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Praise for The Best Part of Prison

“What if the worst thing you’ve ever done didn’t define the rest of your life, but taught you how to live it? Jesse Crosson’s The Best Part of Prison is more than a memoir. It’s a reckoning, a blueprint, and a prayer for anyone who’s ever wondered whether broken people can build something beautiful. Crosson doesn’t just take us inside the prison system. He takes us inside himself. The violence, the shame, the silence. And then—almost impossibly—the spark of accountability, service, and hope. I’ve spent years fighting for second chances. Jesse’s story reminds me why.”

—Louis L. Reed, author, activist, and film producer

“With raw honesty and unflinching detail, Crosson brings readers into the darkest corners of addiction, violence, and incarceration, and then shows us what it takes to claw your way toward redemption.

Too often, stories of prison life get flattened into clichés of either horror or redemption. Crosson resists both. He does not shy away from the pain he caused others or the depths he sank to himself, but he also makes space for humanity and for the people who offered him kindness, for the small acts of dignity that sustained him, and for the difficult, uneven road of accountability.

For me, what makes this book stand out is its refusal to offer easy answers. Crosson names the destruction he left behind, but he also shows how people can change when given the chance. In doing so, he forces readers to confront uncomfortable truths about our justice system and about ourselves: Who do we write off as irredeemable, and what possibilities do we lose when we do?

As someone who has spent years inside prisons, talking with both incarcerated people and those tasked with guarding them, I can tell you this book rings true. It is messy, painful, and beautiful in the way only real life can be. Crosson doesn’t just tell us the ‘best part of prison,’ he makes us see how even the worst places can produce transformation when people are willing to do the hard work of facing themselves.

This is a book I would hand to anyone who believes in redemption—or anyone who doubts whether it’s possible.”

—Glenn E. Martin, formerly incarcerated entrepreneur and activist

“Few books capture both the pain of incarceration and the hope of transformation like this one. Jesse shows us why second chances matter—not just for individuals, but for families and communities.”

—Jessica Jackson, CEO of REFORM Alliance

“The Best Part of Prison is a rare and radical story of transformation. With honesty, grit, and grace, Jesse Crosson turns the darkest chapters of his life into a blueprint for redemption. This isn’t just a story about surviving prison—it’s about the power of self-reflection, accountability, and community to make us fully human. Jesse shows that change is possible not because the system works, but because the human spirit refuses to give up. His writing is raw, wise, and deeply moving—a testament to what can happen when we stop throwing people away and start believing in their capacity to change.”

—Lara Love Hardin, New York Times bestselling and Christopher Award–winning author of The Many Lives of Mama Love

“A painful and powerful story that demonstrates hope and resilience after incarceration.”

—Michael Kostis, coordinator for Florida Coalition Higher Education in Prison

“The Best Part of Prison isn’t just a memoir; it’s a revelation. Jesse Crosson takes readers deep inside the walls of himself, and deeper still into the human spirit’s capacity for both damage and repair. From trauma and addiction to remorse and healing, his story moves beyond punishment into transformation, showing how accountability and hope can grow even in the darkest places, and how you can heal if you choose to.

Told with vulnerability and hard-won grace, this is a book about what happens when a man stops running from the ghosts of his past and starts rebuilding his life, brick by brick. It’s about the power of seeing worth in those written off as irredeemable, and the power of second chances to heal not just one life, but the world around it.

Jesse Crosson is a brave and courageous hero of his own story. You will cheer for his victory, and you will cry for his loss. The Best Part of Prison reminds us that no one is beyond redemption, and that the hardest walls to break are the ones we build within ourselves.”

—Chandra Devam, NASA Award–winning CEO and cofounder of Aris MD

“The Best Part of Prison is stripped to the bone. It’s not polished or performative; it’s a naked, honest truth about what it means to fall apart and find your way back. Jesse Crosson doesn’t hide behind excuses or pretty words; he faces himself and invites you to do the same.

What makes this book unforgettable isn’t just where he’s been, it’s how brutally honest he is about what it takes to change. The shame, the silence, the accountability, the pain, it’s all there. Nothing softened, nothing spared.

This isn’t a story that flatters the reader or its author; it’s one that humbles you. The Best Part of Prison doesn’t ask for sympathy; it demands reflection and a conversation.”

