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Dedication

For R & R, my girls








Epigraph

They ask me, “why didn’t you leave?” One door . . . Have you ever tried to leave when there’s only one door?

—Letter from a Texas women’s prison
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Prologue

MOMENTS BEFORE TANISHA Williams took part in her so-called crime, she was dangling above the floor, a large hand wrapped around her throat, her toes skimming the carpet. She grasped at the wall behind her, tried to press her feet against it, tried to find a way to steady her body. No luck.

Luck: She was always short of it. The hand squeezed harder, lifted her higher. Nearby, a young man lay on the ground. Detroit’s 97.9 WJLB was on, Eminem’s “Lose Yourself” playing. “The music / The moment, you own it, you better never let it go.”

Fifteen minutes earlier, that young man on the ground had been sitting on the loveseat, drinking Crown Royal from a red Solo cup. His name was Kevin Amos Jr., and he was nineteen years old. Kevin was slight and skinny, and he tried not to smile in public, because his smile revealed a mouth of silver braces.

It was December 2002. Tanisha was living with her roommate, a thirty-two-year-old divorcé named Patrick Martin, in a basement rental in Saginaw, Michigan, one hundred miles north of Detroit. Earlier that afternoon, Kevin had passed Tanisha and Patrick in the parking area. Come over for a drink tonight, Patrick said.

A few hours later, Kevin stopped by. Tanisha sat briefly with the men before she grew bored. She was just twenty, with light brown skin, a wide smile, and her dark hair in a pixie cut. She preferred to hang with Patrick’s kids, who were watching a movie in the bedroom. She snuggled up with them. After a while, she padded over to the kitchen to get a snack. She emptied chips into a bowl.

Tanisha heard hollering. She stepped into the living room.

A strange scene: Patrick was on top of Kevin, pistol-whipping him. Kevin dropped.

The children. Tanisha flew to the bedroom and slammed the door. “Keep it shut,” she yelled. She ran back to the living room. Patrick had turned the radio up and music was blasting, the room vibrating with bass. Patrick began to kick Kevin. Everything was unfolding so fast. Tanisha could not make sense of it. But she understood one thing: Patrick intended to kill this young man.

Panic flooded her body. She’d tried to stifle it, but a long scream emerged from her.

The scream was the reason that she was dangling above the floor. Patrick needed to shut her up. The drywall behind Tanisha cracked. She wondered: Can a windpipe snap in two? Steam was coming from Patrick’s skin. She thought: Can skin start to smoke? He put a pistol to her cheek, dug the metal in. She looked into his eyes: all pupil, no iris. Tanisha understood that Patrick was making a calculation right then: Was she more trouble for him dead, or alive?

He put his face next to hers. “Get down or lie down,” he said.

From her suspended position, Tanisha glanced to the other side of the room, where she had detected movement. There, to her surprise, was Patrick’s cousin, a small-time preacher with his own congregation. The cousin had entered the apartment—she had no idea when—and was standing with his hands shoved in his pockets. He looked at Tanisha against the wall and Kevin on the carpet.

“What happened?” he asked.

Patrick loosened his grip on Tanisha’s neck. She took in as much air as she could. She had two little girls of her own, staying with relatives. She couldn’t die like this.

“Wait,” she said, darting her eyes at the cousin. “He got to get down, too.”

She sensed a change in Patrick then. She’d communicated that she was on board with the plan, whatever the plan was. She would help, not hinder. Patrick released his grip, and Tanisha slammed to the floor.

Patrick and his cousin were talking. The sound was muffled, overtaken by her breathing. She looked at the door, then at the high window. She imagined running. She was five feet seven and 115 pounds. Patrick and his cousin were each over 200 pounds, and Patrick was armed. And anyway, the apartment complex was set among fields. In the far distance sat a gas station, brightly lit and solitary. To get there, Tanisha would have to scramble in and out of ditches. Everything was covered in a thick layer of snow. She had no shoes. Her silhouette, against the expanse of white, would be easy to spot, easy to shoot.

Patrick tossed Tanisha a roll of duct tape. He and his cousin bent to tape Kevin’s legs together. Patrick told Tanisha that she had to tape up Kevin’s face. She put her back to the men, crouching as if in prayer, not wanting Patrick to sense any hesitation on her part. She placed her hands on Kevin’s cheeks and cradled his head. There were tears in the corners of his closed eyes. One fell down his cheek.

“Please forgive me,” Tanisha whispered, as she began to draw the tape around his face. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

Years later a prosecutor for the Michigan attorney general’s office questioned Tanisha about that moment.

“How did you feel doing that?” the prosecutor asked.

“Terrible.”

“Why did you do that?”

“Because I ain’t have no choice but to do it.”






Introduction Sixteen Questions
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—Letter from a Maryland women’s prison



WHAT HAPPENED TO Tanisha Williams is a long story. It’s also an old story, it turns out. But the first time I learned about this sort of thing was almost exactly sixteen years after Tanisha found herself in that basement.

In December 2018, in a northeastern city seven hundred miles from Saginaw, I came upon an article about Nicole “Nikki” Addimando. Nikki was a young mother from Poughkeepsie, New York, a city along the Hudson River, and she had been charged with murder. Several advocacy groups were decrying her prosecution, while many community members supported it.

I wanted to investigate and report on her story. I made some calls. I learned, from Nikki’s attorney, that she wasn’t giving interviews, but that she had a pretrial hearing on the calendar. I could come and introduce myself. A few weeks later, in January 2019, I drove upstate, made my way to the third floor of the Dutchess County Court, and waited.

Nikki emerged from the proceedings into the bright municipal hallway. She was smaller than I expected: barely five feet and rawboned from the stress, with long glossy black hair and a bulky ankle monitor beneath her slacks. I introduced myself.

