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“Child pornography possession cases on the docket of a United
States district judge will include men of all ages ranging from
late adolescence to old age. They will include students, teachers,
administrators, physicians, lawyers, executives, church leaders, and
others from all walks of life. Most lead otherwise normal and pro-
ductive lives. They are good husbands, good fathers, good employ-
ees, good students, good friends. Few if any have prior criminal
records. When they are caught, the consequences are enormous.
Reputations are shattered; careers are ended, and families are
destroyed. Suicides are not uncommon. The human costs are stag-
gering, certainly equal to those in the most serious cases of drug
addiction and in a population that is usually otherwise healthy.”

—The Honorable James L. Graham, Southern District of Ohio
United States of America v. Christopher E. Pelloski
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‘Preface

“Tortuous /térCH(60)as/ adjective:
1. full of twists and turns;

2. excessively lengthy and complex.”

— MERRIAM WEBSTER’S COLLEGIATE DICTIONARY,
11TH EDITION

T HE SENTENCE FOR accession with an attempt to view child por-
nography (to which I pleaded guilty) was handed down on July 11,
2014 After that, I remained in legal limbo for two more months before
I would self-surrender at the Federal Correctional Institution, Elkton.
This brought my total time under house arrest to fourteen months. The
manner in which most of the local news entities handled the sentencing
hearing was predictable. It cast me in the worst light possible, por-
traying me as a habitual abuser of children (hands-on implied), while
suggesting the judge took it easy on me. This only served to stoke the
already roaring Troll Fires, rather than informing the public of what
really happened and why.

But I ignored all of that and focused on being with my children for
as long as I could. I finished the primary writing for my first book while
mentally preparing to go to prison. Those were the only constants I had
before me. The other questions—How long would I really be gone? What
would I do and where would I go when I got out? and What will happen to my

marriage and suspended medical license?—those were all uncertainties.
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A TORTUOUS PATH

I also had a false sense of accomplishment then, when it came
to my mental health and overall outlook on life. I thought I had it
all wrapped up and tied in a bow. It made perfect sense to me at the
time. I had finally received the correct diagnosis of PTSD with dis-
sociative features. Through counseling, I had addressed the difficult
moments of my childhood that triggered the illness. I saw how my
offense was a direct symptom of these experiences. Of course, I was
criticized by some (including several friends and colleagues) for mak-
ing excuses. Apparently, somewhere along the way, the definitions of
explanation and excuse had become interchangeable for some. Or most
likely the term excuse was applied to an explanation that people didn’t
want to hear or believe.

I just wanted to put it all behind me and move on.

Because of this mindset, I viewed going to prison and its aftermath
as part of the obligatory formality, the after-the-fact punishment. There
were certainly equal measures of arrogance (narcissism, some would
say), naivety, and denial that went into this assessment. However, I
would soon figure out that the journey is never really over. Closure
is not only an elusive luxury but it’s very relative. And there is always
something new to learn—often from the most unexpected sources.
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“The degree of civilization in a society can
be judged by entering its prisons.”

—FYODOR DOSTOYEVSKY

MY BROTHER GAVE me the rules of prison, based on his

experience:

* Don’t look anyone in the eyes for too long, without saying a quick what’s
up? Direct eye contact without qualifying input is a challenge.

* Do not tell anyone why you are there. Especially with my Charge.

* Do not tell anyone how long you will be there, especially zfyou are a
short-timer. Someone who had nothing to lose would take a swing
at you and fuck up your early out date—in order to graciously

spread the misery around.

* Don’t tell anyone where you are from. Things can get back to hurt fam-

ily members.
* Never put]ourse!fin a position Where)/ou owe someone.

These were the thoughts going through my mind as we put miles
behind us on the way to my self-surrender at the Federal Correctional
Institution, Elkton, with an annoyingly itchy left ankle. It was an over-
cast Ohio day: September 16, 2014

The facility, when we arrived, was surreally normal. The room we

entered was like the lobby of a doctor’s office or library, with a large
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reception desk. Another guy was checking in, too. Just a kid. When he
gave his birthday to the receiving guy, the year was 1992, the year I fin-
ished high school. He was young and earnest. “I just have five-and-a-half
months.” WTF? I looked over my shoulder at him. What are you talking
about? Don’t say that out loud. That violates the code! Jesus, rookie. Like I
knew what the hell I was talking about.

He hugged his father goodbye. “I love you son, and take care.” The
father, a farmer from rural Ohio, was worried but proud to already
know his boy would make it. There was that twinge of rebellion in
his twang that comes with people who do not live in cities, no matter
where you find yourself in the U.S. He had the rough skin and accel-
erated aging brought on by nicotine and direct sunlight, but his body
wiry-strong beneath. “Love you too, Pop,” the young man said.

I'd decided long before that there was no way my dad was taking
me to prison. All of the crap he’d endured with my brother had shut
him down. And my wife, Susan, had had enough of me by then, too.
And even if she hadn’t, her hands were full. She had to get the kids to
and from school as usual on that big day. It was my father-in-law who
was the obvious choice. Only he could do it. And he volunteered before
anyone had to ask.

The goodbye with him and my mother-in-law was, like the room we
stood in, eerily familiar and businesslike. I'd said this goodbye before: Off
to summer camp. Off to college. Off to marriage. Off to medical school.
Off to residency. It was just another life change that came with uncertain-
ty and risk—except this time, maybe the danger was real.

After they left, things got down to brass tacks. I'd purposely worn
the same clothes I wore to my arraignment in July 2013. I wanted them
burned. And so they came off of my body, to go to the incinerator.
“Damn son, did you get in a fight with a cat?” the processing officer said,
pointing at my left ankle, which was evidently rejecting its new barren-
ness. It had developed red, scabbed-over crisscross scratch marks. For
fourteen months, an electronic tether that ensured I remained inside
during my house arrest had been tightly wrapped around it. I'd kept my
secret safe from the kids, all that time, despite wrestling and running
around with them.
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Stripping down completely was followed by lifting up my scrotum,
turning around and spreading my buttocks while artificially coughing,
opening my mouth and rolling my tongue around, and showing the
soles of my bare feet. I would eventually learn that this would also be
the toll I paid for visiting with people from the outside world. Whenev-
er a prisoner has contact with the outside, this is the routine—all in the
name of prison safety. I might have been carrying a hacksaw or a packet
of heroin in my lower GI tract—or worse, an acetylene torch tucked
between my cheek and gum.

The perfunctory look on the officer’s face told me this process was
nothing new for him. He was used to repeating instructions for awkward,
suddenly naked first timers. For me, it was somewhat unnerving. But [
couldn’t complain too much. I had seen worse, done worse. During my
radiation oncology residency, I'd extracted from women’s reproductive
organs metal implants placed there to deliver radiation to their cervical
cancers. So | knew about the awkwardness of an utter lack of modesty in
the company of strangers. But this time I was on the other end of the probe.

[ was issued dark brown boxers, green pants, tube socks, and a
brown T-shirt. The clothes had black markings all over them, as if they’d
passed out at a party and woke the next morning covered in Sharpied
graffiti. The messages were difficult to make out. Some might have in-
dicated the size of the garments or that they were temporary issue, but
others were clearly profanities. Then there were the shoes. Slippers.
Purposely loose cloth over a rubber slab of a sole. They made walking
without rolling an ankle difficult.

“Are these...?” I asked.

“Yes. They are the right size,” the guard replied while thinking about
a hundred other things and looking elsewhere. He handed me a net
laundry bag full of bedding, towels, and extra clothing,

The young kid and I were moved to a holding tank in a hallway. He
wore the same clothes I did. In the adjacent holding tank were guys in all
beige outfits. One of them was called out, and he and several officers went
through his belongings. Food, clothing, toiletries, paperwork in cardboard
boxes. Looked like he was checking out. I was still trying to determine the
significance of our color coding, It had to mean something,
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“Pelloski,” a face poked in the room, I looked up and nodded. “Go
to that room at the end of the hall to your left. That is Psych Intake.” As
I walked away, I overheard him giving his instructions to my tank-mate:
“You, Newhouse, you follow him and go to the room on the right. That
is General Intake.”

The Psych nurse was a matronly middle-aged woman, with large
glasses that were popular in the eighties, as was her puffed-up hair style.
I couldn’t criticize. Most people adopt a style they like and keep it over
time. I still rocked my Beverly Hills 90210—inspired sideburns (some-
thing that was cool almost thirty years ago) even though mine were
now violated with gray, as if I were dipped up to my ears in peroxide.

The nurse was very sweet, while being businesslike. “So I am going
over your paperwork, and you have ADD or depression or PTSD? It is
kind of confusing,” she said apologetically.

“That’s OK. It is confusing” I reassured her, and we both had a
chuckle. “For a long time people thought I had ADD, so I took Ritalin
for years. Then it was thought I also had anxiety disorder, too. So Ef-
fexor got added to the mix.” She wrote this down in the margins of her
printed report. “Eventually, when all of this came out,” I said pointing
to my new prison garb, “I was diagnosed with PTSD. So I stopped the
Ritalin and Effexor and was started on Zoloft.”

“OK” she said jotting a few more things down. She looked through
her papers a bit more. I knew what was coming. “But it says you are not
taking any meds. You are not on Zoloft?”

“No.”

“When was that discontinued?”

“About a week ago.”

“Who discontinued that?”

“Idid.”

“You decided to stop taking psych medicine a week before you
come to prison?”

“I know it seems—"

“What did your psychiatrist think about that?”

“He doesn’t know. I have not seen him in almost six months.”

She was very perplexed, almost upset, “Were you seeing anyone?”
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“Yes. My therapist. The social worker who correctly diagnosed me.”
She looked skeptical. “I know this seems odd, like I am self-managing,
And yes, [ am to an extent. But please realize that for most of my adult
life T have been on medication that I did not need. PTSD is not some-
thing that needs meds all the time. I was on Zoloft for over a year and
it was time to stop. Look, if prison is going to be sad or scary, I want to
feel it for once, and not have it dulled by medication.”

“Why did you stop seeing your psychiatrist?”

“That is complicated, too. Let’s just say he did not steer me in the
right direction—and he was not going to stand by me in the long run.”

“But, making this change, on your own, right now. Prison is a dif-
ficult adjustment—" she looked more concerned at that moment. “We
can resume here—"

“How about this? If [ notice that I am having trouble or want to hurt
myself or others, I will come to you guys as soon as possible. I really
do not think I need this medication—and I am sure you have heard
this before, but I need to start feeling what I am supposed to feel. I got
through with Zoloft, I don’t see the point now.”

“OK” she relented with reluctance. “We will keep a close eye on
you, t00.”

We had an accord. After some signatures and paperwork, I switched
rooms with my co-admittee.

The General Intake guy was a little more gruff, a skinny, black-
haired white man with blue stubble already showing under the smooth,
shaved skin of his pale, thin face. He looked like he derived all his nu-
trition from coffee and cigarettes. Still, he had a good sense of humor
about his job and the boxes he needed to check.

“Do you have any reason to think that your personal safety will be
threatened if you are in the general prison population? Any family who
are cops or in politics or gangs?”

“No.”I thought for a bit more. “Well, I heard guys with my charge—"

“Guys with your charge are the general population here.” And he
quickly made his check and moved on.

“Do you want to kill yourself?”

“No.”
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“Are you fearful of coming to prison?”

“No.”

“Good. Because where you are going, down the hill, is one step
above the Boy Scouts.”

[ was going to the FSL, a victory, a huge one for me. Federal cor-
rectional institutions (FCls) like the one I currently sat in, are medium-
and low-security facilities with strengthened perimeters (often double
fences with electronic detection systems) and mostly cell-type housing,
Federal satellite low (FSL) facilities are low security, often adjacent to
an FCI or other higher security facility. They have dormitory housing, a
relatively low staff-to-inmate ratio, and limited perimeter fencing with
unrestricted inmate movement. At Elkton, the FSL was called “down
the hill,” due to its topographical relationship to the corresponding
FCI. Sex offenders—even nonviolent/noncontact, computer-based
offenders like myself—were not permitted to serve their time in true
federal “prison camps” (a.k.a. Club Fed), which have no fences, due to
the inmates’ perceived lack of security threat. Apparently, all intake for
the center was done at the FCI.

A View of ELkTON, COURTESY OF GOOGLE EARTH
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They took my picture and made an ID card for me. My new name
was 71491-061.

For the transfer to the FSL, the kid and I were put into four-point
shackles, which reduced our steps in our unstable slippers to about ten
inches for each pace, marched across the four hundred—foot FCI yard,
past the twelve coils of razor wire that hugged the bases and tops of the
perimeter fences, and into a van escorted by two guards with loaded
shotguns. Despite being terrified that a stumble or wrong move would
result in a hole being blasted in me, I still found it a bit odd that less
than three hours before I'd stopped at a McDonald’s with my in-laws
and eaten a Sausage McMuffin. How had the act of self-surrender in-
stantly made me a security threat that necessitated all of this?

Down the hill. More razor wire, more buzzing of doors being re-
motely unlocked. More paperwork. And finally, I was admitted into
Elkton FSL, or “camp,” as Susan and I had named it for the kids. A camp
where I would learn how to make better choices and avoid any more
bad consequences.

One of the guards asked an inmate standing nearby to take me to
my cube. My new address: G-A-24C.

If my life were a movie at that moment, walking through the G-A
unit towered over by my escort, a gigantic red-headed, red-bearded
guy nicknamed Vanilla, it would have been directed by Terry Gilliam.
It was simultaneously overwhelming and a more pathetic display of hu-
manity than I had ever seen. It looked like the barracks of an army that
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was badly losing a war being fought on its own soil—one that was run-
ning out of soldiers fit for combat. The sound was a surreal cacophony
of laughing, yelling, and swearing—men living on top of one another.
This human warehouse was about a hundred yards long and contained,
under a thirty-foot raftered ceiling, about 55 twelve-by-ten-foot cubi-
cles. The cubicle walls stood five feet tall, and each cube held two or
three beds, most with double-decker bunks. About half of the cubes
paralleled the bulletproof windows. The other half occupied the middle
of the space, in two rows with aisles on either side.

Everywhere I looked, I was confronted with things I never would
have expected: very young guys, who elsewhere would have been iden-
tified as high-school nerds, sitting cross-legged on the floor and playing
(double take) yes, Dungeons and Dragons. Old men bent ninety de-
grees over their walkers, shuffling along singing to themselves. Every
few bunks, to my right or left, lay the motionless heap of a body, com-
pletely covered from head to toe, as if blankets could block the fluo-
rescent glare and incessant noise, even yelling coming from just inches
away. The mounds never flinched or woke in protest. I was also struck
by the whiteness of the place. African Americans make up 40 percent
of the U.S. prisoner population (despite comprising only 13 percent of
the general population). Yet, I saw none as I walked through the unit.

[ have no idea how I got to my cubicle. The entry to the cube just
appeared before me, and so I entered, carrying my sack of belongings
over my shoulder.

“That’s yours, buddy,” my temporary guide said, pointing to the top
bunk. “Let me know if you need anything. I am just over there in 42.” I
had no idea what he’d just told me, so I just silently nodded and he walked
off. I saw a long pair of inert legs on the lower bunk, so I put my net bag
on the top one quietly, as if any of my movements could have been heard
over the din. But my cube-mate had already been awakened by my guide.

“Hey, man,” he greeted me. He was puffy around the eyes, wakened
from his nap. “I didn’t think you would get here before four o’clock
count.” I shook his hand, which was dry and cracked. He had rosacea
across the cheekbones of his youthful face, and a pustular infection to

go along with it. He noticed me noticing and answered my thoughts:

10
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“I work pots and pans in the kitchen and I keep getting skin infections.
The damned rosacea doesn’t help either,” he said smiling. He was older
than me but looked like a little boy in the face.

“How do you—How do any of you sleep through this?” I asked,
waving my hands around to both break the ice and get off the subject of
dermatological ailments.

“I get up before five a.m. I'am so tired, I can sleep through anything,”
he said, after pivoting to a seated position in his bottom bunk. “Plus, after
going through boot camp, I learned to sleep standing up.” He stood up
and surveyed the unit with me, as if he were seeing it for the first time
too—or maybe just reminding himself of the bewilderment just over the
divider walls. “But some guys—Tlike that guy over there,” he said, pointing
to a heap, “some guys have decided to sleep away their time.” He scanned
for another motionless, covered corpse and pointed again, this time far
across the unit, “But some guys—Tlike him over there—they wake up, go
to pill line, take whatever the hell they are given, come back, and are just
snowed. Every day. I have watched guys come here and gain a hundred
pounds. Lots of over-medication here. Sad.”

Just then, someone returned to their cube, slammed their locker,
exclaimed “Fuck!” and walked back out of the unit. “And some maybe
need more meds,” my cube mate said with a smile. “You have no idea
how lucky you are to have landed in this cube.” He smiled again and
gave me a pair of earplugs in an unopened wrapper. Seeing his hands
again with this exchange reminded me of my own skin issue. My ankle
had stopped itching; it had already forgotten its former tether.

Then the welcoming committee came out of nowhere. Like individual
fish who broke off from a school of fish that otherwise moved and darted
in unison. It was as if these guys materialized out of this dizzying and ar-
bitrary pattern of movement just to greet me. Faces, srniling and warm.

“OK, you need to get those damned slippers off!” a large visage
suddenly exclaimed from the background. A huge man, maybe 350
pounds, buzz cut head and square—he reminded me of Curly or Joe

from the Three Stooges a bit. He handed me rubber shower shoes, a
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few razor blades, soap, toothpaste, and a toothbrush. “You will turn an
ankle wearing those motherfuckers!”

I looked at my feet and accepted his kind offerings, “Yeah, man. I
can barely walk in them. Thank you.”

“Oh! they make you wear those damned things so you don’t run off
and twist an ankle if you try to get away. Like you was going to try to
get away, right? Sweet Jesus.” I laughed a bit and he looked at me closer.

“You a self-surrender, ain’t you?”

“Yes.”

“I can tell. You guys all look so rested and calm when you get here. And
your face is full—not all thin and tired-looking. Well, I ain’t thin now, look!”
He laughed, smacking his immense belly with pride. “They call me Jelly
Roll. I make sure the new guys get all set when they arrive.” His smile was
infectious—another boyish face that had seen a lot of living and aging. He
then got a little more serious. “Look here. I don’t give a shit what you did
to get here or who you were before you got here, but we all need to help
each other out and do our time and get the hell out of here. So anything that
makes it better for you is better for all—and is better for me. So if you need
anything, just ask o’ Jelly Roll, and I can help.”Inodded. And he continued,
“Make sure you get outside and get fresh air too. Don’t live in this piece of
shit. I spent eighteen months in county jails before I got here in damn near
middle of winter, and you bet your ass I was out walking in the snow and
being outside. I didn’t care if it was five below, my ass was outside walking,
and people thought I was crazy! Ha ha ha!”

The thought of walking out in the open sounded amazing to me.
House arrest had limited my movement to within five feet of doorways
and trips to court and appointments with shrinks for fourteen months.

Jelly Roll abruptly parted with me. “OK, man.You take care here!”
and with that, his large body disappeared back into the ocean.

“He got sixteen years,” my cube mate informed me.

“Jesus.”

“And he did not self-surrender. He bounced around the system while
his case went on.”

“For what?” I asked, forgetting my brother’s pointers, “The Prison
Code,” before catching myself. “Never mind,” I said softly.

12
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“Dude,” he chuckled, “I am pretty sure you are here for the same
reason as me. And the same reason as him.” I looked at my cube mate,
petrified. “You are a SO, a sex offender. Not a toucher, though. CP
charges. Some of the guys read about your case and knew you were
coming. It’s OK. We were—"

A new face appeared, this one offering a stained mug, “You like coffee, I
bet?” He was a young guy, bald/shaved head and goatee. Indeed I did. I was
up to about a pot a day during my house arrest, while I was writing my first
book. I feared a massive caffeine withdrawal headache coming on that day.

“Oh, yes.”

