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Author’s Note:


This is a work of nonfiction based on the author’s memories and experiences. To protect the privacy of individuals, some names, identifying characteristics, and locations have been changed. Certain events have been recounted as the author remembers them; while every effort has been made to portray them accurately, some details may reflect the subjective nature of memory.
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Foreword by Stephen K. Bannon


The author of this book—with a compelling title—is a gentleman I met while I was serving a sentence in a federal prison in Danbury, Connecticut. I was convicted for refusing to cooperate with what I—and my lawyers—believed was an illegal Congressional subpoena compelling me to testify before Congress on the January 6, 2021, events in Washington, DC, concerning the 2020 election, despite me holding executive privilege. This was also despite the fact that the president of the United States’ right to assert executive privilege had been well established. It is a right that US presidents have had for a very long time. Nonetheless, I was sentenced to four months.

At Danbury federal prison, it was my privilege to meet Mr. Lacerda, one of the smartest individuals I have ever encountered, and there I learned about the case that sent him to prison … not for four months. On June 25, 2015, he was sentenced to federal prison for twenty-seven years.

Adam Lacerda is a complex man, and, like each of us, not without human flaws. Adam founded a company called Vacation Ownership Group. As has become more evident over the years, vacation timeshares is a field fraught with deceit, exploitation by big banks and credit companies, and consumer dissatisfaction. Adam’s company was helping these dissatisfied timeshare clients exit their timeshares.

He was sued in 2010 for allegedly stealing trade secrets. Believe what you will. The fact is that Adam Lacerda challenged some big corporate players and is now sitting in a federal prison, serving a twenty-seven-year sentence.

Eyes from Penumbra is Adam’s reckoning with himself and the world. He has been motivated by his lengthy incarceration to learn and grow as a xiihuman being, and his insights into diverse topics are well worth engaging with.

In his candid and thoughtful memoir, Adam proves that prison can be a crucible for self-discovery, that tragedy can reveal our best selves, and that knowing yourself is the true foundation of freedom.

Everyone has a unique gift—but most never uncover it. Adam Lacerda has, and what a gift it is for us to learn from him.
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Prologue


Bang Bang Bang!

The loud slams on my door jolted me awake, followed by the click of a lock—a sound more effective in waking you than any alarm clock, despite being completely foreign to your senses. No matter how often you hear it, the sound can never be naturalized.

“Lacerda, court time!” a correctional officer, CO, screamed from the other side.

Waking at 5 a.m., following a sleepless night on a one-inch slab amidst a cacophony of screams that seep into your bones, echoing through the night while you stand on guard, vigilant against the attempts of the mice to make it from the floor to your bunk, is an indescribable type of disorientation. Even my brother, a United States Marine who slept in a desert foxhole during wartime, woke with more clarity than I did here.

Moving cautiously to avoid making noise, I put all my shower things on my plastic chair, picked it up while stuffing my feet into shower shoes, and stepped out of my cell, heading toward the open showers—a dismal sight. On my walk there, I wondered if, at some point, I would forget what it was like to shower without something protecting my feet.

Pulling back the curtain, I was met with a metal wall coated with a thick layer of soap scum hanging on like a snake’s discarded skin, along with the stench of hundreds of men who had showered before. It was a harsh reminder of how much I missed the smell of fresh brewing coffee in the morning. The first few times you experience the shower, it is revolting, but like anything else, with time, you adapt in your head, taking care not to touch the walls or drop anything on the floor. The known stereotype surrounding dropping the soap in prison usually implies that an unwanted sexual advance xivwill follow, but in this instance, it meant that you may contract something that you can never get rid of if you pick up the soap intending to continue using it. It is so unbelievably disgusting.

After a quick, cold rinse, I returned to my cell and did my best to prepare. Attempting to comb your hair and wash your face in a scratched, cloudy mirror with poor lighting is a frustrating reminder that everything is set to work against you. Inmates are provided with a green jumper as their prison uniform, and overnight placement under the mattress is the only way to press and iron clothes in an attempt to look presentable. I slipped the blasted jumper on and headed down the steps to make my way to the unit door, waiting for the officer to shackle me and painfully lock my hands between a black box—an invention by a former inmate that makes handcuffs more secure by restricting hand movement—before leading me to the transport bus, where further chaining would be required.