“Hi,” she said softly. Then she cast her eyes down and was whisked away by her lawyers.

Beyond that awkward meeting, I couldn’t speak to Nikki for months; her legal team had advised her against talking to the media. I kept researching the case on my own. I combed through articles from the Poughkeepsie Journal.

“Friends ‘in Shock’ After Poughkeepsie Woman Charged with Boyfriend’s Murder,” read an early headline. “Many of the details surrounding his killing remain a mystery.”

Yet as I learned more about the story, the only mystery to me was why Nikki was being tried in the first place.

* * *

In the years before we met in that hallway, Nikki was living with her boyfriend, Chris Grover, and their two young children. Chris was a local gymnastics coach who liked to wear jaunty caps. He played video games, visited his parents every Sunday, and taught girls backflips at Mr. Todd’s Gymnastics studio. He was like a “big kid,” his loved ones said: goofy, fun, creative. His phone search history suggested he was also passionate about torture pornography, which he devoured with increasing zeal. If the subject of the image or video was bound or crying out in pain, that was preferable.

Nikki had grown up in Poughkeepsie, a good student and a competitive gymnast. She studied early childhood education at college and worked as a preschool teacher. She met Chris in late 2008 when they were both coaches at the studio. She was nineteen and he was twenty-one. Their friendship deepened into a romance, but they waited a year to consummate the relationship. Nikki was the one holding back. She hated sex.

At age five, Nikki had been sexually assaulted by an elderly neighbor, a man who abused at least one other little girl repeatedly, then retired peacefully to Florida and died with a clean criminal record and his wife by his side.

Initially, Nikki was grateful to Chris. He was very patient. But then one night, she woke to him finishing inside her. She thought maybe this was normal. Her mom told her not to be so dramatic: men were just like that. Soon, Chris always kept going, even when Nikki protested. He grew rougher; she had marks on her wrists and her chest. In 2012, she learned she was pregnant. Chris promised to change. They moved in together and painted a nursery.

Nikki grew more tethered to Chris: he was the breadwinner and the reason she could stay home with her baby. During the pregnancy, he was sweet, like he’d been before. For six weeks postpartum, Nikki was instructed by her doctor not to have sex. At the end of that period, Chris approached her. She wasn’t ready, she said. He slammed her head against a doorframe and raped her. She was a good mom, he told her, but he had needs, too.

The abuse escalated sharply. Chris began to take pictures of Nikki tied up and naked and uploaded them onto amateur porn sites. “4 hours of toys and torture tonight,” read one caption; another, “bitch begging for mercy.” Nikki was mortified: What if he showed the images around? Everyone would think she was a slut, an unfit mother. Soon, she was pregnant again. In 2015, their daughter was born.

Nights were twisted; days were wholesome. Nikki went all-in at parenting, with sing-alongs, apple picking, and corn-maze walking, always smiling and friendly. People in the community, and Nikki’s own family members, saw her bruises and they looked away. She was clumsy, it seemed.

In 2017, a local mom with a social work background, concerned that the children were witnessing domestic violence, finally called Child Protective Services. According to CPS notes, she reported that “on a weekly basis, the mother has had visible bruises to her face and chest.” CPS began an investigation. They visited Nikki and Chris at home and found nothing immediately worrisome, but they said they would be back.

That evening, Chris took his gun from the closet and cleaned it, showed Nikki diagrams of the human brain, and pointed out the place to shoot to kill, as well as the place that would allow her to live but without speech or memory. “Wouldn’t that be convenient,” he said. He raped her and told her to lie atop him. When she tried to slip away, he pulled the gun on her. Nikki pushed him and the gun fell. She grabbed it and pointed it at him. He wasn’t scared; she’d hand over the gun, he informed her, and he’d kill them both. “And then your kids will have no one,” he said. At that, she lunged, pressed the pistol to his temple hard and tight, and fired.

Nikki fled with the children. She was stopped at a green light when a police officer pulled up behind her. Assuming the driver had dozed off, he hit his air horn. Nikki, slight and shoeless, got out. She started relaying the events of the evening.

“It was self-defense,” she said, trembling and standing on the pavement in her socks. “Oh my God, it’s over.” The officer, a rookie with a blond buzz cut, radioed a colleague and relayed that he didn’t entirely believe Nikki’s version of events. Nikki was taken to the station and charged with murder.

At the trial, which began in March 2019, I sat in the front row. Nikki’s lawyer showed documentation of the attacks on her, taken by trained sexual assault nurses. Nikki covered her eyes as jurors inspected close-up images of her vagina, which had been burned by a metal spoon heated on the stove. “I’m sorry,” she mouthed. The photos were enlarged on a flat screen. Everyone in the packed courtroom could see.

A state expert testified that only Chris contributed any identifiable DNA to the gun. A police officer testified that, for months before the shooting, he was concerned that Nikki was at high risk of being killed. A trauma therapist testified that Nikki was a reliable reporter who tended to minimize, not exaggerate, the abuse she had endured. But the prosecutor called Nikki a “master manipulator” and suggested that she had hurt herself or had been playing kinky sex games. At one point, a juror nodded off.

On April 12, Nikki was found guilty of murder. She was handcuffed and led away to jail to await sentencing. Later, I tracked down several jurors.

“I’m sorry, you can’t go and kill somebody,” said one.

“None of it in her little timeline, none of it made sense at all,” said another.

I felt I had plunged into an upside-down world: The state characterized Nikki as a crazy, conniving harlot, but everyone who knew her said she was neurotically modest. She lived an insular life devoted to her children, didn’t know who the musical artist Prince was, and had never seen a single episode of Law & Order. She was painted as a liar and a malingerer, though she had a mountain of documentation that showed she’d been injured. She was desperate for attention, the prosecutor implied—though Nikki had hidden her injuries, and, anyway, what is problematic about wanting attention, especially if you think you might be killed?