—Scott Edgar, NASA Award–winning chief technology officer and cofounder of Aris MD

“Jesse is such a phenomenal character. Meeting him and speaking to him I wonder how I would have coped with being imprisoned for most of my adult life and then released with barely any notice. He is such a down-to-earth, caring guy that you can’t help but like him. How many other people in his situation would have done what he has done, spent so much of his time and energy working to help other previously incarcerated people? Read this book to understand his journey and the impact he has made since leaving prison. Jesse is one in a million and I admire him greatly.”

—Sue Black, OBE, professor of computer science at Durham University

“Jesse Crosson’s The Best Part of Prison is more than a memoir—it’s a raw, unflinching account of how a life shattered by addiction, violence, and despair can be remade through reflection, accountability, and transformation. Crosson takes the reader from the chaos of his teenage descent into drugs and crime, through the crushing realities of prison life, to the moments of clarity, mentorship, and self-discovery that opened the door to healing.”

—Rev. George T. Chochos, cofounder of Listen Out Loud Media, national public speaker, prison reform advocate, and public theologian
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To the younger part of myself that I did not yet know how to protect, and to all the people I harmed and wronged until I learned how to do so.
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Prologue

“I’ll shoot you dead boy!”

He pointed the assault rifle directly at my chest. The barrel seemed to grow and grow until it filled up my entire field of vision. I glanced up and saw the SWAT officer’s eyes behind his goggles. The shocked silence shattered. I heard his yelling, and his words finally processed in my brain.

It was the end. December 11, 2002. The day the madness I had been living was done and the end of my slow, passive suicide. The rifle I was staring down, the officer yelling that he would kill me—these were the only things that finally stopped me.

I put my hands above my head. They were throbbing, my heart was pounding, every beat coursing through my body over seconds.

“Walk backward down the steps!”

I looked over my shoulder at the ice-covered stairs and back at the officer. He was all goggles and helmet and black tactical vest. I briefly thought how nice it would be if he pulled the trigger, or if I slipped and broke my neck on the steps. I didn’t want to keep feeling my pain. I didn’t want to keep running from the monster that I could never quite identify. I didn’t want to face the consequences.

I took one step backward and nearly slipped. I waved my arms awkwardly and caught myself. I took a few more steps and lost my footing again. Then I was at the bottom, and a swarm of officers grabbed me, pulled my arms behind my back, and put me in handcuffs. They asked if I had any weapons on me. I nodded to the knife on my belt. They took it—and the belt. They ran through my pockets and examined the still-damp cocaine in a baggie, the wallet with bills and the pack of cigarettes I had just opened, with only one missing. They missed the cigarette pack full of .22 bullets that had fallen through a hole in my jacket pocket. They jingled quietly inside the lining as the officers walked me to the car. It was almost like the beat of a song, like the soundtrack of a movie as the credits began to roll.




Before




Chapter 1

What I Did

I had just turned eighteen, just graduated high school. I said I was taking a year off before college. I said that I was exploring, and I would find myself. This wasn’t true. I was stuck.

Three months before, as the leaves were changing, I had run into a steady cocaine connection. I quickly shape-shifted from a wide-eyed kid, hungry and curious about the world, into a feral animal, willing to do anything for a fix, anything to keep from drowning.

The first time I did cocaine, it was the answer. I felt smart enough, strong enough, confident enough. I felt fully “enough.” For the first time in my life.

Someone cut me out a small line at a party. It was short-lived, and I immediately wanted more. However, no one in my high school crowd regularly used anything harder than weed or hallucinogens, and I didn’t know the guy from the party or where to get more.

Then, I was searched in school. They found a pipe and a scale, though they didn’t find the weed I had concealed in my bag. They made me a deal: They would let me graduate but I had to complete all of my course work from home, and I wasn’t allowed on school grounds. Essentially, I was out of school, and so, at seventeen, I started working construction. The guy who drove me to work sold coke on the side. He gave me some for free, then started selling me small amounts. Before I knew it, in moments of insecurity I relied on cocaine being just an expensive phone call away.

