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Foreword



When I read anything I’m always hoping the writer will take me into realms of experience I wouldn’t otherwise have, experiences that push the edges of human life and our ways of doing things, put me up against myself and make me ask: What would I do in this situation, who would I become? Adventure stories are like that. Prison writings are like that. “Come with me,” these convict writers say, “I’ll take you into my world. Hang on. It’s quite a ride.”

Quite a ride indeed. I am not unacquainted with prison life. I’ve visited prisoners for fourteen years, accompanied four men to execution, know a lot about death row, wrote a book, Dead Man Walking. But I know I’m an outsider. I’ve never heard the clang of bars behind me as I said good-bye to freedom. Never had all the eyes in the room turn to me, “fresh meat,” coming in. At the end of each visit I get to walk out. And every time I find myself taking deep gulps of freedom.

Here are fifty-one writers who take us into a world we hope we never do more than visit. A world where you never touch a doorknob, where you have no control over your environment. A world without privacy, a world of frequent strip-searches, a world where the “shakedown crew” swoops down upon you and throws all your stuff out of your “box” into a heap, laughing, pointing at your photos, walking across your baby’s smile. A world where many of the people have serious personality disorders, and you can’t get away from them. A razor-wired world where you never sit under a tree because the yard is stripped bare for securiry reasons, where security governs everything.

We incarcerate a whole lot of people in this country: 1.8 million, more than any other country in the world. We are building a small country of these throwaway people. How can you expect literature from the refuse pile of humanity? Who would look for eloquence from convicts? Or insight or depth of thought or honesty or the intimacy of self-revelation? Watch for the self-serving subtext. When your heart is moved, can you trust it? When you feel for the writers of these words, are you being had? Cynicism about convicts is in our bones.

Test this doubt by sampling these pages. The words in them have made their way into our hands against great odds. Several of these writers have done long stretches of time in the hole for their writing. Why, at such cost, do they write? Read their reasons in the back of this book. To bear witness, to stay sane, to keep their heart pumping, to not be eaten up by rage or despair, to figure out how they got there, or to discover what truly matters — these are just some of them.

And then they hone their craft — if they’re lucky, in workshops, more often in the horrific din of the cellblock — learning to get past the words other people say to that voice of their own they almost doubt they have. Somehow they hear of the PEN prison writing contest, hear that at the very least someone will read what they wrote and write back. They decide to take a chance.

I think this book is a significant piece of literature. What do you think? The writers are locked away from you, but you’ve already opened a door to their world. Step inside. You’ll never be the same.

Sister Helen Prejean

March 1999
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Life in prison in the late seventies was good for those who knew how to serve their time, to be strong, to mind their own business, to not get involved with drugs, alcohol, gambling, loansharking, or other deathtraps guaranteed to bring men down. One could go to school, earn a high school equivalency diploma, study college correspondence classes, take vocational classes and learn a trade, take self-improvement programs to learn to be a better person, go to religious services, attend AA, learn how to create works of art to earn spending money through classes in arts and crafts, share relaxed visits on weekends with loved ones, behave themselves, and earn their release on parole. They could go home. Now the emphasis is containment, storage, and warehousing of growing inventories of faceless, psychotropically over-medicated zombie felons. The keys have been thrown away.

—Charles Norman, Tomoka Correctional Facility, Daytona Beach, Florida

I write because I can’t fly.

—Jackie Ruzas, Shawangunk Correctional Facility, Walkill, New York

No one ever said it better than the prison writer Fyodor Dostoevsky— to paraphrase: you can measure the level of a civilization by entering its prisons. What does it say about the level of our civilization that we imprison more human beings than any country in the world? As most of us do not enter prisons, we need those inside to show us what is done in our name and with our taxes. Fortunately, PEN American Center, the writers’ association, has been sponsoring an annual literary contest nationwide for writers behind bars since 1973. Doing Time presents the best work of the winners from the first twenty-five years. By bearing witness to the secret world that isolates and silences them, these writers offer an incisive anatomy of the contemporary prison and an intimate view of men and women struggling to keep their humanity alive.

To put this work in context, here’s a brief history of the shift in American attitudes toward prisoners and the goals of incarceration in the last five decades. Fifty years ago there was wide acceptance of rehabilitative programs, a growing prisoners’ rights movement, and an unprecedented interest in prisoners’ writing.

The social turmoil of the sixties and early seventies profoundly shaped public attitudes toward prisoners. The civil rights and student movements and opposition to the Vietnam war created a climate critical of established authority and sympathetic to those held down by it. In rapid succession, Blacks, Puerto Ricans, Chicanos, Native Americans, women, and gay people developed self-awareness and political consciousness and demanded recognition. In response, American culture grew more receptive to the voices and needs of minorities. And for a while the War on Poverty was committed to building a more participatory democracy by offering opportunity to the poor and the marginalized.

Prisoners, especially (but not only) African-American male prisoners, played a strong role in these explosive times. The Autobiography of Malcolm X awakened readers to the powerful claims of this dispossessed group, and showed how a man could find himself and his voice behind bars. Eldridge Cleaver, George Jackson, and Angela Davis soon followed, influencing activists, black and white, with their social analyses. And when movement activists were jailed, they helped politicize prison culture. Inmates began to compare incarceration with slavery, to call themselves political prisoners, and to protest conditions rather than fight with one another.

A prisoners’ movement began to grow outside as well. In New York in 1967 David Rothenberg produced Fortune and Men’s Eyes, a play by Canadian ex-convict John Herbert that brought to life the devastating effects of imprisonment for one young man. When a member of the audience challenged the play’s authenticity after one performance, an ex-con rose from the audience to defend it. As more ex-convicts came to the theater, some making public their past for the first time, the post-curtain debate became as absorbing as the play. Rothenberg’s theater office evolved into the first office of the Fortune Society, an organization that provides a therapeutic community for ex-prisoners and advocates criminal justice reform.

Dramatizing the social upheaval of the nineteen-sixties were the inner-city riots that became more destructive with each summer and helped spark riots behind the razor wire. Forty-eight riots were reported from 1968 through 1971, every one growing in intensity, the coherence of its racial or political ideology, and organization. In 1970, riots in New York rocked Manhattan’s Tombs and the upstate Auburn Prison. In July 1971, a “Liberation Faction” of prisoners in Attica Prison presented the corrections commissioner with demands to change “brutal, dehumanized” conditions. In California, on August 21, 1971, George Jackson was killed in an alleged escape attempt from San Quentin. The next day, Attica prisoners protested with a mass hunger strike. On September 9, they seized the prison, killing one guard and three inmates. The uncompromising state response four days later was a police assault that wounded 128 and took thirty-nine lives, ten of them hostages.

The assault was necessary because hostages were having their throats slashed—or so state officials told the media. But the next day, autopsies revealed that all had died of state-inflicted bullet wounds. This discovery, as well as the guards’ brutal beatings of the recaptured prisoners, created a generation of prison activists and a storm of litigation. The official prison-system misuse of power was dramatically curtailed as court orders reformed prison conditions across the country, while new statutes and regulations expanded prisoners’ constitutional rights. As a class, prisoners could challenge “cruel and unusual” conditions of confinement, and, as individuals, they won rights to be given due process, and to receive literature and practice the religion of their choice while incarcerated.

“A prison renaissance,” as prison poet William Aberg characterized it, flourished in the seventies. Prisoners organized to form unions, fight for humane treatment, and bring educational, cultural, and religious programs inside the walls. The fruit of their efforts and outside pressures—prison college programs, arts workshops, and other rehabilitative programs— sprang up everywhere.