“Here, take this spare mug of mine. It may smell like mustard—I
stored my mustard in it for a while. But after a few brews, it should be
good.” He handed it to me and then disappeared into the environment.

Then another thin man, in his fifties with heavy frame glasses,
showed up at the entry to the cube. “Here, I don’t get that Maxwell
House sludge. I get the prima Columbian,” he said in a faux-aristocrat
voice. “OK, OK. Either way, it is instant and crappy, but the Colum-
bian is just a touch better. And it may say to add two teaspoons in the
instructions, but damn it, 'm a rebel, and will put in the third scoop
just because!” he defiantly announced as he handed me a packet of
instant coffee. I suspected the deflated look on my face had betrayed
my thoughts on the matter when he said, “Look, this isn’t the freshly
ground Starbucks Sumatra Blend but it will get the job done.” And once
again, a random appearance quickly dissolved into the current.

[ returned to putting my things away and making my bunk.

“I'm Leonard, by the way,” my cube mate said.

“I'm Chris.”

At that moment, our other cube mate appeared. “You the new cel-
lie?” (We may have lived in cubicles, but cubie just didn’t sound right.)

“Yes.”

“I'm George.”

George had a lot of features that reminded me of my Austrian grand-
mother. Dark, thick hair, olive complexion, perfect white teeth—Eu-
ropean, but definitely darkened by the Moors’ 711 AD invasion. He
had returned from his afternoon run: four miles just about every day,
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I learned later. “I'm going to hit the shower, but we will catch up.” He
pointed to my locker, which was the size of a minifridge. Since I was the
new guy to the cube, my locker was the one closest to the entry way
and aisle, the least favorable position, just like my top bunk. “This one
is yours. You can start getting all your stuff squared away in there,” he
explained as he walked off with a towel. I started nesting.

“Hey, I didn’t mean to pry or freak you out,” Leonard said, after
reseating himself on his bunk to make room for me to move around in
the six-by-four-foot open area intended for three grown men. “A lot
of guys here read up on the laws and follow cases. Yours was one they
followed closely. How much time did you get? I know it was short.”

The rules were still in the back of my mind, so I hesitated.

“It was a year, wasn’t it?” He answered his own question.

“Yeah. Plus a day.”

“Well, that is good. That will give you good time and shave off your
sentence by a couple of months. And if you get to a halfway house, you
will get out even sooner.”

Under federal law, prisoners serving more than one year in prison get
fifty-four days per year of “good time” on the anniversary of each year they
serve, plus prorated good time applied to a partial year served at the end
of their sentence. This encourages good behavior during incarceration, as it
can be revoked for rule infractions. This rule was the reason for my twelve-
months-and-a-day sentence: The extra day qualified me for good time.

“He won’t get halfway house,” a third voice chimed in from above.
In the adjacent cube’s top bunk sat a guy in his early thirties with a com-
pletely buzzed head. He was heavyset but looked as if his weight gain was
recent and sudden and his skin was still catching up to his extra volume,
stretching and appearing bloated. He looked as if his entire body were un-
der an uncomfortable internal pressure. “He won’t be here long enough
to get all of the paperwork done. My god, it took them over a year to get
things right for my halfway house—even though I ended up declining it.”

Those words sent shivers down my spine. I was expecting to be out
soon, working again and keeping Susan and the kids in the house they
were living in. It would really mess things up if there were delays. The

look on my face was noticed by the neighbor, who was looking down at
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me as if presiding over our cube and the lockers below him. His bare foot
rested on the top of the divider wall, complete with a big toe the size of
a doorknob and nearly as spherical. He changed the course of his address.

“A lot of the newer guys coming in here the last few months are
getting these one- and two-year sentences,” he said half to me and him-
self. “I used to get pissed when I heard about this. I was like, What the

fuck—tbese guys did what I did, and I get four years?” His thoughts seemed

to be pulled toward himself no matter what tack he took. “I used to get
mad, and then I realized, I probably needed that time, to really figure
things out. I had no connection with my feelings. I had so much anger.
And I really didn’t realize that what I was doing was so wrong. The first
few years, I just wasn’t getting it. And when I got kicked out of the pro-
gram the first time, because they found porn in my locker—that was
my wake-up call.” He needed another wake-up call? I thought.

“I just had no boundaries, you know?” he continued, as I put away pris-
on-issued socks and towels and occasionally nodded to let him know that
someone was listening to him talk to himself. “I mean, first my uncle rapes
me when [ am like four or five—and I was told that was normal by him.
He wasn’t violent or scary about it, so I didn’t know any better. Then my
older cousin and I fooled around a lot when I was nine or so. I am not gay,
but, you know, we did gay things together. Then my hot sixteen-year-old
babysitter is showing me her pussy and making me play with her tits when I
am like eleven. Of course I liked it—what am I supposed to do?”

[ stopped what I was doing and stared at him in disbelief. Here I
was, not a few hours into prison, and I was hearing this guy’s detailed
sexual history—when I had been instructed to remain mute about my-
self. This guy was dumping all this information onto a complete strang-
er, openly and freely and so matter-of-factly. I caught myself staring
and resumed nesting, or resumed the pretense, at least, not to be rude.
There wasn’t all that much to stow away.

He was still talking when George returned from his shower. “My
adoptive parents think other things happened to me when I was even
younger. They got me when I was four. My foster mom said I was ter-
rified of men and so angry all the time. Like total crazy tantrums. They

didn’t know what to do with me.” I noticed George shooting a look at



A TORTUOUS PATH

Leonard, and they shared a familiar smile and eyeroll. “But I just had no
boundaries, you know. They found something like a million-and-a-half
porn files on my computer, and I was like, Whoa, that’s a ot of porn, you
know? Like maybe I do have a problem with it? I didn’t know. I thought porn
and weird sex stuff was normal. Even stuff with kids in it. Because like
it all started with me when I was a kid, you know. But this program is
helping. I am glad they let me back in. I am getting it now.”

He looked around at the three of us, “That is why I declined the halfway
house time. I wanted to spend those six months here and finish the program.
My folks were upset, because they wanted me out of here, but I think I did
the right thing” After a moment he looked back at me. “Well, either way, I
don’t think you will get halfway house time.”Then he went back to reading
his magazine, Popular Mechanics, a magazine I had not seen in the flesh since
my eighth-grade physical science class. And that was my introduction to the
horrifically broken and perpetually mending soul of Crazy Curtis.

At four thirty came the afternoon stand-up count. It was the first
moment of silence I had heard since arriving. During the count, several
correctional officers (COs) would walk up one side of the unit, getting
a headcount from all the cells on each side, loop around and come down
the other end. The headcount was then combined with the counts from
all the other places where inmates would be (units or kitchen only, at
that time of day) and once the numbers added up correctly, there was
an all-clear. If the count was off, there would be a recount. The main
purpose of these counts was to detect escapees.

Anyone who was sleeping during the count got their asses chewed
out. Everyone had to stand. In the 1980s, there was a prisoner who was
murdered and covered in blankets to make it look like he was sleeping.
For several days, his corpse was duly counted, until the smell of decay
grew pervasive, and the officers realized they had a dead inmate. Inmate
deaths are generally to be avoided as much as possible. It’s bad publicity.
Making us stand was one way to ensure we were still breathing, a sign
that we continued to exist and mattered, at least within those walls.

There was another count: the nine thirty before lights-out. Then the ex-
hausting day was over with nothing having gone as I expected. Whatever val-
ue my brother’s code might have had elsewhere, it did not apply to this place.
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T ——

“The first person you meet is the
worst person you’ll meet.”

—AN OLD PRISONERS’ ADAGE

F OR SOME REASON, I always remember the first night spent in
a new station in life with exceptional clarity. I remember looking
at the springs of the upper bunk above my head during my first night
in college, repeatedly telling myself, You're in college now. You are in the
dorm of your college—right now. Or the first night of medical school, a
few months after I got married: You are a medical student now.You have a
wife.You are in your very own apartment in Chicago—right by Wrigley Field,
you lucky bastard! The wood beams you are looking at support the roof of the
apartment that you are living in—with your wife—and you are going to med-
ical school. In those instances, I was almost alarmed, surprised that I
made it that far. As if I couldn’t believe in those moment’s realizations.

That first night at Elkton, I looked up at the rafters from my top
bunk as people walked past my head. My bunk sat a few inches higher
than the height of the cubicle wall, so all the scurrying and scuttling
that went on after lights-out, scurried and scuttled just a few inches
from where I was to sleep. There was no silent moment for reflection,
but I managed anyway: You are in prison right now. Federal. Fucking. Prison.
This jsyourﬁrst night, and it is about time you got here.

This time, I had no problem believing my luck. I had always lived
my life as if some calamity was just around the corner. Finally, it had
arrived. I'd lost my career. I had an inkling that I was going to lose my
wife. And I was worried sick that some horrific accident would hap-
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pen to my kids. One that would have been entirely preventable had I
been with them instead of being a complete loser who couldn’t keep
it together enough to avoid going to prison—even though he’d had the
world in the palm of his hand. But I'd known this day was coming, not
just since my sentencing, but ever since I saw that first clip online, so
many years before.

I knew then there was no escape. I knew there would be a knock at
the door one day. And when it came, I wasn’t even there. Susan and the
kids had to endure that humiliation, and the search that followed, while
[ drank beer in Colorado and rubbed elbows with smart people. Lying
in that bunk, looking at that ceiling and replaying all that had happened,
[ took it in stride. It was like I'd already known what all of this would
feel like. And for the first time in twenty years, I did not have Ritalin,
Effexor, or Zoloft to mask my feelings and emotions. I was going to
take this all in, without the help of Pfizer or Novartis. So I drifted off to
sleep to the incessant buzz of prison.

A few of those in nearby cubes marveled out loud at the way I'd slept
through my first night in prison. I felt a bit awkward about being sin-
gled out, so I asked George where I could go to sit and start writing
letters. (This was another, less-stressed pointer from my brother “Get
yourself some paper, stamps, and envelopes as soon as you can,” he said,
“and let people know where you are and how to reach you.”) George
directed me to the main TV room, after lending me a pen, paper, enve-
lopes, and stamps.

The room was about a hundred feet long by thirty wide and had
six wall-mounted widescreen TVs distributed around it showing CNN,
ESPN, Telemundo, and the History channel. There were about twenty
tables with four chairs each mounted to them, and all were vacant that
early in the morning. The room was empty. At some seats, towels or
books or cups served as territorial markings. I went to the closest un-
marked table, just to my left, under the Telemundo TV, and set up shop.
[ pulled out a folded piece of paper and wrote a quick letter to Susan,
letting her know I'd arrived OK and was actually at the camp. I was
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about to start one to my parents when I realized someone was standing
across the table from me, arms folded.

He was a very serious-looking Latino man, in his early thirties may-
be, with a completely shaved caramel-colored head, which sat upon
a neck that was flanked by well-developed trapezius muscles. These
in turn sat upon well-developed shoulders and tattooed arms that
emerged from his sleeveless undershirt. “Hey man,” he said in a calm,
cool voice, “I know you are new here. I know you do not know all the
rules yet. So things are cool, man. You can sit here now. I will let my
boys know that.” He then put his hands on the table and spoke in an
even more subdued tone. “It’s just that, well, we don’t want the wrong
kind of people sitting here.” He explained, as if almost apologizing,
with an agonized look on his face, like Robert De Niro delivering a
tough line in a movie. “And, if we let one guy sit here, even if we may
like that guy, other guys may think they can sit wherever they want. Do
you know what I am saying?”

“Yeah man. No problem. I can just move over there,” I offered, be-
ing as diplomatic as I could.

“No, no, man. [ insist. You are good at this table right now. You al-
ready got all of your shit out,” he said pointing at my papers. “But just
remember next time. Cool?”

“Yeah,” I nodded blankly. “OK.” And he walked out.

As soon as he was out of sight, I gathered all of my stuff, and moved
to a more neutral, unclaimed location. I felt like a scared suburban
white boy, completely forgetting that I'd gone to a socioeconomically
mixed high school that already had metal detectors in the late eighties
or early nineties—Ilong before Columbine. We’d had an entirely preg-
nant homecoming court my junior year, and some students had been
killed or killed others during their enrollment. Now, twenty-five years
later, everything was different. I'd chucked my “hood card” a long time
ago, so like a weak bitch, I went and took a safe chair rather than stand
my ground. But I was not about to make waves. [ would do what I need-
ed to do and get out of there. That was not my world anymore.

Not long after I reestablished my mobile office, I encountered the

first person that I really met at Elkton: Jon. His appearance was con-
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fusing, and he proved to be a tough read. He looked like an amalgam
of Jerry Garcia, a walrus, and the caricature of a Jewish man in an old
Nazi propaganda poster. There were conflicts about him everywhere.
He was balding on top yet had long dark hair that he put in a pony-
tail—the quintessential aging hippy look. He had a swagger and con-
fidence, as if he were a chiseled lifeguard on a beach, yet he dwelled
within a fat, hirsute middle-aged body. Most striking, though, was his
outlandish handlebar mustache. For someone I assumed was also here
on a sex offense, this was a horrible look. He looked like a villain. All
he was missing was a black cape and top hat and a damsel-in-distress he
could wrap up in rope and place on the railroad tracks in the path of an
oncoming steam locomotive.

I found his sudden appearance, so close on the heels of my encoun-
ter with the Latino strong-safety, to be a calculated move—like he was
waiting for me to be alone again. My suspicion was confirmed when
he quickly sat down and immediately started talking to me, as if taking
advantage of a limited window of opportunity to divulge whatever he
was about to say.

“Ah, at long last we have the good doctor,” he opened. I smiled
and looked back down at my empty sheet of paper, hoping to convey
that I wanted to write some more. That I was adapting to my new sur-
roundings. That I might possibly want to be by myself and correspond
with some people on the outside. No dice. He continued, “I see you’ve
gotten your introduction to TV room politics—it’s a big deal in prison,
you know,” he said, laughing. “For a lot of these guys, a chair in the TV
room is the only thing of worth they ever owned.”

He stopped laughing for a bit. “Yes. Racism is alive and well in pris-
on.You’ll soon notice that a third of this TV room is black.” He pointed
to the opposite side of the room. “The TV over there is always ESPN,
and the one across from it is usually BET. There are also three more
black TV rooms—one of them is just for one particular black guy! Three
out of the six potential TV rooms, and two out of the six common
roomTVs, are claimed by blacks.” He laughed again, twisting the points
of his handlebar mustache villainously. “I did the math one day. There

are about fifteen black guys in our unit—or 10 percent of the popula-
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tion—ryet they claim 42 percent of all of the available TVs. Is this part
of the slavery reparations they have been talking about?”

I could tell he had practiced his shtick. The rate at which he spoke
made me think he was practicing the same circular breathing technique
that enabled woodwind and brass musicians to play notes that outlast-
ed the normal respiration cycle. There were no natural pauses in his
speech, either.

He pointed to his right. “And you are familiar with the Telemun-
do TV. That is the Spanish sixth of the common room. They also have
one of the TV rooms. And there are five of them. Five Spanish inmates,
total. Meaning there are five TVs available for the remaining one hun-
dred plus white guys here. Well, four, if you discount the Haters’ TV
room—those guys are technically white, but not like the normal white
sex offenders here.” Before I could ask about “Haters,” he returned to
his main theme—bashing the black inmates. “Which is really fine by
us actually. It is annoying though, if you think about it too hard, but in
the grand scheme, it serves a purpose. While they account for less than
15 percent of the population, here they account for 90 percent of the
noise, so it is good to have them in their own places where they can
yell, hoot, and holler, and have all that fucking noise contained in their
rooms.” At that moment, I looked up, having not heard prejudice so
coldly come out of someone’s mouth with such ease and eloquence in a
long time—not since the years at my lily-white private college and the

neocons that lurked on its campus.

A VISUAL PRESENTATION OF JON’S NUMBER CRUNCHING
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“Oh, I am sorry if I have offended your limousine liberal sensibili-
ties. That’s right, you probably came of age during the PC movement—
where you talk about it but do nothing. Well, let me tell you something.
My parents were these progressive Jewy types that went down to Selma
and Birmingham to help out with the Civil Rights movement. One of
my five ex-wives is black. So I am all about equality. But what I have
seen in my nearly five years in the prison system has changed me. I have
seen these guys yell around the clock all night, never stopping, scream-
ing about inane bullshit, like who is better, LeBron or Jordan, when all
[ wanted to do was fucking sleep. I watched them shit in their hands
and throw it at the guards as they climbed up cell bars—Iike fuck-
ing monkeys would do—and beat each other to a pulp.” He paused to
change his tone, slightly. “I know. I know. They are the by-product of a
defunct and failed society and culture, and part of that package happens
to be the black skin they are covered in—but I really don’t give a shit
anymore. They bother me. And the sight of them disgusts me. Which is
why I don’t mind that they take up half the TV rooms. Then I don’t have
to hear them. The real criminals are contained while the rest of us can
enjoy some quiet and get on with our time. This is the only place,” he
said, pointing down at the table (but pointing at Elkton, really), “in the
five prisons and jails I have been in, where this is possible.”

He continued after his first audible inhale, as if he had never spoken
to another human being before. “Yes. I said it. They are the criminals.
We are not. We looked at something. Those pieces of shit sold drugs and
guns. They didn’t watch a video of someone selling drugs and guns. They
actually sold drugs and guns. We are the fastest growing federal prisoner
demographic. White guys who have something to offer society who are
filling up cells just to even the playing field, so politicians cannot say the
federal prison system is inherently racist: See, look—we got white guys
too. You walk up and down this unit and you will meet executives, col-
lege professors, lawyers, educators, business owners, job creators. The
opportunity cost in income tax alone here has got to be astronomical.”

Then came the part he had been building to. “I was one of the top
realtors in the Vancouver-Seattle area. I raised over a million dollars for

cancer research—yeah, cancer, Mr. Cancer Doctor. And I knew Lance
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Armstrong, personally. I ran my own company and employed over
twenty people. And I get ambushed crossing the border from Canada
to the U.S. So the headlines got to say that I was part of an international
child pornography ring. That is why I was sent to Washington, D.C.—I
had no home district. Taken into custody right there. It was an inter-
national event. No warning. [ spent the next six months in that D.C.
county jail and dealt with my wife screaming at me every time I tried
to call her and instruct her on what to do with our finances. Of course,
she did some stupid things and I lost more money—but it’s not like it
was ever going to be mine again anyway. Being stuck in that cell was the
worst. [ would cry myself to sleep every night for the first few months.
All because I looked at things, child porn, and sent pictures requested
by someone in a chat room who ended up being an FBI agent.

“You have no idea how lucky you are—for the judge you got, for your
house arrest, and what you avoided for doing the very same thing I did.
And to just land here at Elkton. Self-surrender.”I didn’t have the heart to
point out that what he did was a little bit different from what I did. But
from my current perspective, sitting there in prison, it would have been
like one fly claiming his pile of dog shit was superior to the next fly’s.

“The saying here is that Elkton is the home of chomos, homos,
bitches, and snitches. That guy you were just talking with, Salazar, he is
a crooked cop from Miami. Informants and crooked law enforcement,
military types, get sent here for protection. Those are your snitches. If
you noticed, there aren’t too many scary looking people here. Those
are your homos and bitches. Guys who would not last at a normal pris-
on. There is zero tolerance for fighting here. Salazar is here probably
because he rolled on someone. I wonder how many people ended up
getting killed because of that. Oh, and we're the evil ones. The cho-mos.”

At this moment he actually stopped and anticipated my next ques-
tion. I expected him to answer it, but he was almost insistent that I say
my line this time: “What is a chomo?” Before I finished enunciating the
long O, his scripted response started.

“It’s prison-speak for child molester. A lot of the non—sex offender
inmates here assume we molested children. Why else would people get

five to ten years, right? With a sentence that long, they must have done
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something really bad. Of course, that’s not true. If you are an actual
contact offender, you can’t even be at the FSL. I verified this with the
program staff here. Your security level is too high to be at the camp if
you are a contact offender. So you are either up the hill at the FCI or
at another institution if you did that. The Elkton FSL is actually a very
unique place. Every SO that you meet here will be a noncontact child
pornography case only. But if I can’t explain to my own family mem-
bers that I only looked at child pornography and never touched anyone,
then how can I explain this concept to the knuckle-dragging, mouth
breathers whose only useful skill is stealing cars or blowing up trailer
homes trying to cook meth?

