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On the morning of January 14th, 2009, I was 
supposed to drive to the Federal courthouse 
in Boston and accept a plea agreement.  Never 
made it.

Instead, I made a noose, drank some vodka and had a last 
cigarette. Then I had some more vodka and another ciga-
rette.  Finally, I put “Uncertain Smile” by The The on the 
CD player (that gorgeous Jools Holland piano solo at the 
end of the album version was the last thing I wanted to 
hear).  Tied one end of the rope to my bed, put the noose 
around my neck, and jumped out of my second floor bed-
room window.

Here’s what I thought would happen: the drop would snap 
my neck and I would enjoy a quick, painless death.  Or I’d 
dangle at the end of the rope and asphyxiate after two or 
three agonizing minutes.  Or my head would pop off like a 
broken Pez dispenser.  

Whatever.

I never thought the goddamn rope would break.  It was 
braided nylon line I’d bought at a boating supply store, 
intended for securing a boat to a dock or mooring.  It wasn’t 
supposed to break.  But it did.

Woke up in the ambulance.  I did break my neck but didn’t 
sever my spinal cord.  Spent ten days in the ICU in a mor-
phine haze, then the Feds dragged me out of my hospital 
bed.

Seven years later: I’m out of prison.  Alive.  Sober.

Anyway, I’m sharing this because I have a few good stories 
to tell and this seemed like a good place to start.  And yes: 
I’m well aware of the symbolism contained in the act of 
dropping out of a bedroom window at the end of a rope and 
having the rope break.  Thank you, Dr. Freud.

tl;dr, next time use piano wire.Your humble narrator, neck intact
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Prison wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.

Oh, sure: it sucks.  Don’t get me wrong.  There’s a 
lot of things about being incarcerated that I never 
got used to, starting with restrictions on movement 
and communication, being cut off from family and 
friends, crappy food, lumpy mattresses, trying to sleep 
with the lights on all night, sociopathic inmates, 
psychopathic guards, and the most rock-solid and 
stone-deaf bureaucracy the world has ever known.

But humans adapt.  We’re the species that occupies 
every continent on the planet, including Antarcti-
ca.  You can get used to anything, whether it’s frozen 
tundra or a humid rain forest, arid desert or a malar-
ial swamp.  Relatively speaking, the quality of life in 
a Federal prison isn’t the worst on the planet.  I can 
think of billions of people who were worse off than I 
was for those six years.

Furthermore, most of my time was spent in a low-se-
curity institution.  Lows are pretty chill as prisons 
go: not a whole hell of a lot of violence, not much in 
the way of gang warfare.  The staff had a pretty tight 
lid on the place, but it was the “broken window” style 
of policing: make sure everyone has their shirttails 
tucked in and the rest will take care of itself.  That and 
the requisite network of informants letting the staff 
know what’s going on.

Fucking rats.

y   y   y

Everyone does his own time.

Getting through prison is a very personal experience.  
I’m reminded of the horse player who once told me 
“You gotta have a system.  Doesn’t matter what that 
system is. You just gotta have one”.  You need to do 
something, something that occupies you, something 

other than just marking off the days.  Something that 
you can wake up to and look forward to doing: lift-
ing weights, religion, books, running the sports book, 
poker, chess, writing a business plan, running track, 
drawing, getting tattoos, watching television, playing 
D&D, building a robot out of discarded plastic razor 
handles and dental floss.

That last one, the robot, was something this Spanish 
kid in my unit did.  He got as far as building an arm 
(with independently flexing fingers) when one of the 
cops found it during a shakedown and sent him to the 
hole.  I guess the cops freaked out at the prospect of 
having to deal with a seven-foot-tall Spanish-speak-
ing robot.

Just so you know: “Spanish” was the preferred descrip-
tor, not “Latino”, not “Hispanic”.  And since subtle 
(and not-so-subtle) distinctions fall by the wayside in 
prison, all Brazilians and Cape Verdeans were “Span-
ish”.

The book Orange is the New Black came out early in 
my bid and, of course, I read it.  We all did.  Similar-
ities and differences.  I was in a Federal institution 
and all Federal prisons of a certain security level have 
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things in common, such as layout, clothing, food ser-
vice menu, staff procedures, furnishings, schedules, etc.  

Still, every institution is different in some very sig-
nificant ways.  Location has a lot to do with this, 
since the rank-and-file corrections officers are always 
locals (professional staff - wardens and administrators, 
medical and psychological personnel, counselors and 
case managers - do move between institutions a lot).  
A CO from New Jersey is a very different person than 
a CO from Mississippi.  Climate is also a big factor 
since one tends to spend as much time outside as pos-
sible, looking at the sky, the clouds, the world outside 
the fence, looking at the birds and wishing one had 
wings.

The warden of an institution has a lot of leeway within 
the Federal guidelines.  He wields near total control, 
particularly in the area of security.  The phrase “safety 
and security of staff and inmates” is a symbol of the 
carte blanche power a warden has over the operation 
of his prison.  Anything - ANYTHING - can be 
done by staff in the name of safety and security.

For example: some Federal prisons have microwave 
ovens available for the use of the inmates.  And some 
don’t.  The ones that don’t have had theirs removed by 
wardens who cited security reasons: at some point in 
their Bureau of Prisons careers, they were in an in-
stitution where an inmate scalded a guard or another 
inmate with a cup of microwaved water (or a com-
bination of Vaseline and water, sort of an improvised 
napalm that sticks to the skin and leaves a distinctive 
two-tone burn).  An institution with microwave ovens 
can have theirs removed in an instant, all on the say-
so of the warden (who customarily spends a two-year 
term at a particular prison before moving on to his 
next assignment).  Prisons where the microwaves have 
been removed rarely get them back (though it’s always 
a popular rumor among the inmates).

As an aside, when no microwaves are available, in-
mates resort to the “stinger” to cook food.  A stinger is 
a jury-rigged immersion heater: a purloined electrical 
cord with one end stripped and attached to two pieces 
of metal separated by a rubber or leather insulator.  
This apparatus is dipped into a mop bucket filled with 
water that will come to a rolling boil within ten min-
utes.  Food is double-wrapped in plastic garbage bags 
and boiled sous-vide style.  It’s better than it sounds. MDC Brooklyn, the archetypical human warehouse

It’s the inmate population that has the biggest in-
fluence on the culture of an institution.  Federal 
guidelines dictate that prisoners should be incarcer-
ated within 500 miles of their homes.  Though this 
guideline is routinely ignored (sometimes to keep 
co-defendants or gang members separated, sometimes 
just out of passive-aggressive institutional spite), an 
institution’s proximity to a city or region means that 
a significant number of the inmates will be from that 
area.

So, Ft. Dix is full of New York/New Jersey wiseguys 
and wannabees.  Elkton, in northeast Ohio, was filled 
with Chicagoans, Clevelanders, and meth cooks from 
West Virginia.  Otisville, in upstate New York, has a 
significant Orthodox Jewish population.

This also means that a particular gang or gangs will 
tend to dominate an institution: Crips, Bloods, Vice 
Lords, Gangster Disciples, Latin Kings, Paisas, MS-
13, Outlaws, etc.  And even if you’re not in a gang, 
you have a “car”: your hometown boys or your ethnic 
affiliation.  Young white boys end up affiliated with 
the Aryan gangs because there’s safety in numbers.  
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In a prison filled with men, violence is inevitable.  
Prison is a meat meritocracy.  If you’re 6’5”, 300 lbs., 
no one is going to give you shit for ratting out your 
co-defendants.  You want to watch your show on the 
television?  Go right ahead.  And you don’t need to 
run with a crew. Collectively, the biggest gang rules 
the yard.  Meat is everything.

And because the Bureau of Prisons metes out collec-
tive punishment, it was the gangs and cars that kept 
the peace.  If a Paisa and a GD had a beef, it was 
settled by their respective shotcallers.  And, if it turned 
out that the Paisa or the Disciple was out of line, it 
was up to their people to enforce discipline.  Other-
wise, things would get out of hand, the guilty party 
might end up dead, and the whole place would get 
locked down until the cops figure out what happened 
and restore some semblance of order.  Three days of 
being confined to your cell or cube, eating bologna 
sandwiches, getting rousted for shakedowns, enduring 
strip searches, or having the contents of your locker 
dumped in the hallway is bad for business

I really didn’t mean to write so much about prison; I 
meant to write about music and how I used it to deal 
with the whole prison experience.  But all of these 
songs were written inside and some of them directly 
address life inside.  It’s like nothing you can imagine 
and I want to tell you all about it.  Reading or watch-
ing Orange is the New Black is not enough.  Telling you 
that it’s like Lord of the Flies meets 1984 isn’t enough.  
Saying that it was like A Day in the Life of Ivan Den-
isovich, written by Kafka instead of Solzhenitsyn 
would be about as close a simile as I can get.  Still, it’s 
not enough.

Prison is a society unto itself.  There is a culture.  
There are unique values.  There is an economy.  There 
is a division of labor.  There are social classes, social 
networks, and divisions along lines of race, religion, 
education, and geographic and political (i.e., gang) 
affiliations.  And, on a day-to-day basis, things run 
smoothly, with a minimum of friction.

One reason is that, despite the above differences, 
inmates have a common set of adversaries: the insti-
tution, staff, and the Bureau.  Another reason is that 
conflict does no one any good.  Staff invariably throws 
a bunch of people in the SHU (Security Housing 
Unit, a/k/a The Hole or The Box) regardless of who 
was actually a belligerent, at fault, or even involved to 

Why does it say “ACHTUNG”?