But in the same decade, forces were mounting that made penal policy swing back from treatment to custody, and from a rehabilitative to a retributive approach. Penologists Andrew von Hirsch (1976) and Robert Martinson (1974) assailed the rehabilitative ideal. Martinson’s saying that “nothing works” to reduce recidivism provided a soundbite for politicians who began to find “get-tough-on-crime” rhetoric indispensable to their success. Indeterminate sentencing practices that permitted prisoners to earn early release through good behavior came under attack.

In 1971, Richard Nixon declared drug abuse “America’s public enemy No. 1,” and asked Congress to fund an all-out international war. Two years later, New York’s governor Nelson Rockefeller scrapped a whole system of drug treatment, and replaced it with the most punitive drug laws in the United States.

In the eighties, much of the country followed New York’s lead on drug laws. Lyndon Johnson’s war on poverty was displaced—and its effects reversed—by the war on drugs. While cutting back on social welfare, conservatives won votes by nurturing a culture of fear and vowing to be tougher than their rivals. Even liberal politicians could not afford to appear “soft” on crime. The prisons were flooded, especially as more and more of the poor were drawn into the drug trade. Law enforcement persecuted communities plagued by crack cocaine, which was and is primarily used in inner cities, with far greater force than they did those using the powder form of cocaine, favored by white, middle-class communities.

This aggressive war on drugs worked hand in glove with prison construction, which became a major growth industry. It encouraged enormous federal and state investment, private prison development, and associated businesses. As Oklahoma ex-warden Jack Cowley put it, “The war on drugs is a miserable failure because it has not stopped drug use in this country. It’s a great success [for prisons] because it’s the best economic boom we’ve ever seen.”

Corporations lobbied legislatures for contracts to build prisons, confidently guaranteeing to fill a certain number of beds. In turn, heavily-subsidized local law enforcement was happy to oblige by providing residents. What came to be called the Prison-Industrial Complex manufactured its own symbiotic cycle.

Life Without Parole: Living in Prison Today (1996, 2011) by prize-winning author Victor Hassine details the transformation in the 1980s of Graterford State Prison, warehouse for Pennsylvania’s most violent felons. A typical 1930s “Big House” (holding fifteen hundred people or more, all sharing common facilities), Graterford kept military-style order when Hassine arrived in 1981. By mid-decade, the influx of homeless, mentally ill, juvenile offenders, seasoned gang members, drug addicts, and dealers had changed everything. According to Hassine, the population explosion made Graterford “a predatory institution where nothing worked right and everything was for sale.” Bathroom-size cells designed for one inmate had to accommodate two; rape became a common occurrence. Overworked guards’ dependence on informants divided inmates, raised the level of violence, and facilitated the entry of drugs. “Old heads” recalled bygone days of honor, quiet, solitude, and routine. Hassine wrote, those days existed when “the outside world was kept outside, when inmates’ natural enemies were the guards.” Now other inmates posed the greatest threat, especially “young bucks” for whom robbery and assault became addictive. Instead of trying to control gangs, the administration played one against the other. “Anger and hatred are a prison’s cash crop,” a lifer explained, “they produce “more money, more guards, more overtime.”

Women in prison have suddenly become the fastest growing sector of the prison population; they now represent 7 percent of prisoners. Harsh sentencing for minor drug offenses has made the incarceration rate of women almost double that of men. Ten times more women are imprisoned in the U.S. than in Western Europe. About 87 percent of women report physical or sexual abuse prior to their arrest (roughly double the percentage of men). Little violence occurs between women prisoners, but they experience more instances of sexual violence and humiliation from the guards on average than male prisoners do. “Being in prison is like being in a domestic violence relationship,” says writer Barbara Saunders. “You never know when the rules will change and you will get ‘beaten’ again psychologically or emotionally by anyone who has power over you.”

In many states, pregnant women are still shackled while in labor. Roughly 75 percent of incarcerated women are single mothers. They carry an extra burden of distress and anxiety over the wellbeing of the children, in combination with their focus on surviving, rehabilitating themselves, and reuniting with their children.

The number of children with a parent under criminal supervision is high: an estimated 7 million. Communities of color are especially decimated by the loss of human capital.

In 2008 the number of people in our prisons and jails was 2.3 million. This figure exceeds that of any other country (China, for example, locks up 1.6 million, although it is four times more populous than the U.S.) Our incarceration rate, relatively stable between 1925 and 1972, has since grown sixfold. The U.S. holds one quarter of the world’s prisoners, while the country only represents five percent of the world’s population. This nation is deemed a “rogue state, a country that has made a decision not to follow what is a normal Western approach,” according to Vivien Stern, research fellow at the International Prison Studies Centre in London.

Although the decreasing use of the death penalty is certainly good news—there are now sixteen states without the death penalty and fewer executions—there is a downside. The costliness of the elaborate legal procedures associated with capital punishment cases encourages prosecutors to aim for life without parole instead of the death penalty. Consequently, the idea of life without parole is normalized for non-capital crimes. A few decades ago, a life sentence implied harsh punishment, but amounted to ten to twenty years actual time incarcerated. Now, 10 percent of prisoners will leave their prison in a coffin. We have created a punishment previously unknown in the world. We are inventing a geriatric gulag. And juveniles are also serving life without parole.

Our prisons have also become more cruel, influenced perhaps by this century’s war on terror. During the 1980s and 1990s “supermax” security prisons were built across the country, designed for “the worst of the worst.” Other prisons set apart solitary sections, variously called secure housing units (SHUs), adjustment centers, and administrative segregation (ad seg). At these locations, confinement is solitary, with at most one hour a day for exercise (also often completed in solitude). The UN Convention against Torture states that torture is treatment that causes “severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental” when it is inflicted by officials for purposes of punishment or coercion. Isolation can cause or exacerbate mental illness. Our domestic use of solitary is not far removed from the treatment of detainees at Guantanamo, though it has not received as much attention. Moreover, the American public was shocked by photos from Abu Ghraib revealing the humiliation and torture of Iraqi prisoners by U.S. soldiers. Yet little was made of the fact that four men in charge of revamping Iraq’s prisons had committed serious human rights abuses in Arizona, Utah, Texas, and Connecticut prisons.

In addition to official and systematic punishment, sexual violence in prisons has not been wholly eliminated. Although Congress passed the Prison Rape Elimination Act in 2003, the Justice Department failed to implement many of the demands proposed by the Commission to protect victims.

The United States has the shameful distinction not only of locking up the most men and the most women, the most old people and the most juveniles, for the longest time and for the harshest punishments, but also for holding the highest proportion of racial minorities in the world. To many, mass incarceration appears to be a war on people of color, a substitution of social control for social services. As the ACLU put it, “despite the fact that whites engage in drug offenses at a higher rate than African-Americans, African-Americans are incarcerated for drug offenses at a rate that is ten times greater than that of whites.” For Michele Alexander, mass incarceration is the new Jim Crow. Just as segregation was devised in response to Reconstruction, so, she suggests, has the mass incarceration of black people been generated as a response to the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s. History repeats itself: one form of racial domination breaks and another rises to replace it.

By entering the criminal justice system, many people become permanent members of an inferior caste. Their rights upon release are eviscerated. In many states, they are excluded from public housing, employment, education, voting, and benefits. They become non-citizens. With all these odds against them, many will return to prison. Theirs is a cycle of relentless marginalization.

On the other hand, the twenty-first century has offered many positive developments. A few examples:

•   George Soros’ Open Society Foundation has funded influential projects that promote a better understanding of the human cost of our criminal justice system and explore alternatives to mass incarceration.

