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Prologue

Books have been an essential thread in the fabric of my life, helping me discover who I am. It feels surreal to write an introduction for my own book. I’ve always loved to write, yet I’ve been afraid to call myself a writer out loud. It took years to find my way, with books lighting the path forward when I couldn’t see clearly. Looking back, I now understand how this journey through literature quietly tilled the soil for my exploration of meditation and lovingkindness.

My love of books comes from my mother, who worked as a book buyer and bookseller. One of my favorite books as a child was The Phantom Tollbooth by Norton Juster. In the story, Milo, a perpetually bored little boy, discovers a mysterious tollbooth that transports him to a world where words and numbers take physical form. As he navigates this strange landscape, he learns that “the most important reason for going from one place to another is to see what’s in between.” That line lodged itself in my heart. Though I didn’t realize it then, Milo’s journey through the Lands Beyond foreshadowed my own winding path through mindfulness and yoga—a journey where the spaces between destinations would prove more transformative than any arrival. I learned that there was life in the space in between things. Books offered me new worlds. Mindfulness taught me to be fully present in this one. Books gave me language for experiences I couldn’t articulate. Meditation gave me access to what lies beyond words. Both have been vehicles for the same essential journey; : the journey toward understanding what it means to be human, to suffer, and to find peace amid that suffering.

This intersection of literature and presence followed me into the most unexpected places. During my time working at Rikers Island, I carried books with me as bridges to connection in an environment built for separation. I lost count of how many copies of bell hooks’s All About Love: New Visions passed through my hands to those I met there. That book remains a bible of sorts for me—a touchstone that grounds me in how to show up fully present for myself and others when everything feels shaky. In those concrete and steel corridors, both books and mindfulness practices offered pathways back to humanity in spaces deliberately designed to strip it away.

I didn’t always see these connections clearly. Books provided safety and community. I couldn’t articulate it at the time, but I was looking for community. Authors like Gloria Naylor, Audre Lorde, Alice Walker, and Toni Morrison were my literary aunties—their works a warm blanket for me as I navigated my identity and my place in the world. And while this book can’t explicitly be described as metta, what it is ultimately about is love, and I was searching for a way to love myself in the pages.

For years, I fragmented my life into separate compartments. I often viewed books as an escape, meditation as a practice, and work as a necessity, never realizing they were all part of the same river. Gradually, it all came together into a current of understanding. Being present, compassionate, and connected aren’t distinct ways of practicing but different expressions of the same need. To be seen. To be heard. To matter. The books that moved me and the meditation that grounded me were answering the same essential question: How do we remain whole in a world that too often breaks us apart?

So I invite you to sit with me through these pages. Whether you’re a seasoned meditator or someone who thinks the whole idea sounds like mystical nonsense, whether you’ve faced incarceration yourself or can’t imagine such an experience, there’s room here for you. This book doesn’t offer easy answers or promises of transformation without effort. It simply offers a hand to hold as we explore what it means to be present with whatever arises—the beautiful and the brutal, the transcendent and the mundane.

After all, that’s what books and meditation do best: They remind us we’re not alone in our experience. They connect us to something larger than ourselves. And sometimes, that connection is all we need to find our way forward. Like Milo in The Phantom Tollbooth, we discover that the journey itself, with all its unexpected detours and moments of wonder, holds as much wisdom as the destination.

In the pages that follow, I’ll share what I’ve learned about metta, or lovingkindness meditation. Lovingkindness is the concept of love without any conditions. I write not as someone who has mastered it but as a fellow traveler who has found it to be an invaluable compass when lost in life’s most disorienting territories. We’ll explore how these practices sustained me as a practitioner at Rikers Island Correctional Facility, transformed my relationships with myself and others, and opened doors to compassion in places where such openings seemed impossible.

This book is both a love letter to presence and a field guide for finding your way back to it when you’ve wandered far from home. Like Milo’s journey through the mysterious lands beyond his tollbooth, our exploration promises unexpected wonders in the spaces between where we start and where we think we’re going. I hope you’ll find, as I have, that these practices offer not an escape from reality but a deeper way of inhabiting it—with all its beauty, pain, and possibility.








A Note to the Reader

If you’ve picked up this book looking for answers, I’m afraid you may be disappointed. At this point in my life, I’ve realized that my truth is found in the questions I ask. But, if you are curious about how you impact the lives of others, perhaps wondering if there is room in your heart to hold all that is happening in the world, you’re probably in the right place. Our desire to open our hearts is not always conscious, but it must be.

