t take it. A chubby Latino-looking officer just repeated that he would get Bobby his medicine on the way to the jail. And then he told Bobby he had to get dressed.

I told myself if I didn’t stop moving, somehow I could keep whatever was happening from happening. So I became a flurry of nervous activity.

I grabbed Bobby’s clothes from the chair near the bed and handed them to him. He slid his pants on right over his long johns and then he put on a fleece sweater and his sneakers. The police tried to hustle him out of the apartment, but I shouted, “Wait, it’s cold out. He needs a coat and a hat.” I didn’t even bother trying to control my tears at this point. I just kept wiping the sleeve of my robe across my face and wouldn’t take my eyes off Bobby. I knew Justin and Jessica were crying too, but I couldn’t even take a moment to comfort them.

I ran and got Bobby’s warm leather coat from the closet and helped him put it on. I knew he didn’t need my help getting dressed, but I wanted to be close to him for as long as I could. One officer kept telling me to stay away from Bobby, but I didn’t pay him any mind. I didn’t know what Bobby had done, but at that point I didn’t care. I was doing what my heart told me to do, and my heart told me to make this moment last because I had no idea what was going to happen next.

Bobby let me help him, but he kept his head down the whole time, like he didn’t want to look me in the eye. I knew I should be mad, but I couldn’t pull up that emotion. He was so obviously filled with shame and what looked like fear.

“Let’s go,” one of the officers said brusquely, and Bobby quietly followed him out the door, leaving me standing there. When I saw him like that, my mind returned to the question “What did he do?”

The rest of the officers filed out of the apartment and had the decency to stay silent as they walked past the kids and me. The last officer to leave, the Latino officer from before, paused before he walked out the door. He called out to his team, “I’ll be right there.”

And then he went over to Justin, who was now standing in the living room, and said, “Your father’s not a bad guy.”

Justin stayed staring ahead stoically. It was pretty obvious he was trying not to cry, but the officer wanted Justin to hear what he had to say.

“Your father is not a bad guy. You need to know that,” he repeated.

Justin turned to look at the officer then. He didn’t say anything, but the officer seemed to think Justin was listening, so he kept talking.

“You stay in school. Stay on track, okay?”

Justin nodded but refused to speak. I knew he was hurting, and I don’t know what the officer expected Justin to do. I wanted to say, “If you think Bobby is such a good guy, why are you arresting him?” But I kept my mouth shut.

“If you have any questions you can call me,” the officer said, addressing all three of us then. He held out his card and Jessica took it. She mumbled “thank you,” and the officer rushed out the door to catch up with the others. I followed him into the hallway, just in time to see Bobby, one flight down, being led out the front door of the building, his hands in handcuffs. “Bobby!” I cried out and he looked up.

“I love you, Cheryl,” he said.

The pain tore through me then and I couldn’t contain the sobs of grief that poured out of me. I rushed back into the apartment, raced past the kids, and ran down to Jessica’s room, because her room was the only one where the windows looked out onto the front of the building. I just had to see this thing through. I had to see them take Bobby away because I still couldn’t believe it was real. I kneeled on Jess’s unmade bed and pushed the curtains open wide. The bright morning sun blinded me for a moment, and then I was able to focus on the scene unfolding below.

The cars were what brought all the people out into the street. At least six blue-and-white police vehicles and some unmarked black sedans were parked in front of our building, half of them on the sidewalk blocking any clear path in or out of the building. Even though it was only a little after seven in the morning, there were so many curious people trying to figure out what was going on. And when they saw that it was Bobby being led out of the building in handcuffs, I could see the confusion on their faces, because everybody in our neighborhood knew Bobby. I saw the Asian lady from the laundromat, her hand covering her mouth in shock. The workers from the CTown grocery store across the street weren’t even pretending to sweep the pavement as they gawked at my husband. Most of our friends and neighbors all just stood there, mouths open, whispering and, I assumed, trying to guess what the man they knew as Mr. Bobby could have done to warrant not only police officers but FBI agents escorting him out of his own home. They were all wondering, just like I was, what it was Bobby had done.