By this point, I had already been locked up in that hell hole for two years, having my soul tortured daily, waiting for sentencing day. The two years spent in limbo gave me clarity about the world I was now a part of, and I knew this day was going to be horrific. My judge was a tyrant from the very beginning. I’m unsure if he was different at the start of his career; perhaps he was, but the man he had become earned him the nickname “Hanging Hillman.” It is no secret that many have attempted to hang themselves after going in front of him in his courtroom. My family, my lawyers, and I have been terrified of the man since our first encounter.

As the transport bus headed to the courthouse, my thoughts drifted back to the trial. Countless times, Hillman intimidated my lawyers and threatened them with being thrown in jail. You would think that was the worst that he did to them, but it wasn’t. My lead counsel was removed with just three months to go before trial began, leaving me wildly unprepared, with a new lawyer who knew nothing and a denial of more time for him to prepare adequately.

I learned that hope can be an incredibly dangerous emotion. Undoubtedly, it has the power to keep a man alive and pushing forward, but when it seems lost, it can break you entirely. I had seen enough in the xvprocess to extinguish all reason for hope—yet still, a faint flicker quietly smoldered within me.

The back-and-forth that ensued between lawyers arguing about legal issues during the proceedings is a blur now, and perhaps that is because it never actually mattered. In the moment, my mind, working alongside my heart, created an artificial meaning to it all. You might call it ignorance. Everything happening in front of me was all for the show, as nothing would change the outcome, which was decided long before the day in question. The judge knew what he was going to do.

Being paraded in front of your family in shackles and a prison uniform is ignominious. The shame and embarrassment are overwhelming, and I imagine it feeling similar to that of your mother walking in on you masturbating as a child, or your friends suddenly pulling your pants down quickly in front of a girl you admire.

The only thing worse was having to see the pain that was etched in their faces while sitting in the well of the courtroom, seeing me dressed and shackled for the first time.

I kept looking up at the judge. He sat there staring at his computer screen, seemingly uninterested. Now and again, when I found the strength, I’d glance back at my mother, trying to appear calm, as if everything was going to be okay. I knew she was a nervous wreck about her upcoming statement to the court.

My heart broke for her. She looked fragile, the weight of the love for me aged her by decades at that moment. Up to this point, the judge had appeared to show no interest in anything outside of the stenographer’s notes on the screen in front of him, but suddenly, a warmth came over him that none of us had seen before in all our previous interactions. He was thoughtful and compassionate when he spoke and seemed almost caring while addressing my sobbing mother.

“It’s okay, dear, take your time,” he said.

My mother wept through her plea to the court, constantly trying to catch her breath and steady herself. It was torture to be a witness to it, as a son’s instinct is to protect his mother. I sat and watched a woman of strength xviwho had cared for and loved me, every breath of my life, breaking right in front of me while at the same time, my father, the rock of our family, was at home, in hospice, dying.

“Your honor, I am losing my husband,” she cried. “Please, don’t take my son from me too.”

It was impossible for tears not to fall down my face, too. The pain in the courtroom was infectious and palpable.

When the judge started to speak following my mother’s statement, the change in his demeanor was still present and noticeable but also strange and unlike anything we had experienced at any time before. It was jarring and a stark departure from his former self. For the first time in this process, he addressed the prosecution in a challenging manner, and optimism flickered in the eyes of my family. He started to question the guideline range proposed by the government, twenty-seven to thirty-three years.

“Twenty-seven to thirty-three years seems excessive for someone like him,” he said. “That’s a sentence I reserve for level-six offenders who have spent their whole lives committing violent crimes; what do you mean by this?” he said, addressing the federal prosecutor.

While the prosecution responded, my lawyer leaned in and whispered in my ear, “Don’t take the bait.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“He’s allowing the government to clean up the record to hurt your appeal chances later,” he explained. “He is also baiting you to admit guilt in your statement.”

I hadn’t seen this before, but it made sense once he said it to me, and I could see my circumstance more clearly. The judge was laying the groundwork to protect his decision from future challenges while also hoping his new demeanor would get me to slip up when it came time for me to address the court and say something that could be used against me later. This is why my lawyer had previously rewritten my speech three times, ensuring I had expressed remorse without admitting guilt.