When people hear that I am a meditation teacher, they think that I must be three steps closer to God and impossibly nice because I talk to people all day long. I am none of those things. I struggle with what people do. I see the horrors that people do to each other, and, frankly, it baffles me. In my decade at Rikers, I met a lot of people I don’t like, but I will tell you this: Loving everyone is essential; liking them isn’t necessary. Liking me isn’t necessary, and in fact, I don’t consider myself particularly likable. When we can look past our need to like one another and get down to the business of loving one another, that’s when the real work of building a better world can begin.

I’ve included a metta meditation practice at the end of this book because that is what works for me. This meditation was the missing piece that allowed me to see the role I played in my freedom and in everyone else’s. My hope is that whatever practice you choose, you do it all the time and understand that how you love your life, how you live your life, is practice for creating a better world. The wonderful thing is that our practice doesn’t have to be grandiose. Change can be incremental and subtle. Quite frankly, I think there is more power in this kind of work. Emergent Strategy by adrienne maree brown articulated wisdom I had felt for years when she wrote, “Small is all.” The small is a reflection of the large: An inch wide and a mile deep is more powerful than a mile wide and an inch deep. In this gentle excavation of the heart, you’ll discover that meaningful transformation happens not through grand gestures but through consistent attention to ordinary moments.

The happiness and joy we are seeking aren’t out there. They’re inside. My guideposts are metta, the Four Brahmaviharas, yoga, and every person I met on the Island. They are my North Star when I feel lost and alone. They are my reminders. I hope that you will find yours. As you read this book, I hope that you will find your own song to dance to, lyrics that help you remember the wholeness of who you are. And if it’s not a song, maybe it’s a walk in the park or on a city street or down a dirt road wherever you can connect to the place that grounds you and offers support for you to hold your heart.








Chapter 1 The Bridge

I stare at the rising sun as I sit on a bus and cross the bridge that takes me to Rikers Island Correctional Facility. The sunrise is deceptive. The sky is open, and as the seagulls soar, for a brief moment I could forget I am going to one of the most notorious jails in the country. The bumpy ride of the Q100 public transit bus snatches this dream away from me. On most mornings, the bus is quiet, and I can see the same empty and tired faces around me. My colleagues and I are silent. The day will bring enough chaos, so it’s best that we take in as much peace as we can before it disappears. There’s a stop at the base of the bridge, and on visiting days people who are there to see their loved ones will pile on: kids making themselves smaller or larger, dressed up and lotioned up; caretakers tight, prepped for the bullshit rigmarole they must endure to see their people inside. The bridge connects those who are there to everything that is on the other side, and I hate that. Jail is isolating enough; the bridge is a constant reminder of how easy it is not to go there, how simple it would be to walk away from the more than forty-two hundred souls who live there, whose lives hang in the balance.

LaGuardia Airport is to the right, one of the countless ways this place is cruel. From many of the jail windows, you can watch the planes take off, and feel their vibrations. The buildings and parking lots that comprise Rikers are to the left. The phrase prison-industrial complex is thrown around, but you understand things a bit more when you see all that makes Rikers run: hundreds of parked cars, ten jails, infirmaries, power plant, the solitary complex, and a barge that once housed people who were incarcerated but now is housing migrant folks. Rikers looks like an industrial city, but it is no place to live.

I think of the fear and dread that must wash over my students as they’re handcuffed to a bus seat, crossing the same bridge. Silently I say, Lokah Samastah Sukhino Bhavantu as my fingers rub the beads on my mala. It means “May all beings everywhere be happy and free.” It feels like a hopeless wish. Lokah Samastah Sukhino Bhavantu . . . I wish places like Rikers would be torn down and reimagined as places of healing. Lokah Samastah Sukhino Bhavantu . . . I wish correctional facilities would be replaced by communities birthed from integrity and filled with intentions to provide support, care, and humane restoration of folks who may have lost their way. The mantra is a wish for systems that do not cement a person’s identity to the worst thing they have done. Lokah Samastah Sukhino Bhavantu . . .

When the air is dark and foggy, Lokah Samastah feels more like a wispy, desperate prayer. More than that, I want recognition that places like Rikers are a symptom. The real problem is us. The real problem is the world. I think that we have lost our way. No, I know we have. Lokah Samastah Sukhino Bhavantu . . . And yet, I’m grateful to feel the bus pull up to the jail’s main building and to begin what seems like a Willy Wonka–ish maze of checkpoints to get to the Rose M. Singer Center, the women’s facility.