Buying from him and selling or sharing with friends led me to meeting a girl. At a party, we flirted back and forth. We walked away from everyone, went into another room, and shut the door. Almost like in a comedy, we pulled coke out of our pockets at the same time and asked if the other wanted some. We laughed, did a line, and talked about where we had gotten it. Her connection was much better than mine. Soon, she introduced us and the fact that he liked me and that I spoke fluent Spanish unleashed a perfect storm of nearly unlimited access. I was able to get it for less than most dealers I knew. Like any other backwards entrepreneur, I started selling to support my own habit. It felt like a zero-cost arrangement, though it was anything but.

At first, it was girls and music and fun. I did a line first thing every morning and kept going throughout the day. Then, when I couldn’t sleep at night, I drank and ate sleeping pills—way too many sleeping pills. If I woke up to use the bathroom I was like a zombie, moaning and stumbling into the wall on the way to the toilet.

Each morning was like plugging directly into an electrical current. Each night was putting myself into a stupor: stumbling, slurring, falling into half-sleep.

Ernie, a former high school classmate who was also taking a year off before college, was the only one up for my craziness. He drove his rusty old Volvo out to pick me up and we rode around all night getting into trouble. Somehow, he still managed to go to work the next morning. He waited tables and was known for his charm. His big tips subsidized some of our adventures.

The supplier I had been introduced to was a stereotypical gangster kid. He was sixteen but had an ID from the DMV saying he was twenty-one. He drove a brand-new SUV and was covered in bling. He always had Marco and Francis around him. They were bodyguards and friends.

Francis was a former airplane mechanic from El Salvador, skinny and manic, prone to violence. Marco was his calm counterpart. He was from Mexico and had mainly worked in restaurants. He never let much emotion show. They were a team, and I felt at home with them. They didn’t question my past, only whether we would have each other’s backs and be dedicated to living a fast, fun life.

The young dealer they guarded was undocumented, so when he got pulled over and booked for possession of a firearm, he used his fake ID. That meant his fingerprints were added into the system, and he had to get out of town. With that dealer gone, Marco and Francis had no obligations. They invited me to move into the same disreputable hotel they had been staying in. We were paranoid and felt more secure being around each other.

The young dealer’s father was the real source. He received regular, sizable shipments, and he became my connection. He was the opposite of his son. Rather than bling and flash, he worked six days a week and lived in a humble trailer. He was probably putting away $20,000 or more a week but you would never know it. He told me once that his plan was to save a few million then take his family back home to Mexico to buy a farm so they could live out the rest of their lives in luxury. I really liked him as a person. He wasn’t like drug dealers I had seen in movies. He was just a guy trying to build a dream for his family.

Back at the hotel where we were living, we avoided sleep and unnecessary interaction with outsiders. For some reason we watched Cops on TV at all hours of the day and night. Exhausted and paranoid, we peeped out windows, expecting to see something but not sure what. We sold coke to bouncers so that Ernie and I, who were both underage, could get into bars. But we never stayed out for long, always rushing back to the feeling of safety being locked in those hotel rooms, often hanging out together before going back to our individual rooms to sleep, if we slept. Basically, we built our own prison and called it life.

Every time I did coke, I was chasing that first high. I wanted to re-create that feeling—strong and perfect—but I never did. The first line of the day made my teeth go numb and felt amazing. Every line after that one was just pushing the darkness back one more inch, knowing that in just a few minutes, it would come crashing in even harder. If insanity is doing the same thing and expecting a different result, we were the living mascots.

I saw threats at every turn. When a buddy offered to sell me a gun, I jumped at the opportunity. A gun seemed like safety and strength. It made me feel invincible against any enemy, real or imagined. People around me were falling prey to addiction, to violence, and some to the law. I wasn’t going to let it happen to me.

The girl I had shared cocaine with became a regular in my life. We did everything together. She shared the hotel room with me, sometimes passing out before and sometimes after me. One night she stayed up, snorting line after line, waking me up repeatedly as she tried to reach under the mattress to pull the gun out. Then she went to the front desk of the hotel saying someone was trying to break in through the window. I’m surprised the hotel clerk didn’t call the cops. I’m surprised we both made it out alive.