•   In 2011, forty years after Nixon’s call for an all-out offensive on drugs, the prestigious Global Commission on Drug Policy called the international war on drugs a failure and urged the U.S. to consider decriminalizing drugs.

•   Some policy makers and politicians shun “tough on crime,” and substitute it with “smart on crime” and “right on crime.”

•   Mandatory minimum sentences are increasingly less common.

•   Some states have begun to release hundreds of prisoners and to find community-based alternatives to incarceration.

•   The disparity between the high sentences for crack cocaine (used mostly by people of color) and the relatively low for powder cocaine (used mostly by white people) is being eliminated.

•   Re-entry has become in the last several years the most challenging issue in criminal justice policy as the public realizes that almost all people return from prison to the community and need help in preparing to reintegrate successfully.

•   In 1998, a group called Critical Resistance launched the first major coalition-building conferences for prison activists concerned about checking what they called the Prison Industrial Complex and strengthening communities at risk; coalition building has since become the norm.

•   Formerly incarcerated men and women are increasingly designing and staffing programs for people returning from prison. (See the afterword, especially the first two sections.)

Most important, public awareness has grown, and many citizens work with local organizations. Michele Alexander’s powerful metaphor—mass incarceration is the new Jim Crow—may startle readers out of their indifference and fire the conscience of the country to engage in a refreshed human rights movement. Such struggles are never simply for the persons deprived of their rights, but rather for all of us. We are all diminished by an unjust society. We are all implicated in this monstrous carceral society whose tentacles reach everywhere. For the good of us all, we must try to understand it and change our approach to crime and criminals.

With prison and prisoners an increasingly large, though still ignored, aspect of society, this collection of prison writings is more relevant than ever. Teachers seeking ways to integrate prison issues into American studies find it invaluable. Many are again prizing prison writing as an essential expression of our nation’s underclass and, with its own complex traditions, an important field of American literature.

Prisoners know that they dwell “behind the mirror’s face” (in Paul St. John’s telling phrase; see “Reading and Writing”), that prison reflects the state of society. This book aspires to dissolve the mercury and leave us face to face with our brothers and sisters. Our future is one. The evidence that this book offers of the complex humanity of people in prison and their very real aptitude for growth has a surprising part to play in our construction of the future.

[image: image]

Writing is my way of sledge-hammering these walls.

—Alejo Dao’ud Rodriguez, Sing Sing Correctional Facility, Ossining, New York

My life was one of perpetual conflict. I held an apocalyptic view. I have spent most of my existence on this earth inside one prison or another, so my mindset toward the world was one of complete antipathy and alienation … I was reluctant to submit my story to the PEN contest I at no point thought I had a chance of winning. When I won the award, it gave me an overwhelming sense of acceptance. I now felt that I had something to offer humanity.

— Anthony Ross, Death Row, San Quentin Prison, California

Public reception of prison writing over the past twenty-five years parallels the plunging and rearing trajectory of attitudes toward prisoners we have seen: enthusiasm and broad-based support in the seventies, doubt growing in the eighties, cynicism dominating the nineties, and beginning to give way at century’s end* To some degree PEN’s engagement has followed these vicissitudes, but with an important distinction: Every year PEN has provided an outlet for these forgotten voices.

PEN’s involvement in this unique creative movement began in a curious way. Born in 1921, PEN (Poets, Playwrights, Essayists, Editors, and Novelists) is dedicated to consolidating world peace through a global association of writers. Since 1960 a Freedom-to-Write Committee within PEN’s American Center has defended the rights of writers in other countries who have been jailed for their beliefs. But concern for saints of free expression abroad did not translate into concern for ordinary domestic sinners. In fact, this committee’s chair in the late sixties, historian Tom Fleming, had taken a dim view of convicts (his father was a New Jersey sheriff and prison warden). But one day, he appeared on a talk show with an impressive ex-prisoner — a Fortune Society spokesman — who remarked that some of the best people he knew were behind bars. “I never forgot it,” Fleming said.

As PEN president in 1971, Fleming encouraged colleague Lucy Kavaler to investigate freedom to write in U.S. prisons. Her report spurred Fleming into intensive lobbying with corrections officials, resulting in reduced censorship, improved access to typewriters, courses, and better prison libraries. Then the revelations of Attica made a prison writing program. (PWP) seem a moral imperative to some PEN members. Convinced that writing is inherently rehabilitative, they persuaded other writers to read, teach, and mentor behind bars and publishers to send materials. “To be able to say what you mean, to put in words what you perceive as truth, to impose form on the formless — this is a way to reconstruct a life, to restore one’s sense of meaning, of responsibility to oneself and to others,” PWP chair Kathrin Perutz wrote. “But the others — at least some others — must be listening.”

And so in 1973 PEN launched its first annual literary competition for prisoners in federal institutions and extended it to state prisoners in 1974, soon engaging some fifteen hundred prisoners annually. Winning works of fiction, poetry, and nonfiction (drama was added later) were read at annual celebrations, and Fortune News (the Fortune Society’s paper for prisoners) and other journals published them. The contest reinforced the seventies’ prison renaissance nationwide. As college programs grew behind the walls, so did creative writing workshops, some funded by the National Endowment for the Arts. Journals devoted to inmate writing — with names like “Joint3’ Conference and Sentences — sprang up overnight. Some academics embraced this literature of the American dispossessed as part of their project of challenging, or enlarging, the canon. The bibliography of H. Bruce Franklin’s 1989 edition of Prison Literature in America: The Victim As Criminal and Artist lists 320 books by prisoners published from 1971 through 1981. Then everything changed.

The year 1981 saw the publication of In the Belly of the Beast, a volume of Jack Henry Abbott’s prison letters to Norman Mailer, describing the rage he cultivated through his lifelong institutionaliza-tion. Readers were more excited by the writing than mindful of its warning; the book went through five printings and Abbott was released with fanfare. David Rothenberg recently described Abbott on his second day at liberty, sweating through an appearance on Good Morning, America, in which Mailer answered Abbott’s questions for him. Rothenberg invited Abbott to drop by the Fortune Society for help with the deinstitutionalization process. Abbott was not interested. Within a month, he had killed a man in a fight. The romance between writers and convicts had run its course, and prisoners went out of fashion in the eighties.

Support for prison writing plummeted as well. Under Reagan, the NEA severely cut financial aid to fledgling magazines, and by 1984, every journal devoted to prison writing had gone under. Prison newspapers, a vital branch of this literature, began to lose support in this era. Now, with the notable exceptions of the distinguished Angolite in Louisiana and Prison Legal Notes in Washington State, most have been suppressed.

The PWP persisted, though many members, always volunteers, fell away, and PEN’s executives took little interest. By the late 1980s, most committee work had fallen to overburdened receptionists, and the PWP nearly expired. It is to the credit of a few dedicated members that, even so, there was a never a year without a PEN prison writing contest. In 1990 PEN president Larry McMurtry appointed Fielding Dawson, who in 1987 had edited a special issue on prison writing for Witness and had taught in prison, to head a reinvigorated PWP committee, strengthened further by his successors Bibi Wein and Hettie Jones. PWP director Jackson Taylor has restored a rich mentor program, and at a stirring twenty-fifth-anniversary ceremony in 1998, Sister Helen Prejean, author of Dead Man Walking, offered the keynote address.