“And we are not even at a real camp, technically. A real camp does
not have a fence with concertina wire around it. It is open. But since
we are sex offenders, we have a higher public safety factor. Yes, these
thugs who sold crack and crystal meth to mothers, knowing their kids
would rot away and work their way down through the system, or those
white-collar assholes who swindled people out of their life savings and
ruined families, that have children in them—they get to go to real
camps. But not us. Because we are a danger to—gasp—the children!
The United States is really the only country in the world that puts non-
violent or nondangerous people into prison for long periods of time.
In other countries, if you are unsafe, then they keep you away from the
public. Well, unless you are a political prisoner. Then you are fucked.
Which is why I consider myself a political prisoner. I am here only be-
cause it helped someone get reelected for being tough on crime.

“So when you hear that word, chomo, they are talking about you.
You won’t get it much from the black guys or Spanish guys. They prefer
not to discuss it and will only pull out that card when cornered. It’s the
Haters, those fucking redneck, white-supremacist guys. The whole dis-
tinction between chomo and non-chomo is their obsession. When you
hear that word, just get away. Nothing good will follow.”

Just then, someone threw open the door. It was another gigantic, mor-
bidly obese man. This one, in his late twenties or early thirties, had a fiery
red, tangled beard that seemed to originate from all parts of his head and
neck. He saw us stop talking as he scanned the room. Then he saw what
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he was looking for, and his ears pinned back, pulling his glasses closer to
his face—his head so massive it was noticeable even across the room. He
walked in disgust toward the adjacent table, picked up a plastic cup sitting
there, and defiantly slammed it down on the table where Jon and I were
sitting. The cup bore the engraving “Tiny,” his ironic nickname I presumed.
“I am so fucking tired of this horseshit!” he exclaimed and stormed out.

It would be months before I would attempt to sit in that TV room again.

If a Civil War—era movie were made at Elkton, the Haters would play
cither the unkempt Confederate soldiers who had a perverse plea-
sure in gunning down those uppity Northern aggressors or the grimy
cracker farmhands who took a perverse pleasure in whipping the slaves
while they toiled in the cotton fields. They were the South Park’s “They
Took Our Jobs” crowd, specializing in crystal meth, motorcycle gangs,
gunrunning, and white supremacy. They were covered in tattoos and
wrinkles from hard living, and emanating from these dermal features
was pure hatred, down to the “Piss Off” tattoo on one little guy’s neck
and “White Pride” on the shin of the alpha male of that group.

They were very clannish, or perhaps Klannish might be the better word.
Like the Borderlanders of old. More than any other Elkton clique, they
stuck to themselves. They had their own TV room, and they always made
sure they had a man holding the fort at the back of the cafeteria, the ta-
bles along the windows. If there was no place else to sit, and those back
tables were open, anyone not a Hater who tried to sit there would get his
tray flipped over and be yelled at or browbeaten until he moved, while the
guards pretended not to notice. The Haters also had their own bleacher
section on the yard, even their own softball team—amazingly, the black
and Latino inmates would root against them even if they were playing a
largely SO team, just because their act got so old. I'm sure they found not
just safety but solace in the comradery of the group in what was, from
their perspective, the vast ocean of chomos, niggers, and spics that Elkton
presented. Despite that, what really pissed all the other inmates off was the
way one or another of their lackeys was always brownnosing the guards,

rnaking the most of their shared whiteness to curry favor.
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I got to know my cube-mate Leonard a bit more on my first full day,
after he returned from his kitchen duty. Like most I'd met, he opened
up his life story to me. Leonard’s resume was impressive, indeed. He
served in the first Gulf War in the U.S. Army, Airborne Division, and
was part of the first few waves of the ground war in which the Iraqis
were entirely overmatched. He had a law degree from Tulane Univer-
sity, was once a traveling/professional puppeteer, had worked at an art
house movie theater, and was a practicing Buddhist as well as a recover-
ing pornography addict. His take on the Haters pretty much summed
up the kind of person he was.

“You know, those guys are suffering incredibly, too,” he would say.
Most of them are addicted to heroin or meth. They come from bro-
ken homes, no education. There is a lot of pain there. You can see it in
their faces. All that shit they do, it’s just a macho coping mechanism.”
Because of his legal background, Leonard had helped a lot of inmates
prepare their paperwork for appeals and transfers, and as a result he’'d
talked with them and got to know them on a different level from most
of us, and his “clients” included a few Haters. He was one of the most
intelligent, sensitive, patient, and compassionate human beings I have
ever met. And, like me, he also had PTSD, officially diagnosed during
his pretrial evaluations, and had been sexually abused. He had a young
son and daughter, too, and like mine, his wife had stood by him.

“I heard you got your earful from Jon this morning” He smiled.
“You will learn that one of the worst things to do in prison is be alone
with someone. That is when all the crazy comes out. That is why things
are set up so that there is rarely an opportunity to truly be alone with
someone else. Sure, you can talk to someone one on one, but it’s al-
ways out in the open or in common spaces. The shower or shitter stall
is about the only time you will truly be by yourself here. The lack of
privacy is annoying, but believe me, it beats the alternative. Captivi-
ty does weird things to people.” He then lowered his head below the
cube wall and quietly added, “I should know. I used to be a CO at a
maximum-security state prison in Texas. I was a PO, too for a while.
That’s one of the reasons why I'm here: protection. Even though it’s

been awhile since I did either. It was just work to keep me afloat until I
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passed the bar exam.” Corrections officer and parole officer? Leonard’s resume
just kept expanding.

“Jesus, so you got PTSD, too?” I asked.

“Yeah. I saw a lot of charred Iraqis when we did that sweep, man. It
was rough. It was like we were just walking over them. Each guy prob-
ably had a wife and kids. And we just walked through and over them,
like they were just—garbage.” He said solemnly. “And, of course, I have
a long line of traumas. My dad and I did not get along. He was a star
basketball and baseball player, got a college sports scholarship and all.
[ was kind of a wimpy kid who could not live up to things. He treated
my mom pretty bad. Then they divorced. Sprinkle in some confusing
sexual stuff with older kids when I was little and—voila!”

“I have PTSD, t0o.” A third voice came up over the wall. Good god,
Leonard really was not kidding about the privacy part. It was Crazy Curtis’s
cube-mate, Jim Russo, a short, older Italian man, with a salt-and-pep-
per beard and wire-frame glasses. He came around the corner from the
adjacent cube. He reminded me of my maternal grandfather a little:
short, with very wide shoulders and big arms, even well into his six-
ties, as this man was. “Yeah, the lady evaluating me says, You have PTSD,
and I am like, Get the fuck outta here, I didn’t do any combat. And she tells
me, Nah, nah, that it ain’t just with combat. It’s any trauma. So she’s going
through my life history, and wouldn’t ya know it, taking care of my
mom all those years fucked me up.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“She had stomach cancer. Real bad. I mean that shit just ate away at
her slowly. It wasn’t a quick kind. So every day after school from the
time I was about twelve until fourteen, I came home and took care of
her. I fed her, changed her clothes, did all the laundry, and cleaned up
when she shit and pissed herself as she got worse and couldn’t control
herself anymore. I just did it, you know. My pop left before this hap-
pened. My brother was older and moved out with a family of his own.
So it was just me. I had forgotten that tears would roll down my cheeks
when I took care of her sometimes. I didn’t remember until the lady
was talking me through it. She made me go back and remember every-
thing. Like what the bathroom looked like and what the floor looked
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like. How did the water feel when I bathed my mother?”I could see his
eyes getting a bit red. Then he caught himself.

“She was really good you know. She talked me through it and fig-
ured it out. Not like the fucks here that call you a goddamned pedo-
phile on the first day you show up. Anyway, she said for a young kid like
me to be nursing his dying mother with no other adults is terribly scar-
ring. I didn’t know. All T knew is what I knew, you know. And so I guess
that is why I drank a lot and have done just about every drug under the
sun—mnever got addicted though. OK, maybe the cigarettes. But coke
and heroin were just phases for me.” He chuckled a bit, but then got
serious. “But not for my daughter. She got hooked on heroin. Tried to
kick it, but couldn’t. She was doing well, and then one day we got that
phone call.” His eyes started to well up again. “My wife and I buried her
almost six years ago. Man that tore me up.”

He thought a bit more. “But I still don’t know how that plays into
what got me here. ’Cause not long after my daughter died, I come across
child stuff on Limewire for the first time, and I was like, Whoaaa! What
the fuck is this shit? And it was like it just took me away from it, from ev-
erything, Like it wasn’t real or I wasn’t in reality. Don’t get me wrong—I
knew that shit was wrong. It was fucked up. But, whooo-waaa, I can’t ex-
plain. There was such a draw to it. And you know one thing, I never saw
myself as the grown-up in those videos. I always saw myself as the kid,
even if it was a little girl in there. Yeah, me, the foul-mouthed dago truck
driver, pictures himself as a little girl in there. What in the fuck is that all
about? I am still trying to figure that one out.” As he choked through his
words, for me, it was as if the entire unit disappeared.

“You’ll probably hear me piss and moan about the four years I had
to serve, but I was so relieved when I got caught and was told to stop.
You hear that a lot here: the relief. You also hear that guys see them-
selves as the kid in the pictures and videos, too. It’s weird. And all these
fucking experts go about it like we wish we were those—Tlike we fan-
tasize about being those sick fucks in those videos, the grown-ups. The
adults. They don’t know what in the fuck they are talking about.

“The judge I got was cool, actually. Damn prosecutor tried imply-
ing that I was going to go on and do those things in real life. She was
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having none of that and told the prosecutor to shut the fuck up. The
prosecutor wanted to give me eight years. You know, they tried getting
my twelve-year-old granddaughter to say I was a creep and touched
her, but she told them to fuck off, literally, her own words. That was the
only time I let her slip with the bad words, you know.” He smiled again,
but it quickly faded. “But I will never forget how I felt when the judge
handed down her sentence to me. She said she added on twelve extra
months for one of the videos I watched. It was a horrible one. Poor
kid—crying and all tied up. Good god, what did I look at?” He was so
earnest. “Anyways, she points at me and says, ‘It’s people like you, Mr.
Russo, that encourage these kind of things to be made.’

“Dear god, I felt so horrible. It was the lowest point of my life, too,
because right after I pled guilty, they hauled me off to jail. I bounced
around in the lowest shitholes you can imagine. Half the time my wife
couldn’t get ahold of me. You know. I was making good progress with
that psychologist who said I have PTSD, and they rip me right out of
everything and make me do diesel therapy for six months before they
pulled me in to get sentenced.” (“Diesel therapy,” I later learned, is a
purported form of punishment in which prisoners are shackled and
transported for days or weeks on buses or planes to multiple facilities
across the country.)

“I was at some shithole county jail in Louisiana—I am from Ver-
mont—so that makes fucking sense, right?” Jim continued, settling into
his presentation and slowing his speech a bit, like my grandfather used
to do when he told us stories. “I watched this big Arnold Schwarzeneg-
ger—looking skinhead motherfucker beat the shit out of this fat young
black kid. He killed him. I am serious. I'll never forget that sound, as
he smashed his head against the concrete floor over and over and over.
It sounded like wet potato chips being crunched. And the blood. Good
god. That fucking blood, coming out of his ears and nose.”

He became choked up again. This was a story I knew he’d told many
times, but each time was like the first for him. No rehearsing could ex-
tinguish the fire between his vocal cords. “They let him just lay there for
hours. I got pulled out for processing—paperwork stuff—and came

back, and he was still there. He wasn’t even black anymore. He was—
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gray. Big pool of blood around his head. By the time they got to him,
they could have just peeled that gelled-up blood off the floor. I didn’t
know shit like that happened here, in this country.

“So, I go through that shit, get told I am this god-awful monster
because of something I am never going to do again. And then I come
here, way more fucked up than I already was, before all this shit started.
It was like the first few years of Elkton was just to unfuck myself from
diesel therapy.” Some levity returned to his demeanor. “Now, I am not a
doctor, Doctor, I am just a lowly truck driver with a high-school diplo-
ma, but wouldn’t you think that subjecting someone with PTSD to that
kind of trauma would be a little, uh, counterproductive?”

“No. No, you are right,” I offered. I didn’t know whether to cry,
vomit, or act tough, so I went the numb and unaffected route.

“You are so lucky you got to stay home and be with your family
before you came here, man. Elkton is a fucking cakewalk compared to
anything else you could have experienced. I can promise you that.”

“I know—Well, I am starting to realize that, at least.” I awkwardly
stuck my hand out, having nothing of any magnitude or relevance to
add. “I'm Chris.”

He shook my hand. “Call me, Jim. Hey, I'm just busting your balls about
the doctor part. Some doctors are assholes, but I know some good ones.
Our family doc checked on me and my mom once a week for the last year
of her life. He never sent one bill. Not one fucking bill. God bless that guy’s
heart. He was a good man, may he rest in peace. And I beat liver cancer. All
that drinking and being hep C positive, I got liver cancer. But I got a good
doc who saw me through. Man, interferon is a bitch.”

“Yes. It’s like putting the flu in a syringe,” I told him.

He laughed a bit, “You got that right, man.” He then looked over
his shoulder into his cube. “Just watch out for my cellie, Jon. He gets
his nuts all tickled whenever we get a big shot or someone who was a
somebody on the outside come in here, and he follows them like a puppy
dog. Makes him feel better about himself, that ‘high-caliber’ people did
the same thing as him.You—a cancer doctor—I'd say you fit that bill.”

“Oh, he already got the Jon introduction—and the Curtis intro-
duction, yesterday,” Leonard assured him.
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“Ah, so you met Jon and Crazy Curtis already?” he said with ex-
aggerated astonishment. “Yeah, we are quite a colorful fucking bunch
here. You got this big-mouth Italian here,” he said, pointing to himself,
“a Jew who thinks he’s a prince, and, uh, I still don’t know what the
fuck Curtis is, all living here, together. Right next door to you! You
should be so lucky.” he said with his arms wide apart. He then stepped
closer to me, speaking in a low voice but loud enough for Leonard to
overhear: “Seriously, though, Doc, you couldn’t have landed in a better
cube. Leonard and George are great fucking guys. No crazies. They will
get you through here. And make you better.”

“I heard that!” Leonard shouted.

“Yeah, so? [ am being fucking positive. So what?” He lowered his
voice again, addressing just the two of us. “Just don’t tell nobody. I have
a reputation to uphold.” He shook my hand again. “Good to meet you,
Doc,” he said, and returned to his cube.

“Man. Lots of sad stories here. I feel like a schmuck. I have nothing
to add. I feel like I skated,” I told Leonard.

“No one who is here skates. It’s hard for everyone. I can’t even
imagine what all you have lost. You got hurt in ways a lot of guys can’t
relate to. So don’t sit there and compare what you went through with
what they went through.”

“True. But I have a feeling a lot of guys here won’t give two shits that
my name got taken off my own papers that I wrote.” We both laughed.
“Still. I think I’'m just going to shut up and listen. I could probably stand
to do that for once.”
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S ——

‘So your argument is that
title dictates behaviors™

—KEVIN SMITH, CLERKS

DURING MY FIRST few weeks at Elkton I took a crash course in
the complex culture of prison life: where to be for the four daily
inmate counts; where to get toilet paper; how many dollar—stamps a can
of soda costs outside the Commissary (the “general store” of prison—
we were assigned one shopping day of the week each quarter); when to
wear the greens and when to wear anything else; which TV room and
which seats belonged to whom; how the library, email, and mail system
worked; who had the laundry hustle (they did other people’s laundry
for postage stamps); who was an ear hustler (eavesdropper who sold
information for stamps); who pulled food out of the cafeteria for food
hustles; what the track and weight room hours were; when up some-
times meant down or even sideways.

After I'd been “through the looking glass” for a month, it was time
for A&O: Arrival and Orientation, where I was supposed to learn ev-
erything about how the institution was run. The majority of the twen-
ty-five or so inmates who filled the white-gray classroom were transfers
from up the hill, the FCI, whose good behavior was earning them lower
security levels and more day-to-day freedoms. The biggest distinction
was that in the FSL unrestricted movement was permissible —as op-
posed to the FCI. This meant you were free to go to the library or out
into the yard as you liked during the day, as most doors were kept open.
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In the FCI, doors were opened for ten-minute windows on the hour
to allow travel, and then closed, which could turn, say, a quick trip to
the library for a book, into thirty or forty minutes of waiting around
to leave. Only after lights-out at nine thirty were we restricted to our
unit, until lights-on at five forty-five.

George and Leonard prepped me for A&O. “Whatever you do,
don’t ask any questions. Everyone will hate you for dragging it out.”
This was because (A) dragging things out interfered with inmates” im-
portant schedules of doing nothing; (B) dragging things out interfered
with the COs” important schedules of doing nothing; (C) the real an-
swers to questions could be figured out individually or when an event
warranted an explanation; and (D) the answers given at these meetings
make your head explode if you really tried to wrap your brain around
it. “There is always one guy who asks a shit-ton of questions and tries to
hijack the meeting and turn it into a conversation between him and the
person presenting. Do not be that one guy,” was my directive.

[ felt a sense of dread when I saw the anesthesiologist in the room.
I'd met him a few days earlier, at lunch, shortly after he self-surrendered.
He spewed vinegar: He hated his wife, who took all of his money. He hat-
ed his partner, who'd committed Medicare fraud in multiple states and
pulled him into it. He hated the inmates, who were uncouth savages. He
hated the administrators and COs, who he assumed all hated their own
lives and were pathetic losers. He pissed and moaned about the eighteen
months he’d received (I am sure he rolled on his partner to get such
a short sentence, especially in light of Elkton’s reputation for housing
snitches)—and he did so in front of others at the table who were down
for five to twelve years—not for defrauding the government but because
they looked at the wrong kind of free images online. In short, he’d been
in this world for forty-eight hours and had already proven himself to be
an annoying blowhard with about as much insight as a turnip.

My money was on him to be the one guy. I was sure he hadn’t been
briefed, as I was. It was unlikely anyone would have ventured to talk
to him—or if they did, that he would have listened to them. This skin-
ny, perpetually angry, Conservative Radio—quoting white guy in glasses
with his ineffectual gray mustache was going to be the one to torpe-
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do the meeting. Most of the FCI transfers in the room were black or
brown, so my whiteness linked me to him in this sea of melanin. Worse,
he knew I was a doctor, too. I was sick at the thought he might out me
about that in this venue. Shit.

I was right about him being the one guy. It was like being the only
one who could see two cars on their way to a head-on collision and still
being unable to do anything about it.

The A&O was a series of administrators coming in and giving
canned presentations on various topics. The first was how job assign-
ments are given, so of course he piped up from behind me with, “Just
so you all know, I am a doctor, so I think I should work at Medical—”
which was met with a few groans, murmurs, and teeth-sucking sounds
and a quick retort: ... Well, medical orderly is really all that is available
to inmates, and there is a long waiting list for that. It is not based on
your level of medical training—" which was followed by a few snickers.
Undaunted, he proceeded to ask lengthy questions when the chaplain
came in to talk about the various spiritual and religious services that
were available at Elkton, which were met by increasingly loud sneers
from the hardened men in the audience.

The laundry CO had his presentation down. He was already talking
as he entered the room and walked down the center aisle: “I am Offi-
cer X. I run the laundry system here.” Then he reached the front of the
room, spun 180 degrees, and marched back up the aisle, still talking:
“Any questions? No? All right,” he said, not pausing for responses. As he
hit the doorway, he added, “You guys be good,” which was met with a
roomful of macho laughter. He was great.