It didn’t take long for things to go from bad to worse. The cocaine and money ran out because we were doing it all before we could sell it. Our cravings were running full bore. We could no longer afford the hotel so we all packed into Ernie’s apartment along with his brother, who wasn’t using drugs and had a concerned look on his face every time he stepped out of his bedroom. Then Marco had an idea. He sat us all down in Ernie’s room, got us each a beer, and laid out his plan. He spoke in English rather than Spanish so that Ernie could understand.

He told us about a restaurant where he worked after he first arrived in central Virginia. He described the owners as greedy and abusive to their employees. He said they paid the workers almost nothing and kept the tips for themselves. We had actually eaten—well, mostly had drinks—at that restaurant a few weeks before, and I hadn’t seen any evidence of mistreatment. The owners certainly didn’t seem like Cinderella’s stepmother, but at that moment, I wanted to believe him. I wanted a justification to take the $50,000 he said would be somewhere in their house—the stolen tip money and unreported income. That would keep us in cocaine for weeks or even months.

We laid it out as a Robin Hood scenario. We were taking from the rich to give to the poor. We just happened to be the poor who were in need at that point. It was an utterly ridiculous justification, but in the throes of depression, anxiety, and withdrawal it made perfect sense and even fired us up. We planned to go into the home when no one was there, find the cash, and get out. It was rural but off a major highway, so easy to get in and out fast. No one would get hurt, and all our problems would be solved. My brain was cooked from cocaine in a way I can’t describe. Only people who have been there know what I’m talking about. I painted myself as a good guy, just doing what I had to do, while planning to commit the most immoral and unforgivable acts.

Let’s just say that the breaking and entering went off with every hitch possible. We went there together. I was on my motorcycle following Ernie, Francis, and Marco in Ernie’s car. We showed up expecting an empty house, but there were cars in the driveway. In front of the house, I got off the bike and removed my helmet. Down the street, Marco stepped out of Ernie’s car and waved to me. The restaurant owners saw us through the window and recognized Marco. They stepped outside, greeted him, and invited us both inside. After a brief and intensely awkward conversation (and a cup of juice), we left and Marco got on the back of my motorcycle. Panicked, we rode down the street where Marco got into Ernie’s waiting car. They then followed me to a back road where we looked for a place behind the property to park. I got off my bike and they got out of the car. We collected ourselves, still shaking with nerves.

We decided to go back and wait for them to leave. Then we snuck through the woods, hunching over—as if that would help us evade notice. We thought we were performing some special operation, but we were bumbling idiots. We saw the restaurant owners at their home an hour before, yet it never crossed our minds that we would be suspects when that same house was burglarized shortly after.

I was scared. I heard a voice in my head clearly say, “Don’t do it.” Another taunting voice said, “You can’t abandon your friends.” But I kept looking for a way out. I wondered if I could thumb the button on my Nokia block phone to make it ring. I could pretend to answer, then tell my friends I had a family emergency. I didn’t do any of that. I just kept sneaking toward the house with them, too cowardly to back out.

As we got closer, we saw that the cars were gone. We whispered together to make a plan: Marco and I would enter through the back door while Ernie went to the front. Francis would sit outside and signal us if anyone arrived home.

We separated according to our plan. As Marco and I slipped around the back of the house, we were worried about cameras or neighbors seeing us. I was picturing Ernie knocking on the front door. If anyone was home, he would pretend to be lost or find some other way to distract the person inside so the rest of us could get away unnoticed. Instead, I found out soon enough that he put on a ski mask and banged loudly on the door. A maid answered, and he stuck a gun in her face, screaming threats. He walked her back into the house and tied her up.

Downstairs, we were unaware that Ernie had gone off script. The back door was locked so we broke a window and reached through to open the latch then slid through, feet first. The rest is a blur. Running through the downstairs, emptying drawers, tearing through closets, looking for bags of money. Except, there weren’t any. Not in closets, not in cabinets, not anywhere we looked. Running upstairs, I thought I caught a glimpse of Ernie pushing someone else. I’m not sure if I actually saw this or if I “remembered” it after finding out what he had done later. Growing desperate, I grabbed car keys that were in a bowl by the door, a digital camera from downstairs, and half a bottle of liquor from the kitchen. The total value of the loot was maybe $100. I invaded a home, terrorized and traumatized a family and a maid for $100. It was the most hopeless, desperate, and destructive act of my life.