If it was so bad, she would have left. If she didn’t leave, it surely wasn’t so bad.

In February 2020, Nikki received nineteen years to life. Judge Edward McLoughlin told her that she “may have reluctantly consented” to “intimate acts you were very uncomfortable with” and “had the opportunity to safely leave.” He added that Nikki was a “broken person.”

Nikki stood before the court, shackled and shaking visibly. She was permitted to make a statement.

“I was afraid to stay, afraid to leave, afraid that nobody would believe me, afraid of losing everything,” she said through tears. “This is why women don’t leave. I know killing is not a solution and staying hurts. But leaving doesn’t mean living. Often, we end up dead, or where I’m standing. Alive, but still not free.”

* * *

I started calling experts: lawyers, activists, professors. I wanted to know if what I had witnessed was an anomaly or part of a pattern. From the front row of that wood-paneled courtroom, I had observed the prosecutors, defense attorneys, and judge greet one another calmly and politely—colleagues more than adversaries. Whatever was going on, it seemed, was business as usual. Nikki was the odd one out.

The experts told me that women’s prisons are full of people in similar situations. This was common knowledge, apparently, but nobody had the numbers to back it up.

I found limited studies, conducted in single prisons or states, consistently showing that almost all the people in these facilities experienced physical and sexual violence prior to incarceration. In 1973, the political activist Assata Shakur sat in a Bronx jail bullpen and observed the women around her. Nearly everyone was Black or Puerto Rican. “There are no criminals here . . . only victims,” Shakur wrote. “Many were abused children. Most have been abused by men, and all have been abused by ‘the system.’”

A quarter century later, researchers confirmed Shakur’s assessment. A 1999 study found that 70 percent of the women newly imprisoned for homicide at Bedford Hills Correctional Facility, where Nikki would later serve time, had experienced severe physical violence by an intimate partner. In 2005, more than half of those in New York State women’s prisons for homicide offenses reported having been abused in their lives, and nearly 25 percent had been abused by their victim. Surveys across several states found that most girls in juvenile detention had experienced serious sexual violence multiple times before their arrest.

I also found anecdote after anecdote, throughout history: In Georgia, in 1944, a Black maid named Lena Baker was hired to nurse a white man back to health after he broke his leg. The man held Baker captive, locking her in his mill. When he returned one night, the two struggled, and she shot him.

“What I done, I did in self-defense, or I would have been killed myself,” said Baker. She was the first and only woman executed in Georgia by electric chair. In 2005, she was pardoned posthumously.

In 1974 in California, Inez Garcia was tried for killing her rapist. In 1975 in North Carolina, Joan Little was tried for killing the jailer who sexually assaulted her. In 1995, Sara Kruzan, a teenager, was sentenced to life without parole for killing her trafficker, a man in his thirties who had groomed her from the time she was eleven, forcing her to have sex with adult men in the streets of Hollywood. In 2007, four queer Black New Jersey women were imprisoned for stabbing a stranger who harassed and allegedly assaulted them. In 2016, Bresha Meadows, age fourteen, was arrested for fatally shooting her father who, she and her mother said, had trapped the family in an interminable cycle of abuse.

These were all remarkable stories that garnered advocates and media attention—which usually resulted in exoneration, acquittal, or a victorious appeal. But so many other women were left behind on the inside, their stories untold.

Even with these anecdotes piling up, I still couldn’t find systemic, nationwide data to support what outside experts and survivors themselves told me, and what I witnessed while reporting: that women’s prisons are populated not only by abuse and assault survivors, but by people who have been imprisoned because they are abuse and assault survivors. This phenomenon is often referred to as “criminalized survival.” And the difficulty in finding robust, reliable data on the span and structural nature of criminalized survival lies in the way such women are categorized by the system itself, which essentially erases their life stories and redefines them as criminals, first and foremost.

When a woman has killed a partner and claims that she acted in self-defense, the legal system struggles to categorize her. In America, 96 percent of intimate partner murder-suicide victims are female, and almost all are killed by men with firearms; three women a day die of domestic violence. At first glance, Nikki seemed to skirt the statistics only in her refusal to take a bullet. But in so doing, she was plunged into a system that demands black-and-white categorizations: Offenders kill, and victims die; offenders are monsters, and victims are angels. By using violence to live, a woman cannot be a victim or an angel; she must therefore be an offender, a monster. There is no other space into which she fits. When a woman is reduced to such standards, her survival itself becomes reason to invalidate and indict her.

“We often say, the only correct battered woman when talking about self-defense is a dead one,” a longtime activist told me.

One day, early in my reporting on the topic, I was interviewing Rachel White-Domain, a Chicago-based lawyer who had started a small nonprofit law project, representing survivors of gender-based violence who were held in Illinois prisons. White-Domain told me that every single one of her clients had been pipelined from sexual or domestic abuse straight into prison: “I see a lot of pleas. People who have lived their whole lives not being believed—if they are women, people of color, maybe also a sex worker, maybe a drug user—think they won’t be believed by a jury. And they are correct.”

Nuanced stories of complex human relationships and lives saturated with violence and chaos were expunged or reworked by government employees and agencies. In their place emerged a plainer and more popular tale: The defendant was simply a slut, a manipulator, a liar who snapped for no apparent reason, or a hysteric who overreacted when a more measured, appropriate response was called for. The violence enacted against her was diminished, or disregarded, or ignored. She made it up or exaggerated. She was no more than a murderer.

White-Domain didn’t have statistics for me, but as we continued to speak, she had an idea. “If you’re so interested, you could just ask the women directly,” she said.

