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I


THE JOINT


Is it memory or imagination, the clink of silverware, the smiling man dressed in blue, serving us food? The prison cafeteria offered cheap meals for staff and their family members, so my father decided to bring my mother, my sister Bonnie, and me to try it out. This was my first meal away from home, and Bonnie’s too. I was three and Bonnie was two. I don’t know if it was the food, the atmosphere, or the novelty of eating in a place with white tablecloths, but my parents told me later that I said, “Daddy, I like eating at the Joint!”


My parents met in 1954, when they were both driving convertibles, going opposite directions on Liberty Boulevard in Huntington Park, a suburb of Los Angeles. At the stoplight, my father took one look at my mother, the breeze whispering through her long dark hair, and was enchanted. She’s told me since then that she was wearing a floral print halter dress. Her mother had loaned her the Plymouth convertible so she could go to a bon voyage party for a man she worked with who had joined the Navy.


My father followed her home, parked his Pontiac convertible across the street from her house, and called out to her until she agreed to have coffee with him. They went to the Clock, a drive-in restaurant on nearby Long Beach Boulevard, famous for the Chubby Champ double-decker hamburger, which cost forty-five cents then. (Fries were another fifteen.) They didn’t sit in his convertible and wait for a car hop, but went inside and ordered coffee. They sat there all night, drinking coffee and talking. By sunrise, they were in love.


When she got home, my mother had to sneak into the house and gingerly slide into bed next to her mother, praying that she wouldn’t awaken. My mother and my grandmother, Nonny, shared a two-bedroom house with a friend of Nonny’s, so my mother and Nonny shared a bed. I imagine that Nonny was not really asleep. She must have known there was a man in this equation. Her daughter was a good girl, not the kind who would worry her mother by coming home at the crack of dawn.


And my mother felt guilty for her indiscretion—as heady as it was—because when she told Nonny about my father, she couldn’t say how she met him. Instead she said that he was a patient of the dentist she worked for. And at first, Nonny didn’t approve of Dad. Her Swedish family had immigrated when Nonny was two, arriving at Ellis Island and moving to Massachusetts. She grew up near Boston and was accustomed to East Coast city people, who were more refined than my father, a ranch boy from a desert town in California.


My father had escaped a life of manual labor when he left the ranch to enlist in the Marine Corps in 1950, earning a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star. One letter he wrote home from “somewhere in Korea” ended up on the front page of his hometown paper, the Antelope Valley Ledger-Gazette, with the editor’s note: “The Marine has put into words thoughts which have probably gone through the minds of many other American boys serving their country overseas.”


The letter to Grandma ends with, “Perhaps the most important thing of all, let them see how the people of a country like this live. They beg for the C rations we can’t stand. Their homes are made of mud and grass and crawl with bugs. They are puny and stink from filth. It wouldn’t hurt our younger generation to see the crud and corruption … and then appreciate the soft life they have been living. Well, Mom, I guess I had better stop this or I’ll be drafting grammar school kids.” My father was twenty when he wrote this letter, a member of the younger generation himself.


After he returned home, he enrolled in Antelope Valley College on the GI Bill and played football there. That’s what he was doing when my mother met him. They made a striking couple. My mother resembled an actress of the time, Debra Paget, best known for her roles in The Ten Commandments and Love Me Tender. My father, sandy-haired and freckled, looked a little like Route 66 star Martin Milner. He called her his “Little Flower.” She thought he might be president someday.


The football teams at USC, Pepperdine, and California Polytechnic State University all wanted my father to play for them. He chose to transfer to Cal Poly. Eight months after my parents met, during AV Junior College’s spring break, my parents were married. They took a weekend honeymoon at Carmel by the Sea and made their way to their new home.


