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A Disturbance
Around midnight on the Sunday before Thanksgiving,
Carolyn Bell was falling asleep when she heard raised
voices in her kitchen — those of her adult son, Eric Bell, and
his girlfriend, Jamillah Jordan. Their argument was heated
enough that Carolyn, alarmed, went to check on them.
There are different accounts of what happened next. But
Carolyn Bell told a police o cer who arrived after she
called 911 that when her eyes fell on the quarreling couple,
Jordan had a knife in her hand and was swinging it at her
son.
The 911 call triggered a series of events that might forever
change the life of Jordan, who is 28 and homeless,
http://www.emilieruscoe.com/night-court/
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surviving on disability payments from the government.
Eighteen hours later, Jordan, who has a small heart
tattooed on her cheekbone, stood handcuffed before a
judge as Eric Bell looked on anxiously. He was desperate to
speak with her again after their terrible ght. He hoped she
wouldn’t be sent to jail to await a court date in what could
turn into a lengthy trial neither of them wanted.
Jordan is among tens of thousands of people who pass
annually through New York’s criminal justice system via
night court in Brooklyn.
In that after-hours courtroom from the end of day court
until 1 a.m., those thousands receive their formal charges
from a prosecutor and nd out whether they are free to go
back into the world until their next court date, or if they will
be bound for detention until their case is nished.
In these eight hours, the administration of justice slows
and the human foundation of this bureaucracy is on
display as the court works into the night.

Photo by Emilie Ruscoe.
All rise
A biting winter twilight had already fallen on New York City
by 6 p.m. on the evening of Monday, Nov. 19, when Jordan
http://www.emilieruscoe.com/night-court/
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and 17 others were listed on the docket for court. The
bustle had slowed on the sidewalks of downtown Brooklyn
as Borough Hall and the other municipal buildings emptied
for the night.
But the heavy double doors of Brooklyn’s criminal
courthouse remained unlocked, and inside, uniformed
court o cers manned beeping x-ray scanners, curtly
acknowledging arrivals in the building with instructions for
moving through the machines.
The lobby was dark and cavernous, with high ceilings but
low windows. The oors were polished stone, but the
interior was shabby. At night, the small commissary that
sold Mike and Ikes candies, buttered rolls and tabloids by
day was shuttered.
Night court is held in Room 110. As it began, its benches
lled with families awaiting the arraignment of their
husbands, daughters, and brother’s hearings.
Like actors taking their places before a curtain rises, the
court’s professionals arrived. With coats draped over their
arms, they shook each other’s hands with sportsmanlike
ceremony before before their sparring began.
Linda Hristova and Lance Ringer were the young assistant
district attorneys who would represent the people of the
state of New York in many of the night’s cases. They took
seats at a vast desk on the left side of the courtroom.
On the right,, a scru er cohort lled the defense nook.
The supervising defense attorney arrived in a leather
motorcycle jacket and wore his white beard in a tiny
ponytail. Four lawyers worked under him that that night.
Antonio Villaamil, Amber Ramanauskas and Judy Bentick
were with the Legal Aid Society; Amos Cohen was from
Brooklyn Defender Services. An independent senior lawyer
http://www.emilieruscoe.com/night-court/
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was available to take on homicides and other very serious
cases. He spent most of the night reading articles on his
phone near them on the bench.
“All rise for the Honorable Deepa Ambekar,” intoned a court
o cer.
Flanked by her primary clerk and the court reporter, the
judge took the bench, beneath “IN GOD WE TRUST” in
tarnished gold letters.
Years before she was named to the bench, Judge
Ambekar, 41, worked in New York’s criminal courts as a
Legal Aid defense lawyer. Tony Schwartz, a private lawyer
representing a defendant that night, commented to a bail
bondsman that he dreads defending clients before judges
who were formerly public defenders. “The former
prosecutors will try to prove they’re not too tough, and the
former public defenders will try to prove they’re not too
soft,” he said.
But Ambekar’s decisions that night would mostly defy
Schwartz’s expectations. She rarely set bail, she was
generous with second chances and she made ample use
of the diversion programs that can help address the root
causes for a defendant’s crime, lower charges and reduce
sentences and recidivism.