BOBBY

An officer put me in the back seat of a police car and another officer slid in next to me and slammed the door, blocking out the sounds of my neighbors’ cries of shock and wonder. I made note of the officer in the passenger seat and of course the driver. I was surrounded. My mind was moving a mile a minute.

I wanted to cry, but I was also trying to stay alert. I didn’t know what was going to happen to me or where we were going. I turned my head away from the officer sitting next to me and kept my gaze focused out the window. We took off down Bedford Avenue and then we turned onto Flatbush. I could tell we were heading toward the bridge to cross over into Manhattan. I thought of asking about our final destination but realized I didn’t really want to know. All I wanted was to be back home with Cheryl and the kids.

I looked down at my hands in handcuffs and pushed down a cry that wanted to escape. I couldn’t believe after thirty-eight years, the life I had so carefully created was over. I knew someone must have turned me in, and I started to replay the last few weeks and months in my mind. Did I let my guard down? Had I gotten too confident? Probably.

I groaned inwardly. I always knew this was a possibility, but it had been such a long time. I guess I thought I really was free. Instead, I had made a mess for my family. Visions of Cheryl having to face her friends at church knowing what I’d done tormented me. Then my mind jumped to the boys going to school and having to defend their father who was heading to jail. I hated that Justin had to witness my shame. I hated that everyone in the neighborhood had seen me getting carried off in handcuffs.

“Mr. Love,” the officer riding shotgun interrupted my thoughts. “We just wanted you to know that we didn’t want to arrest you.”

I lifted my head to make sure I heard him right. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah,” the officer next to me said. “We kept getting calls from Charlotte about your case. But it was from an incident so long ago, we just sat on it. But the calls kept coming.”

“Really?” I said.

“Yeah,” the guy in the front chimed in. “We’ve known about you since the day after Christmas. Of course, we had to investigate you to make sure that you were the right guy and that the things that they said you did, way back when, actually happened.”

All I could do was nod my head. I couldn’t believe these cops were telling me they hadn’t wanted to arrest me.

They kept talking. “Man, we’ve been watching you for a month. We came over here and watched your every move. We saw you going into the store. We saw you walking down the street. We saw you all around this neighborhood. And we know you’ve been doing all the right things. It really seemed silly that we had to arrest you.”

I did some quick calculations in my head and tried to figure out who had dimed me out. I thought about all of my family members who I’d just seen a few months prior at my brother’s funeral and tried to imagine which one of them would do this to me. A bitter taste filled my mouth as I considered the betrayal. My hands curled into fists of their own accord, but the pinch of the handcuffs reminded me where I was and who was to blame for my current circumstances. And just like that, the anger receded, and I was back to thinking about my family. Guilt and shame festered in my stomach and I wondered if Cheryl would leave me once she found out what I had done.

A moment of silence passed, and then the cop driving the car spoke up again. He asked me about my kids. Their ages and where they went to school and stuff. It was small talk, but I was grateful because it kept me from thinking about what I knew I would be facing in a matter of time.

“My son Jordan plays football,” I said proudly. “And he’s hoping to get a scholarship to college.”

“Man, that’s great. Good for you,” the officer sitting next to me responded.

“You know, when you have your chance to talk to your lawyer or the judge, make sure you let them know that stuff. Tell them about your boys wanting to go to college and all the things you’ve done to raise good kids. That’s gotta help,” he added.

All the officers had their own advice to share. They all had something to offer for my upcoming reckoning in front of a judge.

“You know, man, you could write a book with your story,” the officer driving the car said.

“Yeah,” the guy in the front seat agreed. “Your story is incredible.”

I wasn’t thinking about writing a book. This was my life. It might have sounded “incredible” to other people, but it was just my life, and I would have done anything to go back to it, flaws and all. I knew I wasn’t the perfect husband or father. Our struggle was constant, but my kids had a better childhood than I did because they had two parents who loved them.