Cal Poly is located in San Luis Obispo, a small town on California’s Central Coast, halfway between San Francisco and Los Angeles. After they got married and before any of us were born, my parents lived downtown on Chorro Street, where they rented part of an adobe house with a Victorian façade that had been divided into apartments. The building, now in a prime retail location, has gone through many incarnations since those days in the mid-fifties. At one time, it housed the Democratic Headquarters, and later, an art gallery. Now it’s a real estate office, with a yarn shop in the back.


Kitty-corner to the building is a little red restaurant called Mee Heng Low Chop Suey, still popular with locals. The Chinese restaurant tormented my parents. Sometimes Mom and Dad couldn’t resist the smells of Chinese food that wafted into their bedroom window from across the alley. They’d bring home a feast in white cartons from the restaurant my father called Me Hung Low, which made my mother laugh, she says. Just before I was born, they moved out of San Luis Obispo and into a little house in the nearby beach town of Los Osos.


My father was majoring in social sciences at Cal Poly and working at a series of menial jobs, until he was hired to be a guard at the California Men’s Colony, a state prison located just down the road from the university. Although he was good at his job, Dad confessed to my mother that he liked the inmates better than the guards. One prisoner’s proposal became a family story and it always made us laugh. Dago Red wanted to continue his relationship with Dad on the outside. “Chuck, I’m getting outta here pretty soon. I’m planning a big job and I want to cut you in on the deal,” Dago Red said. “You gotta woman? Can she drive?” It didn’t take much of a leap to imagine my father pulling a job. But my mother, proper, law-abiding, and afraid of driving on the freeway, would never make a Bonnie to my father’s Clyde.


My mother was in labor with me for more than twenty-four hours, long enough for my father to go to work at the prison and search for an escaped inmate (not Dago Red), and long enough for her doctor, who raised horses, to go home and feed the animals (twice). I was born on the evening of November 11, 1955. For ten days every year, my sister Bonnie and I are the same age. She was born a year later on November 1.


After Bonnie was born, we moved again to Shell Beach, another beach town on the Central Coast. I loved the beach and its smells: tang of fish, bite of salt, sweet suntan lotion. The sun looked big and yellow, just like in my storybooks. There were treasures in the sand: shells, starfish, seaweed. The ocean offered many possibilities: run down to the crashing surf, get scared, and run back up the beach; sit by the sea and dig tunnels, or stand perfectly still and let the water wash away the sand under my feet until everything seemed to spin around me.


In 1958, my sister Terri was born. That year, the Shell Beach postmaster was planning his retirement and asked my father if he was interested in taking the job. It would have been a sweet gig, a government job in a little beach town. Or he could have stayed at the prison. Even though his responsibilities increased with the birth of each new child, he was willing to trade job security for adventure.


In 1960, Dad earned his degree in liberal arts, a major which had allowed him to take courses in literature, music, politics, and religion. That same year, my brother, Brad, was born. Dad quit working at the prison and moved our family thirty miles south to a new tract home in Orcutt. He’d gotten a job at Vandenberg Air Force Base, working in a warehouse. He was quickly promoted to an office job, which my mother remembers as an engineering liaison. Ironically, engineering is a top major at Cal Poly, but my father opted for liberal arts because he was a thinker and a dreamer.


Moving frequently became a pattern for our family, as well as acquiring new vehicles to take us to the next destination. By 1960, the convertible was long gone. Dad had traded it in for a Ford coupe, which was later traded in for a slightly larger Mercury Lynx. Finally my father found the perfect family car, a bronze Rambler station wagon.


In 1962, the Rambler transported us to our next destination—Fresno, a mean town in California’s agricultural heartland. We moved into a new suburban tract where all the houses looked alike. In the high heat of summer, the sidewalks sizzled when you spit on them.


Running behind our house was a vacant field, and behind that railroad tracks. I was eight by that time, so my mother let me stay up later than the other kids to watch The Beverly Hillbillies and other exotic programs while we waited for my father to come home. One late night, there was a knock at the back door and in the small square window, a bum’s face appeared, mouth open, finger pointing to the small, dark hole of his mouth. My mother, trembling, shook her head no. She stayed at the window until she saw him move to the next house with lights on.