In the corner of the audience, a few social workers
gathered at a tiny desk. They worked for two different
organizations: Brooklyn Justice Initiatives and the Criminal
Justice Agency. Throughout the night, they provided free
MetroCards to those who could not afford them and struck
deals with released defendants to supervise their freedom
on behalf of the court.
Finally, three observers — Kate Kozeniewski, a nurse; Kim
Cardascia, a college administrator; and Sam Feldman, an
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appellate lawyer — were present to keep track of the night’s
cases for Court Watchers, a volunteer organization.
With everyone settled into place, defendants began to
come before the judge.
Jamillah Jordan’s Shoelaces
Jamillah Jordan’s case was one of the rst to be called.
After Jordan was taken into custody in the Bell family
home, she was led to a squad car and driven to the New
York Police Department’s 88th precinct in Clinton Hill,
Brooklyn. At the precinct, her phone and wallet were taken
away and the laces were removed from her shoes, which is
standard procedure to prevent those imsy pieces of string
from being used as instruments of self-harm.
She spent the night in the precinct, beneath the uorescent
lights and amid the ringing of phones and the buzzing of
police radios.
On Monday morning, police moved her to Central Booking.
She was there when the prosecutor’s o ce prepared their
case against her, examining the charges she was arrested
on and the statements that were made by witnesses and
complainants to the arresting o cers.
The Criminal Justice Agency came to interview her.
Workers from the organization examined her criminal
record, then asked her a long list of questions. Did she
have a permanent address? What about a working phone?
Where was she from, and how long had she lived in the
jurisdiction? Did she have family nearby? A job?
The answers to their questions, together with her previous
criminal record, were entered into a form. On the form,
each response had a numeric value. The sum of the
numbers became a critical score for Jordan. That single
http://www.emilieruscoe.com/night-court/
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number would be used to assess whether she was a
serious risk for ight from the jurisdiction before her next
court appearance, and whether she could be expected to
attend her next court date. This was the most heavily
weighted factor in determining whether the judge would
set bail for her.
This assessment was a powerful tool for standardizing bail
considerations. But Criminal Justice Agency did not
recommend Jordan for release.
This was due to the fact that she had ve convictions on
misdemeanor charges before her late-night arrest, as well
as a bench warrant history—that is, she had at some point
failed to appear in court on the prior charges.
It also did not help that she was a shelter resident at the
time of her arrest, and living on social security income. She
had no job, and no family member at her side.
She was charged with menacing with a weapon,
harassment, attempted assault, among other things—
serious allegations.
With Jordan’s criminal history and her CJA score
announced in the courtroom, Ringer, the prosecutor,
requested that the judge set bail at $5,000 — an
unmanageable sum for Jordan.
But Eric Bell, her boyfriend and the person she allegedly
harassed, was there waiting for her name to be called.
Before Jordan appeared in the courtroom, Bell spoke with
Ramanauskas, Jordan’s lawyer, and shared some
important details.
Bell said that he, too, had had a knife in his hand during the
dispute. . And though the prosecutor requested an order of
protection for him, he did not want that. He wanted to be
able to talk to Jordan.
http://www.emilieruscoe.com/night-court/
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“I don’t believe the people have a very strong case about
Mr. Bell’s participation and his own admission that he was
armed with a knife at the time,” Ramanauskas told the
judge. “Based on all of these facts, I’m going to ask that
Miss Jordan be released.”
Judge Ambekar agreed. But she also agreed to the
prosecution’s request for the order of protection that Bell
didn’t want.
Jordan’s next court date was set for Jan. 9, more than
seven weeks away. She would not be allowed to see her
boyfriend on Thanksgiving, Christmas or New Year’s Eve.
“This is an order of the court,” Judge Ambekar told Jordan.
“I understand through your lawyer that Mr. Bell, or possibly
even Ms. Bell, may not want to go forward with these
charges, but that doesn’t matter. Until or unless a judge
changes this order, you cannot have any contact with
them.
“Do you understand those terms?”
“Mm-hm,” said Jordan.
“Yes?” the judge asked.
“Say either ‘yes’ or ‘no,’” Ramanauskas instructed Jordan.
“Yes,” she said.
Jordan’s looked blank and exhausted as she turned to go.
Her boyfriend immediately walked to her side.
Ramanauskas rushed over.
“Mr. Bell, there’s an order of protection,” she explained. Bell
gave her a long look, then walked from the courtroom
without saying anything, the door swinging shut behind
him.