Then came the health and safety presentation, the one I had been
dreading. The main health officer came in, looking like she belonged on
the control deck of a destroyer, scouting the horizon with binoculars,
attired in a navy blue bridge coat, complete with stars and stripes on
the shoulder boards. The prison system in the U.S. has some carryovers
from the Colonial practice of using unseaworthy vessels to hold prison-
ers. They were called prison hulks or convict hulks back in the day. A lot
of the vocabulary and customs have persisted over the years. For instance,
the atrium between the Elkton FSL’s two units (A and B), and where we
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waited before meals, was called a sally port. Before the 1900s, a sally
port was a sort of dock where boats picked up or dropped off ship crews
from vessels anchored offshore. That meaning is still used in coastal Great
Britain. During counts, I heard the proclamation “Officer on deck” a few
times. [ assumed the uniform was part of that heritage, too.

She went on to give the usual crowded-living-quarters spiel: wash
your hands, flu shots, sneeze into your elbow. The whole nine yards.

“What if someone falls unconscious?” the anesthesiologist asked.
The gripes became audible again, this time with a few very clear shits
and mutha-fuckas.

“Then you are to notify an officer immediately.”

“Well, what if one is not nearby? I heard that someone died up top
last month and—"

“There will be an officer present.” She cut him off. At this point, had
we been in a high school classroom, the good doctor would have been
pelted with balls of paper and spit-wads and called a nerd. But instead,
it was more shits and mutha-fuckas and a few goddamns. The officer let
this go on. The mob was on her side, after all. They could help her si-
lence the one guy. But he did not budge.

“I am an anesthesiologist. I am board certified in two different
states—” He was cut off again by the officer, who was making it clear
this was going to be A&O, not Q&A. I closed my eyes and silently
agreed with him. If you ever find yourself or a loved one unconscious,
it is an anesthesiologist you'd want standing next to you, more than any
other type of physician. Anesthesiologists make people unconscious,
control their cardiovascular system, and then miraculously wake them
up. They run the code team in hospitals. I was completely on his side on
this point, but I stayed quiet and left him to the mob.

“We have a strict policy that inmates are not to put hands on each
other—not even in an emergency. That is the responsibility of the
guards and corrections officers—”

“But I, of all people, know how to maintain an airway—"

“We know all about those A-B-Cs, too —”

“But I took the Hippocratic Oath—"

“ITknow you guys take these little oaths on the outside, but I am afraid
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that they do not apply while you are an inmate under the jurisdiction of
the Federal Bureau of Prisons.” She then let the angry inmates blast out
a few more shee-its and mutha-fuckas, punctuated by the occasional “Come
the fuck on, man” to drive her point home to him. For the first time, I
looked over my shoulder at him, and I could see he was finally broken.
He sat, shoulders slumped, surrounded on all sides by other inmates in
their chairs. But he looked alone, as if in a corner, a hundred feet from ev-
eryone else. He just stared blankly ahead and then slowly looked down at
his useless hands resting on the writing surface. They were open, empty,
palms up. He remained silent from that point on.

Something like a smirk crept onto the chief health officer’s lips.
Satisfied, she continued. “One thing you can do,” she offered in a very
saccharine voice, “is to encourage your fellow inmates to make health-
ier choices about what they eat.” She said it with such conviction, I ini-
tially thought it was purely dry sarcasm. It wasn’t. I pictured someone
standing over a rotund inmate in the throes of a heart attack and saying,
You, wait here. I will go get some broccoli!

I was horrified by this latest vacuous statement and scanned the
room to see if others shared my ire. But all I saw beneath the cornrows
and above the neck tats were faces still angry at the man who was ask-
ing permission to potentially save their lives one day—because he was
wasting their time and delaying their resumption of the daily jack shit.

The rest of A&O was a blur. When we were dismissed, I stayed in
my seat while everyone else got up and left. I did not want to see the
anesthesiologist or have to rehash what had transpired. When the room
became quiet, I got up to leave, but when I turned around, there he sat.
He looked at me in disgust. He didn’t have to say it—his eyes told me:
You abandoned me. You didn’t back me up. He didn’t move, and I didn’t want
to prolong the already awkward moment. So I nodded at him and sheep-
ishly started to walk out of the room, looking at the ground. As I passed
him, he said, “Well, if that is how those pieces of shit are going to be, then
[ will have no problem letting them die if I see one of them drop.”

[ didn’t change my pace, nor did I look up. I left the room and made
it back to my cube. The anesthesiologist had taken his first real step
through to the other side of the looking glass.
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About a week after the A&QO, it was a typical Thursday night and the
day was winding down. The usual fifteen-minute warning for the nine
thirty standing count was announced. This was when the three of us
tidied up our cube, brushed our teeth, got whatever book we were
reading ready on our bunks, along with a reading light, and wrapped
up our banter about pop culture, current events, or Elkton gossip. Peo-
ple would come by and return something they’d borrowed or answer
a question that was raised earlier. It was not uncommon to get a few
drop-ins before the lights were shut off.

“Hey, I am so sorry man—I know you are a doctor or something,
and I don’t know what else I can do!” an urgent voice interrupted our
end-of-day routine. The three of us stopped in our tracks. Standing in
our cube’s entrance was a guy I'd met while standing in line at the
Commissary a few days before. He was not from the G-A unit. He
looked terrified, pale, and seemed a bit short of breath, as if he had run
there to see me.

“What?” I asked.

“My cellie is on the floor, bleeding from his head. He’s not answer-
ing us and he’s shaking.”

“What?”

“Yeah, we went to the COs’ office on G unit and H unit, and none
of them are there. We can’t find them, and they just called count.”

“Are you shitting me?” I asked, already knowing where this was
heading.

“No, man. One of our guys has been trying to pull the fire alarms—

'”

but they aren’t working either

“Shit!”

“I know it’s p.m. count. But my cellie is out of it, man!” He took in
another breath. There were just too many words to say. “He’s not just
out of it, his eyes are rolled back or something. And he’s twitching and
not breathing right either!”

I looked at my cellmates for input. They just stared back at me,
mouths agape. I looked across my unit and saw everyone returning to
their cubes in droves, getting ready for standing count.

“Shit! Is he—are you coming from the other side?”’ I asked him. G unit
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was split into A and B, with about 150 guys on each side. I was in A and the
unconscious guy was in B. This had bad news written all over it. Not only
was I being asked to lay my hands on another inmate, I was being asked
to be out of bounds during a standing count. There were many rules at
Elkton that were skirted or ignored, but anything dealing with the stand-
ing count was nonnegotiable—any infringement against it was verboten.

[ wanted to not get involved, keep my head down, and get the hell
out of there. I could have no snags. I couldn’t go to the SHU (soli-
tary confinement) or have my sentence lengthened or lose good time. I
needed to get the hell out of there to get back to my children. But how
could I live with myself if I did that when I knew he needed help? What
if he died and I did nothing to help? What would my kids think of me if
they knew I chickened out to save my own skin? It felt like I pondered
this for days, but only seconds passed as all these issues raced through
my mind. At the A&O, this had been theoretical, but now the anesthesi-
ologist’s questions had hit me square between the eyes. A knot formed
in my stomach and I could feel my heart beating against my throat.

“Yes,” he answered. “G-B.” I looked again at my cell mates. Still the
same faces, but I could tell they were doing the same moral arithmetic
in their heads that I was. Silence, though, still.

“Fuck this! 'm not gonna just stand here,” I said, more to get my
own legs moving than anything. “Show me where he is.”

We moved quickly through my unit. Just as we passed the empty
G unit office, between the A and B subunits at the sally port, someone
managed to set off the fire alarm. The alarm strobe lights kicked on
at each wall-mounted device like synchronized flashbulbs, and a loud,
constant groan like the buzzer at the end of a basketball quarter deaf-
eningly reverberated throughout the entire dormitory. The messenger
and I simultaneously, instinctively, broke into a trot in response, as if to
run away from the noise.

Once we got into the B subunit, the commotion and chaos were
overwhelming. There was a seventy-yard gauntlet of inmates in various
stages of undress: old white men with gray hair on their chests, sleck
young black torsos, and everything in between, hovering around the

opening to their cubes, shouting at each other, arguing, pointing to
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each other or toward the cube where the unconscious inmate was—
and over it all the din of the alarm.

“Everybody back off. Make a hole. This guy is a doctor!” The walk-
way, previously congested by bodies, aimlessly milling in a Brownian
motion of helplessness parted almost instantaneously as my messen-
ger’s voice and arms played the role of an icebreaker carving a path for

an oil tanker through the Arctic Ocean. I could hear voices at my side
as I passed cubes: “That dude’s a doc.” “Shit, I didn’t know that!” and
“Bout time we got someone who knows what the fuck they doin’.”

Shit. Now the whole place knew I was a doctor. And now everyone
was going to expect that I knew everything about all ailments. I had
not done anything remotely doctorlike in fifteen months. So much for
keeping a low profile.

As I trotted past the onlookers, I went through my mental checklist
of what needs to be done during a code. It was the same mental prepa-
ration I did whenever I ran to a fallen person, ever since I was an intern
in 2001. OK. Check for pulse and breathing as soon as you get there. ABCs. If
he’s OK, then make sure the neck is not injured—wait, what was the ratio of
chest compressions to breaths again? They keep changing it.Will I have to give
breaths? What ifhe is bleeding everywhere, what about HIV—shit! There he is!

He was young, white, lying on his side. Twitching. A small pool of
blood, surrounded by little drops. The other cellmate was hovering
over him, and trying to keep a rag to his head, which was essentially a
moving target, trying to sop up the blood oozing from an inch-and-a-
half gash on top of a three-inch bruise forming on the back of his head.
All of his limbs were twitching in unison, so I knew his brain and limbs
were connected. The spinal cord was probably OK.

“Did you move him into this position?” I asked, as I grabbed the
man’s wrist to feel the radial pulse.

“Yes, he fell off the chair right there, hit his head, and then he start-
ed gurgling” His pulse was strong, probably in the ninety-beats-per-
minute range.

“Good,” I said to both the cooperative pulse under my fingertips
and the cellmate. The unconscious guy looked to be in his early thirties.
He had a buzz cut, looked to be in decent shape, and healthy other than
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his bloody head and seizure. No diabetes, advanced age, obesity, or any
stigmata of having a grabber. I pulled his eyelids back and saw saccadic
movements of his eyes toward the left, a movement that seemed to
coincide with his body’s twitching, His face was covered in sweat and
his jaw clenched, but there was no blood from his mouth. His tongue
seemed unbitten but it was hard to tell if he was breathing OK. “Can
you get me a mirror and reading light?” I asked his cellmate. Within
seconds they were in my hands.

A flash of condensation formed on the mirror when I put it by his
mouth. Then another flash and another, in an orderly manner. He was
breathing OK. I flashed the reading light in his eyes and his pupils con-
stricted. No major brain injury.

“Has he ever had seizures before?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Well. Good. He is having one right now.” I said, much calmer now.
This was not a code blue. He was breathing, with a good pulse, and his
nervous system was otherwise OK. “How far did he fall?”

“He was sitting here, the stool shot out from him. Maybe three feet,
if that.” Good. Probably no skull fracture or torn blood vessels along
the brain either. “Will he be OK?”

“Yeah. He is going to feel like shit though. With a bad headache to-
morrow. And when he comes to, he is going to be all weird and disorient-
ed. So be ready.” There really isn’t much you can do for someone having
a seizure. Make sure they don’t choke, by laying them on their side, and
make sure there are no sharp objects around. Thank god this man is not
going to die here among the yelling, screaming, and flatulence, 1 thought.

Soon, I heard the booming voice of one of the COs. He was a cool
one: the stout African American CO who good-naturedly butchered
everyone’s name during mail call, which was so endearing that nick-
names were created from it. Most importantly for me, he was one who
had no quarrel with SOs. “Where is he? What cell?”I could hear him ask
frantically down the pathway. “OK, back up, back up.”When he arrived
at the cube, he stood at the entry. Looked at me, looked at the convuls-
ing inmate, and then looked at me again.

“He is having a seizure,” I said quickly. “He will be OK. He is breath-
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ing well and has a good pulse. He will be finishing up soon and will be
sort of out of it for a bit.”With that, the CO came into the cell, got be-
tween me and the guy on the floor, and started rifling through his first
aid kit. He was shaking. The COs were probably at the main building,
just casually walking back to the dorm, only to be jarred into action by
the fire alarm. They were late to the scene, and they knew it. By now, a
few more officers were making their way over. I could see their heads
down the line of cubicles and hear them ask for directions.

It was at this moment that humanity momentarily appeared to
warm the cold manufactured air of Elkton. The CO in the cube stood
up, looked toward the other officers making their way towards our
cube, then back to me. He softly put his hand on my shoulder and said,
“You need to get back to where you need to be right now.”Then he shot
me an extra look and a nod, as if to thank me and say it was OK that
I was out of bounds but prompting me to go back. He was letting me

return to my cube without any trouble.

After count, after lights-out, and after things calmed down, I made my
way back to check up on my patient. I still had some doctoring to do.
When I returned to the cube, he was surrounded by about five of his
friends who were standing around him as he sat with the Derma-Bond
still drying over the cut on his head.

“Wow, you look a lot better than when I last saw you.”

“This is the doc I was telling you about who saw you,” his friend said in
the dimness of lights-out. I extended my hand and the young man shook it.

“Thanks, man.”

“Who will be here tonight, with him?” I asked. His two cellies iden-
tified themselves. “You will need to wake him up every hour or two
and make sure he knows who he is and where he is,”  instructed them.

“Do I really have to remember where I am?” the patient asked me.
There was some chuckling among the group. I laughed too.

“Well, for tonight at least. Afterwards, you can tell yourself you are
in the Bahamas for all I care.” There was more laughter, as if they had

been waiting for some levity.
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“Why do we need to wake him up?”

“It’s just a precaution, in case there was a concussion, too. Concus-
sions followed by sleep can turn into comas, especially if there is any
bleeding inside the head. So if he is not acting right or not waking up,
you get the COs right away and tell them to call an ambulance.” They
took mental notes, and one of them set an alarm clock.

“Didn’t any of the COs tell you guys this?” I asked and was greet-
ed with blank faces and head shakes. “God damn it!” I added, but then
caught myself creating undue stress. Both the guy and his friends
seemed to get a bit worried, so I reassured them. “I don’t think he fell
from near high enough to have it be that serious. This is just to be sure,
you know.” I turned my attention to my patient again, “You are just
going to have a nasty headache tomorrow. What triggers your seizures?
Were you sick recently?”

“No, the last time I had one, it was when I was working at Home
Depot and a door fell off the rack and knocked me in the head.”

“Well, shit. You need to stop hitting your head, man!” My patient
cracked a smile in agreement. There was some more laughter, and I

shook his hand and said my goodbyes.

The following morning, there was a package with all kinds of treats
from the commissary sitting on top of my locker—a token of appreci-
ation. I had ingratiated myself with the predominantly gay contingency
of the unit. I got a lot of grief about it from my cellmates and neighbors,
who called me Florence Nightingale. But it was nice to momentarily
feel like a doctor again—or at least useful to someone.
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“Think in the morning. cAct in the noon.
Eat in the evening. Sleep in the night.”

— WILLIAM BLAKE

BY LATE NOVEMBER, I had a routine.

At nine a.m. I would wake up for the morning census count,
followed by coffee and reading whatever book I had from the library
or gotten in the mail from Qui, a former radiation oncology resident
at Ohio State University, where I'd been her program director. She had
been in my corner since day one. Her family had escaped from north-
ern Vietnam in 1980, during the Communist oppression that followed
the war. Her father, educated as an engineer and having worked for the
South, spent two and a half years in a concentration camp due to his
previous alliances and political ties. He'd come to my sentencing hear-
ing and was appalled to see how what he felt was a thoughtcrime was
handled in the United States. For these reasons, he was sympathetic to-
ward my situation and urged Qui to help me any way she could. To say
she was there for me during this time would be a huge understatement.

[ never ate breakfast, because six a.m. was just too early. I chose to
sleep instead. Only on Fridays, when we got our weekly two rolls of
toilet paper (hygiene day!) would I wake up and have my only serving
of milk or eggs for the week.

Eleven a.m. was the early lunch. After lunch, I would stroll to the
library/educational area to talk with one of the instructors, whom I
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had befriended. He was a PhD working as a genetic/ cancer faculty re-
searcher at my medical school alma mater, Northwestern University
(Duke undergrad), when he was arrested for viewing child pornogra-
phy. He, too, had been sexually abused by multiple adults and was an
outstanding athlete—a baseball/softball player. He wrote a monthly
newsletter on his experiences in prison and sex offender law issues, and
had taken an interest in my first book, which I continued to work on,
while at Elkton. So he and I always had a lot to talk about.

From noon to one p.m., I would start getting ready for my day’s
work out. I had a two-day-on, one-day-off routine. Day 1 was running,
I worked my way up to four miles per run. Day 2 was resistance work:
four sets of a hundred push-ups, ten pull-ups and a couple hundred
walking lunges each, with a walking lap around the track between sets.
When [ started, I could barely do one pull-up. By the end, I was throw-
ing my chin over the bar forty to fifty times a session. Day 3 was a rest
day, but, I would typically shoot baskets, or play in a pick-up basketball
game (I developed a three-point shot I'd never had before; guys quickly
learned to guard me at the perimeter) or, when the weather was warm,
hit some softballs or shag in the outfield.

Every Sunday, I would go to my weigh-in and get my body-fat esti-
mate. I entered Elkton weighing 226 pounds with a 26 percent body fat
reading, By March, I was down to about 210 and 15 percent body fat. A
few times, like when it was four degrees below zero in February or it was
pouring down rain, I was the only guy out in the yard, doing my workout.
I could see some of the guys looking out the window, shaking their heads
at my stubbornness. But it was one of the few times I could be by my-
self—1 had to do it. Sometimes I would run around the track with tears
pouring down my face (prepared to play it off that it was just sweat in my
eyes if discovered), reflecting on my life’s choices and failures and regrets.

The song “Radioactive,” by the Imagine Dragons, was popular on
the alternative radio station I listened to while working out at Elkton.
Every time I hear that song, I get a burning knot in my throat and
goosebumps down my back remembering those cold, rainy days when
[ was fighting my demons on the track or pulling myself above the bar
of the soccer goal on that abandoned activity field—trying to figure out
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just what in the hell I was going to do when I got out. A verse of that

song was especially apropos:

I’'m breaking in, shaping up, then checking out on the prison bus
This is it, the apocalypse

I’'m waking up, I feel it in my bones

Enough to make my systems blow

Welcome to the new age ...

I’m radioactive

After a few months of this, I was in the best shape of my life since the
summer before medical school, when I was running fourteen or fifteen
miles per week and weighed 195 to 200 pounds. During the first semester
of medical school in Chicago, I ballooned up by 30 pounds thanks to deep-
dish pizza and Chinese carryout. At the peak of my downward spiral, as a
suffocating, stressed out physician-scientist, I got up to 245 pounds. When 1
was thirty-one years-old, I looked and felt like I was fifty-one. When I was
forty-one, I looked and felt like I was thirty-one. Being a federal prisoner
was far healthier for me than being a doctor, it seemed. Go figure.

Around three p.m., I would return from my workout and shower. Then
three thirty would be mail call, where I would stand at my place, in front of
the bulletin board, across from Angry Buddhist (more about him shortly)
and next to George and Russo, still drying off from the post-shower sweats.
About every thirty minutes throughout the day, until the system’s ten thirty
p-m. shutoff, when I wasn’t doing something else, I would also check my
TRULINCS email, which cost ten cents per minute.

Four p.m. was stand-up count, and then idle time, waiting for dinner,
catching up with Leonard (to hear the latest kitchen- or maintenance-crew
intrigue) and George (about whatever he’d heard in the yard).

Around five p.m. was dinner.

From after dinner to the nine thirty stand-up count and lights-out
was the most unstructured part of the day. I would read, walk the track
as the sun was setting, go to the library, and watch some TV or write
letters to those who kept in touch with me.