The first thing that happens when you hit a new joint 
is that someone from your hometown (signified by the 
last three digits of your US Marshals register number) 
will greet you.  He’ll have a pair of shower shoes, some 
hygiene items, some coffee and creamer, all to tide you 
over until your possessions arrive from your last joint 
or you get your commissary account money squared 
away.  Your homie will tell you what’s up: who your 
“shotcaller” is, which cops are to be avoided, what the 
good jobs are, who runs the rec yard or the weight 
room.

It’s at this point that you have two weeks to show your 
paperwork: your sentence computation printout.  This 
is a document you have to get from your counselor 
or case manager that shows what your offense was 
and the nature of your sentence.  Of the former, your 
paperwork shows that you’re not there for a sex crime; 
the latter states that you were convicted or pled guilty 
and didn’t get a reduction in time for cooperating 
(e.g., testifying against a co-defendant).

Chomos and snitches: even murderers need to have 
someone to look down at.

y   y   y
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I got into a fight over a piano once.

The Rec Yard had a track, a soccer field, two softball 
fields, an arts and crafts room, treadmills and ellipti-
cals, spin cycles, six pool tables, and four music rooms 
with pianos.  Three of these rooms also had small, 
crappy drum sets.  There were also a couple of dozen 
acoustic guitars that you could check out from the 
equipment room, strung with nylon strings, since steel 
strings make really excellent tattoo needles.  The chap-
el had steel-strung electric guitars, but the chaplains 
watched over them like God’s own hawks.

There was a weekly sign-up for the piano rooms, two 
hours per person per week.  There was also a semi-an-
nual lottery for evening and weekend slots for these 
rooms, intended for band rehearsals.  There was an 
assortment of small amplifiers, but none of the gui-
tars had pickups, so headphone transducers were used 
instead, salvaged from broken pairs.  We’d stuff the 
transducers inside the acoustics, along with a couple 
of t-shirts in order to dampen the feedback.  I’d mic 
the pianos by sticking a couple of vocal microphones 
through gaps in the kneeboards or lid.  Even then, 
drummers would have to play with coats and sweat-
shirts over the drumheads since the rooms were all 
bare, untreated cinderblock.

Between piano room time, band practice, the music 
theory classes I taught, and the piano lessons I gave on 
the side, I’d have about 16 to 20 hours of piano time 
a week.  I’d get up early and skip breakfast in order to 
get an unused piano room at 5:30 in the morning.  I 
also had proxies, people who signed up for piano room 
slots for me.  In return, I’d type letters for them, or 
give them piano or guitar lessons.  Sometimes, to get 
a quid pro quo, all you need is your body, occupying 
space in a line for someone.

When I wasn’t in front of a piano, I was behind a gui-
tar, either outside or, if the weather wasn’t clement, in 
a quiet corner, sometimes in a janitorial closet.  I made 
my own staff paper at first, using ballpoint pen and a 
folded envelope as a straight-edge.  Later on, a friend 
mailed me some sheets of blank manuscript paper, 
which I would take to the law library to copy as need-
ed.  There is a complete ban on any and all recording 
equipment -- all of the cassette decks and VCRs have 
had their record functions disabled -- so every piece of 

Your papers, please, comrade.

begin with.  Disciplinary reports (“shots”) are written, 
good time gets deducted, people lose privileges like 
visits, phone calls, commissary.  In some cases new 
charges are filed, especially if a staff member is as-
saulted.

The values are pretty straightforward: Don’t steal.  Pay 
your debts.  Don’t snitch.  Mind your own business.  
Clean up after yourself.  Show respect where respect is 
due.  Simple rules that even simple people can under-
stand.

The culture is somewhat less transparent.  I suppose 
the TV room is the center of prison culture, though 
the rec yard vies for the title.  But the yard isn’t always 
open, while the TV rooms are always there.  And it’s 
not just for television: the main TV room is the com-
mon space, with five or six sets (all silent - audio is fed 
to small FM transmitters for reception on the inmates’ 
personal radios and headphones), card games, chess, 
food preparation, reading, writing, drawing, pray-
ing.  Some prisons have small satellite TV rooms, all 
self-segregated: white, black, Hispanic.  In the main 
TV room, some of the sets are reserved along these 
same lines, though at least one TV is earmarked for 
sports (betting is a big part of prison life).

The most watched channels are CNN, ESPN, BET, 
Telemundo/Univision, and A&E.  The latter airs “The 
First 48” a very, very popular show (as most police 
procedurals are).  There’s always a soap opera on 
during the day (and, of course, telenovelas).  Anything 
on History Channel about gangs, prison, or orga-
nized crime is a must-see.  Do I need to mention that 
“Breaking Bad” and “Sons of Anarchy” were huge?  
Same with “The Sopranos”.

Nearly every fight I witnessed in prison was about 
changing a TV channel.

y   y   y
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music I wrote in prison was physically written on pa-
per, starting with notes and sketches and ending with 
the photocopied manuscripts that I mailed home and 
submitted to the Copyright Office at the Library of 
Congress.  All of the music in this book was notated 
behind the razor wire at FCI Elkton.

y   y   y

Everyone has a hustle.

The prison economy is like something out of a chap-
ter of Freakanomics.  It has more in common with the 
command economy of the former Soviet Union (and 
its flourishing black market) than with the free-mar-
ket economy of the United States.

In the official prison economy, everyone works, unless 
you have a medical waiver or you’re over 70 years of 
age.  Food Service and Facilities take the majority of 
inmates.  Base pay is $5.25/month.  This is the so-
called “maintenance wage”; if you’re on restriction due 
to an incident report or if you refuse to get your GED, 
$5.25 is your monthly pay for a 30-hour (minimum) 
work week.  If you’re not on restriction, the pay scale 
rises to about $10 to $20 per month.  There are higher 
grades of pay, dependent upon skill, seniority, and re-
sponsibility.  A grade 1 cook can make $80/month, for 
example, while a grade 4 line server (my initial prison 
job) earns $19.20/month for a 35-hour week.

Most prisons participate in UNICOR, a prison in-
dustrial program.  UNICOR jobs vary from prison to 
prison; at Elkton, UNICOR does data entry for the 
US Patent Office (the previous UNICOR program 
was electronic recycling -- smashing CRTs with ham-
mers -- and was discontinued when the heavy metal 
contamination began to make people sick).  A grade 
1 in UNICOR could make around $200/month.  In 
other institutions, UNICOR make metal lockers and 
bunks for prisons or sew uniforms.  The bulk of UNI-
COR’s products and services are intended for other 
Federal agencies.

After working food service, I swept the compound for 
$11/month.  This was a better job than it sounds: at 
8:30PM, four nights a week, I’d sign in, take a broom 
and a cadillac (a dustpan on a stick) and make one 

Even I had a posse
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quick lap around the yard.  Seven minutes and done.  I 
could have just signed in and left, but this was such a 
sweet job that I wanted to hang on to it for a while.
The best job I had, one that I did for the last two 
years of my bid, was teaching music theory at the Rec 
Department.  Officially, I was a rec orderly, drawing 
$5.25/month.  But I got an additional $30/month 
from the education budget for teaching two classes, 
basic music theory and an advanced class.

That’s the official side of the prison economy.  Most 
inmates get money sent to their accounts via Western 
Union from their families.  And the money in your 
account is debited against your 300 minutes of phone 
time per month, ten cents per photocopy at the law 
library, five cents per minute to use the computer to 
send or receive e-mail, and, of course, your weekly 
trip to the commissary (which has a spending limit of 
about $300 per month).

The unofficial side of the prison economy is much, 
much bigger.

Like I said, everyone has a hustle.  One guy will do a 
load of your laundry for a $1 postage stamp, 3 pack-
ages of ramen, or a $0.75 iced honeybun.  Another 
will fix your cheap commissary headphones when they 
break for 7 dollar stamps or $5 in commissary food 
(yes, there is a strange exchange rate here that involves 
dollar stamps, First Class mailers, honeybuns, ramen, 
and pouches of mackerel filets).  Another inmate has 
his family send money to a guard who brings in packs 
of Newport 100s for $75 each.  Each cigarette is cut 
into three or four sections, which in turn sell for $5 
(or seven dollar stamps) per section.  That’s $400 from 
a single pack of cigarettes.

Every unit has at least one storeman.  The storeman 
sells commissary food out of his locker.  For this, you 
will pay a 33% retail markup: if you get three honey-
buns from your friendly local storeman, you will have 
to pay him back with four honeybuns the next time 
you go to the commissary.  The storeman will also 
accept cash (stamps) or, if it’s generally known that 
your family puts money on your books, will gladly run 
a tab for you to be settled by a Western Union transfer 
to his account every so often.

Most hustles are services: laundering, tailoring and 
mending, tattooing, hair trimming, cooking, cleaning 
of cell or cube, typing, paralegal services, etc.  Many of 

Room #1 is mine, goddammit.

Legal tender



11

the product hustles fall into the arts & crafts catego-
ry: greeting cards, pencil portraits, leatherwork, and 
accessories such as eyeshades (for sleeping) or shower 
caddies.