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“You can’t talk to him, especially in front of the judge,”
Ramanauskas said to Jordan. Jordan did not respond. She
was busy putting the laces back in her shoes.

Photo by Emilie Ruscoe.
Mirsad Adrovic’s Medicine
Next, a defendant with a shaved head stood arrived before
the judge in a dark blue suit. His name was Mirsad Adrovic,
and at 27, after a turbulent adolescence during which he
was frequently in court, he had managed to stay out of
trouble for years — until that night.
Adrovic had been arrested as he tried to make a three-point
turn in his Volkswagen. O cers had stopped him,
questioned him, and, they said, found probable cause to
search his car. They discovered two used hypodermic
needles and a strip of Suboxone, a drug used to treat
opioid addiction.
Villaamil was defending Adrovic, who was charged with
criminal possession of a controlled substance, operating a
moving vehicle impaired by drugs, driving while ability
impaired and a tra c device violation.
“I think it’s quite clear that it’s not a very strong case of
DWI,” he told Judge Ambekar. “The allegations really are
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driving with a hypodermic needle with heroin residue in the
car
“With respect to the Suboxone,’’ he continued, “my client is
prescribed Suboxone, so that is something he will be able
to demonstrate: that he had a prescription, but he just
didn’t have that prescription in the car with him.”
In the audience, Kozeniewski, a registered nurse and one of
the Court Watchers, observed intently. “A lot of my patients
use,” she said.
When people with addiction problems are arrested, she
explained, “Cops charge them for Suboxone possession,
even if they are prescribed it.”
“We have to write a letter” saying they’re allowed to have it,
she said. “But at that point, they’ve already spent the night
in Rikers. And they take away their Suboxone.”
Compared with other opioid-dependent defendants,
Adrovic was lucky. The judge ordered him to undergo a
screening for substance dependency and released him.
His license wasn’t suspended. And though he left the
courtroom without his prescribed Suboxone, his single
con scated strip paled in comparison to the Suboxone
loss others might suffer—at far greater expense.
Alric McKenzie’s Neighbor
Shu ing his feet and bending at the waist, Alric McKenzie,
63, entered the courtroom to face charges of menacing his
neighbor.
Before his case could be heard, a court o cer identi ed
something in his record that might be an open warrant.
The judge postponed his hearing so the matter could be
investigated.
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“I don’t have a warrant,” he told her.
“They’ll just look into it and to see if you do,” she
responded.
After dinner break at about 10 p.m., his case was called
again.
“Mr. McKenzie, we did look, and there isn’t a warrant. It was
just an error,” said the judge.
“Yeah, I knew that,” he said.
The judge decided to issue McKenzie’s neighbor an order
of protection, but opted to allow limited contact between
them, since they live in the same building.
“You can be in his presence,” she told McKenzie. “However,
you cannot say anything to him. You cannot make any
verbal or non-verbal gestures to him, but you can remain
silently in his presence just in the common areas of the
building that you live in.”
When she released him, McKenzie said, “Thank you,
ma’am. Happy Thanksgiving.”
“You too,” she said. “Wait for your order of protection.”
Ernest Pervil’s Fight
The night took its toll on everyone as it wore on. As
midnight neared, the proceedings were a little loopy.
When Ernest Pervil came before the judge, Ambekar asked
the prosecutor how Pervil knew the man who accused him
of vandalism and violence.
“The defendant is dating the complainant’s mother,” said
the prosecutor.
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Someone snorted into his or her microphone. It was hard
to tell if it was Ambekar. Her face was turned down into her
collar.
The prosecutor began reading the complaint. Ambekar
interrupted.
“According to the complaint, this happened 20 minutes
ago” she said, by way of noting that the complaint is
incorrectly dated.
“That’s a pretty fast arraignment time,” she added dryly.
The prosecutor shu ed some papers, then explained that
according to other documents, the incident occurred the
day before.
“Okay. I’ll allow the people to orally amend that typo,” said
the judge.
But her lightheartedness was infectious. The rest of the
prosecutor’s recitation caused giggles in the courtroom at
key phrases, such as “The complainant observed the
defendant throwing bricks at the window of the vehicle,”
and “the defendant stated that there was nobody inside
that car and ‘fuck that car.’”