I don’t remember who got out first but we all rushed out of the house carrying the few things we had plundered. I bent over in the woods for a second, clutching my churning stomach, ready to vomit. I looked Ernie in the eyes and saw him stare back fiercely then drop his gaze. I recognized the same shame in him that I was feeling. We didn’t talk on the way back to our vehicles. I put on my helmet, got on my motorcycle, and rode away. I started to shake. I don’t know if it was fear or shame or just an adrenaline dump, but I almost wrecked the bike.

We got back to Ernie’s place and pulled out our paltry loot, all suspicious that one of us was holding something back. I kept hoping someone had found a bag of money. Instead, we’d come away with a handful of costume jewelry, a bag of junk, and a fistful of one-dollar bills. We didn’t talk, mired in the enormity of what we had done. Our shoulders hung, defeated. We sat there, crammed into one room of the small apartment. Our dreams of grandeur and success were reduced to sleeping on the floor and waking to stare at the walls while we tried to figure how to pay for our next meal or next fix.

Our depression lasted for days. We were nearly out of cocaine. We had pocket change that wouldn’t even buy us more liquor—and we were running out. We sat around, one person playing PlayStation, the rest of us trying to gather the energy to do something, anything.

Somehow, amid a snowstorm that week, I managed to find another dealer, someone I didn’t already owe money to. We met in a parking lot, and he motioned me into his Dodge Durango. He was tall and stocky and had dead eyes. He never said more than a few words, and I felt like I was being seen through when he looked at me. We drove for twenty minutes. Then thirty. Forty-five minutes after I’d gotten in his truck, I was sweating and beginning to wonder if I’d end up in a shallow grave.

Instead, we pulled up to a nice house far out in the country. There were toys in the yard outside, and I breathed a sigh of relief. This was a family home. Surely, nothing terrible would happen in a place where children slept.

Inside, we sat at the kitchen counter, where the dealer poured himself one whiskey after another. At last, he stood up and, in Spanish, said he was very angry. He paused, then said someone had broken into his family member’s home. Did I know anything?

I shook my head no. It would be crazy for someone to cross him like that, I replied, also in Spanish. I waited, terrified that he’d kill me and thinking he’d be entirely justified if he did.

Instead, he went to a kitchen cabinet and pulled out six ounces of cocaine. I could pay him later, he said.

“Tu me ayudas; yo te ayudo,” he said. We’re friends; you help me, I help you.

His eyes were bloodshot from the whiskey, and when I inquired about a ride back into town, he tossed me the keys to the Durango and said he’d get the truck later.

My delight at having a fancy new four-wheel-drive vehicle in the snow was short-lived. This was before GPS was available on every phone. Unfamiliar with the area, I took a wrong turn and ended up on a winding rural road. Ahead, I could see the flashing lights of a law enforcement SUV stopped at a snow-covered intersection. I had six ounces of cocaine in my pocket and liquor on my breath. I tried to appear nonchalant as a deputy approached. I rolled the window down, told him I’d gotten turned around and needed to get to Route 29.

He pointed me in the right direction. “Be safe out there,” he said with a smile, patting the side of the truck as he sent me off.

I dodged two bullets that night, escaping the house of a man whose family I’d robbed and asking directions from an officer tasked with solving the crime I had committed. My luck wouldn’t last.

A few days later, my new supplier called for his truck, which I dropped off for him in town. My friends and I had plowed through most of the cocaine and only had a quarter of the money we owed him. Hoping to put him off a few days, I told him I could return some of the cocaine and had the money for the rest. We never did pay him. Instead, we had one last party, inviting friends and girls, trying to make it all fun again.

During this last hoorah, one of the guys we had been hanging out with was sharing an ounce with us to say thank you for all the times we had shared with him. There is a weird camaraderie between fellow drug users. Sometimes we stabbed each other in the back. Most of the time we truly supported each other, going to all lengths to make sure we were okay, or at least not in withdrawal.

We were almost enjoying ourselves. It almost felt like the old days. We had cocaine, laughter, and booze—somehow, though, it still wasn’t enough to mask the pain, fear, and shame we were all feeling. We knew we were in too deep. We knew this was the end.