Once I get off the bus, I walk through a white structure called the Perry Building, where all of the officers and staff members show IDs. Sometimes people who have been recently released are also here collecting their belongings at a window. People who have just finished their shift are on their way out, getting on the bus we’ve just exited or heading to their cars. It’s between 6:45 and 7 a.m., so it’s quiet. At the back of the building are buses. “The Island,” as it’s not so affectionately called, is so big that it has its own bus system; some folks are lucky enough to be able to drive their cars directly to where they work, but most folks must get on a bus. There are six bus routes. I hop on a bus that takes me to the jail where I work. Sometimes if the bus driver is not in a great mood, we must run, and I mean run, to catch the bus because the driver doesn’t feel like waiting. People on the bus will shout if they recognize you; while there is a schedule, like so many things in this place, it cannot be relied on. The ride is about five minutes, and the bus drivers play their music so loud I wonder about the health of our eardrums. However, some mornings when a hit from the ’80s comes on, we can’t help it. We are singing all the way to our building, and for a moment, none of us are going to jail. We’re kids on a bus with a wacky bus driver, and everything is okay.

When I exit the bus, my phone, headphones, and metal coffee mug are locked away since they’re considered contraband. Next, I complete the health form. No, I don’t have a fever or any other symptoms of Covid-19. Yes, I am telling the truth. I hand the form to an officer, along with my general NYC Health + Hospitals ID in exchange for a jail-specific ID, and scan my index finger on a time clock. Then, I put my clear plastic backpack on a conveyor belt and walk through metal detectors. I’m annoyed at the inconsistency of rule adherence. My alarm goes off at 4:30 a.m., so on most days my big curly hair is tied up in a head wrap. For years no one said anything. One day, an officer screams at me to untie my hair because the head wrap is considered contraband. This is life on the Island. I untie my hair. An officer makes a comment about me being a show-off, and this is how it goes. You turn over your power, swallow your desire (well, my desire) to call someone a jerk, and keep pushing. This is not your typical day at the office. Some days, a tired officer raises a ruckus over the small bottle of lavender essential oil I use in my work—and which was cleared by the administration. Most days, I stand silently with an empathetic heart. Occasionally, because I’m human, my eyes convey my impatience with the entire system. I do not believe that a small bottle of lavender oil is going to take down the Department of Corrections.

I make it through the metal detectors, and a heat-sensitive body cam takes my temperature. Finally, I pass through another gate and show my ID to two officers before I walk down the long hallway to the small clinic where I work. Usually, this isn’t a big deal. But if a blue light is flashing, it means that an alarm is going off and the building is locked down. Believe it or not, this can even happen before 7:30 in the morning. So, I wait until I get the go-ahead and then make my way through the hallway to my office.

I touch the walls, covered with giant tapestries of fields of lavender, offer a blessing, sit in my chair, and exhale before I give the day’s schedule to the officers who will bring students to sit with me. And so it goes every day.

My name is Oneika Mays, and I was hired as Rikers Island’s first mindfulness coach.

It wasn’t my plan to teach mindfulness practices at Rikers Island. In fact, if you had told me twenty years ago that this is what I would be doing, I would have laughed at you. I wasn’t mindful. I don’t even think I would have called myself particularly kind. I was guarded, frightened, insecure, anxious, and angry. On the outside I appeared confident, driven, and maybe even a little aloof. Yoga was introduced to me in 1998, and I loved it, but it wasn’t something I was ready to fully embrace. When my world fell apart around 2010, I found myself on a yoga mat taking class after class. During one class, a teacher said, “You can change or be comfortable, but you can’t do both at the same time.” Tears streamed down my face. That was probably the beginning—one of many. I was meeting the real me for the first time. And then I discovered meditation, which truly opened my heart, and everything changed. I understood that I wasn’t unkind; I was sad, and I was keeping people at a distance because I was afraid of being hurt. Much of this I had unpacked in therapy, but meditation allowed me to deal with what was happening in the moment without trying to manipulate anything.