When the defense attorney got a crack at the story, his
commentary on the case hit some of the same notes
among the audience in the courtroom.
“it’s not a family dispute, but it’s—a dispute between two
people who are often disagreeing with each other,” he said.
The lightened mood seemed to help the defendant.
“Perhaps he might be a good candidate for supervised
release?” the defense attorney suggests.
The judge agrees.
http://www.emilieruscoe.com/night-court/
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David Mordukhaev’s Family
As the 1 p.m. end time neared, the court lled with people
who appeared to be related.
There was a rustle of coats among them when the name
David Mordukhaev was called.
A lawyer named Lance Lazzaro leapt up. He had
represented Mordukhaev in previous cases.
The Mordukhaev family looked on with dismay as the
prosecutor read a detailed complaint, describing a drunken
night that had devolved into violence outside a restaurant:
“The complainant had actually suffered a fractured rib,
internal bleeding and had di culty breathing. The
complainant also received a number of staples.”
The prosecutor maintained that Mordukhaev was not a
good candidate for release.“He is a mandatory persistent
violent felon with three violent prior felony convictions,
your Honor. He’s actually on United States probation with
the Northern District of New York and has prior—what
appears to be prior federal convictions for conspiracy to
distribute as well as burglary. Based on that and the facts
in this case, the People are requesting bail in the amount
of $75,000.”
Upon hearing that number, Lazzaro rose. “I’m going to ask
that the court consider something in the range of $5,000,”
he said.
Mordukhaev’s accusers bore some responsibility for what
had occurred, Lazzaro contended.
“It’s self-defense at best,” Lazzaro told the judge. “And I
don’t know how the complaining witness doesn’t get
arrested in this case.”
http://www.emilieruscoe.com/night-court/
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Before coming to the oor of the courtroom, Lazzaro told
another private lawyer that he expected to get Mordukhaev
out on bail.
“This is Brooklyn,” he had said to his colleague, chuckling.
He waited until the end of his defense to leverage
Mordukhaev’s extensive assembled family to help his case.
“Based on the fact that I’ve got 10 family members in this
courtroom, Judge, I’m asking this court to consider
$5,000,” he nished.
The judge did not, saying, “Bail is set in the amount of
$50,000 insurance company bond or $50,000 cash.”
Lazzaro didn’t miss a beat. “Judge, would you consider
$35,000, which is still substantial?”
“Not at this time,” she said.
As Mordukhaev was ushered back into detention, a woman
sitting among his family members leaned onto the arm of
a younger man and wept quietly.
Despite the high amount, it was not long before the court
o cers shouted “Bail out!”
Mordukhaev was released from custody and walked out of
the courtroom to the hallway where his family was
assembled.
A young woman sprinted for him when she saw him come
through the door. She launched herself into his arms. If she
was not in tears when she buried her face in his shoulder,
she was close to it.
His other family members gathered close. A man about his
age grabbed his arm, pumped his st and pulled him close.
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Mordukhaev did not seem happy as much as he seemed
relieved. And quite tired.

Photo by Emilie Ruscoe
Tomorrow and Tomorrow and Tomorrow
The experience of moving through New York’s criminal
justice system has improved dramatically since the days
when hundreds of defendants would be docketed before
the start of each court session. Some of the changes are
recent.
Crime numbers have fallen citywide, allowing Mayor Bill de
Blasio to proclaim New York “the safest big city in
America.” And according to the o ce of Brooklyn District
Attorney Eric Gonzalez, In just the past three years,
following a 2017 change to bail policy at the D.A.’s o ce,
the number of defendants who have bail set for a
misdemeanor offense has fallen nearly 60%.
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Data source: o ce of Brooklyn District Attorney Eric
Gonzalez
But this mattered little to individual defendants when they
came through it. Public defenders remind each other that
when they meet their clients for the rst time, those clients
may well be having the worst day of their lives.
Those who departed into darkness when they left the
courthouse, whether they were planning to report back for
duty in the morning, making use of a court-sponsored
Metrocard to get home or bound for Rikers, experienced a
unique part of New York City’s vast legal system.
But few of them will marvel at this nocturnal bureaucracy—
because more so than anything else, what they all share is
their relief to be done with it—and a deep exhaustion at the
end of a long ordeal.
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