From nine thirty until I went to sleep, which was usually around
midnight, I would lie in my top bunk, with earplugs, and read.
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Sleep required an antihistamine with Ambien-like powers: chlor-
phenamine. Good lord, that stuff knocked me out and made Benadryl
feel like a cup of strong coffee. The first time I tried it, I was afraid I
would fall out of my top bunk and fracture my skull on the cement
floor. I could feel the waves of sedation roll over my head and eyes in
the twenty or thirty minutes after I ingested the little pill. So I made a
ridge of towels and other debris in case I rolled over too aggressively.

The earplugs and the chlor’ were the only antidote to the black guys’
shouting along to the hip-hop lyrics on their MP3 players, oblivious to
the 80 percent of the unit that was trying to sleep. After the TV rooms
were shut down, whole long-range conversations complete with raucous
laughter would be carried on across the unit at one or two a.m.—like kids
communicating between houses after bedtime with walkie-talkies (only
without the walkies). I never saw or heard any white guys or Latinos doing
this. When I first arrived, yes, my liberal sensibilities were offended by the
generalized observations about black guys being loud all the time and at
inconsiderate moments. I heard about how the noise never stopped up the
hill, where the inmate population was 50 percent black, but I dismissed
it as provincial prison racism and prejudice from passive-aggressive Rush
Limbaugh wannabes who would gripe about “The Darkies” but cower in
the presence of blacks and shrink away from open conflict with them.

But I came to realize it was the reality—mnot all the liberal under-
standing in the world could make it disappear. African Americans ac-
counted for 10 percent of the FSL population and essentially 100 per-
cent of the noise after midnight. The data were indisputable, complete
with background evidence. I could see how, after almost five years, Jon
had become a prison racist.

So earplugs and sedatives it was, topped off by a wool cap pulled
over my face to protect my eyes from the five forty-five a.m. assault by
the overhead lights in the unit. It took a tremendous amount of effort
to assure you got the proper amount of sleep in prison. So I took all the
necessary measures.

Every Friday night, and sometimes Saturday: poker. I sharpened my
game against a lot of great players. And I won a lot of extra toilet paper

in the process.
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On Saturday and Sunday, I would spend a few hours cleaning the sinks
and floor of the G-A unit bathroom. That was my prison job, which paid
a whopping seventeen cents per hour, while, mind you, a fifteen-minute
phone call cost $3.15. A lot of the guys knew I was a doctor on the out-
side and, man, would they give me the business: There’s Elkton’s best and
brightest, or, From med school to prison toilets, god bless American education! or
You missed a spot, Doc, while pointing to an imaginary blemish on a faucet.
This ribbing was oddly welcoming, perhaps due to the comradery of loss
that prisoners share. So I would readily laugh it off.

Every Sunday, I called my kids from “camp,” timing it so that they
wouldn’t hear the recorded female voice that said, “This call is from a
U.S. Federal Prison” every seven minutes or so during the conversation.

That was my schedule. Simple. I needed to keep my mind occupied at
all times, or [ would become acutely aware of the complete wastes and
asininities of my situation, which would then claw away at my insides,
mentally, and I'd feel the suffocation. Even so, sometimes I would slip
and think too much.

One day, while shooting baskets on a rest day, I started doing some
math. On a random November day of 2012, the federal government made
$30 per hour off of me in federal taxes while I ran a full clinic, conducted
cutting-edge research in a lab, and trained the next generation of radiation
oncologists—all while my children innocently enjoyed a secure financial
future and could brag that their dad was a doctor who helped people (even
if at home I was “Yelly Daddy”). On a random November day in 2014, as [
put up three-pointers and did lay-ups by myself, getting my own rebounds,
I calculated that it cost the federal government $5 per hour for me to be
there, doing what I used to do at lunchtime when I was in middle school,
at an opportunity cost to the UL.S. taxpayer of $35 per hour (assuming a
40-hour work week). And that was just the dollars. My ability to treat rare
cancers using highly specialized procedures, and the advances that could
have resulted from my research—they were gone, too.

My two cellmates and I calculated that, among the three of us, the

annual cost of housing us (at $30,000 per person per twelve months),
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plus the loss of the income taxes we would have paid, amounted to
an opportunity cost of over $200,000 per year. Not to mention the
twenty-one years of post-secondary education that was currently laying
fallow and the six children who were, for all intents and purposes, now
fatherless. All because we looked at something that was already there,
because we were not well at the time we looked. To think about it too
hard would make you crazy.

I read all the books I ever could have ever wanted to while I was at Elk-
ton: classics novels I missed in high school and college, but also contem-
porary fiction and lots of nonfiction history and humanities. For almost
two decades, I'd ignored humanity in an effort to save it from cancer.
In almost twenty years, I'd read just two books outside of science and
medicine. In seven-and-a-half months at Elkton, I read fifty-four (and
published one myself). I have to say, I was pretty happy with my book
reading. I think my high school English teacher would be so proud of

her student turned doctor turned federal inmate:

FICTION NONFICTION

Catch-22, Joseph Heller The Other Side of Normal, Jordan Smoller

Fahrenheit 451, Ray Bradbury Blood Feud, Lisa Alther

Cutting for Stone, Abraham Verghese Don’t Know Much About History, Kenneth C.
Davis

The Red Badge of Courage, Stephen Crane Days of Infamy, Michael Coffey and Mike

Wallace
The Jungle, Upton Sinclair Holidays on Ice, David Sedaris
The Time Machine, H. G. Wells Me Talk Pretty One Day, David Sedaris
Pygmy, Chuck Palahniuk The Cracker Queen, Lauretta Hannon
The Invisible Man, H. G. Wells The Big Necessity, Rose George
A Prayer for Owen Meany, John Irving A BillionWicked Thoughts, Ogi Ogas and
Sai Gaddam
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Slaughterhouse-Five, Kurt Vonnegut

Rabbit Run, John Updike

Brave NewWorld, Aldous Huxley

1984, George Orwell

Tenth of December, George Saunders
Breakfast of Champions, Kurt Vonnegut
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Ken Kesey
Choke, Chuck Palahniuk

A Clockwork Orange, Anthony Burgess
MenWithout Women, Ernest Hemingway
Survivor, Chuck Palahniuk

To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee

The Cider House Rules, John Irving
ForWhom the Bell Tolls, Ernest Hemingway
The Hotel New Hampshire, John Irving

TheWorld According to Garp, John Irving

Being There, Jerzy Kosinski
The Good Earth, Pearl S. Buck
Death of a Salesman, Arthur Miller

Chapter Four

Unbroken, Laura Hillenbrand

Perv, Jesse Bering

Guns, Germs, and Steel, Jared M. Diamond
The Removers, Andrew Meredith

The Logic of Failure, Dietrich Dorner
Orange Is the New Black, Piper Kerman
Fingerprints of the Gods, Graham Hancock
From Jailor to Jailed, Bernard B. Kerik
The Narcissist Next Door, Jeffrey Kluger
The Tipping Point, Malcolm Gladwell
Touching a Nerve, Patricia S. Churchland
The Sociopath Next Door, Martha Stout
Gulp, Mary Roach

Mistrial, Mark Geragos and Pat Harris

The Secret History gf the War on Cancer,
Devra Davis

Handbook of Evidence-Based Radiation
Oncology, Eric Hansen and Mack Roach III

Trauma, Shame, and the Power of Love,

Christopher Pelloski (me!)

So in many ways, being in prison was like being back in junior high,

albeit at federal taxpayers’ expense: no responsibility, playing sports,

dealing with cliques and immature boys, reading books, and not mak-

ing much money. But it was also like junior high—especially my sev-

enth-grade year, when I was at the apex of my awkward phase—in that

it served up a heaping helping of humility.

[ was in prison, cleaning the sinks and floors of the unit’s bathroom,

rnaking seventeen cents an hour and being teased by career criminals telling
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me that I missed a spot. I had my case manager calling the lot I was in (the
computer-based-only sex offenders with my charge) “monsters.” I had the
COs who despised us and would mockingly call over the PA system for Jer-
ry Sandusky to come to the office just to see the looks of shame on many of
the guys’ faces. I had meth-dealer rednecks calling me chomo, and a whole
slew of groups determining where I could and could not be: TV rooms,
yard benches, cafeteria tables, etc. Shooting baskets was certainly not the
only thing that made me feel like I was back in middle school again. I was
broken down into my individual molecules and becoming reconstituted
into whatever I now was or at least was supposed to be. The humiliation
brought about by my actions was complete in this setting,

Previously, I'd viewed the privilege of being a resident at the top
cancer center in the world as something I was entitled to. I was an ar-
rogant prick who probably annoyed the hell out of countless support
staff who worked “under me” when I horsed around like a jackass. Now
[ was about as insignificant as one can be.

I'd completely disrespected the field of medicine with my theat-
rics—not just with my embarrassing offense, but in how I conduct-
ed myself as a doctor. I was drunk with power and prestige, and my
disdain for those who chose not to put in the same effort as I would
come out when I went on a bender. I had a chip on my shoulder the
size of a cinder block, I howled at the moon all too frequently, and my
shit did not stink. Now, however, I had no choice but to breathe in the
stench of others’ shit and farts. Now, I had to be thankful simply not
to be harassed by former gangbangers/gunrunners (or gangbangers/
gunrunners who were merely on time-out, who would not get caught
“next time” or would do things differently to avoid another stretch). I
had worked so hard to not end up like a lot of the guys I went to high
school with, yet here I was, adding to the storied list of Ferndale felons.

Now, a pint of milk became an earthly treasure to me. Having NPR
come in on the radio without too much distortion was a small victory.
Finding ice cream in stock at my weekly commissary trip was some-
thing to savor. This had become my life in such a short time.

And four months was about all it took for me to get this message
loud and clear. When I talked to some of the guys who had been there
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for a few years—whether on the outside they’d been a lawyer, engi-
neer, teacher, plumber, carpenter, or truck driver—they nearly all said
the same thing: “I think I needed prison—well Elkton, at least. [ really
just needed six months of this. I get it. I did bad and I needed to reassess
my life. But everything after six months has been a waste of time. What
else is there left to learn? Now it is just trying to avoid boredom.”

Our daily schedules of individual appointments were posted in the hall-
way leading to the sally port the day before. Sometimes they wouldn’t
go up until almost midnight, so that guys who'd gone to sleep before
that wouldn’t know they were on the schedule—and would get reamed
out for being late or missing their appointments. Fortunately, there
were night owls who always kept vigil and would let others know. I
rarely was on the schedule, so I rarely really looked after a while. Plus,
Jon would always tell me, since that bolstered his sense of self-impor-
tance. He was the one who told me when I had A&O and when I had
my dental checkup.

“You have your appointment with Dr. Richards at SOMP tomor-
row,” he giddily announced one day as I was hanging out in the yard
with Leonard, George, Russo, and a few others I had not really met yet.

“Richards is a fucking, smug little asshole!” Russo said, waving his
hands in disgust.

“What is SOMP?” I asked.

“The Sex Offender Management Program,” Leonard explained
calmly. “George and I are in it.”

“It’s just something you have to do,” George added. “It’s geared for
touchers. But they try to make it applicable to us.”

“My fucking ass they do!” Russo countered. “On the first fucking
day, that blockhead football coach comes in, points at each of us sitting
in the circle, and yells at us, calling us fucking pedophiles and child
molesters. Three guys just get up and walk out and say they don’t need
that shit. But I just sit there like a chickenshit and just take it.”

“Yeah, but Russo, that was almost two years ago.You gotta admit it’s

a little better now,” George said.
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“I know. I am almost done. Thank god. Of course, those bastards
will probably make me do it again when I get out of here.”

“Football coach?” I asked.

“So there’s four people who run it. There’s Dr. Richards—he’s a
psychologist you’ll meet with. He used to work at Butner, so you know
he toes the party line,” Leonard explained. “The Butner study is why
we’re all screwed.”

I nodded. I had learned about the Bureau of Prisons (BOP) study
when doing research for my first book. “It was conducted by BOP psy-
chologists who were looking to make the ‘science’ match the policy. They
had these guys busted for child pornography and coerced them into ad-
mitting they molested children to make their point. Admitting they did
this was rewarded with early completion of treatment. Failure to admit
meant they were in there longer and they got punished for it.” I listened,
but the others had heard it all before. “So the guys in the study started
making stuff up to get out of there. The numbers were crazy: something
like 90 percent or so who watch child pornography are actual child mo-
lesters.” Everyone stewed on it. “The thing is, they included guys with
previous contact offenses. So it’s like they already crossed that line, too.
But it fucked all of us here. We are assumed to be them.”

“Yeah, I read about that report,” I said. “It got shredded by judges
and the scientific community. No peer review either,” I added, to sev-
eral listeners’ surprise. “I did a lot of research on this while on house
arrest. I read this good book called Justice Perverted by Charles Patrick
Ewing. And there were a few others. The Seto meta-analysis that says
the repeat offense rate is like 2 percent. And this report from Endrass
said viewing is not a predictor of touching.”

“Well, you know your shit then. And you will know why Richards
is a dickhead,” Russo pointed out.

“Anyway,” Leonard continued, “there is Dr. Mason—he is the lead
psychologist. He gets it a little better, has seen a lot more and is older.
He’s a good guy, but probably has marching orders too. Then Mr. Jake,
the football coach, and his wife, Ms. Helen. She is a sweetheart—I
still don’t really know what their credentials are. Maybe they are social
workers or something.”
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George added, “It’s like two good cops, two bad cops. Mason and
Helen are the good cops. Richards and Jake are the bad cops. But the
way l approached it is, this is something I have to do. I'll ignore the crap
that doesn’t apply to me and get what I can out of it. The whole bad-cop
bit is just to break you down.”

“Well that may be true. But their shit sticks to you.” One of the guys
in the group new to me spoke up. His name was Johnny. He was a short,
stout, middle-aged man with a gray-flecked goatee. He had a pensive, but
cherubic face and was balding on the top of his head. Unlike most of us, he
wore his green uniform every day—an indication that he didn’t have the
money to buy shorts and sweatshirts from the commissary. (Guys who al-
ways and only wore greens were cut off, with no outside support or money
coming in. They wore their greens threadbare over the year until the annual
fresh set was issued to them.) “I finished the program a year ago, which
means | started when it was really bad. When that damned Butner study
was fresh on the BOP’s mind.” Everyone got quiet. “My babysitter had me
do her doggy-style when I was eleven. It kind of messed me up pretty bad.
Of course, at the time [ thought it was OK. She was like fourteen or fifteen.
But, anyway, during my pretrial, [ was sent to a forensic psychologist, who
diagnosed me with PTSD and said I looked for sexual pictures of girls that
age to kind of make peace with what happened. My dad and mom used
to get in all kinds of crazy fights, too—which she said messed me up, too.
Anyway. I get diagnosed with PTSD. The psychologist determined that I
had PTSD. I took a lie detector that proved I am not into kids—that I didn’t
hurt anyone.” I could tell from the others’ faces that they had heard his and
others’ stories like this many times before.

“So on my first day, they did that,”he motioned to Russo. “They got in
my face and called me a pedophile. I kept telling them that’s not the case.
They didn’t believe me, of course. I told them about all the evaluations
[ had. The ones the court accepted. Nowhere in my pretrial paperwork
does it say the word pedophile—anywhere!” He took a few deep breaths.
“But I stick with the program. So I can complete it and be a model prison-
er.” He said in a tone of mock-cooperation. “And so, what is the first dis-
charge diagnosis they put down on my paperwork from here?” He looked
around the group, who already knew the answer. “Pedophilia. That’s my
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diagnosis. That’s what I take with me from here. That diagnosis. PTSD
never even made the list. Pedophilia and anxiety. That’s real fucking great,
isn’t it? What in the hell am I supposed to do with that on my fucking
criminal and medical record?” He waited for a response he knew would
not come and then muttered, “Fucking bullshit.”

We all stewed on that for a bit.

“Well, you probably won’t be in the program,” Jon said to me, to
break the painful silence. “You aren’t here long enough, short timer.
The program is twenty-four months.”

Richards’ office was adjacent to the group meeting room in the Elkton’s
psych department. His PhD diploma, conferred by a university I had nev-
er heard of, hung proudly on the wall behind his desk. As he sat there,
a smirk on his face, I imagined that being a prison psychologist was the
equivalent of being a hospital attorney—another all-hat, no-cowboy sit-
uation. He was a clean-cut younger man with puffy cheeks, as if they’d
been pushed up by his too-tight collar. His hands were also pufty, gripping
the stapled set of papers in his hands as he spoke.

“Well, you are not going to be here long enough to be in the pro-
gram, but as a sex offender, we still feel it is important to touch base
with those with your offense at our institution.”

“OK.”

“So here is our informational packet regarding the program,” he
said as he handed the papers to me. “Feel free to read it over. And come
back to me if you have any questions.” After a pause, he continued. “We
are one of three federal facilities that have a SOMP program within the
facility itself. That is why there is a higher proportion of sex offenders
at Elkton.”  nodded. “The FSL is even more unique in that we have In-
ternet-only offenders here. No contact offenders.” I continued to nod.

“Now, even though you are not formally in the program, your
stay will come under our purview. You will be subjected to random
cell and locker searches, at our direction, to determine if you pos-

sess any contraband.”

“OK. There shouldn’t be a problem.”I told him.
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“Good.” He smiled insincerely. “Now, contraband is going to be dif-
ferent for guys like you. It is going to be case-by-case-dependent. For
example, if we come across an inmate here on drug crimes and a naked
picture or pornography shows up, we would treat that very differently
than if it came up in a sex offender’s search.”

“Makes sense,” I concurred, trying to be as cooperative and agree-
able as possible.

“But it can include nonsexual things, too.” He sat back to pontificate
further. “Say a former drug dealer takes up a fancy for art and collects all
kinds of colored pencils for his artwork. Well, that’s not a problem is it?”
he asked me pedantically. “But if you are a sex offender and part of your
arousal pattern was to stick pencils up your ass ... Well, if we come across
a huge stash of pencils in your locker, that’s going to be a problem, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”We both hung on that revelation for a while.

“Since you aren’t going to be here long enough, that’s really all
there is to my presentation to you at this point. Just read over the pack-
et and let me know if you have any questions.” He then leaned toward
me, over his desk. “And if you are having any thoughts that are troubling
to you or are, you know, unusual, just let me know.”

[ could feel my spine tighten with those words. “What kind of thoughts?”
[ asked, being as outwardly bland as possible.

“You know. About children, or any other bizarre sexual feelings.”

“Okaaay?” My face could no longer hide my confusion and irritation.

“Well, you did look at children being sexually exploited, did you not?”
He had to get his digs in, apparently. So I dug in, too. Hearing the phrase did
you not? is the intellectual equivalent of flicking me in the nose and making
my eyes water. It’s the dumb person’s way to dumb down complex things.

“I did.”I tried to remain neutral in my tone. Tried. “But, you know, mil-
lions of people have watched those ISIS videos, the ones where they cut peo-
ple’s heads off.” I thought I would use some of the philosophical arguments I
had acquired and sharpened over time, to deflect his Thought Policing,

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“Well, those millions of people watched someone’s victimization
without their consent, did they not?” I didn’t give him much time to
answer and continued my one-sided questioning in a rapid fashion, “Did
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they not encourage ISIS to make more videos because they knew people
would watch them? Did they not create a market of decapitation videos
by viewing them? Did they not help ISIS achieve their political aims—to
have people talking about them, making them relevant?”

He became visibly uncomfortable. I could tell he was connecting
the dots I was laying before him. “Again, what does this have to do—"

I quickly cut him off, “It’s just that, well, we wouldn’t consider
those millions of people who watched those videos to be terrorists or
murderers or assume they would want to kill people, now would we?”
[ feigned confusion while shaking my head and shrugging. Would we? is
did you not?’s kissing cousin.

“Well, that is very different, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. I guess in those videos, everyone has their clothes on,” I said
dismissively. I didn’t need to say anything more to make my point.

His throat tightened. After he promptly cleared it, there was an-
other awkward silence, which I decided to break. “So, have you read
Ewing’s book Justice Perverted? Or the Seto meta-analysis? It’s pretty in-
teresting” I learned about making a point without saying it from my
father, who was a true artist at that skill.

