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Becontn
attuned to
a new life

Free: Friendsand a.
tove of music help Mi-
chael Austin adjust after
27 years in prison.

By TobDp RICHISSIN
SUNSTAFF

In the dead of night, long
pefore the sun rises, Michael
Austin's eyes flip open and
he is suddenly awake, no
noise to blame. This has
been happening for weeks,
two times, three times, more
times a night, since the end
of Décember, ever since he
was released from prison af-
ter doing more than two dec-
ades oftime.

Nightmares are not to

all, he could sleep when he
_was In prison. He does not
awaken because he is too
warm or too cold er too any-
thingelse, really.
. “It’s like I wake up-to tell
myself, ‘This is not a
dream,’” he $ays, then re-
peats himself with a pause
between each word, as if say-
ing it more slowly makes, it
more true; “This ... 1s ... not...
a...dream.”

Heisreally free.

“It’s like & new birth,” says
Austin, 28 when he was-put
away and now 53. “It’s like a

blame for waking him. Affer

whole different life, like I just
came into the world.”

In many ways, he did. He
was freed from the Maryland
House of Correction on Dec.
28 after serving 27 years on a
murder conviction that was
reversed not on technicalities
‘but because there was no evi-
dence that survived scrutiny
to indicate he had anything
to do with the crime.

The judge who ruled in fa-
vor of Austin, John Carroll,
Byrnes, says in the written
opinion that freed him that

_justice has finally prevailed,

which might be true in the
context of law. But the judge,
understandably, has no
words about Austin’s perma-
nent loss, the 27 years, After
all that time, what could he
possibly say?

Nothing that would do any
good, says Austin, and that is
fine, No bitterness. None.

Put away in 1975, the year
Saigon fell to North Vietnam,
Austin looks at. the world
with the curiosity of a.child
plopped on the moon.

Look at this Baltimore “In-
ner Harbor Thing,” twinkling
with lights, people traveling
from other states to see it.

“When I went in, it was |
grease and dirt and nobody,”
he says. “A bunch of stuff is
like that, all these changes —
it’s almost like things aren’t
real” [See Austin, 64]
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Tears of joy: Yvonne Rahman and Jim McCloskey
comfort Michael Austinata party in hishonor.
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LOOkmg Jor harmony in new li e

[Austin, from Page 14)

People recognize him in a
supermarket, yell to him wishes of
good luck, He has been checking
out different churches. At one, the
Ark on East North Avenue in East
Baltimore, Pastor J.L. Carter
passed around the collection plate
and gave him more than $600 to
help him on his way.

- Austin plans to begin work next
month. He is waitingfor the results
of his job interview with a group

that helps troubled boys. If that .

falls through, he might work:con-
struction, A friend of his from
prison s also trying to land him a
job. The friend is. Leslle Vass, re-
leased in 1984 after 10 years in
prison for a robbery he did not
commit. Strange how things work
- out, Austin says.
He has not been compensated
a dime for all those years. Could
happen. Might not.

Not 2 bitter word -

He refuses, still, to be angry
about his imprisonment. He wil
not offer a bitter word about any-
body involved or even about “the
system” es a whole. He considers
the prosecutor who convicted him
a frlend, the state’s only eyewlt-

ness, now dead of a drug overdose, .

atragic case.

He does not understand why'

Patricia C, Jessamy, the Baltimore
state’s attorney, worked so hard to
keep him behind bars last year
even’'as the original case against
him unreveled in the coiuthouse,
but he will not concede a shred of
animosity toward her.

““I dont have time for that,”
Austin explains. “Im human and
part of me wants to know why this
happened, but I can't let that inmy
life, Everybody wants to know why

I'm not angry. It's beeause, if I let.
those thoughts come in, what good .

is that going to do me? Why do I
‘want to be free and waste the'time
1haveleft with that kind of stuff?”
Philosophical stuff, no prob-
lem. He can answer with certainty
how his beart feels. Smaller parts
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Behan.rsal. Vuchael Austin (left) performs with the band True Splnt The other rmusiclans are (ﬁ-dm left rear) Glenn Grainger,
Rodney Wilson, Wendall Shepherd and James Doles. The group's first date is to be Feb, 25 at Britton's Bar and Grill.

of hisnew life, the mundane, thatis - &

what leaves him with questions,

He stoops his 8-foot-6 frame, .

closely examines a parking meter.
a stingy one, the type put in front
of banks and that grant cars only
15 rmnutes of space. He -assumes

sll the meters in-the city are like.

that.