My family was oblivious to my conversation with my lawyer. They sat there, holding hands, believing that things were finally turning around in xviithis case, but I couldn’t afford to get caught up in the illusion with them. When it was my turn to speak, I followed my lawyer’s advice—respectful and remorseful, but careful not to cross the line.

The moment I finished, I could see the change on the judge’s face, like storm clouds rolling in. The warmth disappeared, replaced by cold fury. I hadn’t taken the bait, and he was furious about it.

The charade was over.

“Rise for sentencing,” he ordered. His black eyes had taken on an evil sheen.

With vitriol in his voice, he attacked everything positive that had been said about me by character witnesses, by my mother, in the letters submitted to the judge on my behalf, from those who had worked for me or done business with me. It was all meaningless to him. It was as if it never existed.

After he finished publicly lamenting my existence, he decided to strike me with a final blow before telling me my fate.

“A man with your intelligence could have done anything with his life,” he said. “But you chose this instead. Even when the FBI intervened early in this case, you somehow convinced everyone around you to stay the course and ultimately grew in size rather than stop what you were doing. Your influence over people and how you choose to use that influence makes you a clear danger, and I hope you take the time to look in the mirror at some point. Fortunately, you will have plenty of time to do that.”

He sentenced me to 324 months and three years of supervised release. I guess twenty-seven years wasn’t strong enough for him.

I could hear the noise of shock from the well of the courtroom as I collapsed into my chair, the world now spinning around me. It didn’t feel real. How did it come to this? I have always been a good person: A good son, a good father, a good brother, a good friend, a good boss, and a good husband. I was my mother and father’s son. I had been a law-abiding citizen my entire life and believed in our justice system. I had never abused drugs or alcohol. I paid my taxes and donated to those in need in my community, but now, now I was going to disappear and be forgotten by the world, still not understanding why.
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I couldn’t look at anyone nor see two feet in front of me. When the marshals stood behind me, they had to help me to stand, and they escorted me back to the holding cell to await transfer back to hell.

I was told later that my distraught and frozen family were unable to talk to my lawyer until later that night on the phone, and when they did, my mother said, “If I hadn’t been there to see these proceedings firsthand from day one, I wouldn’t have believed what happened. No American would believe that this is the US justice system. That trial was an absolute train wreck, and I had to watch my son crash and burn in slow motion, and not only not survive, today I had to identify the body.”

I felt a profound sense of loss on the transport back, seeing the world through the windows, knowing it would be a very long time before I would be a part of it again. My mind was cloudy, and my heart was riddled with anxiety. I was clueless about how to move forward and make it to tomorrow. I started to daydream to avoid having a breakdown, and my mind began to revert to my childhood, specifically to one summer on the Cape, the time in my life when I had actually committed a crime.

Growing up on Cape Cod was a grand adventure for my brother and me. As kids, we often took our surroundings for granted, having known nothing else, but looking back now, I realize how blessed we were to call that place home. Summers were a blur of sandy beaches and blissful sun days, while our winters meant sledding on golf courses or skating on frozen cranberry bogs. In between, we embarked on a string of escapades straight out of a storybook.

My neighborhood was a child’s paradise. New Boston Road, a quaint, winding lane, was the only way in and out of our secluded enclave. Nestled in its farthest corner was a blueberry patch that we would often pluck from, and everywhere else, there existed a treasure trove of wonder. In the center of the neighborhood was a naturally occurring makeshift baseball diamond, trails winding through the woods, marshlands, and towering trees begging to be climbed. The aftermath of Hurricane Bob added to the magic, which left behind a playground of fallen trees perfect for endless exploration and adventure.
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I grew up in Dennis, Massachusetts, which is steeped in history. No matter where you went exploring, you would always stumble across a piece of it. We would explore for hours. It was an endless world in the woods, and randomly, we would come across small cemeteries. Tombstones dated centuries ago dotted the landscape throughout, and paths in the woods directly behind my childhood home would lead us to six different beaches, depending on where we decided to go. We lived outdoors, playing day or night until someone called us in, if they did at all. I grew up in the era before smart devices and social media, so the only thing that would keep us indoors would be watching an episode of Saved by the Bell or 90210, and even then, my mother quickly reminded us that there was a world waiting outside.