I became a yoga teacher, and then I became a meditation teacher. My love of the human body expanded, and I became a massage therapist and took certifications in trauma-informed care, Reiki, and working with marginalized populations. I spent several years volunteering at Rikers, teaching yoga and meditation, before I was asked to interview for the role of mindfulness coach. Volunteering meant going in once or twice a week for a few hours, and on most days it was extraordinary. Of course there were days that were heavy, but not in the ways most would think. The frustrations were the urgency and waiting imposed by the officers, like getting myself there and being told I couldn’t teach. Even though I volunteered for years, I only saw a small piece of what was happening inside. My volunteer role prepared me for my full-time work as the mindfulness coach, but I wasn’t aware of how challenging the transition would be. If I hadn’t had a solid spiritual and trauma-informed self-care practice, I would have crashed and burned right away. (I watched a few people do just that.) These practices taught me that liberation was something that happens from the inside. I was nervous talking about that idea to folks who were incarcerated because it seemed condescending, and too on the nose. But what I learned in my practice was that my thoughts and ideas weren’t what mattered: Sharing those practices was impactful.

My role was to assist in launching a wellness program for the women’s facility with the goal of helping individuals manage the stress and challenges associated with incarceration. As part of a dedicated wellness team, I had the privilege of working alongside an acupuncturist and a wellness coach, bringing holistic approaches to an environment that desperately needed them. It felt like I had my own practice. I talked to people about everything from sleep issues to body aches to problems they were having with folks in their housing areas, anxiety before a court date, and most important, about hope. It was more than just meditation. It was more than just yoga. It was about love. I learned a lot about love at Rikers, and that was unexpected.


Meditation and Metta

Meditation taught me about concentration and connection. When people hear I’m a meditation teacher, they often say, “Oh, I’ve always wanted to try that, but I can’t empty my mind. It sounds like something I need, though.” There’s a saying that if you aren’t busy, you should meditate for fifteen minutes; and if you’re very busy, you should meditate for an hour. I don’t know if I believe that, but I agree with the intent. We all have the time to find a moment to connect with our minds. But emptying my mind? That’s not the goal of my practice. As I write this, I am thinking about a few things because my mind is always active. Many years ago, a psychologist told me that some of my struggles were because of ADHD, and that was a revelation. She told me that many girls in the ’70s and ’80s were misdiagnosed or weren’t diagnosed. Among other things I was doing, she said that yoga and meditation were going to be helpful. Meditation isn’t about emptying the mind. American Tibetan Buddhist nun Pema Chödrön says that the answer is to become more curious about our thoughts. She discusses this idea in her book Making Friends with Your Mind. This concept changed the relationship I had with myself. I was no longer at war with what was happening in my head. Instead I could observe it, see the places where I was causing my own suffering, and choose to do something else—and that was a game changer. I stopped struggling so much. I wasn’t spinning in the past, reliving arguments that couldn’t be won or lost because they were old news. I wasn’t tying my stomach in knots about next week, because next week wasn’t here, and what was I going to do about events that hadn’t happened yet? Meditation helped me notice these things and stay connected in the present moment.

While the practice of mindfulness meditation helped me stay present, metta taught me about the infinite capacity of love. I loved parts of me all of the time and all of me some of the time, but I never loved all of me all of the time. Metta is the Pali word for lovingkindness. Lovingkindness is simply another word for love. But metta is a kind of love without conditions. Some teachers have said that metta feels like unconditional friendliness, like the sun is shining on your heart. I love the metaphor of the sun and unconditional love. Life force feels electric inside me when I lift my face and feel the warm heat on my cheeks and moving down my body. I exhale at a cellular level when I am in the sun. Sunshine has no expectations or conditions about how it shines; it just is.

In Buddhism, metta is said to be one of the Four Faces of Love, also known as the Brahmaviharas, or divine states of being. The other states are compassion, sympathetic joy, and equanimity. I’m not a Buddhist, but I have spent years studying the dharma and the Buddha’s teachings along with the teachings of yoga that influence my life. What I love about metta is that it is both a state of mind and a practice. Metta can be a mediation. It’s sending happiness or friendliness to ourselves, people we love, people we don’t know, people we’re in conflict with, and then all beings. We do this by silently offering phrases. The traditional phrases are May you be safe, May you be happy, May you be healthy, and May you live your life with ease. I was taught by my teacher that the phrases should be sent like a gesture or a gift because metta is a heart-opening practice.

I must confess that when I was initially introduced to metta, I thought it was nonsense. I knew that my heart felt broken, and I wanted to let in love. I could understand sending love to people I loved and folks that I didn’t know, but to people who had hurt me? What about the people who had hurt others? What about racists? Anger surged up and I could taste it; then I understood. If I couldn’t let that go, I could never be in love. This was the work, so I stuck with it. It was messy and complicated. And then something interesting happened. I didn’t really have to make anything go away if I didn’t want to. I learned to make space for all of my feelings. This was a big deal for me. I usually felt like I had to swallow my words to fit into certain spaces or yell to make myself heard. As a result I walked around feeling resentful or sad. With metta, a tenderness was present, and I started to tell myself that it was okay to have these feelings. It wasn’t about what was happening outside; it was about how I was dealing with these things inside. This felt like freedom. This is what I wanted to teach in places like Rikers.