My first hustle was a very common one: smuggling 
bread and fresh vegetables out of the chow hall.  Since 
we were all frisked upon leaving at the end of our 
shifts, this was by no means the easiest hustle (re-
moving food from the chow hall was considered a 
moderately severe offense since it was technically theft 
of government property).  I’d manage to get a loaf of 
bread out in the sleeve of my coat most nights, and 
once managed to get an entire sheet cake out of the 
chow hall and back to the unit.  A number of kitchen 
workers wore boxer shorts or jock straps modified for 
carrying out onions and peppers in bulk.  An enter-
prising young medical orderly managed to liberate a 
package of leg stockings meant for sufferers of deep 
vein thrombosis.  These could hold a plastic bread bag 
filled with pulled pork, chicken, or ground beef on 
each leg.  We ate well in the units after that.

When it became known that I could play piano and 
guitar, people started to approach me for lessons.  I 

insisted on 2 x $1 mailing stamps for an hour’s lesson 
instead of accepting commissary or barter.  It weeded 
out the less-than-serious students, and it financed my 
weekly laundry bill and the occasional taste of tobacco.

y   y   y

As I’ve mentioned, the underground prison econo-
my largely runs on $1 stamps.  Most of the stamps 
in circulation are worn and ratty from handling and 
being hidden in socks and the like.  You could pur-
chase stamps at the commissary, but there is a limit to 
the number you could buy ($9) and the number you 
could have in your possession at any given time ($27).  
The guards would confiscate excess if they found any 
while shaking down your locker.  There’s a desk drawer 
in the Lieutenant’s Office filled with rubber-banded 
bundles of stamps, which are used to reward snitches 
for information.

The overwhelming majority of stamps are used by 
the sports book and the poker tables.  Every unit has 
its bookie, usually more than one, with money being 
wagered on football, basketball, and NASCAR races.  

Inside the human warehouse
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There would be liquidity crises during pro and college 
playoff seasons (and especially during March Mad-
ness); stamps would be nearly impossible to come by.  
That the warden chose the month of March to limit 
the number of stamps available for purchase through 
the commissary only made that particular crisis worse.  
Inmates had to fall back on the old currency stand-bys 
-- honeybuns, packs of mackerel, ramen -- to pay the 
laundry man, the storeman, and the guy who operated 
the stinger.

On top of this all is a rather strange exchange rate.  
Five dollars of commissary food or 7 x $1 stamps is 
considered a “book”.  The original unit of currency 
was a book of First Class USPS mailing stamps; this 
dated back to when mailing stamps were $0.35 and 
came twenty to a book.  But then the USPS adopted 
the “Forever” pricing scheme and First Class stamps 
began to inch up towards $0.50.  You could buy a dol-
lar stamp at face value at the commissary or you could 
give $5 of commissary merchandise to a someone and 
get seven $1 stamps in return.

To make things even more confusing, while one book 
is seven $1 stamps, two books are 13 stamps, three are 
21, four are 27, and five books are 35 stamps.  And, of 
course, on top of this would be a storeman’s markup 
or the sports book’s vig.  A $0.75 honeybun is a dollar 
stamp, or three First Class mailers.  When Forever 
Stamps reach the $0.50/each point, there is supposed 
to be a chaotic Great Revaluation, something like 
what would happen if the United States returned to 
the gold standard, except with shanks and honeybuns.

Speaking of shanks, I am well aware of the common 
tropes surrounding prison rape: dropping the soap 
and the like.  I never witnessed any non-consensual 
sexual activities.  Then again, I spent most of my time 
in a low-security institution.  The sleeping quarters 
were cinder-block cubicles rather than cells, and both 
the showers and the toilets had stalls with doors.  I 
never feared being raped, since I am both too old and 
too ugly to fuck.  It’s the younger prisoners who are 
preyed upon, as well as the transwomen (BOP policy 
states that if you have a penis, you’re sent to a men’s 
prison, regardless of your bra size; you’ll still get your 
hormones, though).

Since the showers had stalls and doors, you could drop 
the soap.  Just don’t drop your roll of toilet paper in 
the bathroom stalls.  The floor there is usually pretty 
nasty.

y   y   y

If you were caught misbehaving by the staff, you 
would get “written up” (i.e., receive a disciplinary 
report) and be sent to the SHU (Security Housing 
Unit).  The offense codes were divided into four series 
(100-, 200-, 300-, and 400-series offenses).  At the 
top of this list was 101: Murder.  Also among the 100s 
(the most serious category) were assault, rape, possess-
ing a weapon or drugs/alcohol, and testing positive on 
a drug test.  The 200s included fighting, self-mutila-
tion (i.e., getting a tat or piercing), and property theft 
or  destruction.  Among the 300s were disobeying an 
order, possession of non-weapon/non-drug contra-
band, and insolence.  The 400s, rarely worth writing 
up, were nuisance offenses, like poor hygiene or being 
out of uniform.

An inmate would be sent to the SHU to await either a 
formal hearing by the Disciplinary Housing Officer or 
an informal hearing with your unit manager.  Wheth-The Mad Hatter’s Almanac was one of my hustles
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er you did it or not, whether you started the fight or 
not, you went to the SHU.  Most of the time, you’d 
have to wait a couple of weeks for your hearing.  You 
want to fight the charges?  You have twenty days to 
file a BP-8 grievance form with your counselor, who 
may or may not make regular visits to the SHU.  You 
also have to have a copy of the incident report to at-
tach to the grievance form, which can often take three 
weeks to get.

I really didn’t mind spending time in the SHU, espe-
cially if I didn’t have a cellmate with me (most SHU 
cells are two-man).  I savored the solitude, the quiet 
(as long as you didn’t have a screamer down the hall 
or a cellie who snored), the respite from the routine.  I 
missed calling my family, playing music, and drinking 
coffee.  About a week to ten days in the SHU was my 
sweet spot.  Any more than that and I’d start to see 
faces in the texture of the cement blocks.

There are no clocks in the SHU.  You guess the time 
by when meals arrive, when you have to stand up for 
a count, and by the light that filters through a frosted 
window (if you’re lucky enough to have one).  There’s a 
disorientation that comes with not knowing the time, 
at least at first.  But then, like everything about prison, 
you get used to it.

A lot of people try to sleep their way through a bid, 
sometimes as much as sixteen hours each day.  Even 
if you’re not inclined to spend your time like that, the 
sensory deprivation of the SHU makes it hard to stay 
awake.  With nothing to do, no stimuli to process, 
your brain just wants to shut down.  If it didn’t shut 
down, things would begin to get weird and interesting.

Every SHU I’ve been in has been cold, like a meat 
locker.  I don’t know if this is an institutional policy, 
a way of damping down inmate aggression, or just a 
profligate waste of energy.  I’ve heard of places where 
the SHU (and the prison in general) is an oven during 
the summer and a freezer during the winter; usually 
it’s the older institutions, the ones that lack a modern 
HVAC plant.

y   y   y
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the songs

N.B.: The following manuscripts were written and revised in prison, where I had 
only acoustic guitar and piano at my disposal.  Thus, they were written and revised 
as rehearsed.  Once I was released and in the studio, I made a few minor changes 
here and there.  Most importantly, none of the vocal harmonies on the Bad Be-
havior album are notated since I did these on the fly.  I had a few of these harmo-
nies in my head when I wrote the songs, but I knew that once I began to roll tape 
(metaphorically speaking: everything was recorded on a laptop with a solid-state 
drive, so nothing was moving except my hands, but seeing as we’re still “dialing” 
phones these days, I’m sticking with “roll tape”) things would change.  And they 
did, but that doesn’t diminish the value of the original manuscript, which I’m 
publishing here because you have no idea of how difficult it was to hang on to 
these through all the shakedowns and pack-outs I went through.  I had to dis-
guise my manuscripts and notes as legal papers, sealed in envelopes addressed to 
my lawyers and marked “ATTORNEY-CLIENT PRIVILEGE”.

If you don’t have the CD, you can stream the album for free here:
https://soundcloud.com/karlo-takki/sets/bad-behavior
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Truelove (Revisited)

Truelove is like a rock of crack
Truelove, a beetle on its back
Truelove, be careful what you say
Truelove, you’ll eat those words someday

Truelove is like a cigarette
Truelove is like a deadly pet
Truelove, it’s better to pretend
Truelove will burn you in the end

Truelove, Truelove, Truelove, Truelove

Truelove is like a bag of smack
Truelove is like a heart attack
Truelove, you don’t know what to do
Truelove, you haven’t got a clue

Truelove, Truelove, Truelove, Truelove

[spoken]
Truelove lives in a house
By the river that flows through the evergreen trees
There she spends her days
Writing simple songs about the birds and the bees
Truelove knocked at my door
She said, “Won’t you come out? It’s a wonderful day!”
“No, thank you,” was my reply,
“I haven’t got time to come out and play”

Truelove is like a dose of clap
Truelove is dancing on your lap
Truelove is taking off her dress
Truelove, a bloody fucking mess

Truelove, Truelove, Truelove, Truelove
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Summertime in Prison

Summertime in Prison
Counting trees
Helicopters float like
Honeybees
Summertime in Prison
Asphalt burns
Time stops moving but the
Seasons turn
Summertime
Summertime

Summertime in Prison
Orange wine
Life is simple like a 
Nursery rhyme
Summertime in Prison
Nothing more
I am sleeping on the 
Concrete floor
Summertime
Summertime