I called a data scientist named Thania Sanchez, who was then a Yale University political science professor. Sanchez had done some analysis for other articles I’d written, and I asked if she could help me create a tool to understand the scale of criminalized survival. Within the week, I was in her living room.

We came up with sixteen questions. We aimed to assess the pathways of women into the system, as well as their backgrounds. We asked for basic demographic information, such as age and race, as well as sentencing information and the relationship with the person they were accused of killing.

Then we requested general accounts of the event that had landed them in prison, intended to draw out stories without priming the respondent to give certain answers: Would they tell me about the days leading up to the killing? Could they describe how they felt about their trial? Was there anything about their background that they believed would help to explain why they were convicted? Domain-White, the lawyer, had mentioned that puzzles were a hot commodity in prisons, along with coloring books and other projects that helped one pass minutes, months, decades. I added in a crossword puzzle and a sudoku, intended as a modest show of thanks.

I contacted the media liaison or public information officer at the Department of Corrections in every state in the US and requested a list of women incarcerated on murder and manslaughter charges, along with their mailing addresses. I often waited months, sometimes years, for responses. Some officials denied my request; others ignored it. But most, bound by freedom of information laws, produced the names: under twenty in Alaska, over one thousand in Texas. Prisons, I learned, often rejected mail with labels, so I handwrote each address. Over the course of three years, I sent my survey out to more than ten thousand people in sixty women’s prisons in twenty-seven states.

I signed every letter and filled in each salutation. Dear Monica, Natalie, Amanda. Laurie, Narjes, Rae. Sarah, Thuy, Maria. Soledad and Quinn. Brittney, Brittaney, Brittany, Britni. Delight, Lovily, Cherish, Dymond, Precious. All the Jennifers and Jessicas, Rachels and Rebeccas, Kimberlys and Stephanies. One Gregg, one Connor. Angels, Cassandras. Names bestowed upon the women eighteen, thirty-six, fifty-five, seventy-nine years ago, linked now to a prison ID number.

After I sent the first batch, I waited for three weeks, checking my PO box daily. One day, ten letters arrived from the Coffee Creek Correctional Facility in Oregon. Then ten more. Soon I had piles, then boxes full. They came in clusters, pouring in, dribbling in, a cycle that would ebb and flow as I made my mailings. From Nevada to New Hampshire, from Maine to Mississippi.

People wrote reams, or they answered perfunctorily. They waited months or sneaked out emails from contraband smartphones within hours. Some photocopied entire court cases, and some sent autobiographies. They included essays, philosophical musings, political arguments, jailhouse datasets, poems, trauma theory, legal arguments, policy recommendations, research papers, CVs, and no small number of photographs: headshots in full hair and makeup, visiting day family portraits, pictures with assistance dogs they were training or lush window gardens they had tended. A snapshot of a mother in prison blues, her arms wrapped around her beaming six-year-old daughter, her face nuzzled into the girl’s neck. A couple of folks thought my name was Justin instead of Justine, and, disregarding the stated purpose of the questionnaire, sent sexy photos to “Mr. Justin van der Leun.” Some wrote that they couldn’t talk openly but they were doing what they could to contribute. Others wrote that they were supportive of the project but couldn’t partake. They often blessed me and rarely cursed me. Two tried to extort me. A number had prayed on whether to answer, but only three people tried to convert me.

Hundreds of letters were sent back unopened, stamped by a prison mailroom clerk; confiscated as unauthorized research; trashed. Still, all in all, 1,005 people replied.

Those who responded wanted to tell their stories—and wanted their stories told: Sometimes anonymously, sometimes with their identities front and center. Nobody had ever asked, they said. Or: Nobody had ever believed them. Or: They’d kept these secrets for a lifetime, soaked in shame. I’ve met plenty who chose the stigma of incarceration over the stigma of admitting what was done to us, wrote one woman.

Though I hadn’t asked, to avoid prompting them, they nonetheless reported a grim litany of childhood abuse. One woman was beaten so badly by a parent that she pretended she’d fallen off her bike. Others were forced to kneel on uncooked grits until their knees bled, whipped, punched, burned on open flames, held in stress positions, pulled across rooms by their hair. Pushed face first into water. Locked outside on snowy days, locked in closets “too many times to count.”

Then there were the accounts of sexual assault, a veritable cascade. Raped while being driven home from babysitting; raped at gunpoint; raped by fathers, brothers, grandfathers, cousins, uncles, foster relatives, strangers, friends. Mostly by stepfathers and mother’s boyfriends. Sometimes by sisters and mothers. Raised for sex, wrote one woman. Ruined before I even had a chance, wrote another.

The violence from childhood almost always continued into adulthood, a helpless cycle. It was as if every man would leave some type of substance in me to attract the very same man as the one before, wrote one woman. She had killed her boyfriend after he woke her up with a fist to the face. “I feel like beating a bitch today,” he said, and he did just that, until she finally swung back with a knife, and connected.

That was often the way it went: The women took it, and took it, and then, one day, they didn’t. They resisted. One woman shot her armed ex as he kicked open her door during a custody battle; one woman shot her armed ex as he approached her, saying nobody else could ever have her. Many had killed the men who trafficked, raped, or attempted to rape them. One woman had been hiding in a bathroom when her drug dealer pushed through. She dryly summed up her last moments of so-called freedom: I’ve been jumped, stabbed, shot at, gang-raped, molested, pimped out, beat, left to die, homeless. I come from violence and poverty. Someone can only take so much. In my eyes, it was him or me. Well, it was him.

These stories can be hard to believe. A problem we women in prison face is our lives are complicated and “fantastic-sounding,” wrote one respondent. The way her abuser tormented her was “stranger than fiction,” wrote another.