“No.”

“Really? That is interesting.”

[ let it sit out there that [ might be more informed in his own field
than he was. I could see him eventually deduce the additional point I
was making. And once he did, he motioned to the packet in my hand.
“Well, looks like you have plenty more to read now, don’t you?”

“I will read it,” I said with a forced smile. Being conciliatory is the
death blow in this game.

With that, he stood up and motioned toward the door. “As I said,
if you have any questions or troublesome thoughts, our door is always
open.” On that note, I shook his hand and left.

[ threw away the packet, in sections, in different garbage cans on
my way back to my cube. I was thankful I would not have to participate
in this program, just as I would have been thankful to not undergo a
surgery by a surgeon who had no idea that bloodletting had fallen out

of favor in medical circles centuries ago.

58



(Chapter s

S ——

““Gh, you can’t help that,’ said the cat.
“We’re all mad here.””

—LEWIS CARROLL, ALICE’S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND

IMET A LOT of guys at Elkton. A few stand out.

COMBAT SCRABBLE

There were four phones in the G-A unit. It was a little before nine
p-m., and the phones shut off at nine thirty p.m. Each call could only
be fifteen minutes long—any longer and it would be automatically cut
off—and I needed to call my wife about something. So I got in line. I
was fourth, but based on the math, I would be able to connect before
nine fifteen, so it was worth the wait.

[ preferred to avoid waiting in line at the phones, to shield myself
from the anguish that accompanies many phone conversations from
prison. Also, when a guy turns around and sees he has an audience,
it adds to the humiliation and frustration of the situation. You never
want to get pegged as an ear-hustler, either. So I made sure to talk to
the guys in line with me, to make it clear I wasn’t listening to anyone’s
conversation. One of the guys on a phone in the middle of the rank was
known as Combat Scrabble, so called because of the manner in which
he played Scrabble. It was fiery. On a fairly frequent basis, he would

goad someone into a game with him, choosing someone who was clear-
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ly an inferior player so that he could swear at, berate, and denigrate
his opponent at the top of his lungs, making sure the whole unit could
hear. He would never challenge the pros, like Staddleman, the former
United Airlines executive who spoke seven languages fluently, could fly
through a Saturday New York Times crossword with a pen, as if he were
taking dictation, and was by far the smartest guy in the joint. In fact, he
was one of the smartest guys I have ever met.

Combat was in his fifties, and everything about him was prickly and
spikey. He had short-cropped hair, a military cut, of similar consistency,
color (equal parts faded red, blonde, gray, and white), and length. All the
hair on his face and scalp (regions that were largely indiscernible from
each other) stood perfectly perpendicular to the plane of the originating
follicles. His horn-rim glasses, wide eyes, combustible personality, and
pincushion head made Combat Scrabble an explosion personified.

The first time I met him was looking down from my top bunk as I
emerged from a rare nap. He stood in our cube, “talking” with George
and Leonard. Two sentences after our introduction, this stack of human
fire jumped right into the particulars of his case.

“Iused to be a defense analyst, god damn it! That was after spending
twenty years in the Navy. And now I am here, for this bullshit. Can you
believe that?”

“Well—"1 was not supposed to answer, but I didn’t know that yet,
since I had just met him and all.

“After all that service for my country, they lock me up, like a fuck-
ing criminal. For what? Because I looked at pictures? Really? Six years?
What in the hell am I supposed to do when I get out of here, at fif-
ty-nine years old, with only a career in government work—something
[ can’t do anymore, with my record, with no years in the private sector.
And, oh yeah, I am a felon, too.”

Always a quick learner, I just nodded my head as he took a breath.

“And it’s all arbitrary—you know that, right?” Keep quiet, I said in my
mind. Let him rant. “There are tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of peo-
ple with that shit on their computers.You do know that? So they pick and
choose who they throw away. So they fucking chose me, the bastards.”

Another breath. “You wanna know something about the Pentagon?”
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To this I actually said, “What?” forgetting to keep quiet.

“Almost 80 percent of their computers had child porn on them, after
their IT department did a sweep. Eighty fucking percent! For the same
shit I did. So you know what they did?”I was silent because I was actually
taken aback. “They threw out all of their computers and replaced them
with new ones, and told their people to stop looking at porn, stop look-
ing at child porn, and put up some firewalls on their servers.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. Problem solved, and our entire Defense Department was
spared from being gutted by the removal of thousands of employees
because of felony convictions—and the public relations nightmare it
would have created.”

“Damn.”

“Yep. I should have just watched this shit at work—mnot at my home,
as a private citizen, like a dumbass! I should have just watched it at
work. Not only would I have not wound up in this fucking cesspool, I
would have gotten a new computer! Oh, and my wife would not have
left me, and my family would still be talking to me!”

That was how I met Combat Scrabble. Leonard said he was proba-
bly bipolar. I agreed with him.

So I was not surprised that he was very loud on the phone, too,
taking no pains to keep his discussion private. Despite the small talk I
kept up with my neighbors in line, I couldn’t help but hear his piercing
voice above the general buzz.

“What do you want me to do?... Sally, listen—" He ran his hands
through the spikey red forest on his head. “Sally, I have done everything
you wanted me to do...Yes!... No!... Sally, I signed the papers without
protest or contest, " He looked up at the ceiling in frustration. My
heart grew heavy for him. Despair was in his ear, whispering that he
was nothing anymore.

A few of the guys ahead of me in line went to phones that opened
up. A new one joined me. Murdoch. A fellow PTSDer and war veteran.
He was also eyeing the clock. Hoping to get a call started by 9:15. It
was 9:08.

“Look, Colby is old enough now—" Combat continued. “Yes, I know
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it has been hard on him too ... He’s twelve years old now, Sally. I respect
your wishes, but ... I am not your husband anymore. That’s how it is now.
I will do whatever—"

It was 9:12 and the last guy ahead of me went to a recently vacated
phone. I was next in line. I wanted to be helpful and turned to Murdoch
to tell him that I would be the last guy to go before the phones were
shut off. “Hey, those other three guys all started their calls after nine. I
am just waiting on him,” I said pointing at Combat.

“Then we are both screwed,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“He isn’t talking to anyone, I bet,” he said solemnly.

“Bullshit!” I said, laughing.

“I'am not kidding,” Murdoch replied. I assumed he was trying to pull
one over on the new guy (well, newer—1I had been there for a while at
this point) so that I would give up and he could jump my spot in line.
Murdoch was a clever one. I looked at the clock: 9:19. I'd arrived at
8:55. My amusement abated when I realized that Combat had been on
the phone for nearly twenty-five minutes—an impossibility at Elkton.
As the penny dropped my inquiry was met with an answer before I could
speak. “He has done this before. Someone once saw him on the phone for
over an hour. An hour!” I glanced at Murdoch, who looked at Combat
with a deep and almost tearily sad reverence. Combat was not a likeable
guy by any stretch and Murdoch was equally far from touchy-feely, but he
felt for the man. “About six months ago, he gets his divorce papers in the

»

mail here and he—”Murdoch’s voice wavered a bit, “He just ... cracked,
and he’s never been the same. He’s always been an asshole, but he is defi-
nitely different now. Broken. It’s really sad, man.” His glance came back
to mine, as Combat’s one-sided conversation hit our ears, as if to twist
and squish the moment’s cruelty into our minds.

“Well, ask Colby if he wants to see me!”

Murdoch and I just walked away, knowing it was useless to remain
in line. Even at nearly nine thirty, right before standing count, I saw
Combat gesticulating in exasperation on the phone, with no one on the

other end.
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DEAF-CON 5

[ came up with this nickname. Some of my best prison work, actually. The
art of ridicule is part of the prison culture. Which means on some levels,
[ am not very proud of it. The three-part name, inspired by the U.S. DE-
Fense readiness CONdition (DEFCON), hit all the themes: Deaf because
he was deaf (because his biological mother beat him so badly when he was
a toddler that he suffered profound, bilateral hearing loss), Con because
he was a convict in prison, 5 because he acted like a five-year-old on his
best days (despite being over thirty). Like most of us, he was there for
noncontact/nonproduction (NP/NC) child pornography charges.

He would take things out of your hand, move cups that you set
down, or stand to your right and tap your left shoulder so that you'd
look the wrong way, see no one there, and then turn the other to see
his shit-eating grin atop an exaggerated goatee, because, you know, that
is so hilarious—every time. He had the tiniest frame. I think one of my
thighs was thicker than his waist. Once, I moved his entire body out
of the way with just my forearm when he was playfully blocking the
entrance to my cube and I just wasn’t in the mood.

He was the guy I feared the most. Not because he was a threat to
my safety, but because I was afraid he would catch me on a bad day and
I would rip his larynx out with my bare hands and throw it in the gar-
bage, and then slowly climb up to my bunk and wait, with my bloody
hands resting upon my chest, for the COs to take me first to the SHU
and then to my arraignment on a murder charge. (OK, I would never

do that to someone. Let’s just say he could be very annoying.)

TOASTER HEAD

Toaster Head was named for the shape of his head, coarse facial fea-
tures, wide nose, and the frontal bossing (bulging forehead) that comes
with untreated, or delayed treatment of, acromegaly. That is when a
tumor of the pituitary gland causes bones to continue growing that
should have stopped because of excessive growth hormone production.
Andre the Giant is a good example of what rampant acromegaly looks

like. Toaster was a painful know-it-all.
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On the rare occasions I dragged myself to breakfast in the early
morning, he often would sit by me at my table and open the spigot of
bullshit. Within ninety seconds, there would be blasts about Obama
or the Democratic Party. The irony here was that his beloved Repub-
lican Party (along with the Democrats) unanimously voted to impris-
on people with our charge at the severe levels currently mandated.
Of course, whenever asked about his offense, being the biggest pur-
veyor of denial in all of Elkton, he summed it up as “high crimes and
misdemeanors against the federal government,” without elaboration.
That story quickly palled with his fellow SOs, especially after some-
one had a relative on the outside look him up. It turned out he’d had
thousands of child pornography images and a pretty extensive trading
network set up. But he would continuously deny this fact whenever
it was presented to his wide, coarse face. Eventually people stopped

bothering and just ignored his drivel when plagued by his presence at
a chow hall table.

TWEAK

Tweak was the only real sociopath I knew about at Elkton. There
were a few creeps, countable on one hand, but this guy was jacked.
Thankfully, I barely had any interaction with him, because shortly
after I arrived he was sent to the SHU before being transferred to
the Devens Federal Medical Center in Massachusetts, a place where
institutionally committed sex offenders go. Tweak got his name from
the Tourette’s-like twitch he had and because he looked so young, like
the character on South Park, even though he was twenty-four years
old. He was an adopted crack-baby who had an unnatural relationship
with his adopted parents, who apparently encouraged and collect-
ed his very graphic and accurate drawings of four- to seven-year-old
children being raped. I can only imagine what transpired during his
upbringing, what was done to him, what boundaries were nonexis-
tent in that household. He had been busted twice for the same kind of
drawings while in prison, and had his sentence lengthened as a result

of it. It was also why he was sent to Devens. By all accounts, he was
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brilliant (tested with an extremely high IQ) and could have been an
accomplished artist, had his subject matter been different.

Despite weighing about a buck-twenty, Tweak scared the hell out
of everyone. There were some big bad dudes at Elkton who could snap
my neck, but I never worried that one night I would wake up to one
of them eating my entrails directly from my splayed-open abdomen. I
worried Tweak would. Even the Haters were uneasy around this guy.
Some of them heckled him once at a softball game, when he was at bat:
“Pretend it is an eleven-year-old girl and hit it.” He stepped out of the
batter’s box, turned to the group, unphased, and said, “If it is an eleven-
year-old, I'm gonna tax that ass.” And then stepped back to the plate.
They were uncomfortably silent for the rest of the game.

He had the blank doll-like stare of a sociopath, and absolutely no
remorse for what he did. This included chatting online with twelve-
year-old girls and getting them to send him naked pictures, which he
then posted all over online bulletin boards. When confronted with his
offense in his first sex offender treatment program session and asked if
he thought that could be harmful to young girls, he asked the facilitator,
“Why would I give two shits about those bitches?” and then told every-
one to go to hell and walked out.

I hated this piece of shit because everyone assumes all SOs with
my charge are assholes like him. This in turn helps promote the call for
harsh penalties that result in nonviolent people rotting away behind
bars for years on end. So, I was glad to see him go and secretly wished
him only the worst. Though the irony is not lost on me that I am judg-
ing him just as the Haters judged me. I guess there is plenty room for

hypocrisy in prison. Even my own.

MR. CLEAN

Every time I went to do laundry—every time—there was this same guy
there doing his laundry. He was not part of the laundry hustle syndicate.
I was sure of that. (That was the realm of Vanilla and Jelly Roll.) At first,
[ ignored him. Then I came to resent him because he always had one

washer and dryer tied up, so on busy days I had to wait longer to get my
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load done—which would delay my resumption of doing nothing that day.
But after a while, I started pretending to read my book and studied him
instead. He was a short, well-chiseled Italian guy with a military buzz cut
and thick, prison-issued glasses: Chomo 5000s they were called. What
made him interesting was that his movements were followed precisely
each and every time, like a ritual. I became intrigued.

All lids and knobs were handled with the right hand only, while the
left pulled the shirt and pants he was wearing taut, so that no loose-fit-
ting garments would come in contact with any of the machines. When
his loads were in the wash and/or dryer and no transitioning was re-
quired, he would stand in the middle of the room with both feet firmly
planted on the floor, pant legs tucked into his boots, and sway as if on
the deck of a gently rocking boat where he was the only passenger.

When it was time to remove his clothes from a machine, he just
did not grab them. Each item was removed almost surgically, so as to
not touch the sides of the drum. Each was then placed into a washable
laundry bag, held high to ensure there would be no contact with the
floor. Moving wet clothes from the washer, he shot his full laundry
bag into the dryer, the clothes one giant, sodden pellet, to prevent any
stray sock or sleeve from brushing against anything but the inside of the
machine. Once inside the dryer, he would carefully deposit the bag’s
contents in the drum.

Despite his exaggerated rituals, you could have a normal conversa-
tion with him. The laundry hustlers talked with him all the time, prob-
ably because he was a permanent fixture in their area of employ. Topics
like weather or sports, jokes, and menu changes in the chow hall flowed
from him as he continued his routine without missing a beat. I could see
in his face that he was almost apologizing for his antics while talking, as
if to say he was sorry but he had no choice: I know this is ridiculous, but I
have to do it—with a touch of agony, too. Sometimes he would pause his
conversation, contort his body in an odd way to maintain his pivot foot
on a particular square of tile, check on the status of a load, pivot back
and then resume talking as if nothing happened.

Finally, I brought him up to my cube mates. “Dude, I keep seeing this

guy doing the laundry, whenever I am in there. I saw him at commissary
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last week and he spent more on cleaning products than I spend on food
for a whole month: hand sanitizers, soaps, detergents. What the fuck?”

“That’s Mr. Clean,” George informed me. He needed no other descrip-
tors to know who I was talking about. “He washes all of his clothes every
day. All. Whether they have been worn or not. He cleans his cube every day
at five a.m.—Lysol, mop, dusting, everything, He can’t help himself.”

“Jesus.”

Leonard added, “That’s why he is in a cube by himself. No one can
live with him. He’s a nice guy, and the guys who tried to live with him
felt sorry for him, but they couldn’t handle the constant cleaning.”

“There was one time when someone’s muddy boot fell over the
edge of the wall, you know, from a neighboring cube. So the boot lands
on his locker, right? And kicks dirt everywhere,” George recalled, with
a gossipy giddiness. “People said he jumped out of his cube like a bomb
went off.” George’s face began to lose its smile, though. “But he didn’t
yell at anyone. He didn’t say anything.” George paused for a bit, before
finishing the story. “He just spent the next ten hours cleaning his cube.
Every square inch of it.”

After I became fully aware of him, I could discern his movement
pattern in a crowd. He stood out from the noise. Walking down the
common areas, he would stop in his tracks and go up against the wall
to let people pass him without contact. When I was cleaning the sink
and floors in the bathroom (my BOP job), I saw many times his hand-
washing technique, which required two or three types of soap and am-
ple application up to his elbows. It would have made the staunchest of
surgical scrub nurses proud.

Prison must have been absolute torture for him. To be housed
in cramped quarters with hundreds of other germ-harboring and
germ-producing organisms that shed hair and dead skin everywhere,
that profane the air with intestinal gas and the stench of feces. I felt hor-
rible for him. I wished his judge would spend a day with him and realize
that for every day Mr. Clean spent here, it wreaked an emotional toll
equivalent to at least ten days for a “normal” person. I learned he’d lost

fifty pounds because all his money went to cleaning supplies.
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ANGRY BUDDHIST

Angry Buddhist was a shorter white guy, in his early forties, whose
baby fat had never melted away, giving him a much younger appear-
ance, almost adolescent. He sported golden blonde skater bangs that
stood out against his shaved temples and trendy thin-rimmed glasses.
His oversized sweatshirt and baggy shorts were missing only a pair of
Airwalk shoes to nail his outfit. His acerbic tone, multilayered humor,
and well-developed lexicon betrayed the fact that he held a master’s
degree in English literature from Ohio State University.

One of the most surreal and hilarious moments of my time at Elk-
ton happened at the weekly Buddhist service, which was every Thurs-
day at seven p.m. in the Recreation Center. Starting in January, my cel-
lie Leonard convinced me to attend the service to learn something new.
[ had shunned world religion courses in college because the professor
that taught them hated overzealous pre-med students and made sure
he put a hole in their GPAs to teach them a lesson. To this day, I am not
sure what that lesson was. Regardless, I just wasn’t up for that kind of
risk then. Not coming from a brand-name undergrad school like Yale or
Princeton, I couldn’t have some humanities class tarnish what needed
to be a nearly spotless academic record.

[ regretted the omission, though. All religions were a black box for
me then, and my ignorance continued well after my “liberal arts educa-
tion.” Ironically, it was house arrest and prison that offered time for me
to learn about humanity, not the cutthroat pre-med track, which was
predicated on serving and saving humanity. I had finally cracked open
the Old and New Testaments and figured out where all the names I had
heard before fit into the Christian stories. After that, I figured it would
be good for me to learn about another religion—Buddhism—that half
a billion or so people practice. So I started going to the weekly service.

I really liked the tenets of letting go of attachments and suffering,
seeking inner peace, and treating others with respect and kindness. The
Noble Eightfold Path seemed like a great way to live. Mindfulness, not
being mean towards others, etc. It was very Christlike in its philosophy.
It had a lot of psychological applicability to trauma or enduring life’s
traumas without getting too bogged down in the details or self-pity. It
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was good for a PTSDer like myself. But the one thing my constantly
running mind could not do was quiet itself. Meditation, a cornerstone
of Buddhism, eluded me. Even with all the therapy I'd had and really
slowing down my life, I could not calm my churning mind.

[ got close only once. Each session closed with ten to fifteen minutes
of meditation. It was difficult. Outside the room all kinds of noise was
going on: guys playing instruments, pool and ping-pong matches, yelling.
It was hard to learn how to meditate with all that just outside the door. I
would hear words or sounds and try to figure out who was saying it and
why, as if I was a computer that couldn’t resist processing incoming data.
But one night, I got close. I could hear my heart beat. I controlled my
breathing. My body became so relaxed I could not feel the gravity acting
on it. I'd arrived at that stillness between consciousness and sleep. For a
brief moment, I forgot I was at Elkton. I was actually doing it!

Briefly.

Without warning, the door to the room was kicked open explosively,
shattering the peace and dumping the five of us in the group into an im-
mediate groggy, flinching confusion. The room was bright—I'd had my
eyes closed for almost ten minutes and my pupils had no time to adjust—
and at first [ didn’t believe what I was seeing was actually happening.

