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Two Beverly Hills Detectives escorted me through the airport with a jacket covering the 
handcuffs on my wrist. None of the arriving or departing passengers noticed anything strange 
about two middle-aged men walking a 20 something year old light-skinned half Black and half 
Puerto Rican man wearing sweat pants, a t-shirt, and carrying a trench coat between his arms. I 
expected to see recognition, fear, glee, pity or anger, but only indifference breezed past. 

Outside, an unmarked car took me to a substation. Hours later, sheriffs chained me up to 
a group of strangers and transported us to the L.A. County Jail. Once through the sliding metal 
doors, I saw that other substations had also dumped their detained people into LA County, so 
many so, that I found myself in a holding pen with 50 men squeezed into a space designed to 
seat 25 on long benches. Next door was another pen the same size, equally stuffed with bodies. 

Dressed in brand new gold leather Timberland boots, blue Encye sweatpants and an Echo 
shirt, I resembled a millionaire compared to the people around me. Most either looked homeless 
or as if they had been on a binge for the last 48 hours. I didn't look down on anyone though 
because I had read the Biography of Malcom X, Makes Me Wanna Holler, and enough history 
books serving time in New York to understand the redemption period that birthed this nation and 
crammed us together. 

We waited and waited in the wake of each other's filth and a sea of discarded brown-bag 
lunches. We waited for our names to be called, just to answer a few questions and move down a 
hallway to the next bullpen. At some point, a lady behind a glass window asked me to stick my 
wrist through a slot. I complied and she snapped a purple band around my right wrist with a label 
that had my name, an ID number under a bar code, and the numbers 187, referring to the 
California Penal Code for murder. Mostly everyone else received an orange band, minus the 
penal code numbers. 

A few minutes later, a deputy sheriff told us to strip and put all our clothes into a bag 
with tags that had our names and new ID numbers. Once naked, we went into a long shower 
room with about 100 nozzles in a row, each a foot apart. With a small bar of soap a porter gave 
us on the way in, I began to wash under the streaming water with my eyes open and back to the 
wall, hiding my feelings of vulnerability. 

Stripped bare, we were all the same, facing the same system except for one difference— 
race. About ten Black men stood together by the exit. The other 90 men in the shower room were 
mostly Hispanic, with a few Asians and Whites. In New York, we were divided by gangs and the 
city’s five boroughs, but not necessarily race. This was my first time in the Los Angeles County 
Jail, so I didn't understand the race control mechanisms that corralled all the Blacks by the 
nearest escape route. Having been raised by a single Black woman prompted me to stand under 
the exit sign with those I identified with most, despite a light complexion and hair texture that 
screams of Puerto Rican descent.  
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As we walked out of the showers, another incarcerated man dressed in a lime-green 
trustee uniform handed us bed rolls. Each contained boxers, a t-shirt, socks, two sheets, a 
blanket, a cup, a golf pencil, and a hotel-hand bar sized soap. We got partially dressed and 
funneled into another bullpen. 

"Thomas," a deputy called out. 

"Walking," I answered and headed out of the pen to where he stood before a waist high 
table with a computer and an embedded scanner screen. 

The African American Deputy with a softening muscular physique scanned my 
fingerprints into the computer in a business-like fashion. I remained silent while following his 
short commands. 

"Go sit down," he said afterwards. So, I did. 

Soon, about ten of us were seated at two parallel benches bolted to the floor. "You have 
two minutes to grab a pair of slippers, one blue suit, and one blue pair of pants!" a Hispanic 
deputy shouted. "Don't waste time looking for your size; grab one complete uniform and get 
dressed." 

The ten of us scrambled to six plastic bins that contained piles of blue clothes stamped 
LA County Jail in gray letters. Some inspected the pants before putting them on. I lucked out in 
finding my size on the first try. Once dressed, I grabbed a pair of size 12 slippers and got in line, 
while a White guy put on his pants. 

"Time's up. Go lineup now! And no talking," the 6-foot-3 yoked-up Hispanic Deputy 
yelled. 

Everyone complied, including the little White guy who stood barefoot because he didn’t 
find a pair of slip-ons his size on time. 

"Deputy, are you gonna make me walk around without no shoes?" The little White guy 
asked. 

“I said no talking.” The Hispanic deputy grabbed the White guy by the neck with both 
hands, lifted him into the air and carried him into a small room nearby. The Black deputy 
immediately followed behind his colleague. I stood there in shock at the deputy’s violent 
response to such an innocent question, knowing the deputies would have attacked me in the same 
way, had I said anything.  

The deputies closed the door. I heard them yelling and him whimpering. I wanted to fight 
and cry at the same time but fear and the futility of a losing effort kept my feet planted. 

About a minute later the deputies pushed the guy out. His face was red and tears streamed 
down as he led the rest of us through cold hallways to the cell blocks. He left actual footprints on 
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the linoleum floor as he walked with his head down. 

The whole place seemed to be a collection of concrete hallways that led to metal cages 
laid out on several floors. They assigned me to 4000 floor, which was four flights up broken 
escalators. As I stood in front of the cell a female deputy sent me to, I noticed the double bunks 
on each side with guys on three of them. The gate slid open and I went inside, watching for signs 
of aggression.  