I answered any question the officers threw my way, but mostly I was silent as I watched New York pass by outside the car window. Soon enough we arrived at Bellevue Hospital, the city’s largest public hospital, situated on First Avenue at 27th Street in Manhattan.

“We’re stopping here to get you your medicine, Mr. Love,” the officer in the front seat said.

They pulled the car up to the emergency entrance and I was taken into the building. Because Bellevue is the hospital where even the homeless won’t get turned away, seeing a man in handcuffs didn’t cause anyone to look at me twice. Still, I kept my head down as I was led through the hospital corridors until we came to a nurse’s station that was already bustling with activity at this early hour. The officer who had escorted me in, the clean-shaven Latino guy with the curly hair, instructed me to tell the nurse what kind of medication I needed for my diabetes. After I did, the officer led me to a couple of nearby seats to wait.

We sat in the chairs in awkward silence for a moment, and then I decided to ask if I could get something to eat with my medication. I could hear Cheryl’s voice in my head reminding me that I shouldn’t take my medicine on an empty stomach. The officer agreed and came back a few minutes later with a Danish and a Styrofoam cup of orange juice. I didn’t want to press my luck but I asked if he could remove the handcuffs so I could eat without making a mess on myself. To my relief, he agreed.

While I ate, the officer told me I could call him Hector. Then he cleared his throat and told me again how sorry he was that he had to arrest me.

“Listen, your story really is incredible,” he repeated.

I grunted in response because my mouth was full, but he had my full attention.

Hector continued. “You know, they really just dropped this in our lap.”

“They who?” I asked.

Hector wouldn’t say, but he told me again that whoever it was had been calling two and sometimes three times a week, insisting the NYPD investigate me.

I let that sink in. And then it dawned on me. “Was there a reward out for me?”

Hector looked me dead in the eye. “Yeah.”

“How much was it?” I asked.

“Two thousand dollars,” he said quietly, but this time he didn’t have the nerve to keep the eye contact. I’m sure he could feel the anger emanating off my body. Somebody turned me in for a measly two thousand dollars.

“It’s not like you came out here and did other things and became a priority, or a number one person on the FBI’s list or something like that,” Hector said, trying to explain why my recapture was worth less than a big screen TV.

“I know,” I said. “And it’s nobody’s fault but my own.”

That’s what I said out loud, but inside I was seething. Everything I’d built for myself and my family over the last thirty years was gone for two thousand dollars. I was pretty sure I knew who was responsible for calling the NYPD because I had a family member who worked in law enforcement in Charlotte. It didn’t take much to put two and two together. I remembered that at my brother’s funeral, one of my nieces had listed me as Bobby Love in the funeral program instead of using my real name. Most people didn’t pay any attention to it, but a few of my relatives wanted to know why I was calling myself Bobby Love. I didn’t have a ready excuse, so I simply said it was the name I used in New York and didn’t elaborate. That was the end of the discussion, but obviously somebody wasn’t satisfied with my answer. The thought that it was my own flesh and blood who had sent the cops to my door made the juice and the Danish I’d swallowed rise up in my throat. I was furious. But I didn’t have time to sit with my anger, because Hector told me we had to go.

He was about to put the handcuffs back on when I quickly asked, “Could I just call my wife real fast to let her know I got my medicine?”

Hector paused for a second, but then he sighed and said yes. He arranged for me to call from one of the hospital phones.

Cheryl picked up on the first ring. I could hear the anxiety in her voice and it just killed me to know I had done that to her.

“Cheryl,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm and steady, trying to sound like I had things under control, even though we both knew I didn’t.

“Bobby!” she cried. “Where are you? Are you okay?”

I told her I was at the hospital and that I had been given my medicine.

“But where are they taking you? What’s going to happen?”

“I don’t know what’s going to happen, Cheryl,” I said. “But I’ll be okay, and I’ll let you know something when I can.”

I didn’t hear anything on the other end except Cheryl breathing.

Finally she spoke. “Well, I’m going to work, Bobby,” she said. “If you have to call me, call me on my cell when you know something, okay?” Now she sounded like the calm one. She was the one sending me strength.

