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A look behind prison walls 

DRINKING, 

DRIVING AND SERVING TIME IN THE ACI 

CRANSTON - With eyes wide, step through a metal detector, then a series of thick doors, pausing for one to close before prison staff buzz the next open. 

Pass through an outdoor courtyard, surrounded by roughly 15-foot-high metal fencing topped with coils of razor wire. 

Then walk through three more doors to reach a spacious cafeteria, where several inmates serving lengthy sentences for drunk driving and reckless driving-related offenses wait. 

A group of 30 Chariho Regional High School students and teachers took this walk Wednesday at the John J. Moran Medium Security Facility at the Adult Correctional Institutions. 

They sat in a spacious cafeteria where the bathroom doors do not lock. Visitors are prohibited from wearing items like v-neck sweaters, hooded sweatshirts and sling-back shoes. Khaki and beige clothing is not allowed because the colors too closely resemble inmate uniforms. 

Prison life is nothing compared to living with taking another person's life, inmate Brandy Graff told the teenagers. 

She was among several panelists who, under the Zero Fatalities Project, detailed how poor choices shattered their lives - and those of their victims. 

"I'm doing this for you because I don't want you sitting with them," Graff said, pointing to her fellow speakers. "Or dead. This is dead serious." 

The Rhode Island Department of Corrections, state Attorney General's Office and a number of other groups launched the Zero Fatalities Project - similar to Scared Straight - last April to heighten public awareness of underage drinking and driving. 

Chariho Dean Cathy Downey said she hoped the program moved the students. 

"If it benefited one kid, then it's well worth it," she said. 

From the students' rapt attention, Wednesday's session appeared to have made an impression. Matt Harrington, 17, said visiting the prison drove home the seriousness and grave reality of a familiar message: don't drink and drive. 

"It's a lot to hear from these people," the high school senior said. 

His classmate Joe Silvestri, 18, said, "It makes you realize how important life is." 

He added, "It makes us feel like we don't want to get into that predicament. It makes us doublethink our actions." Graff is serving 10 years for killing two elderly sisters while driving under the influence. She thought she would be in college - not prison - today. 

"At 22 years old, my life is filled with nothing but regret," she said. 

"Eighteen years of good memories are insignificant now because I made a bad choice." 

She was joined by Brendan Lombardi, 24, who was sentenced to12 years for killing two of his close friends in a crash after a night out partying. And Adam Ragusa, a 22-year-old serving nine years for taking a life while driving the wrong way on Route 95 after going out clubbing and drinking in Providence. 

Plan ahead if you are going to drink, they said. Pick a designated driver. Call a taxi or your parents. 

Graff said she had never paid attention to lectures about drinking and driving. 

"I hope you guys do. I hope you're smarter than me. I really do," she said. 

The Coventry woman considered herself as a careful driver and responsible because she limited the amount she drank. But, she said, "You can't make a good decision after you've had that first drink no matter who you are - young or old." 

"It took me a long time to understand what I really did," Graff added of the 2005 crash, in which she hit another car head-on on Ocean Road in Narragansett after a day of drinking at the beach. 

She first saw photographs of her victims - Theodora Mastracchio, 95, and Victoria Riccio, 86 - on the television news. 

"It's like someone rips your heart out and stomps on your chest until all the air and everything in your body is out and you're just an empty shell," she said, attempting to describe what she said was an inexpressible feeling. 

Dan Converse also attempted to put into words an indescribable loss. He stood in front of a photograph of a smiling Jonathan Converse projected on a screen. 

"That's my boy, one month away from his 17th birthday. A boy that I love beyond description, beyond words. A boy that all I have of now are memories," he said of his son, killed at age 16 in a November 2007 alcohol-related crash. 

Converse said he should not have had to decide what his son wore in his casket or where his ashes would be buried. 

"It's not the natural order," he said. 

"This does not go away," the Barrington man added. "Normalcy will never be a part of my life again." 

He now has trouble sleeping and, at night, listens to his son's favorite songs on an iPod, he said, with tears in his eyes. 

Converse said he will spend the rest of his life trying to impress upon young people the dangers of alcohol, which he described as the "ultimate liar." 

"It takes courage to say no. You guys set the precedent. You guys be the leaders," he said. 

Special Assistant Attorney General Pamela Chin said Rhode Island has seen approximately two drunk driving related deaths per month in the past two years. 

Twenty-five teenagers died in 2007 and 2008 in crashes resulting from alcohol and speed. 

Tracey Z. Poole, the Department of Corrections' chief of information and public relations, said the Zero Fatalities program has been well received by schools, including Westerly. But organizers - including MADD-RI, Rhode Island Family Court, Rhode Island Police Chiefs Association, Rhode Island State Police and the Rhode Island Department of Transportation - would now like adults and community groups to participate. 
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Students go to prison to hear about reality 

- Prisoners in DUI-death cases talk to kids about consequences 

CRANSTON - It began like any other ordinary day at the beach. 

Then-18-year-old Brandy Graff, of Coventry, picked up her friend to go to Narragansett in the 80-degree April weather. Her friend had what Graff called one of those "cool moms," who bought the girls beer and told them to "be careful and have fun." Graff and her friend drank on the way to the beach, where they had some more beers before going to a party down the road. 