Then a phone call interrupted our drug-fueled festivity. Our buddy’s pregnant girlfriend was on the line, her voice panicked. Two guys were at her trailer, asking about the gun they had stolen and sold to my buddy, who sold it to me. The person they stole it from had found out and was threatening to call the cops. Now they were the ones threatening, telling her to tell my buddy that they needed the gun back. They wouldn’t leave her trailer until he brought them the gun or money or cocaine. I knew then that they were as strung out as we were. This wasn’t about the gun, or not entirely. It was about the same insanity we were mired in. It was about the way cocaine warped our brains. They wanted the gun back but wouldn’t give me what I had paid for it. They just wanted more.

By now, I had been the villain in so many stories that I wanted to be the hero. I told my buddy to give me the phone and let me talk to them. I said some things, they said some things. We raised our voices. We threatened each other and then agreed to meet.

—————————————————

My buddies wouldn’t let me drive there alone. We had created this imaginary war, and we were all ready to do battle. Rather than letting me take the motorcycle, Marco insisted that I take my truck, then jumped in the passenger side. Francis rode with Ernie behind us. We took the rifles, shotguns, and handguns that we usually kept in the laundry room for protection.

We drove twenty minutes north to a semi-rural strip mall with a Food Lion and a massive parking lot. I drove around to the back of the complex, and Ernie’s car followed. We unloaded a scoped rifle and checked the pistols. We waited. Then waited some more. Finally, it started to sink in that what we were doing was insane. After another few awkward minutes, I twirled my finger above my head like I had seen in movies, signaling for us to leave. My truck got stuck in the snow so Marco got out to push. Once I was rolling, I didn’t stop, and Marco ran over and jumped into Ernie’s car.

That was how I ended up alone when, at the last minute, I pulled around the front of that Food Lion parking lot. The same voice that had warned me not to go through with the robbery was back. It was telling me this was a very bad idea, that someone was going to get hurt or even get killed. I don’t know why I went back. I felt like I was at war with myself.

The lot was empty, so I got out of my truck and walked to the grocery store to buy cigarettes. Despite smoking off and on since I was thirteen, I had just turned eighteen and had never bought a legal pack. The store was closed. I had been up for days and didn’t realize how late it was.

I walked back toward my truck, just as a car came screeching into the lot. The small hatchback pulled up close to me, and two men got out. They started toward me. I had my gun in my belt but was so scared I didn’t even remember it. I hurried back to my truck, got in and locked the door. Feeling like a coward, I started it up and peeled out, classic rock blaring from the speakers inside. They ran to their car and followed.

As I pulled out onto Route 29, I watched them in the rearview mirror. They were the source of the gun in my belt, so I had reason to believe they were armed, and now they wouldn’t let me leave. In a toxic mixture of fear and rage, I was reliving every time someone hadn’t respected my boundaries, every time someone had bullied me or made my life unpleasant. My vision narrowed, like I was going into a tunnel.

They sped up, pulling up beside me in the passing lane, swerving to run me off the road. I tried to accelerate but my old S-10 pickup was no match for their hatchback with its big muffler and flashy rims.

They continued to swerve across the dotted line, toward me, with the passenger gesturing and yelling out his window. I was trying to keep my eyes on the road but also on him. I had swerved over the outside line once already to avoid them slamming into me.

When I glanced once more to my left, the passenger wasn’t waving out the window anymore. His back was turned, his arm extending behind the center console. I wondered what he was grabbing and then panicked. A gun, I thought. He’s getting a gun.

I pulled my pistol out of the waistband of my pants. I don’t remember flicking the safety or racking a round into the chamber. Maybe there was already one in there. I remember screaming, I remember pulling the trigger, firing across my body and out the window.

Then, I couldn’t hear myself screaming or even hear the gunshots. I felt massive concussions, I clenched my teeth, as I felt a crushing pressure in my ears and against my eyes. I don’t remember squeezing the trigger more than once but then I squeezed again and nothing happened. The gun was empty. I dropped the gun, and it bounced off my leg and onto the floorboard of the truck.

I didn’t hear brakes screech. I just saw that they were no longer beside me. I glanced in the mirror. The hatchback had slid to a stop at the side of the road. I turned back to the road ahead and felt tears sting my eyes. I began to cry, which I didn’t understand because I felt nothing.