We had a problem: we were broke. My father had given up his job at the Air Force base after a guy he met told him about a great opportunity selling vacuum cleaners. My father went for it, and was assigned Fresno and its surroundings as his territory. Within six months, he realized he’d made a big mistake. I heard my parents talking about it on those nights he came home late. “A college degree and I’m selling rugsuckers,” he said. “Don’t worry, we’ll work it out,” Mom replied.


But I worried about it. What could I do? What would Nancy Drew do? She’d find a solution. The vacuum cleaners were sleek turquoise machines called Revelations. They looked like something out of the future. I’d seen Dad show Mom how you could dump a pile of dirt on the carpet and “watch that baby suck it up.” In Dad’s brochures, there were pictures of the Revelations themselves and before-and-after pictures of a rug. Anyone would want one.


One summer day not long after I learned of the problem, I decided to take action. I waited until everybody was busy—Bonnie, Terri, and Brad watching Felix the Cat and sucking on Fizzies, Mom ironing—and I left the darkened, air-conditioned living room and slipped outside. I’d snuck some of the brochures and stuffed them in the waistband of my shorts, under my shirt. I started at the house across the street. The woman answered the door and smiled. “Hi, we’re broke. Would you like to buy one of my dad’s vacuum cleaners?” I asked. Her smile froze. She shook her head and closed the door.


I visited five or six more houses, feeling less confident at every door. Not even a mother with a very dirty floor was interested. Only a few were even willing to take a brochure. I went home finally, tasting my father’s defeat. When he came home that night, I told him that our neighbors weren’t buying any. My mother looked stricken at this news. She, after all, lived here, while my father drove away each morning and came back after dark. Dad laughed and patted me on the head. “That’s my girl!”


I was definitely Daddy’s girl, even though I was the only one without a nickname. He called Bonnie “Cissy” and Terri “Cookie Belly” and for some reason Brad was “Herkemeyer.” My father always brought home stories about the world beyond our house. When he walked in the door, it was like a movie changing from black-and-white to color.


Dad was a singer and a whistler, serenading my mother with, “If ever I would leave you, it wouldn’t be in summer …” from Camelot. He entertained us with, “If I were a rich man, yabba dibby dibby dibby dibby dibby dibby dum …” One of his favorite songs was Roger Miller’s “King of the Road”—“Trailers for sale or rent, rooms to let fifty cents. No phone, no pool, no pets. I ain’t got no cigarettes …” My father’s brand of cigarettes was Camel non-filters. His brand of whiskey was Early Times.


Dad sang to Terri about carrying Terri to the ferry because Terri couldn’t carry anymore. He sang to Bonnie, who had naturally curly hair, about a little girl with a little curl right in the middle of her forehead. He sang another song about a girl wearing an itsy-bitsy teenie-weenie yellow polka-dot bikini.


But my favorite song started with, “My hand on myself, vat is dis here? Dis is my shvet-boxer, my Mama dear. Shvet-boxer, shvet-boxer, nicky-nicky-nicky-new. Dat’s what I learned in der school!” He pointed to his forehead when he said schvet-boxer, and gently tugged on my cowlick when he sang nicky-nicky-nicky-new. The song continued with eye-seer, nose-blower, mouth-feeder, adding each new body part to the chorus, all the way down to foot-stomper. I liked the story in this song better than the ferry song, the little girl with a curl song, the polka-dot bikini song. It was about a kid in a new school, trying to learn the right words for things. That would be me. And although I didn’t know much about it then, that would be the people on my father’s side of the family who had emigrated from Bohemia.