When she entered the house, someone handed her a drink. 

That was the last thing Graff remembered that day. 

Hours later in Warwick, Melissa Ucci, 40, was at home with her husband and young son when someone called to tell her that her mother, Karen Bucci, was at South County Hospital because she had been in an accident. Ucci's mother had brought her grandmother, Dora Mastracchio, and great aunt, Victoria Riccio, to Narragansett Pier earlier that day. 

When Ucci arrived at the hospital with her husband, she found her mother in a wheelchair, but her two elderly relatives were nowhere to be seen. She said she heard screams while there, and then after piecing the scene together, she asked a police officer what kind of accident had occurred. 

Graff's car had crossed the centerline on Ocean Road and smashed into Bucci's 
 head-on. Eighty-six-yearold Riccio was dead. Mastracchio, 95, held on for three more days before she passed away. 

Graff awoke in a hospital bed. Kicking and screaming, she said doctors had to keep her down before telling her to "shut up, you killed somebody." 

At first, Graff said she didn't believe what the doctors told her. But looking back on the April 20, 2005 accident, she told an audience of nearly 50 Westerly High School juniors and seniors Friday, "I'm a criminal now, someone who never got a speeding ticket." 

The students listened to Graff and other inmates with similar stories as part of the "Zero Fatalities Project," a drunken-driving awareness program sponsored by the state Department of Corrections, the state Department of the Attorney General, Rhode Island Family Court, and the state Department of Transportation. 

The presenttion took place at the John J. Moran Medium Security Facility. 

Graff, now 21, is serving a 10-year sentence after pleading guilty to two counts of driving under the influence with death resulting in April 2007, though she said no formal charges were ever brought against her friend's mom who supplied the alcohol. Appearing in her green prison garb, she pleaded with the students to make better choices than she did that day she went to the beach. 

"I remember looking at those pictures [on the news] and thinking, that could have been my grandma…I would hate someone who did that to me," Graff said. 

But Ucci didn't show animosity toward Graff. 

"They're not bad people, but they made a bad choice," she said, referring to Graff and four other inmates who shared their stories, all drunken driving accidents that ended with the deaths of others. 

••• Brendan Lombardi, 23, of Bristol, said he thought he was "being a good friend" when he gave a ride to two friends he saw during the early hours of a Saturday morning in April 2003. Lombardi said the teens needed a ride because they were uncomfortable in the car of another friend, who had been weaving through traffic at high speeds. 

But Lombardi, who said he blacked out after a night that had included beer, cocaine and marijuana, raced the other driver. 

Two of his three passengers were killed after his car "hit a stone wall, shot up and hit a tree." 

Earlier that afternoon five years ago, Lombardi said his parole officer had called to tell him that he was planning to recommend dismissing a prior possession of marijuana charge because Lombardi had been behaving well. Now, he is serving a 12-year prison sentence because of the crash. 

••• Twenty-one-year-old Adam Ragusa, of Rehoboth, Mass., said he drove to meet some friends in Providence to go clubbing. While downtown, Ragusa said he took a shot of Patron tequila and had a Corona beer. 

The next event he recalled was waking up in a hospital bed, unable to move his legs. Ragusa said it took him four-and-a-half months to regain the ability to walk. What Ragusa, then 19, said he didn't remember was that he had driven on a ramp the wrong way on Interstate 95 and struck several cars head-on, resulting in the death of a 26-year-old man. 

He said he had begun that night in December 2005 drinking while dressing in a new outfit. 

"I was dancing around, thinking I was so fly. I hate the outfit that I wear" now, he said of his navy blue prison-issued clothing, which he has been ordered to wear for nine years. 

••• Michael J. Georgio, 38, of Narragansett, said he was months away from marriage when he went to a basketball game for his alma mater, the University of Rhode Island, in Providence. Georgio, who worked at a mutual funds company and hoped to become its vice president, was driving home from a bar after the game, which he did frequently because he had season tickets. 

But this time, he crossed a median on Route 146 in North Smithfield and struck another car driven by a young couple who was "house shopping." The female passenger survived "with serious injuries [that] she is going to deal with for the rest of her life," but her 26-year-old fiancé was dead. Georgio has served eight years of his 15-year sentence. He said his fiancée has stayed with him, despite telling her that she could leave him. "This happened to both of us," Georgio said she told him. 

••• Graff said her parents, who she used to fight with three years ago, are the only ones who visit her in prison. Even her friend who was riding in the car that day is "not there anymore," she said. The other inmates said they've lost their friends since being incarcerated. 

"I had to go to the cemetery at one in the morning because nobody wanted me there," Lombardi said about visiting his friends' graves while free on bail. 

All the inmates said they began drinking in high school. And most noted the day of their accident wasn't the first time they had driven a car after consuming alcohol. 

"The first time I did it, that was a bad choice… this was the culmination of it all," Georgio said. 

••• Three Westerly teens said the inmates' stories made an impact on them. 

"It was really powerful," Amy Cornell, 17, said. 

"It really opens your eyes and changes your mind about a lot of things," said Teresa Manfredi, 17. 

Classmate Alessia Baker, 18, added: "We've seen videos [on drinking and driving], but we haven't actually seen a person" involved. 
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