Angry Buddhist stood in the room, shouting at the guy leading the ser-
vice. “Don’t you ever, EVER, condescend to me like that, you motherfuck-
er!”There was a long pause, then he said, “What the hell is this?” He made a
mockingly smug, squinty face and gestured with his hands as if to say, Keep
it down. The veins in his neck bulged and the redness in his face under his
fair skin showed that he was doing everything he could to contain himself.
“If you pulled that shit in any other prison—any other prison—SMACK!”
He swung his right hand and smashed it against his left hand, which he held
inches away from the other guy’s face, with a thunderous clap that reverber-
ated in the room. “Unbelievable!” he added, and then stormed out.

Later, Leonard and I kept laughing and relaughing at the absurdity
of it all: one Buddhist yelling at another right at that moment of the
sacred meditation. It was comedic gold. The more we thought about it,
the harder we laughed. Moments like this helped pass the time. So they
were highly valued and often revisited.
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A few days later, I ran into Angry Buddhist in the chow hall, “Dude,
what in the hell happened the other night?” I asked as we stood in line.

“Oh, fuck Mike,” he said, unapologetically. “That dickhead com-
mandeered the damn group a while back, and I just couldn’t do it any-
more so | quit going. He’s not a Buddhist. He just makes the whole
thing about himself. He knows I play the guitar at night. I was mak-
ing no more noise than anyone else. So he comes and singles me out
and tells me to keep it quiet.” He paused to tell the server he wanted
some sweet potatoes and continued. “He pulls that crap on me all the
time.” He started laughing, “I know you guys were just wrapping up
your meditation, and believe me, I am well aware of the irony. Not very
Buddhist-like of me. But I just couldn’t take it anymore.” We sat down.
“My apologies. I'm not too proud of that moment. But like a good Bud-
dhist, I will just have to let it go,” he said with a smile.

“It’s all good. Leonard and I could not stop laughing that night.”

“Oh, 'm sure it was quite a treat,” he chuckled, but then got seri-
ous, as if getting back to his underlying preoccupation. “Ugh!” he said
while shaking his head in disgust.

“What?”

“I am getting out of here soon. And there are some snags with
where I will go. They want me to go live with my dad in Dayton again
when I get out. They are not thrilled about me staying by myself. After,
well, after my ‘accident.”

“Accident?” I asked.

He stuck his wrists out towards me, so his sleeves rode up, show-
ing his scars. “I ‘accidently’ tried to kill myself,” he said mockingly. “I
was in a bad spot. Just got divorced, hadn’t seen my son in a year or
so, job market was bad, not much you can do with a literature degree
if you aren’t a professor. It just all snowballed. My depression was out
of control.” He got more serious. “So I would just get shit-faced, put
on a bunch of porn, and crawl into a hole.” He took another breath.
“Everything just got worse. The porn on the peer-to-peer got more
disturbing. But I didn’t give a shit. I would go on weeklong benders.
Blacked out most of the weekend. I saw all kinds of weird shit. I didn’t
care. Was really thinking of killing myself anyway.”
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He seemed oddly calm telling me this, but maybe the four years
he’d spent at Elkton had given him enough time to process it, and I'm
sure he'd talked it out plenty of times. “So when I got arrested and they
let me stay on house arrest, first chance I got, I slit my wrists. I thought
my dad was going to be gone for the day. Sonofabitch comes back mid-
day to pick something up and sees my bloody mess in the bathroom and
calls an ambulance. It really fucked him up. I just don’t want him to deal
with my mess anymore.”

He seemed to accept his conundrum for the moment and moved
on. “You know, a lot of guys here tried to off themselves when the shit
hit the fan for them. When you meet people, try to catch a glimpse of
their wrists. You will see.”

Angry Buddhist was right. I counted at least five guys with scars on
their wrists. All were discovered by a friend or family member shortly
after the cuts were made. A few others had circular scars above their
sternums, at the base of their necks: tracheostomy sites, I realized. Af-
ter attempting suicide by drug overdose or a botched hanging, they
were discovered by happenstance, revived by paramedics, and put on a
ventilator for their stay in the intensive care unit.

MORBIDITY

This was not a person but was nonetheless a dominant character at Elk-
ton. Evidence of self-induced harm was not the only common clinical
finding I saw. Autism spectrum disorders were abundant, too. There
were guys who were absolutely clueless about how to converse and
read social cues, and would just talk over the other person, oblivious
that they were pissing them off, right up until they were told to fuck
off. A few others I would try to sit with at lunch or dinner would just
stare at me after my attempt at initiating small talk, as if they badly
wanted to say something. Instead just lowered their eyes back to their
plate, put food in their mouths, chewing and swallowing and repeating
that until the food was gone. And then they were gone.

There was senility and dementia among some of the grandpas who

were there, though, everyone tried to help them through the day. There
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were war veterans with organic brain injury and frontal release syndromes
and an overall slowness from being blown up by improvised explosive
devices in Iraq or Afghanistan. I saw many craniotomy scars wrapped
around the scalps of the many shaved prisoner heads, like the seams on
a baseball, from motorcycle accidents, vaguely described head traumas,
or brain surgeries. I also found myself observing numerous pathologic
gaits—stroke, arthritis, injury, diabetic feet (missing toes), etc. It was a
daily, nonstop bombardment of human suffering that my medical knowl-
edge and curse of symptom recognition afforded me. Elkton FSL was
the BOP’s island of misfit toys, made possible by the Internet’s ability
to manufacture nonproduction/noncontact child pornography offenders
and turn awkward forty- to fifty-year-old virgins into feared sex offend-
ers. Given that 55 percent of male state prisoners and 45 percent of their
federal counterparts have at least one documented mental illness (who
knows how many have undocumented disorders), I am sure this bleak over-
all picture (in different details and faces) can be observed all over the
country. Since the 1960s, when the system of public mental health hospi-
tals began to be eroded, the streets and prisons have become warehouses
for the “mad among us.” There are now more than three times as many
seriously mentally ill people in jails and prisons than in hospitals.

Over time, these realizations helped me to understand part of the
disgust the Haters and other non-SOs had with the SOs there. Most of
us just didn’t belong there. Many, unfortunately—by mental defect or

physical limitations—probably never belonged anywhere.

INSTITUTIONALIZATION

“I just don’t get it, man,” I began to tell Leonard, sitting on my bunk
one afternoon after lunch, as he unwound from his morning pots-and-
pans duty. “These Hater guys should be happy they don’t have to worry
about getting shanked, swindled, or their ass beat. Why do they com-
plain when they finally get to a safe place?” I could see in Leonard’s face
that this was a topic near and dear to him, being an ex-CO and PO
himself. But he knew I was not done talking and let me finish. “I over-

heard for the third or fourth time guys who came down from up top or
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higher securities say, Well yp this was a real prison, blah, blah, blah. I mean,
Jesus, no one here gives a shit about TV rooms. We just get up and walk
out. And if we owe you money, lo and behold, you get paid back. They
should be ecstatic to be here.”

“Well, yes and no,” he started. Leonard had been in Elkton for over
a year, had been in high-security facilities, and up top, en route to Elk-
ton FSL, and having an introspective and reflective soul, it was clear he
had given this subject some thought. “You need to remember, some of
these guys have been down in the system for years. Some for decades.
They started at some of the highest levels, and with good behavior,
worked their way down.”

“OK.

“And in that time, they got used to a system—an expectation of what
a prisoner is. There is a ‘code,” a pecking order. When someone pisses on
their seat, to mark their territory, there is almost an expectation of con-
flict, a push-back. When it doesn’t happen, it throws them off.”

“Hmm.”

“And this place is unlike any prison they have ever seen before. They
are the minority. Just about everywhere else, SOs make up 5 to 15 per-
cent of the population. And most are touchers. The molesters—even
we detest the molesters. Imagine how much they do. Now, they come
here and 60 or 70 percent of the population are SOs. Do you think they
make a distinction between us and the touchers?”

“Probably not.”

“Of course not. Our society on the outside does not make that
distinction.” He paused. “God damn! Even some federal judges, who
should know better, can’t make that distinction. Can we expect these
guys to?” I remained silent. “Hell no,” he answered himself.

“But it’s not just that. Sure, some of the knuckle-draggers assume
we are actual chomos and detest us, but the ones who know better
know what is up. I have seen some of them talking with you just fine,”
he said, pointing at me. I knew he was implying that the legal work he
did for the Haters was analogous to the medical advice I gave them.
“You are a doctor and play sports and look normal, so you don’t fit that
mold entirely.”
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Leonard was right, the free medical advice, etc., afforded me less
hassle from the Haters. It was jarring at times, though, to go from ad-
vising a black inmate about his diabetic foot infection one minute to
talking to a white guy with an “Aryan Brotherhood” tattoo on his shoul-
der the next about his mother’s newly diagnosed lung cancer.

I had struck up a friendship, of sorts, with one of the Haters, a
guy I called Tommy Gleevec. On the outside, he had a record but had
walked the straight and narrow for over ten years—until he devel-
oped chronic myelogenous leukemia. All conventional chemotherapies
failed. Then his doctor gave him some free samples of a drug called
Gleevec, and he got a complete response: his affected lymph nodes
shrank. But since Gleevec cost almost $9,000 for a ninety-pill supply,
and his health insurance through the garage where he worked wouldn’t
cover it, he went back to making and selling crystal meth to cover the
costs. He rationalized that he could pay for Gleevec through his drug
sales, and if he got caught, the federal government would pay for it
through BOP healthcare. He was right. He did get caught, and he re-
ceived his Gleevec pill every morning, Monday through Friday, and was
in complete remission.

“But really,” Leonard went on, “the majority of the disgust comes
from who we are and the shit that goes on here—not what we did to
get here.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look around. There are a lot of batshit crazy guys among us. Guys
who don’t bathe, guys who shit themselves or smear it in the stalls,
shower sharks [gay guys who peck through stall doors or with mirrors
in adjacent stalls, hoping for a hookup]—that’s the kind of shit that
disgusts them. And since this a special, low-security prison, if you lay
a hand on someone just once, even shove someone, you are gone for
good. So there is no way they can enforce the code here either.”

“Really.”

“Yes, there was a guy that used to be here named Bloody Bob. He
always picked at the scabs all over his body, so his sores always stayed
open. He bled everywhere. On his clothes, his bedding, in the showers.
Man, you did not want Bloody Bob in the shower next to you. That red
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water would come over in your stall, right next to your bare toes. It
was disgusting” Leonard paused to grimace at what had to be his actual
memory. “If he pulled that shit up top or anywhere else, he would have
gotten beaten down until he stopped. But down here, he is protected.”

[ soaked it all in and nodded. I had heard about Bloody Bob before.
He’d told everyone he had a rare skin condition. But when he was told
that he couldn’t go to a halfway house because of his open sores, and
would therefore have to remain at Elkton for the full six months re-
maining on his sentence, his “rare skin condition” miraculously healed
in a week, and he was cleared to go.

Leonard continued, “Just picture Crack-Head Johnny [IQ ~ 70],
Hanson [schizotypal Dungeons and Dragons player], or Weird Mike [a
morbidly obese endomorph with Coke-bottle glasses and a widely dis-
conjugate gaze from a birth injury]—can you picture them surviving
in a real prison?” Again I didn’t answer his question. “They would get
eaten alive.”

“Yeah.”

“And that is what bugs these hardened, institutionalized, non-SO
guys. Elkton goes against everything they have come to expect.”

In a half-joking way I asked, “Well, if it is so unbearable for them,
can’t they just ask to be moved back up the security levels?”

“They can’t. The system only moves down.”

Again half-joking, I asked while chuckling, “So—what? You gotta
take a swing at someone to make that happen?”

“Yes. That is exactly what you need to do.” He said in a very serious
tone, as if delivering bad news.

“What?”

“Yeah,” I could see in his face that he was about to deliver more dis-
appointment. “Last spring, a guy here called Tall Dre just couldn’t take
it here anymore. He went to the COs and asked to go back up the hill.
They said no. He asked his case manager and counselor, and they said
no, too. So one day at lunch he walks up to a group of COs standing to-
gether, like they always do at chow hall, and tells them, I am gonna knock
that mutherfukker out and get the hell out of here while pointing at his target
out in the yard. And they warned him that if he hit someone, he would
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be sent back to the FCI. He walks right outside and sucker-punches a
guy. Knocked him right out cold. Even a few teeth came out.”

“Whoa.”

“Yeah. The guy he picked was a well-known prison snitch. Tall Dre
made sure he didn’t make any enemies on his way back up top. By the
time the COs came out—they watched the whole thing happen—he
was already lying on the ground, on his stomach, with his hands behind
his back. He went right to the SHU, lost all of his good time, and spent
the rest of his sentence up top.”

“Jesus. So the only way to go back up top is to cave someone’s face
in? Can’t that be bypassed?”

“Nope. To move up in security, you need to do something bad.”

We both chewed on that point for a bit. But I could see Leonard’s
mind churning. He struck me as someone who possessed the gift of
learning something new just by hearing himself talk. “I guess that’s the
fourth reason people are here,” he muttered, wrapping his head around
his sudden epiphany.

“Fourth reason?” I asked. He collected himself. Then once he had it
articulated in his mind, he spoke.

“I always thought there were three reasons people were in prison:
Greed, mental health problems, and evil,” he counted them off on his
fingers. “Most think it is evil—like only bad people do bad things and
go to prison,” he said dismissively. “But even in a supermax, the sociop-
athy rate is only 25 percent. Most people are born good. No, greed and
mental health are the big ones. Say some guy doesn’t want to pay tax-
es, or is poor and steals something, or wants to get rich selling drugs.
That’s greed.” He took a deep breath and moved on, “Mental health
can be addiction, anger management issues, or bipolar, for examples.
People can do bad things when those things flare up. Now if you are
a poor addict and you start selling drugs to support your addiction—
well that’s a combination, isn’t it?”  nodded. “But I guess the fourth one
is institutionalization. It comes after the other three get your foot in the
door. I knew a guy who was weeks away from getting out. He had no
family, no job prospects, and was terrified of his heroin habit. So what’s

he do? He steals from cubes where he knows the security cameras are,
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and looks right into them, showing what he has taken, holding his loot
right up there for all to see. He looks directly into a camera before
smashing an office window. He did this over a day or two. He loses all
his good time, gets another year added to his sentence. Problem solved.
He doesn’t have to return to the outside.”

He then concluded, “You lock someone up long enough, and they
don’t know anything else. They won’t want to leave, and won’t mind

coming back, either.”
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“T am the walrus, Goo goo g’ joob.”

—THE BEATLES, “I AM THE WALRUS”

ON, THE JEWISH PRINCE, was always in my shit. Ever since his

pressure-speech introduction to TV room politics, he had become a
permanent fixture in my daily life at Elkton. In some ways, he was very
helpful. Among other things, he wrote out the daily schedule for me
and put me in touch with the “Elkton intelligentsia,” which included the
Northwestern University cancer researcher. But I soon learned to see
through it, especially after his cellmates, Russo and Crazy Curtis, gave
me a heads-up on Jon’s MO.

Jon only associated with people he thought had intelligence or
means. He took an exceptional interest in those he thought had both.
Of course, being a young physician, [ hadn’t really had the opportunity
to amass much wealth, and what little I did had pretty much melted
away with the fourteen months of house arrest during which neither
[ nor my wife worked. But his hierarchy did not permit such logical
conclusions to be drawn. If he did associate with those “beneath his sta-
tion,” it was to “help them.” Of course, this altruistic assistance would
be broadcast to everyone he knew, to show what a “good guy” he was.

Being right next door to a cell that housed a JD, an MD, and a
master’s was just too much for him. His nose, or rather, his ridicu-
lous handlebar mustache, was in our business all the time. It was as
if each tip of that whiskery monstrosity was attached to a silk thread

79



A TORTUOUS PATH

connected to an invisible web he had cast over our cell—any mut-
tering by Leonard, George, or myself sent an intellectual vibration
along those lines that he would detect, follow, and pounce on. If we
were working on a crossword puzzle (a Sunday-night bonding ritual
we’d adopted when ThelWeek magazine came in earlier in the week) or
talking about history, politics, science, pop culture, or anything that
required a modicum of knowledge, his sensors would pick up this
frequency over the five-foot wall that separated us. Then he would
swing over into our cell, insert himself into the discussion, and in
short time, make it all about him. Everyone hated him. And there
were moments when I did, too.

Every morning when I woke up and walked by his cube, en route
to the bathroom, it was as if that was his cue to invite himself into our
cube. I learned that, if he was sitting in his bottom bunk, with his back
against the wall that separated my cube from his—the silk lines taut on
his mustache-antenna apparatus—upon my return from the bathroom,
I would see his ass sticking out from our cube entry into the walkway,
as he leaned up against the top of my locker, which had become his
self-assigned spot in our cube. This was beyond frustrating for me, as
my locker was the only place I could stand or sit to write on a hard sur-
face. It was my desk and office. On more than one occasion, he inserted
his prodigiously furred upper lip between my face and the paper and
asked me what I was writing,

It bothered him that I knew factoids and trivia, so much so that he
once came up to my cubemates and me and delivered a little speech
about it: “I finally realized something. You all know lots of things, but I
know how to problem-solve. I am an innovator. Your claim to fame is rote
memory—but I can see things that others can’t, and I create new things.
So I don’t feel so bad anymore.” He was so triumphant with this empty
self-affirmation that I didn’t have the heart to tell him I had a few patents
pending prior to my arrest and had definitely found patterns in molecu-
lar markers in glioblastoma and rhabdomyosarcoma—when others had
not. But he was so pumped up with his realization that I let him have his
moment. The three of us just looked at each other, dumbfounded that he

would interrupt us with an unsolicited announcement like that.
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Regardless of the subject of the original conversation, once Jon en-
tered, within a minute (seriously, you could set a timer) he would draw
the focus onto one of his favorite topics: how much his income was,
how cultured he was, that he had servants growing up, his world trav-
els, and so on. When conversing with others, it was as if he paused his
script when others spoke and then just resumed his monologue when
the other finished talking. Interestingly, he was a strong proponent of
eugenics and population control. He opined that we needed to reduce
the population from seven billion to two, by getting rid of all the “dumb
people.” I would always look to see George’s face when Jon went on
this rant. George’s father had been a surgeon in the Third Reich’s Weh-
rmacht. The Nazis, of course, knew all about eugenics and the disposal
of undesirables, some of Jon’s relatives no doubt among them. But Jon
failed to see the irony in his statements.

Jon had the most overt, raging case of narcissistic personality dis-
order I had ever seen. As a matter of fact, despite the evisceration I am
giving him right now, he would probably get a hard-on from knowing
that I dedicated a whole chapter to him.

He put the leaders of the cancer field at MD Anderson to shame,
as far as ego was concerned. At least those people had actually done
something remarkable. They were the leaders of their respective can-
cer fields—in the world. Jon, in contrast, was a disgusting old walrus
who had burned through five wives and wound up a chomo at Elkton.
But he carried himself as if he mattered. He didn’t. None of us did.
No one matters if he is a prisoner. Unless you are a prisoner for a
righteous cause, like Nelson Mandela or William Wallace, you really
don’t matter. And that he couldn’t accept this reality is what differ-
entiated those, like me, who had narcissistic tendencies, from those
who had the full-on disorder, like him. The worst punishment you can
inflict upon a narcissist is to make him irrelevant. Jon would fight this
designation tooth and nail.

Some of his more outlandish and disturbing claims (aside from his
eugenics rants) are described below, with the number of times he per-
sonally told me that “fact” in brackets:
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* He claimed he had millions of dollars in offshore accounts [three],
yet often had little money in his commissary account and frequent-
ly borrowed money.

* He bragged about having had five wives [more than ten].

* He criticized his cellmates for pronouncing the frozen treat sher-
bet as “sherbert” [three], yet he later called vehicles that carry the
dead “hursts.”

* He said he was told by his high school guidance counselors that his
teachers were intimidated by his intellect [eight].

* He insisted that flat-chested young teenagers [especially Asians]
were his biggest turn-ons. “l am a hebephile, not a pedophile,” he
would boast [more than ten].

* He described the bodies of his daughters and granddaughters [three].