In twenty-five years, PEN has accumulated a rare archive of testimony, a mine of information about linguistic and literary culture as well as social culture behind bars. Prisoners have their own evolving lexicon, well known in their home neighborhoods. Inventive language travels from the street to the “joint” and back, ripening with each journey. Much penitentiary argot is decades old: “joint,95 “slammer” for prison; “hack,” “screw,” “canine,” “roller,” “C.O.” for a guard or corrections officer; “fish” for a new prisoner, “rap partner” for crime partner, “road dog” for friend, “cellie” for cellmate. “Homeboy,” “homey,” or “homes,” shedding its origin in hometown, is simply buddy. Solitary confinement (Administrative Segregation, Special Housing Unit, Control Unit, in bureaucratic lingo) is for convicts simply the “hole” or the “box.” An arrest and conviction is a “fall”; “down” is serving time; a sentence is a “bit” or “bid”; near the end of it, one is “short.” The crafted repartee in Doing Time owes much to the “dozens” — stylized verbal battles perfected by young African-American men.

Poetry coming out of the seventies was often stamped with Black Arts movement stylistics (including spelling: “Amerikkka”) and marked by revolutionary fervor. It was a heady period for African-American prisoners. (Students in my Westchester County Penitentiary class admired George Jackson’s stoical self-discipline in Soledad Broth en After Jackson’s death, Charles Caldwell wrote, in “A Poem with George Jackson”: “my dying just / as yours will be / a whip to sorrow / ‘cause tears won’t build / a body / & you are on the lips / the angry skin of life / that calls tomorrow.”) Vera Montgomery’s indignant poem (see Players, Games) about her sisters’ failure to seize their common cause sits squarely in this tradition. Matching the proud attention to cultural specificity fostered by the black consciousness movement was that of Latinos — Puerto Rican Young Lords in the Northeast and Chicago, Chicanos in the Southwest and California — represented here by Raymond Ringo Fernandez and Jimmy Santiago Baca.

Some early PEN prison poetry reflected the “toast/5 an older African-American narrative in ballad form that my penitentiary students had introduced to me. Passed from performer to performer in jails, toasts glorify the “life95 (of con games, pimping, and other hustles). The toast’s flamboyant hyperbole persists In the “lies” and tall tales that enliven yard culture, and its rhythmic insistence is one of the sources of rap music and hiphop.

Established white poets are also woven into the literary culture of our lockups; dead white men (and a few women, notably Emily Dickinson and Sylvia Plath) are revitalized by writers who draw on their energy to their own emergencies. Chuck Culhane says he read Whitman and Ginsberg in that spirit, and it shows in the voices of “After Almost Twenty Years” (see Time and Its Terms). I thought I recognized Dylan Thomas’s compound words in Jon Schillaci’s “For Sam Manzie”(see The World), and Wallace Stevens’s juggling of lush illusions in M. A. Jones’s “To Those Still Waiting” (see Getting Out), and the authors owned up to their devotion. Vladimir Mayakovsky’s line breaks, rhythms, and direct address are revived in Judith Clark’s homage to him (see Family), as are — more surprisingly — Robert Browning’s dramatic monologues in Henry Johnson’s “First Day on the Job” (see Race, Chance, Change). Regionalism is strongly valued, and folk traditions — of the backwoods, the Deep South, and the inner city — are kept alive.

Existentialism, surrealism, and the absurd leave their mark on PEN fiction, most explicitly in stories like J. R. Grindlay’s “Myths of Darkness” (Time). But, because lockup life itself is so often surreal or absurd, these features also shape realistic stories like Judee Norton’s “Norton #59900” (Family) and Richard Stratton’s “Skyline Turkey” (Work). Robert Rutan’s resonant simplicity also harks back to Hemingway (Getting Out), Ralph Ellison’s mordant wordplay resounds in Anthony Ross’s story (Death Row), and Joseph Sissler (Players, Games) evokes Thomas Pynchon’s layered realities.

In style and substance, prison nonfiction covers a wide gamut: from personal memoir, like Jimmy Santiago Baca’s (Reading and Writing), to naturalist essay, like Kenneth Lamberton’s Thoreauvian observations of the habits of barn swallows and bugs in the yards of Arizona lockups.* (Many fine pieces by PEN prison writers cannot be included, but, unwilling to sacrifice insights gathered, I refer to these pieces — signaling them by an *— here and throughout.) Some of our best nonfiction writers have met the proliferating crises of prison life — like riots, rape, gangs, AIDS, and psychotropic drugs — by documenting them in the manner of testimonial writers writing under duress everywhere; some use interviews in their exposes. Many describe constructive programs in literacy, for example, or propose detailed reforms. Some write polemics about the death penalty or clemency; others about college education and parole (Jon Marc Taylor in Reading and Writing and Diane Hamill Metzger and Larry Bratt in Time and Its Terms). The urgencies of life behind bars drive some to do research in the library.

Others turn to the outside world and offer topical (and often perishable) bulletins from dangerous fronts and sordid undergrounds few of us know. An escaped prisoner hiding among the homeless in New York’s Penn Station, John Springs III, seized the opportunity to study their habits and became their advocate.* Some have told subversive truths about our wars, Vietnam and its counterpart and successor, the war on drugs; see Robert Moriarty’s dispatch on drug pilots in The World* Others have followed the course of the drug culture as it shaped their experiences. Though they present divergent realities, we have come to rely on many prison nonfiction writers to bear witness without flinching.

The anthology is divided into thematic sections, largely dictated by the concerns of our best writers over the years. These experiential categories evoke the many aspects of doing time and cover the life-span of imprisonment, from its multiple beginnings to its several ends. They are: entry; coming to terms with expanded and emptied time; deadening routines and ways they are ruptured; work; education, from literacy to creative writing; games (con games, hustles, sports) and their players; race relations; interactions, past and present, with family; the recall and evocation of the outside world; ways of getting out; and death row. While perhaps a third of manuscripts received treat experiences outside prison (represented here in Family and The World), this anthology reflects the findings of contest jurors: that some of the most powerful work reveals what no other writers can offer — the unknown life of this nation hidden in our midst.

[image: image]

Writing forces me to remain conscious of the suffering around me and to resist getting numb to it, I write to keep my heart open, to keep pumping fresh red blood.

— Susan Rosenberg, Federal Correctional Institution Danbury Danbury, Connecticut

Many prisoners write as if their lives depend on it. Quite often they do. Reading this material makes one reflect on the rich affinities between doing time and doing writing. Do time or be done by it: This is the overt text of some of the pieces, the subtext of all. The act of writing gives us all the feeling of doing, not being done, but writers behind bars find the obstacles greater and the stakes higher. Do your own time, convicts say. Meaning, Mind your own business, but also signifying Don’t make anyone else do it and Or someone will make you do theirs. Doing time can mean enduring with dignity, respect for others, and some measure of independence; at best it means growth and transcendence. Doing writing exponentially heightens one’s power to pursue these goals. The collection illuminates two routes to transcendence — rising above and going through. Yet all routes lead the writer to intolerable choices, or double-binds.

Long-termers with an enduring commitment to writing sometimes figuratively break out of penal institutions by rising above, by positioning themselves outside as analysts and critics. Some, like Victor Hassine and Easy Waters, become time-professionals — chroniclers. Incarcerated since he was sixteen, Waters has become a proficient and incisive historian, writing essays on the links between slavery and incarceration and the unfolding of the prison-industrial complex. In verse Waters traces the voyage of convicts up the Hudson in 1825 to build Sing Sing (Work). Others, as we have seen, diagnose the current crisis. In the process, some gain the strength to withstand the almost inevitable ensuing punishment. After publishing in the Washington Post, Larry Bratt, for example, began to research a piece on Maryland’s first execution in thirty-three years. For canvassing guards, many of whom opposed the death penalty, the administration segregated him, but in court he won the right to continue research. Many writers with convictions, drawn into muckraking and thrown into the hole, find themselves in First Amendment battles, sinners become First Amendment saints. To save one’s integrity is to risk one’s hide: This is the chronicler’s double-bind.