Inside Rikers Island

On my first full day as the mindfulness coach, I walked into my office, which was in a permanent trailer attached to the jail. The structure never felt solid. On rainy days, the tin roof sounded like it might cave in, and on windy ones you were never sure if that was the day that the trailer would fly to Oz. It was freezing in the winter and hot as a jungle in the summer. My office was a converted exam room without the exam table. The handcuff bar attached to the wall remained, an ever-present reminder of where I was, no matter what I did in the space. Looking at the bar, I wondered how many people had been chained there. How many people had cried? How many were angry? A friend had given me a fabric banner that read, To bring peace to the earth, strive to make your own life peaceful. Every morning I said a prayer and called on all ancestors who wished us well to protect the space and everyone who crossed the threshold. I offered thanks to the Lenape for allowing us to be on their land despite the horrors they had experienced. I asked for guidance, clarity, and strength each morning so that I might be humble and wise enough to hold space for anyone who came to sit with me. Weekly, I blessed the space with my hands and silently repeated a mantra that a friend taught me: Through this field only love may enter; within this field only love remains. These were things I wouldn’t have done in the past because I had repressed my spirituality so deeply that these rituals would have seemed stupid and pointless.

I am now a believer in the “religion” of hope. Throughout my time on Rikers, countless people commented on how the space felt: relaxing, safe, and peaceful. Over the years, hundreds fell asleep. In a place that is the epitome of danger, to have folks fall asleep in your presence is the highest form of trust. I made a custom blend of oils and sprayed the room each morning and throughout the day. Officers, sometimes standing fifty yards away, commented on the smell because it was so out of place. After a short while, no one used the term essential oils, instead calling it “smell good.” Even people who weren’t scheduled for a visit popped their heads in my office doorway and asked, “You got any ‘smell good’?” It never failed to crack me up, and I happily handed out oil on a piece of cotton to anyone who asked, a small offering of joy in a sea of misery.

Thankfully, I had a window. It was covered in bars and only opened four inches, but outside there was grass and even a beehive nestled into the metal windowsill. In the summer you could smell the grass. One day, I met with a woman who was having a hard time adjusting. She sat in a chair wearing her grief. She hadn’t been outside in weeks and was used to taking long walks. She looked outside longingly. After the pandemic, the typical officer shortage increased with as many as thirteen hundred officers calling out daily. The women’s jail suffered because there was less violence there and officers were often pulled to cover the men’s facilities. This meant that required services were abandoned without any consequences. For months at a time, folks weren’t taken outside for recreation, even though it’s a daily requirement. Officers escorting people to appointments or visits were run ragged. Make no mistake, there was no shortage of suffering for everyone on the Island.

As this woman looked outside, I asked if she wanted me to open the window. Through tears she thanked me, not knowing if she could ask. She pulled the chair to the window and took a deep breath in and said, “I miss being outside.” We sat in silence for twenty minutes listening to the industrial-size lawn mower, breathing in the smell of cut grass, and for a moment, we forgot that we were sitting in hell. After that day, each time we met, I’d start her session by asking if she wanted the window open; sometimes liberation can be in the choosing.

I couldn’t snap my fingers and change lives, but I could make an offering, an offering that could be extended but not forced on anyone. I would try and imagine what it might feel like to be there all day every day. What would get me through? How would I cope? I’d heard from more than one person that being locked up leaves one with lots of time to think. There is only so much TV to watch. There are only so many conversations to have with the same thirty or so people, many of whom you wouldn’t engage with on the street. There are only so many hours you can read, work out, and stare out of the window, watching planes from LaGuardia take off while you are stuck. There’s time to think. Many women told me it was the first time they had time to think about themselves. When you are surviving, self-reflection and contemplation can feel like a luxury. I teach what I need to learn. Having a prompt from the tenets of Buddhism or yoga is instrumental to my spiritual and emotional growth. Reflection led to self-acceptance, which led to tenderness, which led to forgiveness. Forgiveness improved my well-being by alleviating stress and helping me develop self-regulation skills.

I am a Gen Xer and can link any situation to a line from a movie, song, or book within seconds—a party trick transformed into a useful tool. One of my personal favorite quotes is from Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon: “If you wanna fly, you gotta give up the shit that weighs you down.”
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