Summertime in Prison
Sun is high
On the ocean of a 
Cloudless sky
Summertime in Prison
Humid dreams
Bodies burning while the
Warden screams
Summertime
Summertime
Summertime
Summertime
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Elkton, Ohio

In the hills and dales
In the piney trees
There’s a hidden camera taping 
Everything it sees
See a khaki man
Another man in blue
See a line of khaki men go
Marching two-by-two

Wake me up when it’s over
Elkton, Ohio
Wake me up when it’s over
Elkton, Ohio

Got a RoboCop
Got a Dirty Shirt
Got a job that makes me feel like
I’m a piece of dirt
There’s a Shakedown Shack
And a razor tree
There’s a guy who for a price will
Sell a cup of pee

Wake me up when it’s over
Elkton, Ohio
Wake me up when it’s over
Elkton, Ohio

Got a bag of bread
Got a bunch of fruit
Got a pound of sugar and a
Recipe for hooch
To find a state of grace
I’m cut off at the knees
Like every other khaki man I’m
Doing what I please

Wake me up when it’s over
Elkton, Ohio
Wake me up when it’s over
Elkton, Ohio

Maximum Security

Every night I cross the line
Between divine and profane
Every night it’s story time
Believe in ghosts again

Maximum Security
I’m over the border
I’m under the wire again
Maximum Security
I’m walking on fire
I’m swinging on tires again

Every night I play the game
I call her name again
Every night I lose the race
I see her face again

Maximum Security
I’m splitting the atom
I’m eating macadam again
Maximum Security
I’m kicking the tires
I’m lighting the fires again
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My 500th Day (It Sucks to Be Me)

I wrote a little song
It isn’t very long
I’ve nothing much to say
On my Five-Hundredth Day
They feed me pretty well
I’m comfy in my cell
Nowhere I’d rather be
Nowhere is really free

Oh, God it sucks to be me
Oh, crap it sucks to be me

I take a lot of pills
Send BOP the bills
Freudian therapy
Frontal lobotomy
I’d trade it for a life
Half an hour with my ex-wife
I’d fuck her senselessly
Then hang myself from a tree

Oh, God it sucks to be me
Oh, shit it sucks to be me

Somewhere I’ve got a home
Some Turkish pleasure dome
Somewhere there’s happiness
Drug tests and dirty piss
I want to kill my soul
And wind up in the hole
There’s nothing left to see
You’ve heard the last of me

Oh, God it sucks to be me
Oh, fuck it sucks to be meA frank exchange of views
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Forty Years to the Door

Stuck inside these concrete walls
Down these empty granite halls
Sleeping on a steel bed
Steel pillow for my head

Forty Years to the Door
Feels like forty more
Forty Years to the Door
Feels like forty more

Stuck inside a metal cage
Bottled up inside my rage
There’s no sleep for me tonight
I’m giving up without a fight

Forty Years to the Door
Feels like forty more
Forty Years to the Door
Feels like forty more

Out of hope, out of time
Out of words that I can rhyme
Time’s a needle in my head
Sometimes blue and sometimes red

Forty Years to the Door
Feels like forty more
Forty Years to the Door
Feels like forty more

Happy Holidays!
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Lullaby

Go to sleep my Betty Blue
I will count the stars for you
The sun has set, the moon will rise
Night is here so close your eyes

Go to sleep my butterfly
Dream of castles in the sky
The nurse will hold your hand tonight
And everything will be alright

I adore you so
Never let you go
I will hold you tight
‘Til you slip into the night

Close your eyes my kangaroo
I’ll collect the stars for you
Scatter them around your bed
Make a halo for your head

Close your eyes my honeybee
Take a voyage on the see
There will come an end to pain
And we will all go home again

Sleep my angel, sleep
Dream of fluffy sheep 
Sleep tonight and then
I will take you home again
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Kiss the Pain

Take one pill a day
Kiss the Pain away
Now we are okay
Kiss the Pain away

Crime doesn’t pay
Kiss the Pain away
Now we must obey
Kiss the Pain away

Take one pill a day
Kiss the Pain away
Now we must obey
Kiss the Pain away
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My Daughter’s Oncologist

She’s a world-weary woman with stringy grey hair,
My Daughter’s Oncologist.
Every line on her face is engraved with care,
My Daughter’s Oncologist.
With her navy-blue suit and her sensible shoes,
My Daughter’s Oncologist.
And her clinical method of bringing bad news,
My Daughter’s Oncologist.

With a bag full of poison and a nuclear bomb,
My Daughter’s Oncologist.
She enfolds everybody in a pocket of calm,
My Daughter’s Oncologist.
But all of her nurses and all of her men,
My Daughter’s Oncologist.
Couldn’t put my baby back together again,
My Daughter’s Oncologist.
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East Texas in the sun
Ohio in the rain
Farewell you amber waves of grain

It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody gotta run and hide now
It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody on the winning side now
It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody gonna suicide now
It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody’s drinking cyanide now

By the Gulf of Mexico
There’s a little town
Houses white as fallen snow and the
Streets are coffee brown
Drinking in the winter sun
On a winter beach
Nothing left to learn, I guess and
Nothing left to teach

One cartridge in the gun
One bullet in the brain
A final end to all the pain
It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody on the winning side now
It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody’s got a blushing bride now
It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody’s got a bitchin’ ride now
It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody on a power slide now
It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody gotta run and hide now
It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody on the winning side now
It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody gonna suicide now
It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody’s drinking cyanide now

Day of the Dead

Right outside of Buffalo
Trapped behind a train
Early winter Interstate
Early winter’s rain
Right turn into Canada
Left to Mexico
Flip a coin to figure out
Which way we’re gonna go

Rising sun is on the left
Erie on the right
Muncie, Indiana means a
Motel for the night
Morning on the road again
Driving in the rain
Country on the radio is
Driving me insane

September in the sun
November in the rain
There’s something in the sky again

It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody on the winning side now
It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody’s got a blushing bride now
It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody’s got a bitchin’ ride now
It’s the Day of the Dead
Everybody on a power slide now

Arkansas took half a pack
And half a tank of gas
Half a case of Miller Light
And half a bag of grass
Elvis on the radio
Pelvis on the seat
Jesus billboards everywhere and
Miles and miles of wheat
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Craziness

Three little piggies learning elementary physics
In a gas chamber built for two
Along came a spider who was looking for asylum
From Madison Avenue
And some little sister with a walking blister
Had a dog that looked just like you
God looked down and spit on the ground and said
“What’s a matter with you?”

Too much, too much
Craziness
Too much, too much
Craziness

Lame motherfuckers and crazy cocksuckers
They were beating down the door
Bleeding hearts and boring old farts
They were sleeping on the floor
“Who do we see?” say the negative three who were
Beating up on a whore
God looked down and spit on the ground and said
“I can’t take it no more!”

God’s assassin said in passing
A prayer for the dead
Neon lights and telescopic sights
Made a halo for my head
The singer sings and screams some things that are
Better off left unsaid
God looked down and spit on the ground and said
“What the fuck is going on?”

Too much rock ‘n’ roll
Too much fuckin’ and a-pushin’ and a-shovin’
Too much mind control
Too much of that psycho bullshit
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When Pigs Fly

Piggy wants to learn to fly
Piggy wants to fly away
Far above the butcher’s sty
Piggy lives another day

Piggy wants a pair of wings
Piggy wants to be a bird
Sanctify the needful things
Piggy stumbles on the word

Oh, uh-uh-uh oh
When Pigs Fly
Oh, uh-uh-uh oh
When Pigs Fly

Piggy takes a flying leap
Piggy falling from the sky
Piggy crumples in a heap
Piggy didn’t have to die

Oh, uh-uh-uh oh
When Pigs Fly
Oh, uh-uh-uh oh
When Pigs Fly
Pigs die
Pigs die
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Ambien Nation

I don’t wanna go and I don’t wanna stay,
I don’t want it cheap and I don’t wanna pay,
I don’t wanna car and I don’t wanna bike,
Dunno what I want and I dunno what I like.

Alienation
Ambien Nation

I don’t wanna speak and I don’t wanna sing,
I don’t wanna want and I don’t need a thing,
I don’t wanna feel and I don’t wanna think,
I don’t wanna smoke and I don’t need a drink.

Alienation
Ambien Nation

I don’t wanna house and I don’t wanna wife,
I don’t wanna job and I don’t need a life,
I don’t wanna hit and I don’t wanna miss,
I don’t wanna hug and I don’t need a kiss.

I don’t wanna gun and I don’t wanna bomb,
I don’t wanna dad and I don’t need a mom,
I don’t wanna laugh and I don’t wanna cry,
I don’t wanna live and I don’t wanna die.

Alienation
Ambien Nation
Incarceration
Defenestration

I don’t wanna Jack and I don’t wanna Jill,
I don’t wanna shot and I don’t need a pill,
I don’t wanna laugh and I don’t wanna cry,
I don’t wanna live and I don’t wanna die.
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Let us now speak of music.