This is not unique to women in prison. The widespread problem of women not being believed is threefold. First: The things that people do when hurting others are often objectively bizarre; it can be easier for an outsider to assume it’s all made up than to accept that human beings could enact such perverse cruelty. Second: Since abuse almost always occurs in private, victims usually have no “proof.” Even evidence on a body, even photos and videos, can be explained away as kink, as happened at Nikki Addimando’s trial. Third: It is easier to devalue the victim than contend with the more powerful abuser.

There are vanishingly few women or girls who can speak up in the ever-elusive right way. When women from the upper echelons of society come forward, their claims are also routinely denied. The wealthy, conventionally beautiful women who accused famous men—Harvey Weinstein, Bill Cosby—of harassment or assault were first decried as liars looking for a payday until dozens came forward: sixty women in Cosby’s case, eighty in Weinstein’s case. Only then did the public accept the possibility that the women just might be telling the truth. Women who live on the margins or have been labeled as criminals are subject to far higher levels of doubt. So, too, are the women considered “nobodies,” like the victims in the Jeffrey Epstein scandal—which revealed how abusers depend on secrecy, and how deeply intertwined violence against women is with global money, politics, and power.

In a piece in The New Yorker, the humorist Riane Konc put forth some of the basic equations that convey the requirements for a woman to be considered credible:


1 man + 1 accusation = he said; she lied

1 man + 2 accusations = he said; she misremembered

1 man + 5 accusations = he said; she said

1 man + 8 accusations = he said; she’s jumping on the bandwagon

1 man + 18 billion accusations = “I believe that’s how she feels, but, still, where is the proof?”



In doing this work, I did not come upon 18 billion accusations, or a single billion, or even a cool million. But I did receive more than a thousand accounts—and of those, two hundred and eighty-seven respondents reported an act of survival had landed them in prison. It is safe to say that, because they were not primed and because their writing could be read by censors, the true number is higher.

One difficulty in believing survivors, and incarcerated survivors specifically, is that in believing them, we must acknowledge the ugliest truths of our legal system and therefore our society. And in acknowledging these truths rather than denying or ignoring them, we must take on suffering and responsibility. Our culture’s worst impulses are exposed, and they reflect back onto us. The validation of these women’s stories destroys an illusion we cling to: that we live in an ordered world, where we all enjoy free choice and get what we deserve; that we are safe and protected; that our systems function to uphold principles and morals.

In the service of this myth, we blame each victim for personal deficiencies and failures, demolish her narrative, deem her actions unjustifiable, devalue her life, and remove her from the free world.

* * *

Nikki’s case was a relatively straightforward example of criminalized survival because she claimed self-defense. In a court of law, if a person is found to have acted in self-defense, then no crime has been committed. But how is such an act determined?

Laws vary by state, but typically, self-defense is considered justified in a court of law when the defendant believes that she has no other option but to use force to prevent an attack; when that force is proportionate to the threat at hand; and when that threat is perceived to be imminent. A jury must use a “reasonableness” standard when assessing a case: would a hypothetical “reasonable person” have considered force the only way to respond, and the threat imminent? Until recently, legal texts referred to the “reasonable person” as the “reasonable man.” There was no reasonable woman.

The reasonable man is widely believed to have been first introduced in 1837 in an English tort case in which the defendant, despite being warned of the dangers of building a haystack near his neighbor’s property, did so anyway. When the haystack caught fire, it burned down the plaintiff’s cottages. The defendant was found liable because the court ruled that any prudent person would not have stacked hay so close to other structures.

Since its introduction, this standard has made its way into all branches of law. The first reasonable person envisioned was a white landowning able-bodied man, and things continued in this vein until, over time, landmark cases began to shift the standard. For example, it was decided that a blind man who fell into a ditch after the city removed barriers surrounding it should be judged against a reasonable blind man, not a reasonable sighted man. But in cases that involved force, the exemplary reasonable person remained a man set against another man of similar size and strength. When it came to women, or people dealing with gender or intimate partner violence, there was, for a long time, no precedent that allowed for an altered interpretation of what might be considered reasonable.

But slanted self-defense statute is not the only way in which survival can be criminalized—it’s just the most straightforward way. There are more nuanced methods. Court documents and news reports often paint a woman as a reprobate, but upon further investigation, a different picture usually emerges.

That’s what happened as I was reading the surveys. While each woman’s life was distinct, their trajectories inevitably followed a familiar pattern: a girl violated; a pileup of failures to protect her; and a terrible, desperate act. Then, the same state that had so thoroughly abandoned the women throughout their lives reemerged—suddenly well funded and powerful, in the form of police and prosecutors and prisons. It fought for her punishment and won. She disappeared behind high walls, taking her narrative with her.

Yet she was still often eager to say her part, given the chance. With many of the survey respondents, I began yearslong correspondences—through letters, emails, phone calls. I met their moms or sisters or daughters in houses or apartments or Hobby Lobby parking lots, ate spaghetti dinners at chain restaurants, was served strawberry Cool Whip in cottages. I looked through old family photos in well-off East Coast suburbs, forgotten Midwestern cities, and Bible-belt country towns.

I visited prisons and crime scenes. I read through tens of thousands of pages of legal documents. My phone rang a lot, and my email pinged with messages from coast to coast. When I answered the phone, a robotic female voice was always there to relay some version of the same message: “To accept this call, press zero. This call is from a correctional facility and subject to monitoring and recording.”

It takes endurance and stamina to tell one’s story, especially from within the confines of a prison, where you have neither privacy nor freedom, where your calls are capped by for-profit telecoms corporations, your letters read by state workers, your every word potentially overheard, and respite unavailable if you become unmoored. In my reporting for this book, I met many extraordinary women—but three stood out.

These three women were willing and eager to go forward with the project of this book. They were organized and determined, spending many years corresponding and meeting with me. They wanted a chance for their truths to be heard, but they also believed that in speaking out, they could help others. They were open, determined to talk about subjects that are often considered shameful. They had good senses of humor. They surprised me: They were brimming with hope.