Then suddenly the music crashed back in. I felt the cold wind whipping my face. I wiped my cheeks and fumbled for a cigarette that I lit with a trembling hand. My brain had partially come back online by the time I got back to the house. I needed a story to explain why I had shot two men. I couldn’t tell my friends I had done it because I was afraid. So, I insisted I had seen a gun.

Marco didn’t care why I shot them. He went into a rage. I felt like a child being chastised. I apologized. I told him I hadn’t had a choice (even though I clearly did).

He yelled something and stalked out of the room. Before he made it out, I asked him if we were leaving “como hermanos,” the phrase we’d used to signify our brotherly bond. He gave me a cold look and replied, “No. Como amigos.” I felt like I had been stuck through the heart. I thought I had finally found family and now I had fucked it up again. I picked up a plastic bottle of Aristocrat vodka and guzzled it straight.

Despite things getting hazy, I knew that we needed to get out of town. Ernie told me he heard on the radio that one guy was dead and the other was fading fast. I was a murderer, a taker of life. If they caught me, I would spend the rest of my life in prison. If they caught me.

Francis and I planned to head west. My sister was in Colorado. Maybe we would go there. Maybe we’d go to L.A. and steal a sailboat. He promised he could sail us to Central America and that he had friends in El Salvador. He promised to introduce me to his sister. We were going to be okay—we just had to get away. (We were insane.)

I had a few errands to run first. I went to see my mother. In tears I told her that I was leaving, that I had messed up really bad. She cried. She grabbed all the cash she had on her and shoved it in my hands. She asked if I needed her to go to the bank. I told her no, then walked out the door, both of us sobbing. I went to see an old girlfriend, to say goodbye, to see a familiar face. She had called me in the early hours to yell that she had heard my description on the news, that everyone knew it was me. I had talked about shaving my long hair so I would no longer match the description but never followed through.

She bought me cigarettes so I wouldn’t have to stop on the road. She never would have done that before. She hated when I smoked. Her new boyfriend was there, looking on disapprovingly. I didn’t care. I tried to kiss her, but she turned her head away.

When I returned to the apartment, Ernie and I were switching vehicles since the police had an APB out on my truck as well as my description. I gave Ernie the pistol I had used, which he promised to get rid of. We were saying our goodbyes and getting ready to leave. The car was packed so I went to the bathroom to take a small bump from the last little bag of cocaine. I had gone from sharing with everyone to hiding out so I didn’t have to share with anyone.

I lifted the bag, shaking, trying to get a key in to grab enough to keep me awake. I nodded for a second and looked down to see my open bag of cocaine floating in the piss-filled toilet. With no hesitation, I reached in and pulled it out. The powder inside had turned to sludge. I could still cook it up into crack, but for now I just wanted to wash my hands and get on the road.

But back in the living room, I looked at Ernie, Francis, and Marco. I felt defeated and tired. I sat down with the bottle of Aristocrat vodka and took a solid chug. I closed my eyes. A minute of rest would be nice before I started my life on the run…

“La policía está afuera!” Marco yelled, rousing me from my sleep as he ran through the room. I jumped up and headed to the laundry room, where Francis and I each grabbed the loaded rifles we kept in case someone broke in.

Then we took one look at each other and saw fear. I trembled. We dropped the rifles with a clang. Francis ran out the downstairs door and I raced for the upstairs exit, with the half-hatched idea that if I exited the “wrong” part of the duplex, the police would think I had come out of the unit upstairs.

I pounded up the steps, pausing to briefly peer through the side window. Convinced the coast was clear, I yanked open the door and ran straight into the barrel of an officer’s assault rifle.

There are moments that clearly divide life into “before” and “after,” and this is one of mine. Sitting in handcuffs in the back of the cruiser, watching the flashing blue and red lights illuminate nearby houses and the neighbors peering curiously out windows and doors, I felt like an observer, like I had already died and was looking on from the afterlife. When those handcuffs closed around my wrists, I had thought my life was over. In fact, it had just begun.