“I’m not telling you that you should be outside right now, but if I were, it would sound exactly like this,” she would say.

Three houses down from us was the Franklin family’s summer home. Their kids, Philip, Laura, and Mark were close in age to us; Laura and I were the same age and she was who I was closest to, even though most of the time we were doing “boy” things and she had no interest. The start of every summer brought with it the excitement of their return. The friendships we forged were the kind that only childhood summers could create, making us feel like we were a tight-knit tribe.

That particular summer, the one just before Laura and I would be entering seventh grade, skateboarding was the “in” trend, thanks to Tony Hawk. One early afternoon, all the boys, including David, our year-round friend from farther down the road, were all in the Franklins’ driveway, pretending we knew what we were doing.

“Kickflip!” someone would yell while their board flew in no discernible direction.

“Olly,” another would yell as their board barely made it off the ground.

We sucked at skateboarding, but since it was something we all shared in our circle, we were perfect. We were kings of the driveway—future X Game Champions.

Now, like with any group of young boys who come together, at some point, mischief is impending, and we were no exception. Just down at the xxend of the round, as it headed around the block, was a new dirt road carved out by tractors to get to a new house built off the beaten path out in the woods. We knew it well because it had become the backdrop for some of our nightly games of manhunt. There were a lot of cool places to hide, but no one had lived there yet, adding to the intrigue.

Minutes before we were called in for dinner, Alan, Mark, and David hatched a plan: We should “borrow” some wood from the construction site to build our very own ramp to skate on.

“After dinner, when it gets dark, we’ll go there and get what we need. It will be easy, and no one will know,” David said to my brother, who was in complete agreement.

“Shit, I’m in,” said Mark.

Being the youngest, I hesitated, but my protests were drowned out by their excitement, and my resistance was smashed with peer pressure and name-calling.

“Damn, bro, why is your brother such a girl? Maybe you should head in and dress up with Laura,” Mark said to my brother. Ad hominem attacks were his specialty.

“What can I say, I got all the good stuff when I was born, and he got the shit left over,” Alan replied.

“Shut up,” I responded. “I got all the good stuff, and you got the crap.”

“Way to steal my line, stupid,” he replied.

For some reason, at this age, I was never very good at the back-and-forth insults; regardless, he always came out on top. The most famous picture on the wall of our house is me, at around age two, holding a glowworm doll, clearly crying my eyes out, and my brother standing next to me with his arms flailing out, offering a “what? I didn’t do anything” expression. I don’t remember taking the picture, but it always made perfect sense when I looked at it. Don’t get me wrong, I love my brother and think the world of him, but as a kid, he was the type to climb up in my highchair with me and sit on my head while I was eating.

I voiced opposition again, but they were demanding, and I agreed to be their lookout, which felt like a win at the time. All I had to do was keep xxiwatch, which, for some reason, I thought would absolve me from any wrong-doing. Ignorance is bliss.

I stood halfway between the construction site and the road, anxious like a man with a bloody nose in shark-infested water.

“Guys … GUYS!!! I think I hear a car coming down the road,” I said loudly, still attempting to make my voice sound like a whisper.

“Yeah, there is a road directly in front of you, and the world is full of cars, moron. If you hear a clown laughing or a lion growling, that would be something worth reporting,” Alan said. He sure did have a way about him.

We successfully transported all the wood we needed back to the Franklins’ driveway and called it a night. The next morning, my brother and I raided my dad’s workshop for tools and went straight to the Franklins. We spent the rest of the morning together until just past lunch, building our ramp. It wasn’t perfect, but it worked. For the next forty-five minutes, we were kings of our makeshift skatepark until reality came crashing down upon us.

The first warning sign was my dad’s truck. Its distinct diesel engine rumbled in the distance long before we saw it. He waved to us as he drove by, a look of confusion crossing his face as he noticed our creation. It wasn’t until he returned a few minutes later from what looked to be the job site down the road that we started to feel as though we may have a problem.