They were all unusually excellent communicators, which you had to be if you wanted to get across your whole life story in fits and starts. And from a practical standpoint, their cases had a lot of background material that I could acquire, so I could verify facts and incidents from multiple sources.

All three women had been criminalized for surviving, but each for different reasons. Woven together and set in the larger personal and societal context, these stories show who we disappear into women’s prisons in America, and why. Most incarcerated women remain largely unknown, their names replaced by inmate numbers and their personal histories obscured by the crimes on the official ledgers. But not the subjects of this book. Their names are Tanisha Williams, Jema Heffernan, and TC Brooks.






Part One Girlhood








Chapter 1. The Hat Game
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Tanisha Williams, age three
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Tanisha Williams Saginaw, Michigan

TANISHA RENEA WILLIAMS has counted and recounted $100,000 in cash. More than once. She considers herself something of an innovator and thinks she might be able to win on Shark Tank with her best invention, which she is trying to patent. I know what it is, but I’ve been sworn to secrecy. She’s planned out how to run a sex coaching business for bored married couples, a charity group that provides for unhoused people, and a program for Black girls from her hometown to teach them “eloquence and etiquette,” because she feels nobody ever taught her how a woman should be in the world, and if she had known, she wouldn’t be in this predicament. She’s written several unpublished novels, two parts of a three-part memoir called Miss No-Good, and a self-help book based on her experiences called What’s Wrong with Me? Subtitle: Imma Tell You.

She has studied Buddhism and Taoism, has been saved by Jesus and has accepted Allah, while also remaining “flexible.” She went vegetarian and got a B12 deficiency from it, and now she needs vitamin injections. She’s been in love just once, when she was seventeen. Her longest relationship lasted five years, with a woman in prison. She has four true friends in life, but five thousand friends on a Facebook account managed by her three daughters. At thirty-six, she became a grandmother, then again at thirty-eight—both baby girls. Her dream is to get free and move somewhere warm, far away from Michigan, with her children and grandchildren. Her dream is to make a “real, healed life” for herself, whatever that looks like. Maybe it looks like Texas. She’s just guessing; she’s never been.

I first heard from Tanisha, Michigan prisoner 535845, in February 2020. Her letter arrived in my PO box, the words typed out on a communal typewriter, one made of clear plastic so that you couldn’t hide contraband inside. Tanisha was locked up for murder, but she wasn’t quite sure why, she wrote me. She only did what she had to in order to survive, at gunpoint: In each step I thought I would die. Her sentence was twenty to forty years.

I had sent Tanisha my survey, but she never received it, nor was it returned to me. We don’t know why. It could have been trashed, lost, or refused—all common in prisons. Still, others on the unit did receive it, and they were talking about it. Tanisha learned that one woman had a survey but had decided not to partake. Tanisha asked if she could fill it out instead.

I was sitting on the floor of my office, surrounded by piles of papers, reading each one, when I stopped at Tanisha’s. I went through it, again and again. I researched a bit more. I spoke to an attorney I knew, who reviewed the outlines of the case and told me, in awe, that Tanisha was “truly the unluckiest woman alive.”

I wrote Tanisha a message over the prison email system: Was she interested in corresponding? I left my number.

Within a day, she called. I explained my project.

“This is awesome,” she said. “I am in.”

* * *

Tanisha was born in Saginaw, Michigan, on June 22, 1982. Saginaw is part of a six-million-acre plot that the Ojibwe tribe ceded to European settlers in 1819, an area later marked on school maps as “Interminable Swamp.” A military outpost was established in 1822, only to be abandoned after one year. “Nothing but Indians, muskrats, and bullfrogs could subsist here,” the commander stated. German Lutherans from Bavaria proved him wrong: in 1845, they began to build and do business, cutting and shipping pine wood to New York. Spurred by growing demand for the high-quality wood, a young New Yorker named Norman Little headed to Michigan and helped develop a massive section of land by a vast river into Saginaw City, which soon grew into a booming lumber town.

By the start of the twentieth century, the forests had been stripped, and automobile manufacturing began to take over. Detroit became the epicenter of one of the country’s largest industries, and Saginaw, one hundred miles north, became a satellite city, dominated by car plants. Over the course of the 1980s, however, the field encountered challenges, and hundreds of thousands of workers lost their jobs.

In 1982, the year of Tanisha’s birth, 250,000 Michiganders were on lay-off.

As Tanisha was entering the world, Michigan was nearly $1 billion in debt, its governor slashing the welfare benefits upon which her family depended. Saginaw would come to see the worst of every ill that befell the state.

Tanisha’s parents were part of the mass migration of Black Southerners to Michigan between the 1910s and the 1970s, a migration fueled in part by the rise of the auto industry. Her father, Elton Simmons, was the son of a widowed Mississippi window dresser. When Elton was six years old in Greenville, Mississippi, his mother died of tuberculosis—there was a cure, but it wasn’t available to her. A relative later told teenage Elton about Saginaw, a place that produced Pontiacs and fighter planes, oil pumps and pistons, where a strong, capable Black man could land a union job and build a middle-class life, even without an education. Elton arrived there in 1969 at the age of sixteen. At eighteen, he snagged lifetime employment and benefits at General Motors. He joined the auto workers’ union. He got himself assigned the late shift so he wouldn’t cruise downtown every night, dressed well, paycheck in his pocket.

“I will admit it,” Elton told me more than fifty years later. “I was a whorish man.”