While jailhouse chroniclers risk censure to map the outer reality of prison, other writers face subtler dangers to chart the inner experience. Rather than transcend their environment by anatomizing it, they sound its depth to gain some measure of control, keep body and mind intact, and even nurture the soul. Their work enacts and describes these ventures and also leads to hazardous choices.

The climate of pervasive menace makes physical survival the first burden of doing time. With a series of minute adjustments the psyche perfects its equivalent of the body’s animal vigilance, producing a cool, latently aggressive stance. This stance is attitude — the immemorial resource of the slave, of anyone whose dignity is threatened by wanton power. If nothing else, attitude confers some measure of independence and self-respect. It is Nietzsche, highly prized behind the wall, who gives these survival artists their ambiguous shibboleth: “What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger.” Plots of countless prison stories take form around the ambiguity; in some the toughening disciplines preserve, in others, they kill. Although violence between women is rarer, they, too, adopt defiant postures, often at high psychic cost, as Judee Norton shows in “Norton #59900” (Family). As rigid as a shield, attitude flattens feeling. Bodily survival jeopardizes the psychological.

Another burden of doing time then is mental survival — preserving sanity. Convict authors scrounge for sanity under maddening circumstances. Humor, nature, work — resources that pull the desperate back from the edge — are compromised behind bars. Prison writers attest to a lot of shallow joking — about violence, for example— to block the terror of taking seriously their vulnerability. Laughter can also be restorative, a straw for drowning reason. The range of the best prison humor is narrow, from absurd to savagely ironic to gallows (see Michael Saucier’s “Black Flag to the Rescue” [Reading and Writing], William Orlando’s story [Initiations], and Jarvis Masters’s poem [Death Row]).

Nature is the more valued for its scarcity. Contraband cats are cherished; in one story a kitten killed by a malicious guard is brutally avenged. Tributes to birds nesting in penitentiary beams or swooping into yards testify both to human hunger for transcendence and its cruel starvation (see “After Almost Twenty Years” in Time and Daniel Roseboom’s piece in Routines and Ruptures). Work, the sovereign remedy for the faltering mind, helps many to develop competencies that serve other inmates. Far too often, however, it is debased and fraught with danger, as in Saucier’s “Cut Partner” and “Gun Guard” (Work).

Taking note of other people snatches many from despair. Prison writing presents such a wealth of idiosyncratic characters that the cultivation of personality comes to seem a fundamental survival skill. Despised and scorned by the world and their keepers, prison personalities are registered, celebrated, and preserved by self-made griots, their literary cellies and work partners. These scribes in turn take heart from their models.

Camaraderie arises in the most unlikely situations, even between kept and keeper (who, some note, do time as well). In Scott A. Antworth’s understated story “The Tower Pig” (Routines), a prisoner and a despised officer effect a subtle rapprochement. Relationships between convicts and guards — who often share class and ethnic background with prisoners — are by no means predictable.

The richest stay against madness — genuine friendship — is also the most perilous. The universal riddle of intimacy is magnified in prison: Letting down one’s guard to trust is risking betrayal, grief, rage, more madness. As Diane Hamill Metzger puts it, “Staff and prisoners play a lot of phony games with one another” when in reality neither trusts the other.” Prisoners’ alliances are undermined by contention for scarce rewards: “We must compete for our very lives.”Yet up and down the tiers, friendship flickers like the mirrors, called “eyes,” held periscopically outside bars to enable sight down the tier. Some relationships, as in William Aberg’s “Siempre” (Initiations) flower though voice contact only.

In several stories, the most vulnerable console one another, the mad relieve the mad (“Myths of Darkness” in Time, “Skyline Turkey”in Work). In Robert Kelsey3s story, “Suicide!” (Work), the protagonist Kerry, tormented by guilt for his drunk-driving homicide, works as a suicide-watch. By drawing out Kerry’s humor and his compassion, his real value in the world, the damaged restore his balance.

It is the concern of a young black in particular that steadies Kerry, a white man. In prison accounts of friendship, a surprising number cross racial lines. African-Americans now make up 51 percent of the prison population. This skewed demographic picture, coupled with the explosive growth of racial gangs, intensifies the race hatred of many inmates. Firmly in the majority, blacks can exercise a reign of terror — and whites can hone their hatred. Or these and other groups can make common cause, as prison prose shows they sometimes do — in daily life and in riot situations (see “Eleven Days Under Siege” in Race). Moral survival is thus a third burden of doing time, All prisoners face ceaseless moral pressure that is unknown — or duckable — on the outside. This ranges from routine decisions — like whom to play ball with — to whether or not to ignore a monstrous wrong. In this context, stories of interracial friendships are especially poignant. (See stories by Charles Norman, Susan Rosenberg, and Michael Wayne Hunter in Race.)

Cultivating such prison relationships reflects and can further moral growth. Other writers do time by working through outside relationships, real or fictionalized — with family members and others (offensive or offended) in the past. By taking responsibility for repairing family ties or addressing the painful past., they write their way toward emotional survival and self-rehabilitation. No easy task, and prison lore warns against it: Clinging to the past is risking failure to survive in the present. Family ties can provoke crippling guilt, grief, anxiety, or jealousy. Many cannot drop the defensive mask when relatives visit and find it less wrenching to sever ties. Men write of turning their women loose rather than face the painful erosion of bonds.

But other men and many women take on the risk of engaging past abuse and of seeking family reconciliation. Three-quarters of women in prison are mothers and usually the primary care-givers. As a group particularly committed to the family structure, they suffer acutely from separation from those who depend on them, especially children; some write of their families “doing hard time.” At Bedford Hills Correctional Facility, the existence of a nursery and a children’s center signals the administration’s belief that strong ties to family help rehabilitate women and that learning to parent a child helps a woman care for herself. Coupled with opportunities to explore feelings and intentions, such programs help prisoners grow emotionally. This aim animates the writing workshop at Bedford Hills, as participants describe it in “Tetrina” and “Sestina” (Reading and Writing). Emboldened in the workshop to face and untangle her past, and strengthened by her ongoing relationship with her daughter, Judith Clark traces in “To Vladimir Mayakovsky” (Family) her progress toward complex reconciliation.

Recreating the outside world, many writers seek other forms of reconciliation. For example, J. C. Amberchele’s powerful pair of stories of a fictional victim (The World) symbolically attempt to make reparations. And reconciliation, albeit sad, with the self shaped by crime and punishment, is at the heart of Robert Rutan’s tour-de-force (Getting Out).

Men and women sitting on death row confront the myriad violence — physical, mental, emotional, and moral — endured by ordinary prisoners. But they also have a uniquely precise foreknowledge of death; such knowledge earned its owner the famous Louisiana salute, “Dead Man Walking!” Doing Time’s final section shows how brilliantly some face this ultimate imaginative challenge of transcending their conditions.

Editor’s Note

The selection process for this anthology has depended first on the prisoners, for all texts were written by contest winners. The contest is announced in prison journals, and in the late nineties, PEN receives annually about seventeen hundred stories, poems, plays, and non-fiction pieces. Most are by men. As we have seen, women represent only around 7 percent of the prison population. Those who write seem to send their work out more reluctantly than men unless they have political backgrounds (as is the case with many women here). To compensate for this imbalance, I have sought out additional work by prizewinning women for this collection.