“I will,” I promised.

“It’s going to be okay, Bobby,” Cheryl said. “I’m with you and I’m not going anywhere. Promise me you won’t do anything crazy. You hear me? No crazy stuff.”

“I promise, Cheryl,” I whispered into the phone. And then I hung up.

Hector put the handcuffs back on me and led me out to the waiting car. Even with rush hour traffic in Manhattan, it only took about fifteen minutes for us to arrive at our final destination, One Hundred Centre Street. Central Booking for the New York City Police Department. Also known as The Tombs. The imposing granite building stretched across an entire city block with adjacent towers reaching up to the sky. Everyone in New York knew about The Tombs and did their best to avoid it. Now that I was here, a cold stone of dread settled in my stomach.

I was passed around from one officer to another, led through procedures, entered into the system. Pictures were taken. Fingertips got inked. They took my leather coat. They took my shoestrings and my belt. Anything I could use to hurt someone, including myself, was removed from my possession. Once I was officially processed, I was led down an endless winding staircase into the deep basement, where I was placed in an empty cell by myself. All around me were massive cages crowded with other men who were in various states of waiting. The sounds of their angry and insistent calls to be let out, to be moved, to eat, made me give thanks that I was alone in my misery.

I sat down on the one wooden bench, the only thing that could pass as furniture. It was so cold down in that section of the building, I couldn’t even squeeze out a tear. Instead, I prayed I wouldn’t be down there very long. I prayed for Cheryl and the kids. I prayed God would help me walk steadily down whatever path was put in front of me.

It was close to two hours before I was moved out of that frigid basement and up two floors to another holding area. I learned that there was some kind of order to this upward movement. At some point I would meet my court-appointed lawyer, and then I would stand before the judge who would decide my fate. I knew the system well enough to have hope that I would make bail and be able to go home sooner rather than later. So that meant all I had to do was figure out how to survive the waiting game.

Because I was deemed a medical risk, I was kept out of the crowded bullpens and was placed in another cell by myself. The tiny space was filthy and the stench from the toilet in the middle of the room permeated the air. I prayed I wouldn’t have to use it because there was no privacy and no toilet paper. Since the other men were yelling and screaming, making demands, I decided to try my luck. I asked if I could get a blanket or my coat back because I was still so cold. None of the officers passing by or sitting at their nearby desks even looked my way. They acted like they didn’t even hear me. Like everyone else down there, I was something less than human and deserving of zero sympathy. Even the lunch they offered—a sad-looking cheese sandwich and a carton of milk—told me I was a nothing. I didn’t even try to eat that sandwich, but I drank the milk.

Time passed slowly. I wanted to yell. I wanted to kick the graffiti-scarred walls. I wanted to kick myself. I was so mad that I was back behind bars. The harsh sounds of the other men in the bullpens around me only added to my agitation. For hours I just paced around the tiny cell, pausing every now and again to lean against the bars and stare at the activity in front of and all around me. There was a constant stream of people being led in and out of different places. Some of them looked like they deserved to be in there. Others looked like scared little kids who should have been in school, not in a place like this.

I lost all track of time, but I knew hours had gone by and I was still waiting. I tried to stay calm and keep my focus on God, but I couldn’t stop my thoughts from straying toward the worst-case scenario. My biggest fear was that I was going to end up on Rikers Island, the notorious overcrowded jail where I’d heard that gang violence was rampant. I didn’t think I’d be able to survive that type of lockdown. I was a sixty-four-year-old diabetic who walked with a cane. The last time I was arrested and put behind bars, I was a spry twenty-year-old who knew how to fight.

“Walter Miller!” someone called out, and it took me a minute to remember that was my name. I stood up in my cell and called out “Here!”

I was pulled out of my cell then and lined up with a group of about five or six other guys.

“You’re heading to court. Shut up or we’ll drag your ass back down here,” an officer in a pale-blue uniform told us. I think all of us were so happy to get out of our cells we didn’t dare make a sound.