“Fifteen minutes to park’i" he
asks. “How are you'sypposed to do
your business in 16 minutes? What
ifyou're shopplng or something?”

Dreams of freedom

Michael Austin has had dreams'

about befng’on the streets.

- One of the dreams he remem-
bers especially vividly. Ended
badly. In it, he is fresh out of
vrison, surrounded by old friends,

. famlly. Bverybody srniles, laughs.
Sohappy toseehim.

In his sleep, he could practi-
cally feel the arms hugging him.
"Mike! How you been?” Could al-
most feel the hands slapping on his
back. “Mike! How youbeen?”

The end: reallty. A guard woke
him up.-Mall. The dream was so
real, but his freedom was not. On
his bunk, he looked at the ceiling

-and tears fell out of the corners of
his eyes.
© T know this is real,” he says
now, sitting in a hornae in North-
west Baltimore, picking up a trum-
pet that he rarely lets rest. “It feels
different than that dream did, but
{t’s still kind of ltke a dream. That’s
the best I can describe it."

The home he s in belongs to
Yvonne Rahman. They met more
than 20'years ago, when she was an
educatiop. volunteer at the Mary-
land House of Correctlon. They
live together now.

Not long after his release, he
was out dealing with reporters. Ev-
eryone was calling him. Newspa-
pess. Good Morning America. Ra-
dio. Discovery Channel

Yvonne wanted him to come
home,

“T don't need another warden,”
ne told her and laughed lougdly and
deep. He will quote Plato’s

thoughts on music, given the

chance, but ke also can laugh, of-
ten.

He loves Yvonne dearly, he
says, but there is a point behind his.
warden remark. He is adjusting to

everything, including his relation- .
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Same side: Michael Austin
greets Joseph Wase (right),
prosecuting attorney i
Au'stin‘s case 27 years ago.

ship working thlngs ‘out as he goes

along.

"It's ke I'm here, but I feel un-
easy a lot,” he says. “I can't explain
it, but everything still feels so
strange. Like it's just becoming
more and more that I'm really
starting to connect with people
now.”

Sometimes he flinches to al-

most a jurnp when Yvonne ap- .

proaches him  unexpectedly,

maybe to put a hand on one of his -

elbows. But he s settling down.

He thinks that he is too asser-
tive, but he is working on that. He
still does not feel like he s In Mary-
land. Everything looks so different,
He does not want to eat meatloaf
or plzza gnd, please, no corned-
beef hash. He had enough of all
that in prison:

When Austin speaks of a-“new

birth,” he ¢én be taken almost lit-
erally, One of his first tasks after
being freed is to get an ldentifica-
tlon card. That means dealing with

" the Department of Motor Vehicles.

. The woman working behind the
counter is, of course, not very un-
derstanding. Austin hands her his
prison cerd. He needs more than
that, she says, sends him home for
anenvelope addressed to him. *

And she has to confiscate the

. prison card, she says.

If you want it, take it, I don’t
need it anymore, hie tells her.

Satisfying .enough to conquer.
the DMV, but what Austin truly
takes joy in are the results from his

. trip to the Department of Vital

Statistics at Relsterstown Plaza.
He studles thie new birth certifi-
cate in his hands.
"Look, look, I was bom ot 3:24
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h.m.ﬁy support: Micheel Austin gets a hug from his nephew Tracy Austin (f]ght) during the
partyi in the former prisoner’s honor at the Belvedere Hotel,

a.m.” Austin says. “And lool, this 1s
who my rother was.”

His mother, Rena Clark
Bruton, died of cancer while he was
in prison. His father, Willie Austin,

- was stabbed to death In the 1950s.

Mlicheel Austin was headed for
trouble himself before he was sent
away. No model citizen, He is not
unaware that the faulty conviction
probably saved his life, commuted
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Horn of planty: chhael ‘Austin plays his trumpet diuing a
-sesslon with friends. He says music turned his life around.

the death senténce the streets and
the-drugs had handed to so many
ofhisold friends. =

He makes hi§ way around his
old East Baltimore neighborhood,
the area around Federal Street
and Broadway, where kids whose
voices are still cracking are hus-
tling dope on streets lined with
boarded-up houses.
"It was never as bad as it is

now,” Austin says later. “It's lke,
how do.they evenhave a chance?”
He really wants the job trying

" to help out younger guys, the way
..people-have tried to help him. He

thinks he will 'be good at that,
Good experience. can come from
bad mistakes. The younger guys In
prison looked up to hirn. Guards

- liked him, too. Only a couple of

years after Austin went to prison,
the warden, George Coliins,
learned of his interest in ruslc and
put him in a . cell with Glenn
Grainger, a talented rnusician and
apatient tehcher. .