Our neighbors never saw us leave. In the middle of the night, my father and my grandfather loaded our furniture and clothes into a U-Haul trailer, the Rambler, and my grandfather’s car. My grandfather had driven up from the Mojave Desert to help us. I was glad we were not going “down below,” which sounded like another way to say hell (which we weren’t allowed to say), but meant the city of Los Angeles. We weren’t going to hell or LA. Instead, we headed for Lancaster, the town my father had grown up in, in the Mojave Desert. We would stay with my grandparents while Dad tried to get on at Edwards Air Force Base in nearby Rosamond.


Mom and the other kids went in the Rambler while Dad and I rode in the cab of the truck pulling the trailer, the vacuum cleaner at our feet, its hose snaking between us. We were traveling farther away from the beaches of the Central Coast. I wouldn’t return there until decades later, to take a job at the Joint, the same prison my father had worked in. He’d been dead for ten years by then. All I had left were memories. And DNA.





II


LIGHTHOUSE


It’s 2000, a new century, and I’m a few weeks into my dream job. I’ve been hired to run Arts in Corrections, the fine arts program at the California Men’s Colony in San Luis Obispo. Since I was born here forty-five years ago, it has become a desirable place to live, a charming city that Oprah would proclaim “the happiest city in America” in years to come. So while I am beginning a new chapter in my life, I am also circling back.


The little girl on Shell Beach, the one who tried to sell vacuum cleaners in Fresno, had come of age in the ’70s. I graduated from high school in 1973, the year that the Paris Peace Accords were signed, ending the Vietnam War. It was the year that Richard Nixon was inaugurated and Spiro Agnew resigned, the year that Roe v. Wade was decided by the Supreme Court. It was the year of the Native American occupation of Wounded Knee in South Dakota. The year that American Graffiti premiered and the Eagles released “Desperado.”


I entered adulthood just as the second wave of the women’s movement, inspired by the civil rights movement, took hold. Just in time for the young woman who wanted to come home with stories about her workplace, instead of standing at an ironing board.


The decades since haven’t been easy. I’ve worked as a waitress, telephone operator, journalist, legislative aide, adjunct professor, and freelance writer. My first teenage marriage was later annulled. I married again and became a mother. My son Joseph was four when his father Bram was killed in a motorcycle accident, two years after we divorced. My third marriage produced my son Dylan. I married Dylan’s father in 1985 and we divorced in 1991, a year after my father’s death.


I guess you’d say I’m a Bohemian, in all senses of the definition: a descendant of Czechs, once a kingdom in Central Europe; a person (such as a writer or artist) living an unconventional life; and a vagabond or wanderer. I studied at the University of Montana for my undergraduate degree in English and at the University of Arizona for a master of fine arts in creative writing. I’ve moved from Alaska to take this job at the prison. Joseph graduated from high school two years ago and is now out on his own. Dylan is with his father in Anchorage, starting his first year of high school. Suddenly I’m unencumbered. I rent an apartment in Morro Bay, ready to plunge into my new occupation, which offers stability and benefits like health insurance and a pension, not typical of my former employment.


Working in prison might not be most people’s idea of a dream job, but I know what I’m getting into. I had five years of teaching inmates under my belt, in prisons in Tehachapi and Delano. When I was first hired as a creative writing teacher, I’d had some trepidation going into prison. Although I’d apparently liked eating at the joint when I was a toddler, my adult notion of prisoners was informed by books, movies, and television shows. I imagined I would walk down a dark corridor leading to my classroom, dodging caged men thrusting their muscled tattooed arms through the bars to grab me.


Instead, on my first day of work at the California Correctional Institute in Tehachapi, an officer escorted me to a portable classroom with men who were all dressed in blue work shirts and jeans. Although most of my students did sport tattoos, they were polite, respectful men who were eager to learn. Except for their prison blues, they appeared to be indistinguishable from men on the outside.