The officer led us up a yellow cinder block staircase to a small hallway with a couple of dingy-looking holding cells, where we were told we would meet with our court-appointed lawyers before we faced the judge. I was led to a chair and found myself facing an attractive brown-skinned woman with shiny black hair. She appeared to be in her late thirties or early forties. She looked tired and not exactly excited to be in a holding cell with me. I couldn’t blame her, seeing as how it was long past 5:00 p.m.

“Hello, Mr. Miller. My name is Erica Valdez and I’m going to be your lawyer,” she said, barely making eye contact as she shuffled through her papers.

She didn’t waste any time with small talk. “So, you were arrested this morning for a prison escape?”

“That’s correct,” I said.

Erica looked down at the sheet of paper in front of her and a confused look came over her face. “Wait, this dates back to nineteen seventy-seven.” She looked up at me for confirmation. “You escaped in nineteen seventy-seven?”

“Yeah,” I said with a bittersweet smile.

She put her papers down and really looked at me then. “Wow,” she said. “What have you been doing all this time?”

“I raised a family,” I said, sitting up straighter. “I have four children. My twin sons are doing their thing in high school and they’re both looking to go to college.”

Erica started writing in her notepad as I talked. She interrupted me only when she had a question or needed clarification.

“Have you been working?” she asked.

“Working and paying taxes,” I said and proceeded to tell her about all of the jobs I’d had over the past forty years.

When I finished sharing my story, Erica put her notepad down and just looked at me for a minute before saying anything. Finally, she spoke again.

“Mr. Miller, I’ve never heard of any case like this before,” she said. She told me she’d done some preliminary research about other escaped prisoners who had been arrested, but almost all of them had committed other crimes while they were out.

“I don’t have any precedents for how your case is going to be handled,” she admitted. She also told me that there really wasn’t a lot of information about my past crimes either.

“From what I understand, they don’t even have records on you from way back in North Carolina,” she said.

“Is that good or bad?” I asked.

“Actually, I think it’s good because we can focus on all of the positive things you’ve done, and if we have evidence on that, we can build a better case.”

I must have smiled or something because Erica frowned.

“Mr. Miller, they’re still going to send you to Rikers.”

“But what about bail?” I asked.

“You escaped from a state prison, Mr. Miller,” she said, as if I’d asked a really stupid question. “They’re not going to give you any kind of bail. They’re not even going to consider that.”

I felt the flicker of hope I’d been desperately holding on to vanish.

But Erica laid out the plan she thought we should follow. And that was to get me sent back to North Carolina as soon as possible and then work with the authorities and possibly the governor to seek clemency in light of my record of rehabilitation. She actually laid out a bunch of different scenarios of what could happen, but I stopped paying close attention after she said I would have to go to Rikers.

It was late. I was tired.

“Hey, Mr. Miller.” Erica raised her voice to grab my attention. I lifted my head to look at her.

“You’re going to do some more time, okay? But we’re going to try to make it as short as possible.”

That simple statement reignited my hope. Not a lot, but enough to face what I knew was coming. I reminded myself that I had survived prison before. I could do it again. At least I hoped that I could.

By the time I was loaded up into the van that would take me to Rikers—handcuffed, cold, and hungry—all I wanted to do was sleep. I wanted to sleep and forget everything that was happening to me. By this time it was well past midnight. Once we made it to the island prison complex, I was led directly into a tiny room and was told to strip. When I had all of my clothes off, I had to pass them through to a guard and submit to a full-body cavity search. Every single orifice on my body was invaded. The humiliation of that moment had me thinking back to the day I escaped. Planning. Running. Freedom. If only I had waited a few more months for my next chance at parole. If only I had sucked it up and hung around for a legal release. Instead, I had fled, and now here I was in this hellhole, having a stranger probe my naked body like I was a slave on an auction block.