FCI Elkton is in northeast Ohio, at about the 
midpoint of a line drawn from Pittsburgh and 
Cleveland.  It was possible to receive FM radio sta-
tions from both cities, as well as the smaller media 
markets of Youngstown and Canton-Akron.  There 
are a couple of tolerable grunge/metal stations 
from PGH (and by tolerable, I mean that they’re 
heavy on the Nirvana and light on the Nickelback) 
but the rest of the dial is the usual Classic Rock or 
Country FM wasteland.  Youngstown State has an 
NPR affiliate (WYSU) that plays classical during 
day and evening hours and jazz on weekend nights, 
so it wasn’t completely desolate.  And, on Sunday 
nights, Steven Van Zandt’s Underground Garage 
radio show could be heard on at least two stations.  
Because of this barren radio landscape, if you want-
ed good music you had to make it yourself.

Four years into my bid, the commissary began to 
sell small MP3 players, which could be loaded with 
music using the TRULINKS terminals, computers 
in each unit that we used for e-mail and checking 
the balances of our phone and commissary ac-
counts.  The music that was offered was surprising-
ly eclectic (albeit clumsily censored for content).  If 
I’d had an MP3 player from day one, I’m not sure 
I’d have written a single note.

Regardless, music was salvation to me, part of 
my mental survival strategy, along with reading, 
writing, keeping a daily journal, and keeping fit.  I 
entered prison not fearing for my physical safety 
but for my mental health, my cognitive abilities.  
While in prison, I learned of another danger: that 
of becoming “institutionalized”.  That’s when you 
get so absorbed into the routine, so inured to the 
everyday indignities, that the thought of life after 
prison becomes almost alien.  Prison life becomes 
your life. FCI Elkton, where irony goes to die

Like the man said, you gotta have a system.  Mine was to 
spend as much time as possible surrounding myself with 
music.

The prison where I served most of my sentence was 50% 
black, 35% white, 12% Hispanic, and 3% None of the 
Above (Asian, Native-American, etc.).  And while you’d 
expect to hear rap and hip-hop playing in most of the 
cubes, the inmates’ tastes in music was quite diverse and 
did not conform to stereotypes, whether based on race, 
region, or age.  There were inmates in their twenties lis-
tening to Coltrane and men in their sixties with Cannibal 
Corpse on their MP3 players, black men from Cleveland 
into Stone Temple Pilots, and white men from Kentucky 
who liked Li’l Wayne.

In the band practice rooms, the dominant genres were 
rap, blues, rock, and corridos.  Metal would have been 
more popular had electric guitars been available.  Since 
the only electrics were in the chapel, a group of metal-
heads joined the Wiccans and staged a coup d’état, taking 
over their weekly services and bending it towards Satan 
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Meh became the go-to rhythm section for a lot of 
the aspiring rappers on the compound.  I think it 
was more a matter of availability than anything; both 
of us spent as much of our time playing as possible.  
Since each band room had a window into the main 
recreation room, someone was always pressing a nose 
against our fishbowl or coming in to listen.

As mentioned above, the chapel had the only elec-
tric instruments (guitars, bass, organ, amplifiers, PA, 
full drum set), and the only guitars with steel strings.  
Music is a big part of worship for many faiths and 
denominations (there are 57 officially recognized 
religions in the Federal prison system).  The Rastafar-
ians and the Moorish Science Temple would sponsor 
musical programs at least once a year; this was an 
opportunity for singers and rappers to showcase their 
talents.  A two-hour program would often have as 
many as ten performers playing two or three song 
sets.  More often than not, the Andychrist and I were 
the rhythm section, sometimes with a bass player or 
guitarist, mostly just me on keys and Andy on drums, 
since that was how we’d rehearse.  We’d spend a 
couple of weeks with each MC, writing beats, work-
ing with their singers on the hooks, getting the forms 
straight.  I like to geek out on process, and this was a 
new way of working to chew on and digest.

Of course, once the MP3 players were available, Andy 
and me were out of a job.  There were beat and break 
tracks for sale on TRULINKS, the inmate electronic 
message and accounts maintenance system.  It was 
fun while it lasted, since it got me out of my comfort 
zone and exposed me to a different way of composing 
music.  I kind of stopped listening to hip hop back in 
the ‘90s (Arrested Development, De La Soul, Cypress 
Hill) and now I needed to listen to what was current 
to get a flavor of what the MCs wanted for beats.

y   y   y

When alone, I split my practice time 
between guitar/vocals and piano.  I 
didn’t expect to see any of my person-
al effects when I left prison (namely, 

notebooks, manuscript, tapes, etc.), so I began by 
writing a list of every song I could remember having 
written (complete songs that I’d recorded only; it 
would have been impossible to recall every fragment 

The design I drew on my plastic coffee mug:
The chaplains hated it but it kept my coffee warm.

worship.  There was one metal-festooned worship 
service in the big chapel (featuring selections by Black 
Sabbath, Megadeth, and other stalwarts) before the 
Head Chaplain (a fervent Pentecostal given to con-
demning Islam and Judaism from the pulpit) put the 
kibosh on the whole thing.

Though I was nominally head of the Jewish congrega-
tion at that time, I did some consulting for the cryp-
to-Wiccans on the lore of the Kabbalah, and helped 
them to create a golem out of mud and clay and 
imbue it with the breath of life.  For this, I got to play 
the chapel organ for their metallic, Satanic worship 
service.  The golem, by the way, is now a corrections 
officer at FCI Lewisburg.

My own band, variously named “Meh”, “Blame the 
Dog”, and “Autistic License”, consisted of me on pia-
no and my friend Andychrist on drums.  We played an 
eclectic mix of indie chamber, groove rock, and modal 
jazz.  Sometimes I’d bring in a piano etude I’d written, 
with dissonant cluster harmonies and odd time sig-
natures and sometimes we’d just jam something out.  
Andychrist used cut-down plastic clothes hangers 
instead of drumsticks to keep the volume down, even 
though I had the piano miked and running through 
an amp.  The room was 10’x10’, bare cinderblock, and 
HOLY FUCK IT COULD GET LOUD.

The Andychrist is one of the best drummers I’ve ever 
worked with.  I threw him odd times, abrupt tempo 
changes, polyrhythms (4/4 with one hand, 3/4 with 
the other) and he’d eat it up.  He wasn’t just listening; 
he was watching my hands, too.  That’s rare.
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I’d written down or played onto a scratch tape).  Then 
I tried to remember the lyrics.  It took a few months, 
but I’d managed to get nearly all of them down on 
paper, even though it had been a decade or more since 
I’d practiced any of them.

So, now I had a list of 50 or 60 songs I’d written and 
recorded between 1985 and 1996, with lyrics and 
chord progressions.  Now I began to relearn them on 
guitar.  Some of these songs had been written on pia-
no, so I started signing up for piano rooms.  I decided 
to write all of these songs down on staff paper.  It was 
something to do, something to keep me occupied, 
something productive that would fill my time.

I’d been reading music since taking trumpet lessons 
in grade school, and began writing music a few years 
later, when my trumpet teacher showed me how to 
arrange music for a horn section.  Musical notation 
is one of those skills you never forget, especially if 
you learn it at a young age.  Without the modern 
conveniences of a tape deck or digital recorder, writ-
ing music on staff paper was the only way to create a 
permanent record, to fix a work in time.

Somewhere in all of this, I began to write new music.  
“Kiss the Pain” was one of the first songs; it began 
as a warm-up exercise for fingerpicked guitar.  Then 
“Elkton, Ohio”.  Then a piano piece I called “Food 
Service, NOW!”, all dissonance and odd time signa-
tures, inspired by my first prison job and the way the 
COs would page late workers over the public address 
system.  And then...

...my first stretch in the SHU.  No music for a couple 
of weeks.

Here’s the story:

We were given disposable paper hats to wear while 
serving on the chow line.  Rough, white paper, which, 
as it happens, was really nice to draw on.  And since 
we had three dead hours to fill between cleaning up 
after lunch and serving dinner, I’d kill some time by 
drawing on these hats and wearing them while serv-
ing.  It didn’t take long to become a thing.  People 
would look forward to chow line just to see what my 
hat said.  It was like the comics section of the daily 
paper, one inmate told me.  In hat form.

Meh: the scariest looking band in the Federal prison system

The hat that got me thrown into the SHU
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Usually, I’d draw something mildly subversive, an 
attempt at humor.  But the hat that got me sent to the 
hole had a drawing of Beavis and Butthead in BOP 
guards’ uniforms, along with “BUREAU OF PRIS-
ONS: WE’RE NOT HAPPY UNLESS YOU’RE 
NOT HAPPY” in block letters.

That didn’t sit well with Officer Murphy, who was my 
own personal Officer Obie.  He confiscated the hat 
and wrote me up for “INCITING A RIOT” and “IN-
TERFERING WITH THE OPERATIONS OF A 
CORRECTIONAL INSTITUTION”.  Serious shit, 
since the first charge could have gotten me transferred 
to a higher-security prison.  Fortunately, the lieutenant 
in charge of the SHU that evening was a huge Beavis 
& Butthead fan.  He looked at the hat and at the dig-
ital pictures of the hat that were attached to Murphy’s 
incident report, and began to laugh.  Hysterically.  
Uncontrollably.  He had to take a moment and col-
lect himself so he could read me my rights.  Then he 
reduced the charges to one 300-series shot: disobeying 
an order.  I lost my commissary privs for six months.  
No big deal: I had my family put money on a friend’s 
books and he shopped for me (at a 20% premium).  
I also lost a couple of weeks of my statutory “good 
time”.  You get time off for good behavior and time 
added for bad behavior, hence the title of the album.

