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eroM Inside This Place, Not of It: Narratives from Women's Prisons

\GE 25, FORMERLY IMPRISONED

Olivia lives with her husband and three sons in an apartment that FEMA

: Federal Emergency Management Agency) provided for her fﬂmﬂ}p because
they evacuated New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina. We sit at a table in

her breakfast nook as she shares her story: abandonment by her mother,
teenage pregnancy, forced evacuation from her city, and imprisonment. Ol-
ivia gave birth to her youngest son while she was in prison serving a six-
month sentence for embezzling money to pay her bills. During the birth,
she was chained to an operating table and given a forced and medically un-
necessary cesarean section. Olivia gave birth to another child in July 2011,
but because of Olivia’s c-section in prison, her local hospital was unwilling
to allow her to try for a vaginal birth and she was forced to have another c-
section. The son she birthed while imprisoned, now three years old, bounds
sround the apartment wearing only a diaper, occasionally interrupting our
interview to squeeze his mother’s leg. During the interview, Olivia describes
her distrust of both the prison and the healthcare system, and describes her

Precarious journey toward reestablishing her life post-incarceration.
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do fake refunds. She’d say a custnmer was coming in and she was
efunding stuff that wasn’t really being refunded. So I did it the first
ime and I didn’t get caught, but of course I was scared. I said to
my friend, “We didn’t get caught. Let’s not do it again.” But we really
qeeded the money. I was behind on a lot of bills, and I was trying to
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catch it up.
One night, my friend came through my line to check out lit-

tle items like diapers and different things—some of the things I
needed—and I didn’t charge her for everything; diapers and stuft

like that I would never ring up. We would do that a lot.
That night the Kmart loss prevention officer was outside smok-

ing a cigarette, but I didn’t see him at the time. When I got ready to

close up, he called me and my friend to the back, and of course they'd
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back. She said, “I think you made a very bad mistake. I want y,
go home, pick your kids up from day care, and make sure they’re gts.
ble. Tomorrow at nine o’clock, you need to turn yourself in.”

In my mind, I was thinking, Okay, well, I've never been in trouble be.
fore, so the only thing they can do is put me on probation. And that's 3]
[ kept saying to myself. But when I finally got to court, I got a court-
appointed lawyer, and he said, “Well. the judge is saying eighteen
months.” And I was like, “Huh? I've never been in trouble before! |

can pay the money back!” At the time I had $1,500 on me, which I'd

saved from my taxes, My lawyer talked to the prosecutor, who said,
“No. She’s got to serve time.”
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o is that | have to send you to jail, because your codefendant has
ready gone- But I'm sorry. I think you're on the right track. I think

—y just made 2 mistake that you've got to serve the consequences
" [ was sentenced to a year, and the judge said, “Hopefully, you'll
3 <ix months on good behavior, with nine years’ probation.” And |
hought, Okay, 50 you're going to send me to jail. And then I have to pay
ol this money back—one hundred a month until it’s paid back—and

shen probation for nine years. Nine years.
They Shackled My Stomach and My Feet

When the court bailiff took me from the court to a holding cell in
Georgia, a guard put the cuffs around my belly and on my wrists, like
achain. When I sat down, the cuffs were real, real tight, so I was basi-
ally standing up the whole time. For a while, I was complaining about
how tight it was, and other inmates were complaining too. Finally the
guard came back and loosened the chain around my belly, and then 1
was 2ble to sit down. The whole process was just long, and I was hun-
&y and tired.

I'think the thing that upset me the most was that they wouldn’t
B me water in a cup. I was not about to drink out of this faucet
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stomach and my feet and took me to see ap gy
gesls[h;‘ii:’i ;:L}; walk like this Fhruugh the t'”rnnt door looking g ¢
you've murdered someone, and I just th:nught it was really degrading
[ know I made a mistake, but I don’t think I deserved to be asham
or embarrassed in this way. And even once I’d got in the back where
the actual doctors’ offices were, the shackles didn’'t come off. The
took them off my feet, but nothing else; the shackles stayed on my
stomach.

The doctor complained that I wasn’t getting enough water, vit
mins, or fresh fruits, and that it could affect my baby’s brain. The
county doesn't give you fruits, and it’s not like I could buy them. $o!
just tried to drink as much water as I possibly could.