He parked at the fence on the road and hopped out of his truck, heading toward us.

“Hey boys, nice ramp you got there,” he said, his voice tinged with suspicion. We all grinned and shot nervous looks at one another, aware of the brewing storm. “Where’d you get the wood?” he asked.

Silence fell. My father, the shop foreman for Shepley Wood Products for over thirty years, had immediately recognized the stampings on the side of the plywood and knew that we had taken it from the construction site. We were busted.

“It looks like you boys did a lot of work putting this thing together. I hope you saved some energy because now you are going to take it all apart.” He didn’t raise his voice at any of us, not once, but his evident xxiidisappointment in us was enough punishment for me. I wasn’t present for my brother’s reprimand, but it ended with him being punished for a month, and he had to pay back what was damaged to the job site.

When he finally turned his attention to me, he said, “Go get your skateboard and bring it to me now.” I obeyed, handing over my prized possession under protest. He looked at me and said, “I hope you gave this thing a kiss goodbye because your skateboarding days are over,” he said firmly. “This belongs to me now, and no, I will not buy you another one; no, you cannot buy another one for yourself, and yes, this conversation is final and without room for debate.” Damn, he knew me well, but he left an opening. I debated internally whether I should pluck on that string and decided that you can’t achieve anything if you don’t at least ask. I swallowed hard. “When can I have that one back then?”

He responded almost before the question came out of my mouth, as if he knew it was coming. “I’ll give it back to you when you graduate high school. Maybe you can ride it to college. But let me be clear: if I catch you on one of these things before that time comes, you will wish you were never born. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.” Well, shit. That killed that.

That day marked the end of a skateboarding era. Over the years, I found new hobbies and eventually forgot all about skateboarding. It lost its appeal and was only brought up at some later time in a conversation with a friend when discussing the past.

When the actual graduation day came many years later, I had forgotten all about the incident and returned home, still in my cap and gown, to see my father standing in the middle of the backyard, waiting for me with a big smile. He wasn’t a man of affection, but on this day, he walked right up to me, wrapped his arms around me, and gave me a massive hug—a Dad hug. “I’m proud of you, son,” he said.

Then, with a rare grin, he told me he had a gift waiting for me and to stay where I was. He disappeared in the shed and then reappeared a minute later, holding something in both hands that looked oddly familiar, although I couldn’t quite make out what it was. As he approached me, I recognized xxiiithe scratched-up pattern on the bottom of the board, and it hit me like a ton of bricks.

“Holy shit, that’s my old skateboard. Wow, I forgot all about it.” I was shocked.

“I didn’t. I told you I would return it to you when you graduated high school, and today you did. A man’s word is everything, son,” he said, handing it back to me.

I didn’t fully recognize it then, but that skateboard was one of the greatest gifts my father could have given me, not because of what it was but because of what it symbolized. It was a testament to the values he had instilled in me my whole life: integrity, responsibility, and the weight of one’s word—these lessons I later used to survive.

He also slipped me a wad of cash.

“Here, don’t tell your mother. Have some fun with your friends and remember our deal. If you are ever in a situation where you are about to drive after drinking or are about to get in a car with someone who has, stop and pick up the phone. I do not care what time of night it is, and I will come and get you, no questions asked.”

“I know; thanks, Dad.”

“Seriously though, don’t tell your mother.”

“Of course not.” I smiled.

I often wondered why he always did this. Anytime my father would slip money into my pocket, he would always follow up with “don’t tell your mother.” Even when I was in college.

“Here is some beer money, don’t tell your mother.”

I found it funny because my mother didn’t care. If anything, she would want him to give me more. I guess this was just another way for him to set something to the side as ours or to make an interaction between us special. And looking back on it all now, he accomplished what he wanted to achieve. I did always feel special.

[image: ]
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The transport bus pulled back into the detention center, and reality returned. I was just sentenced to more time in jail than I had lived on the earth, and today was going to be the start of an arduous journey that I was in no way prepared for.

Life as I had known it was now in my review, and only the harsh terrain of the unknown remained ahead. The moment I stepped off the transport bus and entered the elevator, shackled and bound, I knew I existed on the fringe of society. It was going to be many years from this moment before anyone could recognize me as a valuable member. I was removed, a convict out of sight and out of mind to the rest of the world.