I got back to the piano rooms after two weeks in the 
hole and never stopped writing.  I had plenty to write 
about: sitting in the SHU without a radio, making 
staff paper and writing with a stub of a pencil, sitting 
alone in the quiet of the hole and listening to my 
heartbeat.  Realizing that I could write without hav-
ing a piano in front of me or a guitar in my lap, just 
hearing the notes and writing them down on a scrap 
of paper.

I spent another six weeks in the hole the following 
year for unauthorized possession of a voodoo doll, but 
that’s another story.  Maybe next album I’ll tell that 
one.

On top of writing and playing music, I also began 
teaching music theory classes at the Recreation De-
partment.  I taught a basic class on notation and 
reading sheet music, and an advanced class that was 
mostly composition and music analysis: deconstruct-
ing chords and melodies to find general principles 
that could be used for composing original music.  It 
was pretty much genre-agnostic; I used examples from 

Oh, Meat Puppets: where have you been all my life?

pop, rock, R&B, funk, jazz, classical, Mexican corridos, 
Afro-pop, C&W, hip-hop, and Top-40.

I invited my students (a fairly diverse bunch) to bring 
in songs for analysis and dissection.  We spent weeks 
on “What’s the reason I like this song so much?”, 
which branched into discussions about chord progres-
sions, forms, melodies, lyrics, rhythm, performance, 
and production.  I had to give tests to satisfy the 
credit requirements of the Inmate Skills Develop-
ment System, but these were “open book”.  I brought 
Schoenberg’s “Structural Functions of Harmony” into 
the syllabus and showed how his theory of strong and 
weak harmonic regions could be applied to rock and 
pop.

There are a lot of really intelligent people in Federal 
prisons.  I learned as much as I taught.

The Federal Bureau of Prisons has no sense 
of humor.  It’s official policy.  There’s no 
crying in baseball and there’s no laughter in 
prison.  Except when there is.

I figured out early on that the more I laughed, the 
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faster time passed.  It was like someone pressed the 
FAST FORWARD button.  As detailed above, my 
sense of humor got me in trouble, and even extended 
my incarceration somewhat.  Totally worth it.  The 
Bureau of Prisons was my favorite target, and not just 
for satirical drawings on paper hats.

I had an April Fools’ Day tradition: the fake memo.  
Using BOP letterhead I had cut off of one of the 
many memoranda that were inflicted upon us, I’d gin 
up something farcical, make copies at the law library, 
and enlist my evil minions to post the copies in the 
housing units.  The best, most believable one informed 
the inmates that the BOP and NASA were looking 
for volunteers to explore habitable orbits outside of 
the Van Allen Radiation Belt.  The kicker was in the 
penultimate paragraph: survivors would be eligible 
for a reduced sentence.  The last graf invited anyone 
interested to send a written request to the assistant 
wardens.  The assistant wardens were not happy about 
getting flooded with requests for information on the 
“space program”.  After that one came out, the staff 
started initialing and signing their real memos.

I can’t help it.  I’m a child of the ‘60s and ‘70s, raised 
on Joseph Heller and Kurt Vonnegut, M*A*S*H and 

EASY RIDER, Senate Watergate Hearings on TV, 
rock ‘n’ roll on the radio, George Carlin and Cheech 
& Chong on the stereo.  Institutional authority is not 
just meant to be questioned; it is there to be mocked, 
to be a foil, to provide an endless source of straight-
lines, to be shat upon in effigy.

During my hearing with the Disciplinary Housing 
Officer after the voodoo doll incident, the DHO said 
to me, “You have a problem with authority.”

“Funny, that’s what Mrs. Kessler said,” I replied.

“Who’s Mrs. Kessler?”

“My kindergarten teacher.”

y   y   y

I should mention some of the odds and ends of 
prison life that won’t otherwise get an airing, like 
how you’re moved around the country: yes, there 
is a ConAir.  It’s called JPATS ( Joint Prisoner 

and Alien Transport System).  For short trips, you’re 
usually dressed in a thin, translucent paper jumpsuit, More hats

The infamous space program memo
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shackled around the ankles, waist, and wrists, and 
herded on to unmarked buses, similar to Greyhounds 
or any other intercity line, except without the WiFi.  
The bathroom is just an open hole in one corner of 
the bus, no doors or walls.  There’s a caged-off jump 
seat in the back opposite the dookie hole, occupied by 
a BOP guard with a shotgun.  A guard with a hand-
gun and a shotgun sits next to the driver, protected by 
another cage.

If your trip is long enough, instead of a 12-hour bus 
ride in chains, you’re taken to an Air National Guard 
airfield to meet an unmarked white 737 or MD-80, 
retired from airline service, held together with duct 
tape, making a few last trips before it gets sent to the 
scrapyard or sold to a Third World carrier.  You’re 
lined up on the tarmac for an hour or two (regardless 
of weather conditions) while everyone gets the pat-
down of a lifetime.

Normally, BOP staff will avoid the crotch area when 
frisking an inmate.  Of course, that’s where you’re 
going to hide something.  But JPATS takes no chanc-
es.  It’s like they really need to know whether you’re 
circumcised or not before you get on that plane.
Surprise!  There are women inmates on the plane, 

too.  Separated by a few rows of seats and some US 
Marshals with Tasers, but hey: this is all the in-flight 
entertainment you’re going to get.

And, yeah, the JPATS staff have heard ALL the jokes: 
“How many frequent flyer points am I getting?”, 
“What’s the inflight movie?”, “There’s some kind of 
gremlin on the wing!”, “Can I have a copy of SKY-
MALL?”.

The central hub for JPATS is FTC OKC, the Federal 
Transfer Center at Oklahoma City.  It’s a hexagonal, 
multi-story building within the perimeter of Will 
Rogers International Airport.  It’s right on the tarmac, 
and it has its own jetway: the JPATS aircraft taxi right 
up to FTC OKC and prisoners are herded out of the 
plane and into the intake center without touching 
terra firma.  Inmates stay at OKC for a few days to a 
few weeks, either waiting for classification or waiting 
for the next flight out to their final destination.  Then 
it’s back on the plane for a trip to yet another Air 
National Guard airstrip, provided the plane is actually 
airworthy that day.  Stories abound of JPATS planes 
aborting their airlift due to landing gear that won’t 
retract or cabin pressurization systems that didn’t 
pressurize.

I have heard stories from friends who have flown 
AEROFLOT on internal flights in the former Sovi-
et Union, rough take-offs, rougher landings, aircraft 
creaking like rotting old houses.  That’s JPATS in a 
nutshell, except the flight attendants aren’t as attrac-
tive.

y   y   y

Speaking of which, the whole prison system 
is somewhat Soviet.  I recall one distinction 
between the Free World and the Iron Curtain 
was that everything in the former that was not 

expressly forbidden was allowed while everything not 
explicitly allowed in the latter was forbidden.  It was 
the same in prison, right down to the contents of your 
locker and how many books you could have (5) or 
letters (25) or pencils (2) or pairs of socks (5).

We lined up every Wednesday morning for our weekly 
issue of two rolls of toilet paper.

The first faux memo, using a schematic of Auschwitz
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We had samizdat, though it was usually black & white 
photocopies of porn magazines.

They pretended to pay us, we pretended to work.

We all wore shapeless khaki uniforms.
Cameras everywhere.

“KEEP IT MOVING ON THE COMPOUND!  
NO STANDING AROUND!”

y   y   y

Another common trope about prison con-
cerns the availability of drugs and alcohol.  
Not easy to get, but not impossible to 
obtain, either.  And if it gets around that 

you’ve got some money, the shit finds you.

I’m writing this on the seventh anniversary of my 
last drunk, which happened to be the day I was sup-
posed to appear in Federal court and change my plea 
to “guilty” but instead tried to hang myself (hey, the 
fucking rope broke, okay?).  And I’ve been absolutely, 
completely sober since leaving prison.  But there were 
a few times when I was inside that I relapsed.  Gave 
into temptation.  Because...

Eh, no justifications, no rationalizations.  It was of-
fered, I took it, no more than a handful of times over 
six years.  In the decade before prison, I went through 
a fifth of scotch every two or three days.  Before that 

(age 12 to 37) I was a chronic pot smoker: from wake 
‘n’ bake to bedtime bong hits.  Throughout my teens 
and twenties, I did ALL the drugs, especially acid (oh, 
you think those backwards guitar and vocal tracks on 
“Summertime in Prison” recorded themselves?).  Pris-
on was pretty much cold turkey, except when it wasn’t.

So, I drank the local hooch about a half dozen times.  
Here’s how it’s made: fruit, sugar, bread.  Combine 
ingredients in a plastic bag and hide.  Make sure you 
burp it twice a day otherwise the bag explodes.  About 
ten days later: hooch.  Not very potent, but no one’s 
buying rounds of longneck Buds or shooters of Jack.

The fruit used in this hooch were usually oranges, 
sometimes grapefruit, with the addition of tomato 
paste.  Believe me when I tell you that it tasted like 
someone just threw up in your mouth.  Totally not 
worth it unless you’re really desperate to bevel your 
edge.

As a member of the Jewish congregation, I had access 
to grape juice.  And, yes: I cooked my own batch of 
hooch on two occasions.  The first was for Passover.  I 
used the juice, mixed with a sugar water solution, to 
make real wine for the Seder.  It took a little over a “The DHO will see you now...”
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week, cooking in small plastic bottles with latex gloves 
stretched over the mouths so I would not have to keep 
burping them.  No bread: grape juice already contains 
some yeast.  And, miracle of miracles, it produced a 
nice dry red wine, not unlike a cheap Merlot.  Dayenu, 
motherfuckers.