Painstakingly handwritten manuscripts, sometimes illustrated, arrive alongside computer-generated text. Some send novels and treatises, others a few words, as if thrust into a bottle and tossed into the sea. The texts range from barely literate to highly polished. The strengths are those of the once-fortunate, or passionate, or reflective, or self-educated few; the weaknesses are those of any poorly educated group. Themes reappear obsessively — mother, shame, loss, salvation, the treacherous woman, the perfect crime, and the criminal-justice system. Some writers turn to desperate conventions — in verse, the Hallmark greeting; in narrative and drama, sci-fi, Dungeons and Dragons Gothic, the violent thriller, stand-up routines, and TV sitcom. Rich material and fresh language are often trapped in bankrupt literary formulas; simple morals are tacked onto undigested trouble. Those who have had the benefit of writing workshops offer more finished pieces, but some who toil alone take our breath away. Most contestants have become writers in prison, many are natural writers. Few professional writers compete.

Contest entries are divided into genres and distributed by the heap to members of generic subcommittees. Winnowing each haystack of manuscript for the irresistible needle is a daunting task. Subcommittees share their best manuscripts and deliberate for hours over winners.

Not all winning manuscripts could be found. Fortune News had published some winners from 1978 on; obliging collectors lent old issues. Materials from early years, stored in Princeton University archives, proved spotty, yet offered clues to some missing work. All honorable mentions had been mysteriously preserved, among them gems like Roger Jaco’s “Killing Time” (Time) and Jimmy Santiago Baca’s “Letters Come to Prison” (Routines).

After making a raw selection, I decided reluctantly to exclude drama. (Though powerful playwrights have won awards, drama is our smallest category; space limitations force us to omit examples.) Then authors’ permissions had to be secured. For most recent winners still incarcerated, this posed little difficulty. Several9 however, had been subjected to punitive transfer from prison to prison, in the process often losing their friends, scant possessions, a painstakingly constructed life — and their mail.

One day sleuth, the next posse, I pursued many writers from one prison or parole board to another, often across state lines. Teachers of prison workshops helped me find some ex-prisoners who, in turn, led me to others. (I discovered an American penal archipelago; prisoners’ nightmare of transfer — some call it “diesel therapy” or “plane therapy” — results in many comradely networks.) Otherwise I was dependent on the goodwill of parole officers. “I can’t help you” is the bureaucrat’s “hello.” I learned to explain my mission fast and to keep talking. Sometimes they amplified thus: “Even if I could help you, you don’t have the right information.” I learned that without the ex-prisoner’s birthdate or proper identification number, an unusual effort was being demanded. Everything hung on who picked up the phone.

“Is this Michael E. Saucier a black man or a white man?” a Louisiana parole board employee asked. “I don’t know! Have you really one of each?” “Yes!” she replied crisply, but she let me leave a message for the parole officer of one of them. That gentleman laughingly doubted that his client was a writer, but agreed to give him my number. And two weeks later, Saucier phoned.

Roger Jaco maxed out of parole in Newport News more than a decade ago. No Virginia Jacos knew him, but one referred me to a Jaco-genealogist in McMinnville, Tennessee; he held Jaco reunions, but knew no writing Jacos. But by then I had the information that Roger had a bunch of brothers whose names all began with R. “Ah!” said the genealogist. “Those Jacos! There were nine of them, and both their parents were killed in an automobile accident when they were little children.” He sent me to one brother who referred me to Roger’s adoring sister, Gladys, in Kentucky.

Vera Montgomery’s case was particularly intractable. She had also been paroled too long ago, central records said. I contacted her final parole board, then, desperate, the next-to-last. There a woman heard me out. “I wish someone would give me some money for my wonderfuKpoetry!” “Are you a poet?” She was, and she gave me Montgomery’s birthdate, alias, her parents’ names, and the information that she’d left the system in Newark. The Newark phone book listed none of these Montgomerys. I phoned one with her mother Elsie’s initial, though I knew Vera herself was born in 1936. “No Elsie lives here,” a man assured me. “Have you ever heard of a Vera Montgomery?” “She was my favorite aunt,” was the thrilling reply. Albert Montgomery recalled how Vera had died in a senior citizen facility, how she’d always spoken of writing and her desire to write a book. No one in the family had any of her writing — would I please send him some?

Final selection for the anthology was a complex balancing act, governed by commitments to honoring literary excellence and to encouraging some beginning writers. (The contest has always honored both.) I also looked for fine examples from each decade, and work representative of different subgenres, expressive of regional, racial, and gender diversity, and of prison experiences our writers have taught us they find crucial. While endeavoring to present as many writers as possible, this collection sometimes offers for depth more than one piece by a single author. Out of respect for the integrity of a work, excerpts are avoided.

Note on the Text

Some work has been lightly edited, with the author’s consent. Each text is followed by the name of the institution where (and in two cases, about which) it was written, and, to my best knowledge, the year it was submitted to the contest.

An asterisk in editorial introductions marks texts described or cited for their useful insights, but regretfully excluded from the anthology for space reasons.

As About the Authors was shaped in collaboration with all living authors, an unforeseen range of striking histories emerged in sharply individual voices. Each was asked to write something about his or her literary development, education, and background, including — only if the author cared to do so — mention of crime, conviction, or sentence. We do not condone crime, but we agree with Sister Helen Prejean that a person is more than the worst thing he has ever done. Focusing on the self-rehabilitative work of writing, the committee rarely knows anything of criminal backgrounds. For this reason, though many claim innocence or are appealing their sentences, this data does not appear in the biographical section. Our emphasis rather is on the illuminating stories of how they became writers and what writing has meant to this extraordinary group of practitioners, how it has enabled them to do time.

—Bell Gale Chevigny

August 2011


Initiations

…I have been classified, collated and rated fingerprinted photoed and filed I am an examined, inspected cut of meat dressed in khaki and set in concrete.

The ritual dehumanization of entry is a powerful theme for prison writers. In the excerpt from “Fair Hill Prison”* above, 1987 prizewinner Nolan Gelman resisted the process by naming it. Fundamental disorientation may strip one of words as well as of civilized garb. M. A, Jones’s “Prison Letter” here captures the problem of wordlessness — another name for fear — at the most private level.

To become a prisoner is to enter an alien universe. One’s most trusted resources fail to help interpret the new setting, and the simplest social interaction may be fraught with peril. Sometimes seasoned inmates help newcomers begin to do time. In William Aberg’s “Siempre,” set in an unusual Arizona jail that housed both men and women, a veteran talks a novice through fear of the penitentiary {the pinta, in Mexican argot} to which she is being sent.

More often it is a “cellie” who helps a “fish” to learn the ropes. In Clay Downing’s 1974 story “The Jailin’ Man,”* the title figure teaches the narrator how to heat water for coffee in the glass part of a lightbulb and in the process to feel less sorry for himself. Ingenious ways to prepare food are also shared with newcomers. Jarvis Masters describes learning how to make powerful wine in “Recipe for Prison Pruno” (Death Row). Advice on how to avoid danger abounds: “Drink plenty of water and walk real slow” is a typical admonition.

“Symbiosis” between inmates is possible, according to the avuncular mentor in David Wood’s story by that name (1996),* if you learn how to carry yourself like a true convict: “Look every man square in the eye and let him know you’ll fight back. You don’t have to win a fight, just hurt the other guy bad enough so he won’t want to scrap with you again.” This swift cultivation of attitude, a particularly male response, is not restricted to men. Thus in Denise Hicks’s 1996 entry “Where’s My Mother?”* the neophyte reports: “I was learning the none-of-your-business stare; the no-you-don’t-know-me stance; and the why-I’m-here-could-not-possibly-be-of-any-concern-to-you pivot.”