And like students on the outside, many thought that poems must rhyme. When I told jumpy Fireman—I always imagined he was an arsonist—that I would try to break him out of his self-imposed prison of rhyme, he took it well, saying, “Okay, Ms. T,” although I could see a vein pulsing in his neck. One gifted student, Renaissance Man, seemed to be more educated than I, with only a master’s degree in fine arts. He was trilingual, slipping in and out of English, Spanish, and French, and used words like susurration. His gritty street poems were suffused with Aztec history, combining an almost scientific precision of detail with a dreamlike otherworldliness. On the other end of the spectrum was Huck, barely literate, an enthusiastic student who listened intently, but didn’t write anything down for months. When he finally brought a poem to class and read it haltingly, the other students burst into applause.


I looked forward to my prison workshops, which were far more rewarding than the beginning composition classes I’d been teaching at the community college. Unlike my college students, who were required to take composition, my inmate students came to class because they wanted to learn.


After a year of teaching inmates, I stopped teaching in college and took on more prison classes. By then I loved my prison workshops. I got this, I told myself. After all, I grew up in a rough-around-the-edges working-class family. I could hold my own around hell-raising Bohunk men on my father’s side of the family. And I had a survivor’s instinct, skirting danger as I made my way in the world. Until I went to college, I had no idea that “Bohunk” was an ethnic slur, reserved for Bohemians, Hungarians, and other undesirable Eastern European immigrants. I thought it was a term of endearment. The Bohunks were not well-mannered and predictable.


[image: Image]


We were coming off the Grapevine, careening through the curves on the road to the Bohunk side of the family, “the uncouth,” my Swedish grandmother said. We were all drunk—Dad on scotch, Mom on fear, and us kids on impending drama. Dad honked the horn in the driveway and the whole house came running out, shouting. We were hugged and kissed, tossed half in the air. They shoved another drink into Dad’s hand before we even got to the porch, and we kids opened our presents out there on the gravel.


My sisters and I got new nightgowns: pastel blue, pink, and green with angel sleeves. We ran inside to put them on, took turns perching on the toilet to see in the medicine chest mirror. At once the men began: “Goddamn Republicans! Goddamn Ronnie Reagan!” They praised the Teamsters, cursed all pipefitters, pounded their fists on the table where I sat eating Grandpa’s sauerkraut straight from a coffee cup. “She’s a real Bohunk, that one,” someone said, and suddenly it erupted.


Grandpa wanted to go to the Elks or the topless, but Dad said, “Goddamn it, we just got here.” And then Uncle Don said, “Let’s stay home, Dad” and Grandpa said, “What do you know, you sorry sonofabitch, you voted for Reagan for governor!” And then Dad was saying, “All you kids in the car.” And we were whisked outside by Aunt Patsy, who hid us in the bushes.


She said, “Shhhhhh!” while Dad yelled, “Where the hell are those goddamn kids?” My brother and I giggled; my sisters held their breath and each other’s hands. I lifted my arms and spread my sleeves, pretending I was invisible, pretending I could see inside the house, even though I was standing out in the bushes, nipples hardening in the chilly dark.


Dad and Uncle Don were fighting and Mom and Grandma were screaming, “Stop or we’ll call the police! Chuck, the neighbors will hear!” Grandpa was putting his lard belly and his straight-line mouth between them and they almost hit him, but they stopped, and he was shaking his finger at them, turning his back, gesturing them away with a closed fist. Then Dad started to cry and Uncle Don said something funny and Grandpa cackled and they were all hugging each other.


Back in the bushes, I laughed and twirled, arms out catching handfuls of cold air. My sisters glared, appalled at my glee, afraid to walk back into the house. But Aunt Patsy knew it was time, downed her Coors, tossed the can in the bushes, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Let’s go.”