As the elevator doors opened and I was forced into the R&D section of the detention center, I could feel in my heart and soul that I was entering the Penumbra.
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Chapter One Entering Oz


Becoming part of the prison system felt like being Dorothy caught in the violent twister in The Wizard of Oz. I was ripped from the only life I knew and hurled into a strange, artificial world where nothing made sense. However, this distorted version of Oz was not colorful or magical; it was grey, bleak, and dangerous. The characters weren’t made of straw or tin; they were hardened men, broken souls, and authority figures wielding unchecked power. The rules were unspoken and irrational, yet strict and unbreakable. This world was controlled chaos, and staying alive became my mandate.

Survival instinct kicked in full throttle, and my brain became a scanning machine, constantly running threat assessments to develop self-protection plans. Initially, I was like an untrained soldier on a battlefield, engaged but unsure exactly what I was looking for. However, understanding this illogical world was not optional; it was required to stay alive, and thus, it became a top priority.

This is what I have come to know:

At the top of the pyramid, far above inmates and internal politics, are the ones who carry the keys: the corrections officers.

About 5 percent are genuinely competent individuals who want to make a difference. Inmates can point these officers out. They stand out for their honesty, desire to help, and belief in redemption. They are exceptional human beings, compassionate, educated, and sincerely invested in rehabilitation. They treat inmates like people. Yet, despite their character, they hold the least amount of sway over institutional policies. This slim percentage is 2usually stuck in lower-level positions and lacks the authority to be effective. Five out of a hundred. Think about how tragically small this number is.

Another 5 percent of the staff are decent folks with bigger dreams. For them, the job is a steppingstone, not a career, and while they are not trying to help per se, they are polite, professional, and just trying to get to the next chapter in their lives.

The rest? The 90 percent? They form cliques like high school kids. They talk behind each other’s backs, feud like mean girls, and openly trash one another in earshot of inmates. Many are having affairs on the clock, disappearing off-camera. Others nap through their shift or binge-surf the internet. Despite being entrusted with monitoring the inmates, there is no accountability, and anything they say goes. If you did a random audit of the typical corrections officers of any compound, you would likely find that, on average, thirty hours of a forty-hour work week is spent online surfing the net, paid for by the American taxpayer. The only thing they all seem to be able to come together on is their mutual disdain for the incarcerated population.

Half of them are lazy, incompetent, lack qualifications, and are there for a paycheck and nothing more. You wouldn’t hire these individuals to do yard maintenance, nor would they do the job because they would see it as too labor-intensive. This is why, despite repeated requests year in and year out, I have been allowed only one dental cleaning in twelve years. Getting help from staff is nearly impossible. Almost every employee actively obfuscates their duties and has mastered the art of passing the buck. You’ll often hear: “Send a cop-out.” (A cop-out is a written request, which is usually ignored.)

If you ask an officer, they will send you to your counselor. The counselor will send you to your case manager. The case manager will pass you off to your unit manager, who will forward you to an associate warden. They will take your name down and do absolutely nothing. When you return later to check on it, you are told to file an administrative remedy against a specific department. You will never do this, as it will open yourself up to retaliation from those within that department.

3
The other half is a mix of staff with military backgrounds, others with vendettas, and pure criminals. The veterans have figured out that they can receive a double pension from the government. They’re generally solid, disciplined, fair, and focused. They won’t mess with you if they see you are doing the right thing, but if they catch you doing the wrong thing, they’ll bring the hammer down. As expected, they’re often militant and can be harsh in their ways.

Those that arrive with a vendetta have an axe to grind. Bullied in their youth or slighted by society, they now enjoy punishing others. These are the power-drunk guards, both men and women, who thrive on controlling, humiliating, and emasculating. I once had an altercation so over the top, I had to ask, “What happened, man? Why are you so hostile?” All my property ended up being taken and tossed around the unit. Unfortunately, these folks often rise quickly through the ranks, hating the inmate population more with each year that passes, eventually becoming the very people you’re forced to deal with when all other avenues of help have been exhausted.