Tanisha’s mother, Donna Williams, was the daughter of Arkansas cotton pickers. Donna arrived in Saginaw in 1979, with her baby daughter Candy in tow. She was nineteen, leaving behind an ex-boyfriend named Applejack and a lifetime of bad memories in Blytheville, Arkansas. Donna was the fifteenth of twenty children, living in humble shacks. In Blytheville, it was an open secret: Donna’s father came into their beds at night, and in the morning, everyone acted as if nothing had happened. Donna’s mother preached obedience to and submission before the family patriarch.

In Saginaw, Donna had several relationships. She met Elton in the early 1980s. She was twenty-one, and pregnant with her second child, Marlon, known as Yogi. She moved in with Elton for a bit. He remembered her as a “real nice lady.” Eventually, around the time Yogi was born, Elton helped Donna find a place of her own. Elton and Donna continued to see each other on and off. Soon, Donna was pregnant with Tanisha.

On the day of Tanisha’s birth, Donna labored at Saginaw Osteopathic Hospital with her sister by her side while Elton was getting married to a nurse, the second of his four wives. Afterward, Donna brought infant Tanisha home to Yogi and Candy, ages two and three. Elton swung by sometime later. He already had seven other kids, and his impression of Tanisha was vague.

“A good child,” he later said evenly. “I wasn’t obligated like I shoulda been.”

Elton’s visits were rare. When he did stop by, he found the fridge and cupboards empty. He went out and bought some groceries. He left again. Donna never badgered him. After Tanisha, Donna gave birth to her youngest son, Bryan, known as Boo.

In 1984, when Tanisha was two, GM started closing or relocating factories. Elton moved to Shreveport, Louisiana, for a few years. He did not keep in touch. Donna, who had struggled to find a place to live, eventually signed up for section 8 benefits, with which she secured a white, nine-hundred-square-foot, three-bedroom cottage on a residential stretch of Findley Street in north Saginaw.

Donna began to receive benefits right around the time when America was in the depths of its obsession with welfare fraud. It was an obsession stoked by then-California Governor Ronald Reagan, who, in a widely read 1971 newspaper editorial, called welfare a “national moral and administrative disaster—a cancer that is destroying and threatening society.” The news cycle soon filled with rancor, specifically focused on Black women, who were stereotyped as “welfare queens.” “Except for cockroaches and poison ivy, welfare queens are the most resilient, adaptable living things on Earth,” read a Virginia newspaper op-ed.

Reagan began his presidential campaign, and he noticed that he could stir up a crowd by doubling down on the theme of welfare scammers. “If you are a slum dweller, you can get an apartment with 11‐foot ceilings, with a 20‐foot balcony, a swimming pool and gymnasium, laundry room and play room, and the rent begins at $113.20 and that includes utilities,” he announced in New Hampshire, speaking of a housing project in East Harlem—a claim that The New York Times fact checked and found to be impossible.

And if it was the case that people were living large on benefits, Donna had certainly never witnessed anything of the sort. She was embarrassed that she needed help, but as a twenty-four-year-old with an eighth-grade education and an untreated history of incest, she was having trouble finding another way to support herself and her four children, all under age six. In her small cottage, she placed a plaid-patterned chair, a black-and-white bubble TV with a fuzzy picture and twisted antennae, and some bunk beds. The home sat on a thin strip of grass across from a vacant field, and in the distance, beyond the field, flowed the river that divided Saginaw.

Tanisha sometimes accompanied an uncle to the riverbank, where she learned to cast a line. She felt her bare feet sink into the silt. For hours, she listened as men chatted, smoked, drank beer, pulled in walleye and perch, placed them in an icebox for a fish fry. Tanisha didn’t know about the history of the river or the land surrounding it, or how it had shaped her own life.

* * *

In the years following Saginaw’s 1830 founding, small numbers of Black workers mixed relatively harmoniously with the white majority, many of whom had recently come over from Europe and dreamed of making a white republic, free from the tensions of slavery. Individual Black people did not threaten this project because their numbers—around 275 in 1880—were so small that no clear-cut community existed.

In the coming years, Black men, many from Virginia, relocated to Saginaw, seeking employment in Michigan coal mines. Mexican workers arrived in the Great Lakes region, too. Saginaw’s racial and demographic makeup changed radically. White residents grew anxious and hostile. Ice cream shops, bathrooms, and public transport were segregated. From 1940 to 1950, the Black population of Saginaw increased by 160 percent and the white population by just 6 percent.

In 1937, the federal government redlined Saginaw, a formalized method of segregation in which neighborhoods that housed residents of color were categorized as “hazardous” to investment and marked on maps with red lines around their borders. Other neighborhoods occupied by “Native white” residents and “executives” were deemed “best” and bordered in green. Black buyers were routinely denied government-backed mortgages. Because of this, homes in majority-Black neighborhoods were often purchased in large quantities for cash by white investors and rented out, while Black families were stuck in a cycle of forever renting, a legacy that lives on.

Findley Street, where Tanisha and her family lived, was in a yellow-graded neighborhood, just on the edge of a redlined area, according to Craig Wesley Carpenter, an associate professor at Michigan State University. Today, that neighborhood and all those surrounding are occupied almost entirely by low-income Black residents, and the property records for Tanisha’s childhood cottage show how this long history plays on. The cottage, owned by a series of LLCs and investors, was valued, in 2009, at $7,300. At the time, tenants were paying $750 a month. In 2010, the house was foreclosed on. The bank sold it to a white man who would again act as its landlord. He paid $1,500 flat.

Tensions rose in Saginaw in the mid-twentieth century. A freeway and misbegotten “urban renewal” projects further displaced Black residents. In 1969, multiple brawls between white and Black students broke out at a junior high. In the following years, almost all the white families had packed up and moved west of the river.

Through the 1980s and 1990s, as the auto industry struggled, Saginaw sank into widespread poverty. In 1981, as Donna found out she was pregnant with Tanisha, seven of the top ten cities in America with the highest unemployment rates were in Michigan. Saginaw was number nine. In 1982, the year of Tanisha’s birth, Saginaw’s unemployment rate hit 23 percent.