Old hands school new prisoners in the cons’ rules, as crucial to survival as institutional regulations. Each prison has its underground economy and its informal government, with leadership ranging from fluid to stable. Prison mentors elucidate the “code” of the “stand-up” convict, a signal feature of prison subculture for generations, particularly among men. Akin to “honor among thieves,” it has tenets like “Be loyal to cons,” “Don’t let anyone disrespect you,” and “Never snitch.” This ideal is still nurtured by old-timers who nostalgically lament the bygone days when convicts, they say, ran penitentiaries. In “Ring on a Wire” (1996),* a story by George Hughes, the narrator’s “cellie” celebrates a mythicized golden age when they could “take your freedom, take your property and everything else away from you, but not your word.” For such as he, only a “convict” was a “real man.”

But beginning in the 1980s, new throngs of rash and fearless teenagers doing time made a much more menacing experience. The “code” began to degenerate into little more than vengeance against snitches or, as Victor Hassine puts it, “Darwin’s code: survival of the fittest.” In his poem “Convict Code” (1988),” Alex Friedman describes “walking on by” scenes of weapon-making and gang rape, and then being stabbed twenty-eight times by a stranger—”and everybody walked on by.”

In “How I Became a Convict” (extracted from his book Life Without Parole), Victor Hassine describes his adaptation to Pennsylvania’s prison for the most violent criminals. His first impulse was to retreat and build himself a cocoon. His ultimate decision to engage the life around him typifies that of most effective prison writers.

For many, survival begins with mastery of prison lingo. (See “I See Your Work” in Players, Games). Some novices feel compelled to create lexicons of their new argot. Often harsh and minimal, this patois is sometimes rich in nuance. For the transferred prisoners facing reorientation on a new turf in William Orlando’s “Dog Star Desperado” (the first chapter of a novel-in-progress), battles of rhetoric are all they can afford. Like the “dozens” played on ghetto streets and the rough banter of the armed services, this patois allows its performers to position themselves against one another while strutting their stuff. It also offers them a kind of collective armor as they size up their new surroundings and their new keepers, who are also pulled into the force field of prison language.

On another level, Orlando’s story enacts the galvanizing of the spirit to meet the shock of dehumanization. In their own way, women, too, cultivate such resources. In “Arrival” here, for example, Judee Norton calls up the inviolable inner liberty of the Stoics and converts her shackles into jewelry. Her summoning of her innermost self marks her starting point as she begins to do time.

Prison Letter

M. A.Jones

You ask what it’s like here
but there are no words for it. 
I answer difficult, painful, that men
die hearing their own voices. That answer
isn’t right though and I tell you now
that prison is a room
where a man waits with his nerves
drawn tight as barbed wire, an afternoon
that continues for months, that rises
around his legs like water
until the man is insane
and thinks the afternoon is a lake:
blue water, whitecaps, an island
where he lies under pale sunlight, one
red gardenia growing from his hand —

But that’s not right either. There are no
flowers in these cells, no water
and I hold nothing in my hands
but fear, what lives
in the absence of light, emptying
from my body to fill the large darkness
rising like water up my legs:

It rises and there are no words for it
though I look for them, and turn
on light and watch it
fall like an open yellow shirt
over black water, the light holding
against the dark for just
an instant: against what trembles
in my throat, a particular fear
a word I have no words for.

1982, Arizona State Prison-perryville

Buckeyc, Arizona

Siempre

William Aberg

She tells me through the vent
from the cell below
that they’re taking her
on the morning train to che pittta,
that the guards have already packed
everything but her sheets, blue jumpsuit, and towel.

Through the floor,
with my heart as with an eye,
I can see her as she sits
on the bunk, face
cupped in her hands,
elbows propped on her thighs,
cheeks smudged by fingermarks
and tears, her dark
hair eclipsing her knees.

I try to reassure her
with wisdom I do not have,
and hope I try to fake,
that the hammer
and anvil of coming days
will forge us into
something stronger.

By the time they unlock
my cell at breakfast,
she has already gone. But later
as I walk back in my boxers
from the shower, an older guard,
the kind one, slips a note
into my hand, whispers,
She sent her love. Back in my cell
I unfold a note that says,
Te amo, siempre in crude letters
formed by a finger and menstrual blood.

1994, Pima County Jail 

Tucson, Arizona

Dog Star Desperado

William Orlando

It had been a journey.

We were bussed from USP Leavenworth during one of those polar Novembers in Kansas. It was a day cold and white and hushed, a solitary morning of the snows.

Our prison transport showed its age. It looked as knackered as some of the convicts it had aboard — men in bad flesh who’d let themselves go, turning gray with the years and bitter for it. The bus smelled funny. The odor of cigarette butts and rusted apple cores, the odor of stale, brooding sweat. A prisoner smell. We sat in our chains and stared holes through the bus windows. We had little rap for one another, anyway. Most of us were just faces — a surly face that grunted at you over a morning bowl of grits. We were content to look hard and forbidding. Desperadoes all.

Those that did talk, talked shop. Who was hot and snitchin’. Who got stabbed and good for the motherfucker. Who bugged out. Who busted loose one fine morning in Kool-Aid lipstick, cue-chalk blue eye shadow, and bikini briefs over buns of steel. Gossip and lore. Amazing, I thought, that so little could be so absorbing. Still, absent any stone tablets, this was how they passed on the tribal Decalogue — defining value and boundary. This was how they staked out their claims as regulars, as men, as convicts. Real ones. Very few of us left, they would have you know. Rats and queers taking over.

“Yo, baby!” a six-plus-footer dubbed Wonder Woman called out to me from the back of the bus. “Yeah — you, cutie. You can break me down like a shotgun, and ride! Just two hundred cash.”

All heads turned. I grinned, embarrassed.

“Two hundred?” I replied at last. “You bump your head, bitch? For that much you can fuck me.” The bus rocked. Laughing just to laugh. Prisoner laughter, and afterward gravity.

It grew, the distance between us and the prison and the distance between each other. Who could acknowledge the thoughts, let alone share them? We rode quietly out of Kansas and through Oklahoma, passing here a frosted wood and there a stubbled field, a ragged scarecrow under leaden skies; rode across Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona, across miles and memory and heartbreak in a country song; rode, finally, the last leg westward to California and the sea, so by the time the bus reached Lompoc’s gate we could’ve lifted our heads and howled — Lompoc looking, to transfixed eyes, as welcome as hoof-prints in the snow to winter wolves. 

It had been a journey.

The guard riding shotgun stood up and unlimbered his weapon from its overhead mount. Then he stepped heavily off the bus, plucking free the imbedded seat of his pants. This correctional officer wore the dark blue blazer, dress shirt with tie, and gray slacks — new image, new name.

The driver, likewise uniformed, followed after his lumbering partner, but returned in minutes to key open the bus security grill — a steel mesh partition between their inviolate space and ours.

“Let’s move it out, happy campers.”

“But, officer!” fretted someone, “There’s criminals in there!”

The driver shifted a wad of chaw in his mouth. “Hot grub, too.”

Our response was Pavlovian. Hands cuffed, feet shackled, and chained at the waist in twelve-man coffles, we rattled off and away from the bus — shuffling like coolies. The bright Lompoc afternoon was typical for this part of the central California coast. The sun batted our eyes into a squint, and the aggressive breeze nipped at our prison khakis.

“The more the merrier,” needled one of the escort guards. “I like seeing all these inmates!”

“Job security,” quipped another behind his M-16.