My kids came to visit me sometimes with my boyfriend. My by
mad at myself furgputtin Etﬁl e, P RSy E

g them through this.
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When |
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A prison with other inmates in 2 cramped. |,

WS B were also pregnant. When we got there and. Ot van,
n, the guards started yelling at us, “Nohog ;
10 0 houldn’t have got i | T0D0dy cares jf
ing N gnant! You sho gotin trouble. You're 5 sad
er, YOU don’t care about your kids!” It was a megs, |4 w::mu
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be. _
he guardg wanted me 10 sjtand up straight, but I couldn't. | was
ll jrained because | Padn‘t slept since three that morning, | was
ﬂ'}ht onths Jlong at this point, and I was huge. Eventually, one of
eig nale guards <aid, “Okay, go get her a wheelchair.” The female
the popsnd actually harder on me. So I got in a wheelchair, and they
* ed me on inside. When 1 got inside, the guards made me strip,
bend OVET, J]l that. Then they ma:de me take a shower, and afterward
ihey gave me 3 <andwich and a juice. You would think that they'd give

4 more food, being pregnant, but they don’t. You just eat what ev-
erybody else eats.

(t was a whole process. [ had to learn how to talk to the guards,
and that 1 had to sddress them with “Ma’am” or “Sir” and “Good
moming.” Or when they walked by, I had to stop. I had to ask per-
nission to speak. Finally they gave me all my stuff in a bag to puton
the bed.

[ couldn’t carry the bag like they wanted me to. There’s a certain
way you had to hold it, a certain way to walk, and I just kept drop-
ping it. It was about ten pounds—it’s your clothes, it’s everything in
here—and I wasn't even supposed to be lifting that. But the guards
kept yelling, “You'd better not drop it again!” And I was like, “Uh.
maam, this is heavy. ['m trying my best.”

When I got in the dorm, the inmates were pretiy cool and they

he!PEd me make my bed. I think, with most of the women in there
mﬂﬁ’m: they could imagine how it felt to go through this while
mind},; ,M“St of them were pretty understanding, and they didn't
Jy .78 me out as much as they could.
'had g Y Was very supportive. My grandmother made sure th?t
Rey in my account, my dad and uncles too. My mama did

was sup-
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mEe? rii “Do you want 10 kiss him again?” And I kissed him i
].1 ; tme. ;nd they took me out the door.* | |

It felt like my baby was dying, that  was abandfmmg him. I felt |,
[ owed it to him to be there, and I wasn’t. | felt like maybe he woy);
hate me. or resent me, or when I got home, he wouldn’t know why|

. it
was Jeaving my son

was. It hurt. It just hurt.
I got back to the prison with staples in because of the c-section

But | couldn’t go back to the dorm until the staples came out, and s,
on top of me being hurt and stressed, they put me in this infirmar
with nothing but four walls. I didn’t have any of my personal prop
erty, and there was no TV, nothing,

I'was supposed to stay there through the weekend. During that time,
I'had nobody to talk to, and al] I could really do was cry. I didn’t wan!

right to nurse j
: Protected
determined i by the Fourteenth Amendment. However, the .
tee

. Southerland y, Tr,;
PISOn. Some states, Jjke Nel;r?m that the state could overlook this guaran® o
: ork, lfave taken steps to recognize the universay
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,t, 1 didn't want to do anything And then o o

; - ' ; the
«well, if you don't eat, we're 80ing to . 8uards tq)4
« g0 1 made myself eat becayge j didn't 3:‘-111 $tay here jop.

myself
ﬂtm},mum.lwaﬂmadatever)_vbody_lhadn] YSEIL. 1 was mag
Jbout five weeks from the hospital, ang I got in 1 fight 11
. { who was looking for trouble, and she picked

call my grandma, and she’d be like, “You still down there>” And I'd say, “Yeg

The day I got out of lockdown was the day I got the news that 1
was going home on August 14. I had two weeks left! | thought, Thank
God! Finally! 1 stayed up the whole night before the 14th—1 was
so excited, and [ just wanted to leave. I was just so ready to get out
of there.

All Storms End

When I got out of prison, my boyfriend came to get me. At that time,
his mom had the two younger kids and my grandmother had my old-
est son. It took me a while to get the kids back. I missed them terri-
bly, but things were bad. The gas in the house had been turned off,
the phone was off, the cable was off. The truck I had was gone, and
My credit was totally messed up. Everything was in a total wreck.
| couldn't be bringing the kids back into that type of situation. I

_ together. It was nasty, it was dirty. I was justin a depressed
fituation, and | was upset with my boyfriend, who wasn’t working
" that time. | was mad because 1'd left him with $1,500, and he got
"oMey every month from my dad and my grandmother, so I couldn’t
%whhmbeingina total wreck when I got out of prison.
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[ think my medical treatment in prison was cruel, dEgradj_ng 2
shamefull. Being shackled, being forced to have that c‘se‘:ﬁm';-it

was the worst feeling, mentally and emotionally, that I haye ey,
been through. And I feel like it would be so unfair for me t, ha

been through all this and not say anything about it to somebod [:LE
ways felt' like everything I went through was definitely for a r::snn,
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