In 1984, Jesse Jackson traveled through Michigan during his presidential campaign. In his stump speech, he announced that the trickle-down theory of economics was “more trick than anything else.” For example, that year, GM reported record profits of $4.5 billion. In Jackson’s speech, with his trademark fiery delivery, he said, of such a massive corporate cashflow: “I ask the people of Michigan, did you really see it?”

* * *

Two-year-old Tanisha had more immediate concerns. When she was a toddler, one man Donna was dating angrily dipped Tanisha in a tub of scalding water. Donna grabbed her before the man could fully submerge her. A layer of skin peeled off her feet, which remain permanently scarred.

Tanisha remembers the burns as uniquely painful, but the more sustained issue at hand was always food. The mood and energy at Findley Street really rose and fell in relation to Food Stamp Day. When the food stamps came in, communal pressure was relieved, the cupboards stuffed with powdered mac and cheese, cereal, Schafer’s bread, canned corn and green beans, single-pack peaches-and-cream oatmeal, candied yams. Donna cooked pork, spaghetti, and hot water corn bread. But as the days went by, the shelves grew emptier. Then Donna made her way to the church food pantry and brought back Spam and hominy.

When that food ran out, the siblings would ride their bikes to an aunt’s place: she kept Cap’n Crunch and King Vitaman cereal and cooked chicken and bacon. They could pick fruit from her backyard pear tree from August to October. But then there were days when it was too late to go anywhere, or too cold. On those days, Donna took off. She locked them in and told them not to open the door. The kids didn’t know where she went. She didn’t party and didn’t work. She was just gone. By the time Candy, the eldest, was seven, she could cook, clean, and bathe her siblings.

“We ate hot dogs and noodles, hot dogs and noodles, hot dogs and goddamn noodles,” Candy recalled to me.

But sometimes, there were no noodles, only a single bag of popcorn. Candy, Tanisha, and the boys ate the bag, kernel by kernel. Hours passed, maybe days. They searched every corner of the house, scraped together coins. They walked to the convenience store in the dark, illuminated by the streetlamps. They bought burger buns and dipped them in water so the bread would expand in their stomachs.

And when Donna came back, they surrounded her, hung on her. They weren’t mad; they were just so glad she had returned.

“Oh mama, mama, mama,” Candy said when I asked about Donna. “Mama loved on us, she cooked for us, she played with us. Mama read to us from the Bible every night. She said our prayers with us. But then she got with Jim’s ass.”

When Tanisha was in elementary school, a man named Jim started swinging by Findley Street. Jim was tall, with an afro and a straight smile. He was a single dad, living down the way in his aunt’s house. He brought Tanisha and her siblings giant cherry freeze pops and asked Donna out. They began to date.

Soon after she met Jim, Donna was diagnosed with advanced ovarian cancer. She was not yet thirty, with six months to live. She was worried that her kids could be taken by the state. Jim said he would help out. Candy and Tanisha remember that government funds allotted for the children instead went to satisfying his appetites.

“Jim ate a pack of bacon, carton of eggs, and a full loaf of bread in a day,” Candy remembered. “Mama kept feeding his greedy ass.”

Donna began spending most of her time at the hospital, undergoing an aggressive treatment regimen with a slim chance of success. Twice, she stopped breathing while at home, and paramedics did chest compressions until they resuscitated her.

In the 1980s and 1990s, crack was clawing its way through the Saginaw population. Jim was addicted. One day, he locked the children in a room, where they sat, listening, as people cleared the house of the furniture, the washing machine, the dryer, even the food, all to sell for drug money. The kids emerged, finally, into an empty home. Donna later had to buy most of the items back from the pawn shop.

One night, when Donna was away and Jim was in charge, Jim asked Tanisha and Candy if they wanted to stay up late to watch a movie. Candy was hesitant, but Tanisha was enthusiastic: something special, rare. This would be, she was sure, the best night ever. They made their way into the primary bedroom. They sat on the carpet, crossed their legs, and looked expectantly at Jim. Two small girls with braided hair and toothy smiles.

“Let’s play something fun,” he said. “It’s called the hat game.”

He pulled out his black Kangol cap, filled with scraps of paper, and explained the rules: pick out a piece of paper and follow its directions for a prize.

Candy stuck her hand in and grabbed a scrap. It said: Lick chest.

Some years earlier, Candy had a rash. Donna took her to the doctor, who diagnosed Candy with a sexually transmitted infection. One of Donna’s brothers, Donna and the doctor learned, had been molesting Candy. The doctor reported the matter to authorities. The uncle was charged and sentenced to sixteen years in prison.

Donna’s family was furious—at Donna. Donna took that fury and transferred it to Candy. To reckon with the horror that Candy had experienced, Donna would have had to stare at her own history, to think back to that Arkansas house, her father taking his turn with his daughters. Impossible for her to do. Instead, Donna started doling out special whippings just for Candy.

So when Candy read the scrap of paper in Jim’s Kangol cap, she was an old hand, though she was not yet in middle school. She knew what this setup was all about. And she also knew that the consequence for molestation, were it to be discovered, was her mother’s scorn and fury. She grabbed Tanisha’s arm. The girls flew down the hall. Candy threw Tanisha into their room, slammed the door, and, with all her strength, pushed the dresser in front of it. She told Tanisha to stay quiet, then hid, quivering, beneath the mattress. For hours, they waited, hearing the dull chatter from the TV, Jim rustling. Finally, despite herself, Candy fell asleep.

When she woke, the dresser had been shifted, the door was open, and her little sister was gone. Candy tiptoed down the hallway and saw Jim. Next to him lay Tanisha, her pink and purple nightgown
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