The second time was purely recreational, for Super-
bowl Sunday.  And I almost got caught, so that was 
the last time.

I smoked pot a couple of times, too, though that was 
prohibitively expensive: a bong hit the size of your 
pinkie fingernail cost upwards of $20.  However, not 
having smoked in a long, long time meant that I had 
no tolerance whatsoever.  Split that with a friend, 
even, and we both got stupid high.  Baked.  We blazed 
it in a makeshift pipe: the metal eraser sleeve from 
a pencil (minus the eraser) stuck into a toilet paper 
tube, and we did it in an unlocked staff bathroom, too 
(“Dude, this is the LAST place they’d look.”).

Prison is a really, really bad place to experience 
drug-induced paranoia (as opposed to the normal, 
everyday, self-preservation level of paranoia).  Luckily, 
we had a band room for a couple of hours, so we just 

played until it wore off, then we ate a lot of crackers 
and cheese back in the unit.

Pharmaceutical entertainment was dispensed at the 
infirmary.  And if the product in question had any 
recreational value, the nurse dispensing the pills would 
grind them up with a pestle and pour it into a cup of 
water.  There were a few pills that they didn’t bother to 
grind, like Seroquel and Buspar, but unless you drank 
on top of them, they weren’t very much fun.  Also, 
you’d be taking a pill that someone had just hidden 
under his tongue or in his cheek.  Really, are you that 
desperate to get altered?  Sometimes the answer is 
“Yes”.

I’d seen heroin in prison a few times (not my thing), 
but during my last couple of years inside, Suboxone 
strips were all the rage.  If you’re a heroin addict, it 
blocks the opiate receptors in your brain so you can’t 
get high.  But if you’re not an addict, an eighth of a 
strip gets you pretty wasted.

If you’re not on the “hot list” for drug testing, you 
might get called for a random urinalysis maybe once a 
year, if that.  If you are on the hot list, you go in once 
a month, and it’s staggered (third week of one month, 
second week of the next, first week of the month after 
that) in order to catch pot smokers, since THC lingers 
in the fatty cells of the liver for 30 days.  Breathalyzer 
tests were a little more frequent, but these were ad-
ministered by the unit officer, who would walk around 
with his clipboard, testing the first four people he saw.  
Easily avoided.

My last twenty months in prison were spent in the 
Residential Drug Abuse Program, ten months wait-
ing for a program slot, and ten months in treatment.  
That’s when I got serious about staying sober.  There 
was a much higher level of discipline in this unit: ev-
ery rule in the book was strictly enforced: full uniform, 
no sleeping during the day, cube and bunk squared 
away, shoes lined up neatly under your rack.  The re-
ward was up to a year off of your sentence.

I’m still sober, still in treatment.  Cognitive-behavioral 
therapy, with guitars.  So far, so good.  One song at a 
time.

y   y   y

The Federal Transfer Center at Oklahoma City
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Food.  It’s really a huge part of life inside.  Just 
as with the prison economy, there’s an official 
menu and there are the non-official offerings.

There’s a national menu that dictates the three daily 
meals in every prison across the United States.  How-
ever, since ingredients are usually sourced locally, and 
inmates prepare the food, the quality varies widely 
between institutions.

Some inmates eat every meal in the chow hall, and 
some consistently avoid the place, preferring to cook 
their own food (a/k/a “eating out of your locker”).  
Depending upon what was being served, I’d split my 
meals between chow hall and locker.

The national menu changes with the Federal fiscal 
year (October 1st), though only about a quarter to a 
third of the menu actually changes.  The advent of a 
new national menu is a prime example of the value 
of information in an institution: knowing in advance 
what’s being served allows one to choose whether to 
deal with the weather and stand in a long line for a 
meal or stay in the unit and cook.  Copies of the menu 
are transcribed on to pocket-sized cards, photocopied, 
and sold for a small fee or passed around among 
friends.

An aside about the rumor mill: anyone who’s done 
time or served in the military knows about this.  
Information abhors a vacuum.  When you’re kept in 
the dark about everything, the grapevine grows like 
a weed.  Ours had a name: inmate [dot] com.  Eas-
ily half the rumors were started for a laugh (“Hey, I 
heard we’re getting new mattresses!”; “Microwaves are 
coming back!”; “We’re all getting shipped to a FEMA 
camp in Texas!”).

But I digress.  Food...

Locker food pretty much consists of products from 
the commissary, staples smuggled out of food service, 
and whatever can be pilfered from the Officers’ Mess.  
The latter items are the most coveted: consumer-grade 
meats, name-brand condiments, and fresh fruits and 
vegetables that aren’t part of the official inmate menu, 
like cilantro or kiwi fruit.

The list of items sold in the commissary varies be-
tween institutions.  There are, however, some staples 
you’ll find everywhere (PDFs of commissary sheets The official menu

are available on each prison’s bop.gov web site).  
Ramen noodles, instant rice, instant coffee, instant 
oatmeal, tortilla shells, pouches of tuna or mackerel, 
pepperoni slices, summer sausage, heat-and-serve beef 
stew, condiments, seasonings, shelf-stable cheeses, 
crackers, chips, cookies, candy, drink mixes...

Making a palatable, nutritious meal from commissary 
ingredients (and the odd item from chow hall or the 
Officers’ Mess) was a challenge worthy of cooking 
show like Top Chef.  My Quickfire Challenge dish 
would be a cold pasta salad with spicy tuna, made 
with ramen, Italian and ranch dressings, pickled 
jalapeno rings (chopped fine), and lightly seasoned.  
Another meal I was fond of making was spicy yellow-
fin tuna on a bed of brown instant rice that was made 
with chicken broth instead of hot water.  As men-
tioned above, we did not have microwave ovens, but 
we did have the “insta-hot”, a spigot that dispensed 
water heated to 180 deg. F.  And, of course, there were 
the stingers.

The most common stinger dishes were strombolis 
(cheese, sausage or pepperoni, and tomato sauce, 
wrapped in tortilla shells, sort of like a big, cylindrical 
calzone), pizza (again, made with tortilla shells and 
crackers instead of dough), and rice bowls (cooked 
with whatever meats and veggies could be bought, 
borrowed, or stolen).  My bro Nguyen had a way with 
sauces (using mixtures of tamari, ersatz honey, and 
chili garlic sauce) that simulated the taste of fried 
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rice.  Pork marinated in concentrated cherry drink mix 
came close to the taste of boneless spare ribs.  Peanut 
butter mixed with soy sauce and chili garlic makes a 
30-cent ramen into a Thai treat.

When the winter came, and we could fill mop buckets 
with ice water and rock salt, we’d make ice cream in 
empty plastic peanut butter jars, using powdered milk, 
cocoa mix, and crushed candy bars.  Some enterprising 
inmates mixed and sold taffy, made with water, pow-
dered coffee creamer, and flavored drink mix.

There’s really no end to what you can do if you have 
enough time on your hands.

In general, both the official and unofficial diets are 
starchy, sodium-laden, and bland.  Thus, a common 
subject for discussion among inmates is the first real 
meal you’re going to have when you get out of prison.  
Mine was sushi, though I’d often dream of greasy slic-
es of thin-crust New York pizza, the kind that drips 
orange-colored oil down your arm when you eat it.

Actually, sushi was my second post-prison meal, on 
a layover in NYC during my bus trip home; my first 
was a cup of Starbucks coffee and a cigarette at the 
bus station.  After six years of instant coffee, powdered 
creamer, and artificial sweetener, that burnt Charbucks 
swill, with half-and-half and real sugar, tasted like the 
nectar of the gods.

y   y   y   

Yeah, you don’t know what you’ve got ‘til 
it’s gone.  Freedom.  Free will, free choice, 
free time, free association, free thought, 
free speech, freedom of movement.  Prison 

wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be, but not being 
in prison is better than I ever imagined.

Is there a general lesson to be learned here?  Other 
than “don’t get caught”?

Prison is government writ large.  It’s an obdurate, 
implacable bureaucracy, it’s surveillance and control, 
it’s uniformity without exception, it’s institutional 
abdication of responsibility among the staff, and it’s 
collective punishment for the inmates.  It is a crucible 
of race relations, it’s divide-and-conquer, it’s guilty 
before proven innocent.  It’s groupthink, doublespeak, 
cover-your-ass.

“Just get my fucking lawyer on the phone”

1980: Yes, I’ve always been a surly bastard

Photo: Barbara Fredericks
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It is the worst-case scenario of governance.

Speaking of politics, there was a peculiar irony at work 
among the rank-and-file corrections officers: at FCI 
Elkton, in Ohio, they were largely white, conserva-
tive, Republican-voting, ex-military men (one’s armed 
forces service time counted towards a BOP pension, 
so ten years in the military and 15 years in the BOP 
added up to 25 years of total service).  Yet here they 
were, working for one of the largest government 
bureaucracies on the planet.  Furthermore, they were 
all represented by a strong public employees’ union; 
guards accused of misconduct on the job were either 
transferred internally (the mailroom was Elkton’s 
employee Siberia) or externally, to another institution.  
Termination was extremely rare, and was usually the 
result of an offense that carried criminal penalties, like 
smuggling contraband (drugs, tobacco, cell phones, 
etc.) into the institution.

