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Wild, Purple Flowers

there’s something wild growing inside me—

thriving still despite it all.

for years it hid in the shadow of Fear.

a vine, climbing the dark corners of my home.

its prickly stalk grew around my lungs.

strangled the words out of my throat.

well, they cut it down when they tried to

break me, but they didn’t realize

how deep my roots go.

they spread my seeds when they forced me open,

and now we are growing wild, purple flowers.

—NIKKI ADDIMANDO, WRITTEN IN DUTCHESS COUNTY JAIL AFTER HER 2019 TRIAL AND CONVICTION
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This book is for Nikki, whose roots are deeply entwined with mine.

For Noah, Ben, and Faye, as one step in healing our collective trauma.

For the wild purple flowers—all those who Stand With Nikki—who are out in the world spreading seeds of change.

In honor of that something wild that grows inside us all—that indestructible, unaffected something that endures and thrives, stubbornly rising toward the light, continuously and miraculously finding hope, grace, and connection in even the bleakest situations. Despite trauma and loss. Despite violence and imprisonment. Despite it all.

May my something wild be expressed through this writing. And may my words shed light on the issues in ourselves, our families, and our societal systems that need healing.






author’s note

You may have heard the name Nicole Addimando before picking up this book—perhaps from a news show, or a podcast, or a film. She’s known as “Nicole” in legal documents, headline news, and the New York State inmate directory, but she’s “Nikki” to everyone who really knows her. Maybe you, along with hundreds of thousands of others, signed petitions and shared #FreeNikki posts, becoming emotionally invested in seeing my sister gain freedom. Her case began as the stuff of True Crime intrigue and small-town gossip; and over time, it morphed into the focus of national news, grassroots advocacy, and eventually, precedent-setting case law.

Or maybe the case flew under your radar, one of many injustices in the #MeToo #BelieveWomen #BlackLivesMatter era. Hers was yet another story of a woman criminalized for surviving her abuser, happening at the same time as several other high-profile cases, such as Brittany Smith’s in Alabama, Cyntoia Brown’s in Tennessee, and Chrystul Kizer’s in Wisconsin.

There are many Nikkis out there, living the same cruel fate—born into a body that is abused and traumatized, trapped by unthinkable violence behind closed doors, and then, after fighting back, ushered into a prison system that replicates the tactics of an abuser. Overwhelmingly, these bodies belong to Black women, Native women, trans women, immigrants, and gender-nonconforming people.1 Because Nikki is a young white mom from a middle-class suburb with an unusual amount of organized advocacy around her case, she attracted media attention and support, but she is just one of a staggering number of women who survive domestic violence only to face State violence. She became a part of what journalist Justine van der Leun once described to me as “the abuse to prison pipeline.” Very little data exists on the phenomenon, hiding its full scope, but even limited research shows a clear, persistent pattern: In 2005, 67 percent of the women in New York State prisons who killed someone close to them were abused by the victim of their crime.2 According to the ACLU, as many as 94 percent of the nationwide women’s prison populations have a history of physical or sexual abuse before incarceration.3 We don’t hear their stories because they usually come from communities that are invisible, marginalized, or discriminated against. We don’t hear their stories because these survivors are State property, having disappeared behind rows of barbed wire, identified by inmate numbers, deemed unworthy of basic hygiene and nutritional care. Many of them are enduring the most unbearable punishment imaginable: being separated from their children.

Nikki’s children, Ben and Faye, were toddlers when she was imprisoned. There are many more Bens and Fayes out there—kids traumatized on multiple levels by events beyond their control, and treated like collateral damage by a system that should have protected them. Children serve their parent’s prison sentence, too. So do family members who are left behind to raise the kids, pay for phone calls and commissary needs, and manage the ripple effects of imprisonment.

The circles of impact are vast, spreading far beyond an incarcerated person—out to the community that donates their time and money, and taxpayers who foot the incarceration bill. According to Vera Institute, in 2015 New York State had the highest cost per inmate in the United States at $69,355 a year,4 a cost that’s only rising. When Nikki was arrested, I was standing at the epicenter. We don’t often tell the stories of people like me, who are left behind to pick up the pieces of a shattered family and a broken system.

And just as there are more Nikkis, Bens, and Fayes out there, I know that there are many more Michelles—good, loving people who, for a variety of reasons, don’t see the red flags of domestic violence waving in front of our faces. Not until it’s too late. I know it’s hard to believe that’s true. You’ll probably think that, in my shoes, you would have done things differently. Trust me, I’ve spent the last few years trying to understand my blindness. Why didn’t I see? Was some part of my subconscious unwilling to take in information that would challenge my belief in a safe and just world? Was my desire to keep the peace stronger than my curiosity to find out the truth? The more digging I’ve done into my own family patterns, the more universal this blindness seems. We don’t like to imagine that something this terrible could happen to the people we love—or to ourselves—and so we collectively blame victims and find excuses for why it couldn’t happen to us. We don’t want to accept that the societal systems around us often fail at keeping victims safe, and so we defer to the authority of police and district attorneys. The more I examine my past, the more clearly I see a complex system of concealment and denial—because of fear, shame, and above all, because of our defenses. Nikki hiding the most disturbing parts of her life, and my brain’s ability to unsee the evidence in front of me, grew from the same root: self-preservation. She was preserving a sense of “normal,” keeping her life as intact as possible. I, on the other hand, was preserving my belief system—which, I’ve come to realize, fights to live just as vigorously as our bodies do. This system of hiding and denying works well—until, quite suddenly, it doesn’t.

What happened to my family is not unique. As a society, we have a tendency to look away. To avoid. To deny. My hope is that, in telling my story, we can bring more of the silent violence in our homes and social structures out into the light—which is the only place that healing and change can happen.

Nothing about writing this book has been easy. The secondary trauma I experienced from someone else’s domestic violence and incarceration—plus the experience of having our family’s stories weaponized against us—complicated my ability to relive some of the most painful moments in my life. Writing was often accompanied by the disembodying effect of shock or the numbing quality of adrenaline that carried me through the moments as they happened. I have done my very best to write about the people and events I encountered as I experienced them, and I relied heavily on documentation, transcripts, therapy notes, jail calls, and my personal recordings. All people in this book are either in the public record or consented to be included.

I recognize that parts of this book may be difficult to read, especially if you have a history of intimate partner abuse and/or sexual violence. Please take good care of yourself, pause if overwhelmed, and reach out to a professional if you need help processing.

Yet as I sift through memories and try to find their meaning, it’s clear that even in the darkest situation, even amid perpetual uncertainty and compounded grief, there’s also levity, resilience, and deep hope. Beauty can coexist with exquisite pain. The solidarity of community can accompany the most crushing injustice. Sisterhood is a powerful force. And the bond between a mother separated from her children is unbreakable.
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PART I

truth
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“That is my prayer to God every day: ‘Remove the veils so I might see what is really happening here and not be intoxicated by my stories and my fears.’”

—Elizabeth Lesser
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