For two years, before Grainger
was paroled, they-shared a cell 5 by
7 teet, cramped enough, but they
kept a trumpet and a small key-
board tocked up with them. Their
address: A Block, 331, 3rd Tier,
Yardside..

The two are fast frlends, and a
band they formned, True Spirit, is
ready to hit the clubs. First date,
Feb. 25, at Britton’s Bar and Grill
on Howard Street.

Muste, Austinsays, changed his
life. It is no slogan, no bumper-
sticker philosophy. His knowledge
of musle Is why he 1s absolutely cer-
tain that his running days are over.
Nodoubt,

Frorh a stack of musical scores,
he pulls out a yellowed piece of pa-
per and reads & quote from Plato:
“Musical training is a more potent

instrument then any other be-
cause rhythm and harmony find
-the Innerplaces of the soulL”
“That’s what muslc does for me,”
Austin explains. “It’s a system, Ev-
erything about it is logical, yet you
can go inside of it and do \vhatyou
wanttodo.
“That’s like life — you can do

* what you want to do as long as

you're inslde the system. It teache
you discipline, and that somehow
gets you to peace. When I'm domg
.music, I'm at peace.”

. He does not mind practicing. He
loves it. He spends hours a ddy
with the trumpet, long fingers
wrapped around it like tentacles.
releases it to work on his singing. &
A varied guest list !

After a practice sessfon In
Yvonne's house, in a room she dec-
orated for him with white curtaing
adorned with black musical notes,
Austin Is feeling good about hi§
(ixst gig, not with the full band, but
something special: He is to pley at
a party thrown in his honor, to welv
come him home.

‘Centurlon Mlnistries, the New
Jersey-based group that hired Bal-
timore attormeys Larry Nath
and Booth Ripke to free Austin,
throwing the party at the Belve-
dere Hotel, the omate landmarl;
on Chase Street that bas seen
guests ranging from Mark Twain

" to Desmond Tutu.

The party guests are avarledlot
To say theleast.

Austin, dressed in a dark su.lt,
greets each of them'as they enter,
Doug Colbert, "8 University of
Maryland law professor who ree-
ommended the attorneys. Austin's
farnily, nephews and nieces. He
hugs them eall. In comes Joseph-
Wase, the man who prosecuted
Austin in 1975, and who lateyr
worked to free him. He and Austin
hug.

Men i tuxedos serve drinks. Jim
‘VlcCloskey, the founder of Centu-
rion, is host of the party. HA
beams.

Yvonne Rehmen is there,. oj
course. She and Austin both greet
John and Harry Robinson, siblings
to Jackie Robinson, the state's
only witness to testify at Austin’s
trisl, dooming him to prison, They
and Cheryl Valentine, their sister,
helped free Austin, They testified
that their brother died consumed
with gulit over helping convict an
linocentman. . X

Turkey- is served. Roast beef,
too. Crab dip and roasted vegeta-
bles. Lots of chatter Lots of pic-
ture taking,

Qulet takes ovey, attention to-

- ward thé staf

Ballad of a free man

Austin’s friend Wendall Shepard
-sits on a cheir ready to play trum-
pet. Another friend, Woody Cov-~
ington, sits behlnd keyboards.
Austin grabs a microphone. The
keyboard tinkles slowly, the trum-
pet whines sweetly. Austin sings,
low bass, a song by @uincy Jones: "

Everythingmust change

Nothing stays the same

Everyone will change

No one staysthesame.

The young become the old. ...
© The musl¢ continues. The key--
board does, anyway, and the trum-
pet does. But the volce cannot.
Austin goes just as silent as the 75
people or so in the room. His chin
slumps to his chest. His left hand
covers his eyes. Hecrles.

" Priends and family replace the
missing lyrics with applause, anda
few approach him, hug him.

“Take your thme.” .

“We love you, Mike."

Austin wipes his eyes. He takes a
deep breath. He finds his voice ana
floatsit, strong:

There are not many thinos inlife

you can be sureofexcept
-+ rain comes from the clouds

sunlights up the sky

and hummingbirds dofly ...

He has no doubts, he says later.
He has not been dreaming. More
clear now than ever. He knows It
from every sense: the taste of fresh
fish &t dinner, the smell of fiowers
in his home, the very sight of the
city he left so long ago, the sound of

‘a woman whispering good night,

and her touch.

And he knows it because that
night, after everything hit Michael
Austin as square as only reallty
can, he slept clear through to the
morning, never waking ornce. .



