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Four Ex-Convicts Tell of Lives Lost and Found 
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By JIM DWYER
Before the curtain rose on Wednesday evening for “The Castle,” an oral history drama now at the New World Stages theater, a burly man lingered in the lobby. Gray hair fell in short braids over his collar.

Although the man played a small, critical part in making that night’s show possible, he was extremely taciturn when asked about himself.

Your name? 

“Bellamy is what I go by,” he said.

First name? 

“Parole Officer,” he said.

Finally, as if the words were being yanked from his mouth with pliers, he yielded. 

“Charlie M. Bellamy,” Parole Office Bellamy said, adding, for the sake of completeness: “The Second. But I’m Bellamy to everyone.”

In “The Castle,” three men and a woman — determined, smart, resourceful, funny people — tell the stories of their lives, much of them spent behind bars. All four came home from state prison with nowhere to go. All four wound up living in a group home called the Castle on Riverside Drive and 140th Street, which is operated by the Fortune Society. 

“Let me sum up that part of my life,” says Kenneth Harrigan, the son of an intact family who turned down a college basketball scholarship to be a D.J. 

“I had a six-year drug spree which led to a four-year crime spree, ending in 16 years in prison, from 1988 to 2004. Four state prisons, three stab wounds, two riots and a partridge in a pear tree.”

The players in “The Castle,” Vilma Ortiz Donovan, Angel Ramos, Casimiro Torres and Mr. Harrigan, created the show with David Rothenberg, a former press agent on Broadway who started the Fortune Society in 1967 to lend a hand to people coming home from prison.

The organization, which takes its name from Shakespeare’s Sonnet 29 (“When in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes”) has a sterling reputation among convicts. The state corrections commissioner has wished aloud for 100 more places like the Castle, which has room for 60 men and women.

Mr. Harrigan’s chronicle of the day he was released after his 16 years shows why. He arrived in Pennsylvania Station, took the subway to a parole office, then shuttled among city offices, finally reaching a men’s shelter on Wards Island at 2 a.m. “On that first night, a guy spouting blood out of his neck in the bathroom stall greeted me,” Mr. Harrigan said. He lasted two weeks, then found his way to the Castle.

Mr. Torres, the son of an alcoholic mother who had nine children by three men, said he lived in a home where the chaos never stopped.

“When I was 5 and my brother Nino was 6, the guys that hung out in our house would make a ring, put Nino and me into it, then tell us to fight,” Mr. Torres says in the show. “We would have to keep fighting till one us was hurt or bloody enough. The men would bet on us like a dogfight.” 

At age 15 and squatting in an abandoned building, he ran out of gas. “I was tired of being tired,” Mr. Torres says. “I was never scared of dying. It was living that scared me.”

He swallowed a bottle of pills, landed in a psychiatric hospital, and after nine months, climbed out a window. As he piled up 67 arrests on his way to serving 16 years in prison, he heard from a family member. “My sister Elizabeth told me I needed to stop. She said, ‘Do you want to end up 50 years old, sitting in a room by yourself?’ I told her, ‘I’m already sitting in a room by myself and I’m only 19.’ ” 

Angel Ramos grew up in East Harlem, the son of a numbers runner he never met and a mother with a prescription-pill addiction. At age 13, he started a business selling pot. “Good weed, great quantity at a low price,” he said, reciting his slogan. When he was 17, he killed a friend during an argument. He spent the next 30 years in prison. “I couldn’t read the word ‘it,’ ” he said, but pushed by a friend, Mae, he learned. 

In 2007, he returned to the city he had left in 1977. At the Castle, he met other prison graduates unsteady in a world of cellphones, MetroCards and choices. “We found that three of us going shopping was less intimidating,” Mr. Ramos said. “It is funny that civilians are afraid of ex-cons. Not as much as we are afraid of them.”

Ms. Ortiz Donovan, from a stable home in Long Island, became a drug user in her teens, then a dealer; she bounced from programs to jails to prison. At the Castle, she was under the supervision of a parole officer who suggested that she go back to school. 

His name is Parole Officer Bellamy, and he was at Wednesday night’s show on West 50th Street. 

And it so happens that the curtain for that show rose at the same moment, 8 p.m., that the parole curfew was dropping. An actor who misses an opening curtain most likely will be looking for another job. A parolee who misses curfew will be packing to go back to prison — unless he or she has permission to stay out late. 

Which the actors in “The Castle” got from a member of their audience.

“I learned a lot tonight,” Parole Officer Bellamy said. “I see very little difference between these people and Robert Mitchum.”
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Four parolees on stage in “The Castle,” a drama they wrote about their lives in and out of prison. 