Once it was determined that I hadn’t smuggled any contraband into the jail, I was given a gray jumpsuit, slip-on shoes, and a pair of socks. They wouldn’t allow me to keep my cane. I had to wait while someone located the linen for my bed, which turned out to be a sheet, a pillowcase, and a scratchy gray wool blanket. Then I was marched up several flights of stairs, my arms out in front of me, balancing my bed things like precious cargo. I limped the whole way. The guard didn’t care and didn’t say a word. He opened the door of my cell, watched me enter, then locked the door behind me.

I was alone. It was quiet. The cell was dark with only a sliver of light coming in from the hallway.

I looked at the filthy twin mattress on the metal bed frame and could only imagine what bodily fluids might be on it from the last occupant. With my last bit of strength, I flipped the mattress over before making up the bed. Then I lay down, looked up at the ceiling, and felt my tears make warm rivers down my cheeks, then pool in my ears. Out loud I whispered quietly, “God, please help me survive this.” And then I asked myself, “How did I get here?”

As I started to review my life, trying to figure out how I had ended up in the place I swore I’d never return to, I fell into a merciful sleep.




CHAPTER TWO

When We Were Young

BOBBY

A midwife brought me into this world on November 6, 1950. In those days, Greensboro, North Carolina, was still a city divided along the color line, including the hospitals. So when I made it known that I was ready to make my debut, my father, James Edward Miller, took my mother, Annie, to the midwife, who had a little place where she worked off Highway 421. That’s where I was born.

I was my mother’s seventh child, but my parents’ second child together. As the story goes, my parents were each other’s second chance. They had both been married before and both had children. When they decided to marry and start a family together, getting out of South Carolina was their first priority. They came north to Greensboro hoping for new beginnings. My father took starting over to an extreme and never spoke about his former wife and two children in South Carolina. I never met them and don’t even know their names. My mother, on the other hand, refused to leave her five other children behind, and they became part of the new beginning.

In our house we didn’t use words like “half-brother” and “half-sister.” We were just a family. My eldest brother, Millard, was twenty-two when I was born; then came Leroy, Mildred, Raymond, and Irma. Jean came next. She was my sister closest in age, and we shared a father. Three years after I was born, my mother had my little brother, Melvin. And I was Walter. Walter Curtis Miller, Mama’s lucky number seven. She named me Walter because she thought it was a name that sounded like somebody important. I hated the name Walter, though, so for as long as I can remember, everyone in my family called me Buddy.

My eldest brother and eldest sister were living on their own by the time I joined the family, but we were still eight people crowded under one roof. I didn’t care. All I remember about that time in my life is being surrounded by love. My parents rented a small one-bedroom wooden house that was nothing to brag about. It was down on Wilmington Street on the east side of town. We didn’t have many modern conveniences. No hot water. No real bathtub. When I was four or five years old, I can remember having to take our baths by the fire in the living room. My mother would have to heat the water on the stove and pour it into a big old tub she bought. Then Melvin and I would have our bath with everybody in the room watching us. I thought it was a whole lot of fun and I’d always ask my mother, “Mama, why doesn’t Jean take a bath like us?” Jean was three years older than me and didn’t think bathing in front of our entire family sounded anything like fun.

Our little house was the first one on the block, and at the end of our street was a lumberyard. We used to go down there and gather up leftover wood planks and then pretend they were horses and we were cowboys like the ones we watched on TV, like Wild Bill Hickok and the Lone Ranger. Right across the street from the house there was a dusty clay field where our whole family would go out and play baseball. As a child, I actually thought it was a real ball field. The other kids from the neighborhood would come out and play too. Especially in the summertime as the sun began to go down and it stopped being too hot to have fun.

The only person who wouldn’t join us was my father. He would sit on the little porch in front of the house and watch. But he’d never play with us. That was his way.

I loved my father, but he was difficult to like. He was tall like I would eventually be. He had a dark complexion, and I always remember him with his steel-toe work boots on that he had to wear for his job at the steel mill. He rarely smiled.

“Daddy, can you read this book with me?” I’d ask him, excited to show off that Mama had taught me how to read before I’d even started school.

“No, boy,” he’d answer and brush me aside.

When he came home from work, I’d say, “Hey, Daddy, how are
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