“Deputy Dawg” was often drunk on the job, and on 
one occasion so intoxicated that he threw up in one of 
the chow hall trash barrels.  “Robocop” suffered a trau-
matic brain injury as a teenager, riding an ATV into a 
low-hanging tree branch.  However, that did not keep 
him from serving in Iraq, nor did it disqualify him 
from a career in the Bureau of Prisons.   “Dirty Shirt” 
wore a uniform that he kept in the trunk of his car 
and never washed; even the other officers called him 
that.  Mrs. L____ allegedly was transferred to Elkton 
for “fraternizing” with male prisoners at another insti-
tution for a fee.

Yes, we had female guards.  Some were actually at-
tractive, though years in the relentless sausage party of 
Federal prison kind of skew your tastes.  “Attractive” in 
this case came to mean “not morbidly obese”, “has no 
visible facial hair”, and “ was probably born with two 
X chromosomes”.

There were a lot of things I didn’t expect to see in 
prison, and the things I did expect turned out to be 
illusory.  No book or movie or television series can 
adequately prepare you for the experience (though I 
suppose this is true about most everything).

What did prepare me for life in prison were all of the 
dystopian novels I had read over the years, starting 
when I was not quite in my teens.  Orwell’s Nineteen-
Eighty-Four, Huxley’s Brave New World, Zamyatin’s 
We, Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, Burgess’s Clockwork 

This is where the tragic happens
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Orange.  Kafka, Solzhenitsyn, Camus.  B.F. Skinner, 
Stanley Milgram, Phillip Zimbardo.

Along with music, reading was my sanctuary.  I lived 
in the Martello tower with stately, plump Buck Mulli-
gan and Stephen Dedalus, in Ennet House with Don 
Gately and Joelle Van Dyne, travelled through the 
Zone with Tyrone Slothrop, scribbled all night rock-
ing and rolling over lofty incantations which in the 
yellow morning were stanzas of gibberish.

I kept a daily journal, 750 pages worth by the time of 
my release.  I wrote prose, poetry, lyrics, letters.  Oh, 
and fake memos.

We lived low on Maslow’s Hierarchy, but we adapt-
ed, we survived, we thrived.  We had no other choice.  
When your body is locked down, what recourse do 
you have but to live the life of the mind?

Boston, Massachusetts
January 2016

Journal pages 34 & 347
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Here’s a fun thing to do over a long week-
end:

Empty your bathroom of everything. No toilet-
ries, no towels, no bath mat, no shower curtain, no 
reading material, no soaps or shampoos. Nothing in 
the medicine cabinet. The only thing left should be a 
quarter-roll of toilet paper.

Tape cardboard over the window so you can’t tell if 
it’s day or night. If you have a baseboard heater or 
radiator turn it off. If the light switch is inside the 
bathroom then put duct tape over it so you can’t turn 
it off. Shut the hot water valve under the sink and 
close the cold water valve until just a trickle comes 
out of the faucet.

Now, take off all your clothing. Everything. Socks 
and underwear, too. Remove your watch and all jew-
elry items. Once you are completely naked in a cold, 
tiled bathroom, have someone lock you in.

Did I mention that you need some assistants? They 
don’t have to do much, just walk past the bathroom 
every thirty minutes and bang on the door. Thrice 
each day, at random times, they’ll slip a sandwich 
under the door: once slice of bologna on white 

bread. If you get thirsty you can drink from the sink. 
One last thing: your assistants cannot talk to you. 
They can’t tell you what time it is or whether it’s day 
or night or when you’ll be getting out. All they can 
do is listen at the door to make sure you’re still alive.

Stay in the bathroom for 72 hours. Three days naked, 
shivering, hungry. At the end of these three days, 
have someone open the door and give you a blanket 
to wrap around yourself. Don’t leave the bathroom 
just yet. Wait for another 6 to 12 hours.

Now you can start your pre-trial detention. Didn’t 
you know that you’re still innocent until proven 
guilty in the eyes of the law?

The “dry cell” is where new inmates and detain-
ees are placed prior to assignment to a tier, pod, or 
range. It’s 72 hours of marinating in your own juices. 
The cell is invariably a bare cinder block cube with a 
concrete ledge running along one wall. That is your 
bed. In a corner is a stainless-steel combination sink 
and toilet. The only window is a glass slit in the door 
right above the “judas hole” through which your 
meals come. The fluorescent lights in the ceiling stay 
on 24-hours per day.

You are naked in this cell. No jumpsuit with which 
you could strangle yourself or use to flood the cell by 
stuffing down the toilet. You sleep on the concrete 
ledge or, if you’re too big, on the cement floor. Oc-
casionally, you’ll hear a sound from outside the cell. 
The jingle of keys, the clank of shackles. A hearty 
laugh from one of the cops. A scream from another 
cell.

When it’s quiet - and sometimes it’s as quiet as a 
tomb - that’s when the radio of your mind starts 
playing. In the absence of stimulus, the brain fills in 
the gaps. You start to hear music, voices. Songs you 
learned when you were young. Themes from old TV 
shows. Commercial jingles from your childhood. 
Schaefer...is the...one beer to have when you’re hav-
ing more than one. Flintstones, meet the Flintstones, 
they’re the modern Stone Age family. Oranges and 
lemons, say the bells of St. Clement’s. Double your 
pleasure, double your fun, with Doublemint, Dou-
blemint, Doublemint Gum.

Except it’s the Red Army Chorus singing it and 
they’re stuck in an infinite loop.

epilogue
The Dry Cell
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Then the subtle visual hallucinations start. It begins 
when you see patterns in randomness. Tiny faces in 
the cement texture of the cinder block walls. You re-
alize that our brains are hard-wired for facial recog-
nition: two eyes, a nose, a mouth. But if you haven’t 
seen a face for a couple of days, if you’ve been staring 
at a concrete ganzfield, everything becomes a face. 
Even a blood-smeared volleyball named Wilson.

The only escape is sleep. You try to sleep as much as 
you can. It’s the only way to get through this time 
without being conscious of it. But time passes in 
your dreams, too. In solitary dreams you sleep on a 
bed of bismuth and lead. The sky is made of iron, the 
clouds stone. You wake up with the taste of metal on 
your tongue and you realize that you’ve been chew-
ing on your lips while you were asleep.

There are varying degrees of solitary confinement 
and the dry cell is one of the most extreme: admin-
istrative detention, disciplinary segregation, protec-
tive custody, medical quarantine, suicide watch. It’s 
remarkably easy to get thrown in the box. I’ve done 
about two months SHU (security housing unit) time 
in total. One stretch was for drawing on a disposable 
paper food service hat. Another was for mouthing 
off to the staff psychiatrist, combined with unautho-
rized possession of a voodoo doll. The lieutenant on 
duty interpreted the voodoo doll as a threat to staff 
because it was wearing a tiny blue uniform. And its 
head was torn off.

But more often than not one gets sent to the SHU 
for filing a grievance against a staff member. This 
results in administrative detention for a 30-day 
period while an “investigation” is performed. It’s 
not unheard of for these investigations to go on for 
months, only to be dropped without a finding.

Unlike the dry cell, I didn’t find the SHU so dis-
tasteful. It was a quiet respite from life in the unit, a 
place to read, write, meditate. Your meds and meals 
are delivered to your door. You can go “outside” 
(actually a cage surrounded by walls open only to 
the sky) for an hour each weekday (usually around 
5AM). There’s a frosted glass window in the cell so 
you can sort of tell what time of day it is. You’ve got 
a mattress and a nice, comfy orange jumpsuit.

During my first stretch in the hole, I realized that 
this was nearly the very same experience people 

paid good money for when they went on a spiritual 
retreat to a monastery or ashram. The only difference 
was that after a weekend they were able to get in the 
Audi and drive back to their condo in the city. Me, 
not so much.

When I got bored of reading I would try to do 
mental exercises: name all 50 states. Now name their 
capitols. Picture a globe. List all the countries in 
South America. Now Europe. Africa. Asia. Make a 
mental list of all the US presidents. You will forget 
Taylor, Polk, or Pierce, but that’s okay. Everyone 
does. List all the songs you’ve written. Try to re-
member all the lyrics. Was there a ninth verse to 
“Do You Bleed For Your Art?” or were there just 
eight? List all the covers you know. Imagine a guitar 
in your lap. 

You have a stubby pencil and the wrapper from a roll 
of toilet paper. Write a poem. Write a letter. Try to 
write some music without an instrument. Where’s 
middle C? When I try to hum a C I usually end up 
with an F, so let’s go down a 4th. There. Hum a mel-
ody. Write the melody. Now write a 4-voice fugue 
using the melody as the motif.

Don’t get me wrong: the SHU sucks. Being isolat-
ed sucks. Not being able to see the sun sucks. One 
monthly phone call to family sucks. Not having 
coffee or being able to watch CNN sucks. But it’s all 
just part of the price I had to pay for being a raging 
fuck-up.

And when you leave the hole, when you do step 
into the sunlight for the first time in weeks, months, 
years, the memory of that time dissipates like a puff 
of smoke, like the impressions of the dream you 
had right before you woke up. In the short term, it’s 
remarkably easy to shake off the hole, to reconnect 
with your friends and smell fresh air again.

But in the long term, it stays with you. There’s always 
going to be a dry cell or a SHU inside you. That’s 
something you’ll never shake off.

y   y   y
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