My sisters glided sideways toward the door, but I flew ahead. The men were laughing and crying, hugging each other, saying “sonofabitch.” They drew me into their circle and closed it. I cried too, alive with their terrible love.
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This Christmas family reunion is as vivid today as it was when I was eleven. By then I knew that other families were calmer, more genteel, like the families on TV. The Bohunks didn’t scare me, the way they did my sisters. I was the only girl in the family they claimed as one of them. I learned the ways of their world, talking politics, pounding my fist on the table, entertaining people with stories. Perfect training for a career working with rough men given to outbursts verging on violence.


So when a job opening comes up at the California Men’s Colony, I interview and am hired as an artist/facilitator. Each artist/facilitator designs a program based on his or her art discipline—mine is poetry. In addition to teaching, the artist/facilitators hire and supervise teaching artists, as well as an inmate work crew. Each of the thirty-three prisons in California has its own artist/facilitator. I don’t care if I’m one of the few women in this position. For the first time in my life as a working artist, I have a building and a budget … and I don’t have to fundraise or write grants for it. I just have to show up and run things. Who could ask for more?


Although all California prisons are run by a massive bureaucracy in Sacramento, governed by the same laws and regulations, an inmate’s quality of life largely depends upon the prison in which he or she is housed. For this reason, most inmates do not want to do time at Pelican Bay, a steel and concrete supermax prison on the coast of California near the Oregon border. Pelican Bay houses the state’s most dangerous criminals; half of its inmates are confined in Security Housing Units, or SHUs, for twenty-two and a half hours a day. A SHU (pronounced “shoe”) is a windowless six-by-ten-foot cell with a small grated slot for the transfer of food.


The California Men’s Colony is at the other end of the spectrum. Called “the Cadillac of California prisons” by outsiders, it’s been nicknamed “Camp Snoopy” by the inmates. CMC has two facilities: the East, which has cells and houses higher-level security inmates, and the West, where the Arts in Corrections building is located, and where my father worked when I was born.


In the 1950s, the state of California leased a former National Guard training site adjacent to the East Facility, converting its barracks into prison dorms. Except for fences, towers, and razor wire, the West resembles a small campus, beautifully landscaped and populated by turkeys, deer, raccoons, vultures, seagulls, and cats, along with the felons and prison staff. The Men’s Colony is a “soft prison,” home to gang dropouts, sex offenders, white-collar criminals, and the occasional celebrity—Christian Brando, Suge Knight, Ike Turner, and Timothy Leary among them.


CMC is also a “programming prison,” meaning that instead of constant lockdowns because of violence from warring gangs, inmates count on being able to move from their dorms to a variety of educational and vocational classes, chapel services, twelve-step meetings, and Arts in Corrections, which occupies most of a building in the Education complex, behind a fence accessed through a guard shack with a metal detector.


One of the first things I do is have the inside of the building painted a cool sky blue. The prison has a vocational painting program and they send a crew over to transform the space, room by room. There’s a large space in the back of the building, used as an art studio. My office is in the hallway that connects the art studio to the large multipurpose space in the front of the building. This is where classes are held and will eventually double as a theater space.


I work a ten-four shift at the prison, Monday through Thursday from 10:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. My shift straddles the officers’ second watch (6:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m.) and third watch (2:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m.). There are fewer officers around on third watch. All of the teachers leave at 4:00 p.m. For the next five hours, I’m the only staff person with inmates behind the locked gate.


Because they’re looking to hire a community resources manager, the person who will supervise me, I’m oriented to my new position by a correctional captain who’s gotten in trouble and has been assigned this temporary job as punishment. Most of my on-the-job training will come from inmates. As they say in the Department of Corrections, the inmates know the rules better than the staff. The inmates learn the rules so that (a) they know what they can get away with and (b) they know what staff can get away with.


During my first week of orientation, I go to the office of Mr. Robinson, the chief deputy warden who was instrumental in hiring me. He’s a big black man with a wide smile and a kind manner. I want him, and all the correctional staff, to have a good impression of me. They don’t need to know about the special qualifications I have for the job—aside from my artistic accomplishments—which are the escapades of the Bohunk side of the family. My father went to jail for drunk driving, and my uncle for “drunk walking,” as we called his “drunk in public” arrest. And many other men in my family have seen the inside of jail cells too, for the same kinds of charges. I want the people I work with to think I’m a nice woman from a law-abiding family, an asset to the institution.