The criminals masquerading as federal officers abuse their positions of authority and badges daily. They smuggle in contraband, steal funds, abuse inmates, and weaponize their positions for personal gain. They shift blame expertly, often pinning misdeeds on the very people they are tasked with supervising because they know that no one outside of this world would believe the word of an inmate. How is it that drugs, cell phones, and other contraband are so prevalent in an institution? Inmates are known for being incredibly resourceful and coming up with ingenious ways to introduce contraband into the institution, but when the facility performs a mass shakedown (nightmarish contraband search that involves messing with everyone’s personal property in the name of finding illegal items) and finds forty-plus phones with chargers in a week, is the public supposed to believe that the inmates are making their way down to a local Walmart and buying them? The fact is, for many officers, successful shakedowns are good for business. If they find illegal items in inmate property, they are rewarded career-wise and now have an inmate who needs to purchase more.

4
Many of the officers in some of the institutions are active gang members, which means that the ones enforcing the rules in these places belong to the very groups the rules were meant to dismantle. It’s no wonder that the Bureau of Prisons pays out hundreds of millions annually in civil and criminal liability. Hundreds of staff are indicted yearly on criminal charges, and even that’s barely scratching the surface. It’s like removing one flea from an infested dog’s back.

I will never forget one officer in particular, Officer Martinez. This man fit into several categories mentioned above: unqualified, vengeful, thirsty for power, lacking intelligence, and engaged in criminal activity. He thrived on conflict. If you rubbed him the wrong way, he would find a reason to write you up what we call a “shot.” A shot is a disciplinary infraction in prison, similar to receiving a ticket, albeit with more dire consequences. These disciplinary reports vary in severity, from minor infractions to actions that can send you straight into solitary confinement. The range of infractions goes from a 100 series to a 400 series shot.

Here are a few examples:


	100 series: Murder

	105 series: Rioting at the prison

	113 series: Possession of an illicit substance.

	201 series: Fighting

	219 series: Stealing

	312 series: Insolence to staff

	324 series: Gambling

	409 series: Unauthorized touching. (An example would be if you kiss your son or daughter on the head while having a visit with them. Most officers would not commonly write this up, but a CO like Officer Martinez would.)



Getting a shot often leads to time in solitary confinement (the SHU), loss of visitation privileges for six months, loss of calls privileges for six months, loss of access to the commissary for six months, and/or a transfer to a higher security institution if they so choose.

5
I and many others witnessed Officer Martinez, on countless occasions, plant contraband, drugs, and phones in an inmate’s property while he was shaking them down, pulling them right from his pocket to justify the write-up. He either found the items earlier in a common area within the unit and was targeting an inmate based on suspicion or dislike, or he brought it inside the institution himself. Either way, it didn’t matter. The paperwork would say that the contraband was found in the inmate’s living area in their property, and that was that.

Being in prison is hard enough, and this guy desired to do all he could to make life harder. He’d strip you of your contact with family, bury you in solitary, and add months or years by removing good time earned for anything that ticked him off. Perversely, the more he did this, the more praise and promotions he received. There is no way to fight back for us inmates—you can’t beat the guys with the keys. Filing a grievance guarantees retaliation; however bad it was before, rest assured, retaliation would be even worse.

Officer Martinez was finally caught in his misdeeds and was convicted of raping a female inmate at the adjoining women’s camp. He is now doing time in prison himself. He is not an outlier. FCI Dublin has shut down this year because a widespread rape ring was exposed, involving the warden and other top administrative staff. Over 116 million dollars was paid out in damages to the victims. Officers pled guilty to assaulting inmates on a large scale. But for all these officers caught, too many are not.

Knowing who is who among the staff is essential, as is understanding the social order among inmates.

Prisons in the federal system are divided by race and regional affiliation, with inmates organizing into “cars.” There are Black, White, and Hispanic cars, each with internal factions tied to gangs or hometowns. Each car has a “shot caller,” the unofficial leader who governs decisions and enforces the rules within their car. Simply put, they make the call for what occurs within their factions. This can include coordinating an assault on another inmate or group. The higher the security of an institution, the more severe the prison politics.