Chapter 2

Stewing in Jail

The detective driving me to the police station was friendly and conversational. It was off-putting considering I thought my life was over after committing serious crimes and being arrested. I was handcuffed, arms in front, with my long black overcoat thrown over my shoulders. They marched me into an interrogation room, sat me down at the long wooden table, then left me to stew. I knew what they were up to—making me so uncomfortable that I would want to talk. It probably would have worked if I hadn’t been so empty. I hadn’t slept in days, other than my brief slumber before the SWAT team burst in. I’d been living on fried chicken, cocaine, and liquor. I didn’t really want to live, so there wasn’t a lot to hold over me. Plus, when I looked down at my paperwork there was no murder charge. Instead, there were charges for malicious wounding—I hit both men the night of the shooting but they both lived.

The first detective tried the good cop/bad cop tactic. He told me it probably wasn’t all my idea, and that we could figure out a way out of this together. When I told him I wasn’t interested in talking, he switched tactics and threatened me, told me how bad it was going to be if I didn’t cooperate. I told him I wouldn’t talk about anything that had or hadn’t happened and he got up in a huff.

Then I remembered. I felt around my jacket to find the cigarette pack full of .22 bullets that had fallen through the hole in my pocket. The box was lying on the bottom of the liner. I fished it out—not the easiest thing with the handcuffs—and placed it on the table, trying to line it up perfectly square and even with the edge.

The second detective, assigned to the shooting, came in and stopped, looking at the cigarette pack.

“You probably want those,” I said.

He picked the pack up and heard the jingle. Then he opened it and looked inside.

He looked irritated, like he was going to read someone the riot act when he was done with me. “Thanks. That was, uh, not the best job on our part.”

He sat down. I expected him to ask me to sign a witness statement or a form about having been read my rights. But he didn’t. He looked me in the eyes and it felt genuine.

“That other guy is looking at you for the robbery, and he needs to build a case. I don’t need anything. I have you clear as day for the shooting. So, I’m happy to listen if you want to help yourself or not, since my wife hasn’t seen me for dinner in weeks anyway.”

Looking back, I remember feeling that the first detective was trying to make this really important thing happen, and trying really hard. The second detective was just doing his job. And I remember thinking, “I like this guy.” I still didn’t give a statement, just said something cryptic like, “Everything isn’t as it appears.”

After my final interrogation, an officer loaded me into the back of a car and brought me to the jail. He drove through a giant garage door that shut behind us with a clang. It was like being locked in the Batcave, but not nearly as cool. I was ushered into what looked like a steel and concrete version of a hotel lobby. One of the desk officers processed me. I was expecting the old ink-on-my-fingers experience, but he fingerprinted me on an electronic machine then took my mug shot. After processing, I was sent to strip my clothes off and shower in an empty room. Later, I learned to worry about how disgusting the shower floors were. It would become a theme.

I wasn’t wearing boxers when I was arrested—laundry hadn’t been at the top of our priorities. I had black dress socks, but when they stripped me out, they said those socks didn’t follow jail policy so they took them. I was issued an old, worn-out pair of blue slip-on shoes and bottom and top scrubs with stripes across them, like in the old-timey jail movies. I slid the shoes on my bare feet and pulled the scrubs over my naked body.

Over the radio, the officer escorting me called for master control, the door buzzed open, and I walked into a tiny R&D (receiving and discharge) cell—just a bench, a toilet, and a sink, almost touching each other. I paced one step, turned and stepped back, then stopped, almost collapsing. I sat down and stared at the wall. I started to count the bricks. I felt like a shark, like if I stopped swimming I would somehow die. I was exhausted but running from the cops and having an assault rifle thrust into my face had left me wired and on edge. Yet, I also felt a strange sense of relief that it was all over.

It must have been another hour until the first of my codefendants—Marco—entered the jail. Then another hour for Francis. Then Ernie shortly after. Why had it taken them so long? After a second, I understood. It hadn’t taken me much time because I hadn’t given a statement. I had chosen to exercise my right to remain silent. They hadn’t.

My father raised me on stories of his gangster misadventures. I never knew him as that person, but I knew his past and I idolized him. When I was in middle school, I learned Spanish because I wanted to be bilingual like him. I did drugs, either because I wanted to be like him or because I was hoping that by acting up, I could earn the same attention he gave his twelve-step sponsees. After
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