In this get-to-know-you chat, Mr. Robinson asks about my family, then about my teaching experience. I’m nervous and for some reason I tell Mr. Robinson about how I’ve always been a teacher, even as a child. I tell him that one day I tried to teach my sisters a lesson about bees. There was a dead bee on the sidewalk and I told them that honey comes from bees. I told them I was going to squeeze the honey out of the bee, then we could lick it from my fingers. But no honey came out. Instead, the bee’s stinger went into my finger. I screamed bloody murder, running all the way home, my sisters trailing behind me, crying too. Mr. Robinson looks at me quizzically, nodding. He’s a good listener. Oh my God, why did I tell him that story? I’m thinking, as soon as the words are out of my mouth.


His office contains artwork created by inmates; there are paintings hanging on the wall and a sculpture on a cabinet behind his desk. To change the subject, I say “Oh, I love the lighthouse,” gesturing to the sculpture. He gets a funny look on his face. “It’s not a lighthouse,” he says. “It’s a guard tower.” Then he smiles. “Of course,” I say, blushing and returning his smile. But I’m thinking, What am I doing here? That thought is quickly followed by, I will build a lighthouse. Arts in Corrections will be a lighthouse shining in the darkness. For the rest of my time working in prison, I will alternate between these two poles—the what-am-I-doing-here and the lighthouse.


One person who helps guide me is Emily, the teacher assigned to teach inmates who are under twenty-one. I meet her my first week at work. Instantly I know that we will become friends. She is an artistic person herself and spent her youth hanging out with Jim Morrison and Taj Mahal, hobnobbing with Janis Joplin and Mick Jagger and Peter Coyote. She’s kind of like Forrest Gump, landing in the right place at the right time of the counterculture—except she is very smart.


It is Emily who tells me that I can go to the Records Office and check out the files of inmates I might want to hire for my work crew. I do that, about a week after I’ve already hired my lead clerk, based on an interview with him. When I read his file, I discover that I’ve hired a rapist, the kind who climbs into your bedroom in the middle of the night and puts his hand over your mouth so no one can hear you scream. Do I want to be locked up with this guy ten hours a day with officers checking infrequently on my building after the sun goes down? No.


I’m trying to figure out how to get rid of him, which isn’t so easy in prison. Once an inmate is hired into a good paying job (and Arts in Corrections is one of the highest paying jobs, with clerks making $42.50 a month, and the lead clerk earning $52.50), you have to have a reason to dismiss him. If you don’t, he can file a 602, an inmate grievance form that goes up the chain of command—even to the warden’s office—until it is resolved. I don’t need a 602 in my first month on the job.


I am saved by the bell—or rather the alarm, which goes off due to my own clumsiness when I step out of my building on this fresh spring day to have a cigarette. I promptly lose my footing and end up—splat—on the walkway, landing on my wrist. I’m not sure who sounds the alarm, but the prison’s Fire Department is there in minutes. I am loaded onto a fire engine and driven out of the Education complex, out of the prison, and into a San Luis Obispo hospital. I wait an excruciatingly long time before a doctor sees me and mercifully, gives me pain medication and schedules surgery on my fractured wrist. Mr. Robinson comes to the hospital to see me after my surgery. When he asks me how I feel, I smile at him woozily. “Dancing isn’t my art form.”





III


THE BLUE BUILDING


This is my eighth day back on the job after several weeks of light duty in the institution’s mailroom. I am determined to be more careful, especially with concrete steps and hiring workers. Thankfully, in my absence, all four of my inmate workers have been reassigned to other positions, so I get to start over, this time reading inmates’ files before I offer them a job.
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