These guards all matched: boots, mirrored sunglasses, guns. They were many, and they deployed themselves around us. Such overkill made you feel at once hopeless and proud at being considered so fierce a beast. For the nonce you weren’t some tame and humble inmate. Hell, no. You were a barbarian being whipped to the imperial gates, straining at your bonds and snarling defiance at your captors.

By now we’d passed through the main entrance sally port. Ahead loomed the administration building; straight to the door, the long strip of pavement ran a flowered gauntlet between annuals gay and nimble in the breeze. A ribbon on a pig.

“Hey, you! Take a right.” I turned left — busily straining at my bonds, absently leading the coffle. I’d been daydreaming since my youth and was getting better at it.

“Your other right, Twinkle Toes.”

I stopped in my tracks to make up for my blunder, and caused a bigger one. The chain reaction was literal. The coffle bunched into folds, like a caterpillar at the end of a leaf.

“What kind of a Polish fire drill. . . C’mon, shake the fuckin’ lead!” came the same loud and abrasive voice.

“Aww — shake these hairy nuts, cop!” This voice belonged to the Georgia boy right behind me. They called him June Bug. Nicknames came in two ways: The con dug deep and flattered himself with one, or the world slapped a handle on him. June Bug. It stuck. It rubbed salt. He had griped the loudest about the joys of being in transit with no property — “nary a toothbrush or a stamp.” He had stayed in the Man’s face, selling death from behind the safety of the security screen. The transport guards just rolled their eyes. Who took seriously a balding, short little fat guy? He got too mouthy you raised your hand at him and that was enough.

“Chill out, June Bug,” advised the third man on the chain, a black convict. “Dude’s a fool. I knows that Hoosier from Terre Haute.”

“Indiana?”

“Yessir. Him and the gooners rushed my cell— I was in the hole— and jtvc tossed me up.”

“Is that right? Well, he don’t move me none.” June Bug bunched his pudgy fists. “Just let me get my hands on him. Two minutes!”

“Easy, killer,” 1 pitched in, thinking he was out of place in the cacchall of prison.

The black threw back his smooth-shaven head and laughed. “Hey y’all seen his wife? Big of tits. She’s got some kind of secretary job —- warden’s office or some shit, and they say she’s fuckin’.”

“Now I likes me a gal with round heels,” said June Bug.

“Ain’t no question!” agreed the shiny-pared one. “I’d like to dick her down and him watching— the dirty Klansman.”

“I wouldn’t: fuck a pig’s wife,” I said, playing to the gallery. “Might squeal.”

June Bug added his chortle to Cranium’s and then said, “Right about now I’d fuck a snake? Just hold the head.”

“I hear ya,” said Cranium. “Ain’t no shame in your game.”

“None in the fed’s, either,” I told them boih. “We need a law like the one passed in California.”

“What law?” asked June Bug.

“He means SP42. tt’s one of them … uh … radioactive laws. They lettin’ all kinds of motherfuckers go.”

June Bug hissed through chipped teeth. “We ain’t going nowhere for a while. Fuck with Uncle and get retired.”

“Yeah. And stuck with fools like that one over there,” complained Cranium. “He’s some shit.”

The correctional officer in question sported a lieutenant’s gold badge. He posted himself just ahead of us, on the wide expanse of lawn edging the walkway.

“How you be, Lieutenant Griggs?” I heard an escort C.O. ask him in passing. “Where’s your jacket?”

“Don’t need one in California.” The C.O. did a double take. Lieutenant Griggs was not kidding. The El-Tee stood with arms akimbo above the trestle of his legs, raking humorless eyes over the length of the prisoner chain. A big, unlit cigar jutted from his mouth.

“Why, Rufus!” came the loud voice as we shuffled before him. “Last time I seen you we was dancing.” The black con surrendered a tepid smile.

“Ain’t gonna have no trouble out of you here —- are we?”

“Nossir. Got my mind right, boss.” Rufus had introduced himself on the bus. “Money is my game, Well-to-Do is my name.”

“Well-to-Do?” challenged his homeboy from Miami. “My nigga . . . every since I done knowed you, you been doin’ dirtball bad. Well-to-do!” he snorted. “Nigga, y’name needs to be Food Stamp.” Merciless, the guffaws.

“My name ain’t Rufus, it’s Well-to-Do,” he huffed as we descended the basement ramp into Receiving and Discharge.

Once inside, we were unchained, strip-searched yet again, handed towel rolls, and, the first twelve of us, sent naked to the next holding cage to dress. There we opened our rolls, and got a surprise.

“What the fuck?”

“Kiss my black ass!”

“!Que la chingada!”

The problem was comic; the problem was grave. Each of us stared at the drawers we’d been issued. These were not the loose-fitting boxers of custom. These were jockey shorts. Dainty shorts — shrunken and the brown all faded. They were, in effect, pink panties.

“Ain’t no fun when the rabbit’s got the gun,” mused one convict aloud.

We wrapped towels around our waists and started wailing for the Man.

“C.O.”

“C.O.!”

“Hey, you deaf? C.O.!”

Footsteps approached, and a gravelly voice grew louder. “Hold on, hold on. Damn! I ain’t got but two hands and two feet … and half a dick.” The officer, reaching the screen-fronted cage, grinned. “But I got a split tongue!”

“Dig this,” started Rufus, “These here—”

“Do I know you?” The C.O. had scanned our faces, pointing to the ugliest one. June Bug, “Hey, you think I’m good-looking?” His own round and homely face creased into another grin. “It ain’t easy being fat and greasy — huh?”

It had sounded suspicious to me when my mother first said: “You can be ugly and your personality can make you charming.” She sat in her slip before the dresser mirror, painting her face. “Just be nice to her.”

“But I don’t want to be nice. She smells, too.”

“You love me?

“Yes.”

“Then do it for your mama, Handsome.”

She always used that on me. It was just me and her, and so I went up to the front house where the landlady lived. We were behind on the rent.

Moms was right, of course. Take this grizzled C.O. He exuded a crude charm — just the thing for inmates. You could tell he knew people, liked people. His job was a paycheck, not a calling. This was obvious in the shit he talked. But for timing, we would have laughed at his next remark.

“All right, little darlings, you got me down here. Who tore their panties now?”

We howled. Our clamor brought another officer on the run, keys jangling. “What’s wrong?” the second asked the first.

“This hee-uh is what’s wrong!” June Bug held up the offending briefs between thumb and index finger.

The blond and burr-headed second officer shrugged. “So?”

“So look at these — how can I — I can’t — just get me some more, Mister Police.”

“That’s a negative. Laundry only gave us a set amount.”

“Well, you gots to do somethin’.” June Bug gestured at his rotundity. “How you figure me getting these on?”

“Try one leg at a time.”

“Try these nuts, you —”

“Calm down,” cut in rhe wearied veteran, waving a placatory hand. ‘“Main thing’s don’t fuckin’ panic. Conic laundry tomorrow, yon pruna donnas will get squared away.”

A big white con — all muscles and inky tattoos — got up from one of the backless benches bolted to the wall. The dragons, the demons, the damsels of heroic fantasy muraled his upper body. “Fuck that,” lie said. “Call the laundry now.’“

“Laundry’s closed,” informed Blond Burr.

“Well, send somebody…”

“That’s right,” broke in Rufus. “Earn some of them taxpayer dollars.”

“… somebody over there and get us some decent drawers. Some bonaroos. Come on, pops. Do the right thing!”

“Anything else?” came the veteran’s arch reply. “How ‘bout a reach-around, too? Now I’ve got 10 get you guys processed and—”
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