A short, Black man stood up and asked, "What's up homie, where you from?" with a 
smile that revealed a missing front tooth.  

"Brooklyn," I responded. 
"Brooklyn, New York?" 
"Yeah." 

"Ah, that's what's up homie, my name is Cee. Jose, the Spanish guy there is cool, he don't 
bang. And Les, the White guy, is from your city." 

Cee gave me a run down on how things work in LA County Jail, starting with the racial 
war with Mexican gang members and Blacks. He explained that the Blacks stuck together 
because the Ese outnumbered us and might attack at any moment. We had to watch each other's 
backs whenever leaving the cell. Whites usually ran with the Eses, but Les was from the Lower 
East Side of Manhattan and had more in common with me than the Mexicans. In that cell we got 
along great. Jose even had his people make a three-way call to my folks, so I could give them the 
new address. He saved me a lot of money—it would've cost me $25 to talk for less than 15 
minutes. 

Three days later, a deputy called my name and said to rollup. I was being moved to 
Wayside Supermax. 

I spent the 45-minute bus ride shackled and looking out the window at people driving by 
in various car styles and types. Seeing a car seat in an SUV reminded me of my sons, Brandon 
and Nicholas. The last time I saw them, Nicholas reached out to me from his car seat. As soon as 
I unbuckled him, he wrapped his small arms around me. That was the last time I saw him or 
Brandon. They were five and six.  

Once at Wayside, dozens of men of all races lined up around long metal tables placed in a 
U-shape. Five deputies barked orders for us to strip and throw our clothes on the tables. Next,
they gave us orders to lift up our nuts, run our fingers through our mouth, turn around, lift up our
feet—one at a time—then bend over and crack a county smile—meaning pull our butt cheeks
apart. A deputy went around with a flashlight to look up our anuses. In New York, the strip
searches were more respectful. The Cops kept a blanket on the floors so your feet never touch the
dirty cold ground and you squat, but no bending over and holding your butt cheeks apart. I wasn't
used to how disrespectful LA did things. Through clenched teeth, I contained the anger at the
humiliating treatment.
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Once they completed the contraband check, we were given new uniforms to put on and 
told to get dressed. 

Supermax was more hallways, but with sections with four dorms, at various points. The 
dorms held about 65 people each on double and triple bunks. As I walked in, a tall Black man 
with a handlebar mustache approached me. 

"Are you Black?" Trey asked. 

"Yes." 

"Thank God," he said. "We are short. You make 12 of us. As long as you fight 
and don't run, we'll be alright." 

It was the first time in my life anyone ever seemed happy that I was Black. 

My first run-in was with the deputies. Ten of them barged into the dorm at 3 AM yelling 
and screaming about some search. 

"Get up and, in your boxers only, line up toe to the heel. You ain't gotta like it but you 
gotta listen," said one with a shaved head and tatted arms.  

I was pissed. They wanted us to walk barefoot on the freezing cold floor, shuffle on the 
heels of the next man to go into a dayroom and sit under the frigid air blowing in for about two 
hours, while they threw our stuff all over.  

I had had enough of that unnecessary bullcrap. It was the third search that week in a place 
that had no contraband to find. Visits were behind a glass window and cameras prevented 
deputies from busting moves. The shake down felt like a pure abuse of power. 

I complied, but anger was visible on my face. 

As I walked past the tatted deputy, he barked, "What's your problem?"  

"There is no problem. I'm complying with your orders but I ain't gotta like it though." 

"Smart ass huh. Cuff him." 

Once restrained, they escorted me back down those damn hallways toward the hole. On 
the way, he pushed me. I stumbled forward but remained on my feet and glared back at him. He 
shoved me again, but I refused to take the bait, especially handcuffed. 

When we arrived at the hole, four deputies surrounded me, as one of them took the cuffs 
off. The air felt tight as they eyed me with, “I dare you,” looks on their faces. I wanted to take 
the bait, but held back, knowing I couldn’t win, feeding into their trap. 
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I made it into a cell without a beat down. Another brother was already on the bottom 
bunk so I got the top, which was eye level and didn't have a step or anything else to help you get 
up there. I had to put my foot on my cellie’s bed but he was cool about it. I spent the night 
staring at the beige ceiling inches away, feeling defiant in the face of hopelessness. 

I know violence wasn’t a path to victory against them. The deputies hoped I’d give them 
a reason. I vowed then and there that one day, I would make them pay by getting a law named 
after me that would jeopardize their financial security.  

When breakfast time came, the deputy handed me a tray with a burnt casserole on it. 

"What's this?"  

"Jukeballs." 

Juke Balls consists of leftovers from the week, burnt into one dried out loaf. For five days 
they served me that pile of trash. Each time I refused the tray, and left the hole ten days later and 
20 pounds lighter. 

The deputies put me in a dorm that had about 20 Blacks. One morning about a week later, 
30 Mexican gang members with bald heads and tattoos attacked an elderly Black man sitting at a 
table watching TV alone. A riot followed between the Blacks and Mexicans and I ended up on a 
bunk back in the hole trying to figure out how the system so easily turned oppressed people 
against each other. 

 