6
Status is mainly determined by the behavior exhibited within your case. Those who kept silent took a plea or went to trial without cooperating against friends or business partners are given respect. They’re considered to be solid and stand-up men. “Rats” are people who snitched on their loved ones, sometimes including their mothers, to get a lighter sentence. There is a reason why Sammy “The Bull” only received a five-year sentence for murdering fifteen people in cold blood.

In a high-security prison, Rats are often assaulted and checked into protective custody for their safety. They are not safe for long in the general population. At lower security facilities, they are still shunned but allowed to exist in the general population. Ironically, they are some of the most dangerous inmates at those levels. Not because they are violent but because they are deceptive, manipulative, and always scheming. Nothing about the criminal justice system changes a Rat’s behavior because they are taught that they will benefit if they tell the government everything they want to hear. They most commonly move contraband and report on anyone they know to gain favor with the investigative unit within a prison (SIS). They provide so much information that what they say carries weight even when they lie, which allows them to take advantage of the situation further. To sit their sentence with minimal hassle, they play both sides. They drop notes and provide anonymous tips to get people locked up in the SHU under investigation all the time.

The sex offenders (SO) are another group of inmates, referred to on the inside as “chomos,” which is short for child molesters. There are two kinds of SOs, “clickers”(child porn) and “touchers” (hands-on abuse). Even among themselves, they are divided by disgust, but none garner any respect from the rest of the inmate population. Many of their crimes are so vile, so grotesque, I can’t speak of them on these pages. Ironically, I don’t believe any of them got sentenced to more time than I did. Higher security prisons make them a protected class and designate specific locations for them because otherwise, they will only last minutes in the general population. In low-security prisons, they exist quietly, knowing they are one misstep away from violence.

7
Inmates are not allowed to move from one area to the next unless it is a scheduled “move.” When a move is called, you have five minutes to shift location. The doors within the prison are temporarily opened and inmates can move from their units to the library, the gym, the education center or vice versa. The moves are never on time, which causes stress and chaos as you can be stuck waiting around for the move to take place or you can be completely caught off guard and need to make a run for it. As they open all doors at once, anywhere between four hundred to eight hundred people are crowding together to get in or out of a few small doorways at the same time. This is also where a lot of illegal activity takes place, whether it be drug dealing or any other sort of “prison transactions” as people are running in and out of the units in order to try and make it back within the five minutes.

[image: ]
Prison politics dictate everything. You live with your car and race, watch TV with them, eat with them, and walk the yard with them, and if you cross those lines, there are consequences. Every shot caller tries to keep order and discipline within their car, showing strength when they think it is needed. They use their political clout to secure the desired jobs for their own, such as kitchen, maintenance, commissary, and laundry, because all those perks translate into power and income.

The economy on the inside is one massive illegal market of earning, buying, and selling stamps. Specifically, compound stamps that have long expired for real postage but are eternally valuable on the inside. You could always buy a flat book of stamps from a commissary for the standard rate, but it loses value the second you walk out. Twenty stamps are considered a “book” worth ten dollars (each stamp is worth fifty cents). Five books? Fifty bucks. Do you want a laundry contract (have someone do your laundry for you), to get a haircut, or have something repaired? You pay in stamps. Want more than prison fare (a hockey puck they claim is a burger every Wednesday, chicken every Thursday, or a fish patty every Friday)? You can buy stolen food from the kitchen with stamps and create your meals yourself.

8
The institution is physically falling apart, and nothing ever gets fixed. With millions in their budget and an army of slave labor, you would find it hard to believe that the conditions would make the third world look like a resort, but it’s true. Toilets leaking or running for months on end. Sinks that do not drain or work. Mold, sometimes black mold, everywhere. Power outages, 110 degrees in the unit in the summers, ice machines that don’t produce ice, steam leaks everywhere in the winter, ceilings falling, roofs leaking, and it takes six months to replace a TV that has burned out because “We don’t have any money for a TV.” Truth is, fifty of them randomly “go missing” and “no one knows how.” Theft is rampant.

The idea of rehabilitation? It’s mostly a facade. Programs exist on paper to justify the budgets they have been given, but they aren’t adequate for a lesson in a middle school classroom. With each passing day, the clarity deepened: I had destroyed my life long before I learned what it truly meant to live it.
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