* He described how his fifth wife refused to share a spoon with him

when eating ice cream yet licked his anus during sex [five].

* He claimed he had a can’t-miss algorithm for earning $1,000 per hour
at aroulette table [more than ten]. “It was not gambling,” he reasoned.
“It was a series of progressive bets.” He said it was how he would get

back into the wealth he became accustomed to after Elkton.

* How much money he paid in taxes in his lifetime [more than ten].

Still, I suppose I should be grateful. What better way for me to identify,
correct, and work on my narcissism than to be adjacent to someone
who had the full-blown disease and competed with me for the very ox-
ygen that I was attempting to breathe? At one point I wondered if being
placed next to Jon was a deliberate part of my prison sentence—to
“learn” me, to show just how annoying my own traits could be.

Every interaction with him was an intellectual chess match, in which I
had to make sure my acumen and logic were polished. Emotional, flippant
comments would simply open me to factual attack. He was exhausting,

I was sitting alone towards the end of lunch one day when a Latino
inmate, who wanted to understand the nature of the nasal septum defect
that he’d acquired from snorting too much cocaine over the span of his life,
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came over and sat across from me at a table in the cafeteria. The constant
irritation and vascular constriction of the drug causes the tissues to die off.
He also wanted to know if I knew any good head and neck surgeons in
Houston or Brownsville who could repair it. I advised him on what hospi-
tals to check out once he was released. I'd explained to him that I had been
out of the medical scene in the Houston area for quite a while, and staffing
tends to change a lot, but that he couldn’t go wrong with the places I sug-
gested. Our discussion concluded with his words of appreciation.

“Thanks, homes! [fist bump]You are a good guy, Doc. Tell you what,
give me your contact info before you go, and if you ever want to be a
doctor in Meh-heeco, let me know,” he said with that cool Mexican ac-
cent that makes white Midwesterners feel incredibly lame. “My family
can hook that shit up, bro’.” He made his voice softer in the loud caf-
eteria and looked over his shoulder before continuing. “One of the big
cartels, bro’—not naming names, you know.”Then his voice went back
to his original volume. “Wherever you want to live, Maing, just lemme
know.” He then got up and gave me another fist bump.

It’s hard to tell in prison if someone is bullshitting or not. He could
have been a lackey who rolled on the organization and was at cushy Elk-
ton, for protection—or he could indeed be a major player who had an
casy, safe incarceration arranged through power and connections (like
the one gangster guy with multiple murders who had his ownTV room
and was catered to by the COs). Either way, after that conversation I
got a lot more hellos, what’s ups, and nods from the Latino contingent
at Elkton, and he would always single me out for a smile and his signa-
ture fist bump when I walked by him if he was in line or hanging out
with his guys. I certainly did not follow up on his offer to become a
physician on a Mexican drug cartel’s payroll. Still, it was a good social
investment during my time there, though. It cleared out a segment of
people who could have had a potential beef with me.

When he got up from our encounter, however, I saw that Jon had
ear-hustled me from the table behind me. Damn! I didn’t notice him there
before. He looked at me and shook his head. I couldn’t talk to anyone
or even check out a book from the library without his knowing and

critiquing my decisions.
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I could have bet the farm he would slink up to me within twenty-four
hours of the event and tender his unsolicited advice. So the cynical side of
me was satiated the next day. I was sitting on a bench outside with a book,
trying to catch some sun, while across the courtyard, a group of black
guys was playing dominos, and yelling and talking smack to each other.
The stage was set for Jon’s daily assertions, and he did not disappoint.

“You know, Chris, I'm sure you want to be the medical hero—run-
ning out of bounds to save the gay guy and dishing out advice to our
friend from south of the border—but you need to watch yourself,” he
said, preening with his vast wisdom. “I know how the system works
far better than you do,” he said in the annoying condescending tone he
must have sharpened throughout his life.

“What do you mean?” I said, playing dumb and enamored and buy-
ing time, already dog-earing the page I was on. At least he wasn’t going
to comment on the book I was reading and try to spoil it for me.

“There was this big cardiac surgeon [name drop], that was at the
federal facility near D.C. where I was for a while. He was busted for
insider trading”

“OK.”

“He didn’t think the medical staff at this place was competent, so
he set up his own clinic in his cell. He was told to stop. He didn’t. So
they took away all of his good time and he spent the rest of his sentence
in the SHU.”

“Hmmm.” I pretended to take the bait.

“I'am just saying. You need to be careful—"

“Let me guess. This surgeon was a prick. A real asshole, right?” I
asked curtly, closing my book. Jon stammered a bit. I'd learned how to
deflate him. I guess I had enough narcissism in me to know what would
sting him.

[ had gathered great intel from listening to the spats he had with
Russo, which wafted over the wall between our cubes. I'd learned what
pushed Jon’s buttons. One of the best prison moments I had was listen-
ing to those two going at it as | was waking up and pulling the earplugs
out of my head one morning. For about a week, Jon had talked inces-

santly about one of his grandchildren being named a National Merit
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Scholarship finalist and how he was going to help her with her applica-
tion and essays—because her parents (one being Jon’s daughter—the
one with the great body, according to his lurid descriptions) were too
simple and unsophisticated to guide her.

Finally, exasperated, Russo said, “That’s right Jon. And when your
granddaughter wins the Nobel Peace Prize, the first thing she is going
to say is that I couldn’t have done it without my sex-offender-crook
of a grandfather, Jonathan Goldman, who single-handedly got me into
Harvard from his prison cell.” Jon was furious and called him a “stupid
fucking truck driver.” It was priceless and made even better by the si-
lent thumbs-up from Leonard who was sitting in the bunk below me:
[ was not the only one to overhear that precious gem. My face flushed
red and then broke out in a sweat from holding in my laughter. I still
laugh out loud whenever I recall that moment.

In the yard, I pressed on about Jon’s big-shot surgeon: “I am sure
cleaning the sinks—Ilike I do—would have been waaaay beneath him,
and he would have told everyone about it, right?”

“Yes. He was an outright, arrogant asshole,” he answered, defeated.
His name-drop had lost its luster. I went for the kill shot.

“Right, so this openly defiant asshole, who told everyone how much
better he was than everyone, was taken to task and had the rules en-
forced upon him?” He considered it.

I continued, “I am pretty sure the motivation for taking away his
good time and putting him away in the SHU is a lot more complicated
than me giving medical advice.” He considered further. “Besides, I am
not running a damn clinic just to thumb my nose at the authorities.”

At that moment, the table of black guys playing dominos across
the yard erupted into a cacophony of F-words and N-words and other
shouts. Someone had just won big, but it came at a horrible time in my
conversation with Jon. Shunted off his original course, he tried a new
track. “Well, I am just saying, you need to decide if these lowlifes,”
he said, nodding his head toward the dominos table, “are worth you
getting involved and in trouble.” And having recovered his dignity by
delivering his words of wisdom, he got up and slowly waddled away
while the hollering from the table continued.
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“Tain’t getting’ in any trouble over this!” I yelled over the din at Jon’s
disappearing ponytail. I couldn’t let him have the last word. But it was
over. I'd lost this round on a technicality. He never turned around. He just
gave out a nebbishy ehhh while shrugging and kept walking away.

In that moment, I loathed him—Tlike skin-crawling loathed. But also
at that moment I came to the realization that I had sounded as obnox-
ious as Jon in the past. In moments of hurt or despair, or when feeling
threatened, it was as if my hypothalamus took control of my thoughts and
the mouth that spouted them. While I did not believe the horrific things
[ would say, they still came out, as if eliciting the worst emotional re-
sponses in those who had the misfortune of having to listen to me would
elevate me above them or whatever it was that was threatening me.

Seeing how disgusted I was by what Jon had to say, I realized how
disgusted others must have been with me—even if they knew what I was
saying at the peak of one of my narcissistic diatribes was an exaggerated
extension of the pain and anguish I was acutely feeling, I realized, through
Jon, how damaging my personality had been. The blowhard, the exas-
perated douche bag, the drunk guy at the party who knew better than
everyone else, the guy who mocked and ridiculed others who he felt had
outworked and outsmarted—that was me. I was insufferable.

The thing is, only a few close to me saw this side of me. Nearly all
of these blasts were shot toward Susan, at point-blank range. It was she
who had to withstand these verbal and emotional onslaughts for over eigh-
teen years straight, the way a rocky outcropping on a cold and windy coast
withstands the constant fuming waves. But even the mightiest of rocks and
mountains are vulnerable to erosion. I wore her out. Though most of my
outbursts were not directed at her personally, the emotions they evoked
had to be dispiriting beyond measure. In just a few interactions with Jon,
I'd got just a glimpse of what it would have been like to tolerate his sort of
crap for years on end. I could feel the anger and resentment rise within me
with each word he uttered. But I could just walk away or tell him to go to
hell. I was not locked into any kind of relationship with him. It was easy to
see how he burned through five wives—just as  had completely fried one.

Yet in along with the disgust I felt toward him, I'also felt a deep pity.
[ knew the origins of this behavior. His scars definitely ran deeper than
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mine. After hearing only bits and pieces of his family life, his emotion-
ally distant philandering father, the drug use that ran rampant through
him and his siblings, the fights, being told he was never wanted by his
mother, I knew he had a huge hole right in the middle of him, one that
pushed him past the point of merely trying to measure up. He needed
to prove to the world there was a reason he existed at all.
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Al the time you spend tryin’ to get back
what’s been took from you, there’s more
goin’ out the door. cAfter a while you just
try and get a tournigquet on it.”

—CORMAC MCCARTHY, NO COUNTRY FOR OLD MEN

ON LEFT ON FEBRUARY SECOND, and his departure marked

a lessening in the severity of my incarceration. It also was the day I
was notified that I would be completing my stint at Elkton on May 4,
2015, and going to a halfway house in Columbus. The extra day my
judge added to my otherwise twelve-month sentence did qualify me for
an earlier release due to the built-in “good time” policy after all. Thus,
my sentence was set to be served for seven and a half months in prison,
with the remaining ninety days spent in a halfway house.

That date that will always stand out as an important one in my adult
life. February 1, 1996, a Friday, was the day of my interview at North-
western Medical School. It was a day that the wind chill turned to minus
40°F (or it at least felt like that). On the tours of the campus and hospi-
tals, anytime the group stepped outside the moisture from our breaths
condensed and froze onto our nose hairs, converting them into little
needles that would poke into our nasal tissues whenever we rubbed our
noses to warm them up. I highly doubt they successfully recruited any
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of the candidates from California that day. At the conclusion of my panel
interview, I announced that I planned to propose to my girlfriend the
following day and asked them to wish me luck. I then spent the next
eight hours driving through blizzard conditions on 1-94. It should have
taken only around four hours, but the warm, moist air of Lake Michigan,
mixing with that painfully cold, dry air I'd endured in Chicago, had other
ideas—Ilake-effect snow. And it was in full effect on that day.

I made that drive in my very first car, a gray 1982 Ford Fairmont,
handed down from my grandfather’s sister after she passed. She put
very few miles on it, but it was old nonetheless. Driving in snow with
this mode of transportation was a first for me. Up until then, my winter
driving career had all occurred in compact cars with front-wheel drive
and antilock brake systems. Several times I nearly skidded off the road
into an embankment, or worse.Young and determined as I was, this oc-
casioned more frustration than fear. The engagement ring was resting
peacefully in the top drawer of my dorm room’s dresser, waiting for me
to place it on Susan’s finger at the Brandy Wine in Jackson, Michigan,
the following night. I was not about to let a car accident, stranding on
the side of the road, or fatality derail my plans for February second.

Nineteen years later, on February 2, 2015, I woke up in my top bunk
in a federal prison with the sole purpose of getting onto the TRULINCS
email system and seeing if Susan responded to a message I'd sent her be-
fore it shut down the previous night. Around five thirty a.m., through my
carplugs, I'd heard the rustling of Jon in the adjacent cube preparing for
his departure, but I did not want to engage him. What I could hear of his
final words of wisdom to his cellmates was enough. I went back to sleep,
knowing that more things were going to change.

It had been 140 days since I self-surrendered to Elkton. In our nu-
merous phone calls and emails, I'd never heard or read that Susan missed
me or loved me at all. As time went on, each time I was to call her I was
filled with more dread. Every time I called, the awkwardness of the pre-
vious call made the next one more difficult. Leonard and George would
know when I had just gotten off the phone with her. They told me my
entire countenance changed, that I would slam my locker a little louder

or handle my belongings a little more roughly and that [ would become
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curter in my interactions with them. Internally, I seethed with frustra-
tion, anger, and resentment, and I wondered how in the hell we were
going to salvage anything, a hundred miles apart and with me on the sex
offender registry when I came out, if we couldn’t even talk now.

My email the night before had been very simple and to the point:
“Do you miss me and still love me?”

Around the time of my plea hearing, on November 15, 2013, things
had changed between us. Or rather we went back to our old ways. I
think when my case first went public, the shock at what had befallen us
triggered an urge in her to circle the wagons around me and the family,
and she felt genuine concern that I had been suffering for so long. A
lot of things finally made sense to her with how I behaved. But then a
rapid series of events happened that shone a harsher light on things. An
afternoon delight was interrupted by my pretrial services officer who
unfortunately happened to make his monthly unannounced house visit
at a time that should have been a private moment. She was interviewed
by the neuropsychologist, Dr. Kimmel, who brought up many painful
issues and observations about our relationship (some of which we were
previously unaware of). We were hit by the fact that I could be hauled
off to jail after I entered a guilty plea; consequently we got busy with
power of attorney, living will, and trust paperwork (with the help of
our estate-planner-lawyer neighbor). The capper was that, on the day
of my hearing, Susan got to hear for the first time just how horrific and
disgusting the files I'd viewed really were—and how angry and upset
the court and society were going to be with me, for a long time. Her
shock and numbness, which enabled her to initially stand by me, were
replaced by an unforgiving reality check.

In their totality, these events showed her just how long this haul was
going to be and how deep our problems had been for so many years. So
we went back to our old isolation and separation in our home, the same
way we'd handled pressures and problems before, when they originated
from our interpersonal mismatch. Only this time, there were many more
external and existential factors at work. For the next ten months, we
were forced to stay in each other’s oxygen because of the legal and finan-

cial restrictions placed upon us. We had to keep on a happy face for our
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children. And we had to do all this while not knowing what was going to
happen, while I was getting vilified by the local news media and facing a
legal system hell-bent on putting me away for at least four years.

After I made my instant coffee in my still-mustard-scented plastic
cup, around nine thirty a.m. I jumped on one of the unit computers—
as I always did. She’d written back. There was no simple yes or no an-
swer to this. It was by far the longest piece of communication, in any
form, she’d had for me since I left:

This is something I have thought about a lot and I did
not want to bring it up over 15-minute phone calls or
emails that are monitored. I didn’t know how to bring it
up and I didn’t want to be unfair to you. I did not want
to throw this at you, when you are away and cut off and
alone. But since you asked, I have to be honest with you
and tell you that in many ways I have been relieved that
you are finally gone. There are parts of me that had been
missing for so long, I had no idea they were gone and
now that they are back, I don’t want to lose them again.

[ dreaded the thought of having to go through all that
therapy together, to undo all the damage that has been
done.To do that on top of you trying to reestablish your-
self, personally and publicly, after this whole mess, just
seems impossible. I think you would feel the same way.

So, no. I do not miss you. I do care about you, though.
[ want to support you, but I just don’t have enough left in
the tank for “Us.”

[ will be able to talk at around 2 p.m. Please call
me back.

It was a relief to read this. I quickly wrote back that I understood
and would call back around two as requested. It was the first time I
actually wanted to call her. We were finally going to talk—even though
the subject would be painful, it was going to be some kind of connection.

I suspended all planned activities for that afternoon and hung around
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the phones, to ensure I could get one of the four phones when the two
o’clock window opened.

There was always a tiny subsecond window of audible signal between
the moment the person you called picked up the phone and when the
robot voice said, “YOU ARE RECEIVING A CALL FROM— Chris
Pelloski [in my recorded voice]—AN INMATE AT A U.S. FEDERAL
PRISON. PRESS FIVE TO ACCEPT THIS CALL AND SEVEN TO
DECLINE THIS CALL.” Usually I would hear someone say hello or
hear background sounds. Then it would go completely silent until the
button was pressed on the other end and the call (and fifteen-minute
time limit) commenced. This time, when I called Susan at 2:01 p.m. on
February 2, 2015, I could already hear her crying. She was probably in
the car and had got to the school early to pick up our children. Making
extra time. So there was no background noise in her closed car. It was
like she was crying alone in a sound studio.

“Ohhhhh—" she struggled, “hello?”

“Hey, hey, hey. It’s OK. It’s OK,” I said, instantly trying to reassure
her and help keep her composure—and mine. “We can talk about this.”
[ heard a few more sobs, so I figured I would have to do most of the
talking initially. “You do know that breakups are probably the number
one subject of phone conversations in prison, right?”

“OK,” followed by a nasally congested chuckle. I quickly continued.

“Yeah. And to be honest, this is the first time in a long time I have
wanted to call you.”The sobbing began to dissipate. “Every time I talk
to you, I feel like you are being brow-beaten by a four-hundred-pound
gorilla that’s in the room with you.”There was some more relieved, yet
measured, laughter. “It’s time to tell that gorilla to have a banana and
take a walk while we talk!” Some nervous laughter escaped me, while
my throat and nose began to burn a little. “I agree with what you wrote,
Susie. And it’s OK to say that while 'm here.”

“OK.Yeah. I think we have given this every opportunity we can.”

“IT’know. We have. And the prospect of hashing this out some more
sounds like—Tlike just more pain and torment.” I said. “Since I got
used to being here at Elkton, I realized the worst part of it was being
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on the phone with you and trying to have a conversation with you.
Other than that, prison ain’t that bad!” I said in a light way—trying
to keep myself together.

There was another light, but very heavy laugh on the other end,
“Yeeaahhhh—that is not a good sign.”

“No.”

“And it has been very good for me that you have been gone. I can’t
fully explain it.”

“Yeeaahhhh,” I parroted her, “that is not a good sign, either.”

“No,” she concurred. “ just didn’t know how to say it, or bring it up.
[ didn’t want you to feel like I was abandoning—"her sobbing returned.

“Susie—" the burning lump in my throat then felt like it was boring
its way out through my neck, completely blowing my stoic insistence
on levity, “You and your dad—" Damn it! I was crying in prison. You
never cry in prison. That shows you are soft. I ducked my head into the
phone well so that no one could see me. I could barely form audible
words: nearly eighteen years of a marriage—one that was now clearly
ending—was passing before my mind’s eye. “Susie, you and your dad
saved my life on that first night in Colorado.” These were the hardest
words I ever had to choke out. “You—"the lump in my throat was a hot
coal, searing my vocal cords, “You stood by me—"

We might have spent the remainder of our conversation in mutual
sobbing silence, but we were saved from that by, “This call is from a
U.S. federal prison.” The recorded reminder snapped me back to the
here and now. That annoying message invariably triggered a joke be-
tween us of the no shit variety.

“You stood by me when it was totally unfashionable to do so,” I
said in my faux couture-designer voice, through tears, gallows humor
temporarily conquering heartbreak. “And you made sure I could repair
things with the kids, so I got to really know them as a father should.
When it would have been so easy for you to just have—taken off. You
have saved my life in so many ways already.”

[ could sense us both getting serious again. “So you, like, have done
your duty for god and country when it comes to me.” This time, the

tension permanently eased.
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“We have really been in rough shape, sweetie.  mean even before all
this crap,” she said, in a more conversational tone.

“I know.”

“And I know all of that narcissism and masochism are part of what
all happened to you—"

“Susie, you have dealt with a full-fledged PTSDer—who was tak-
ing amphetamines on top of it!—for almost two decades. You always
pushed me to get better, but I shut you out.”

“I tried—but I can’t do the ‘Chris Show’ anymore.”

“I know. When I think about it—prison gives you time to think,
ya know—we have both been miserable with each other. There were
only a few patches of time when we were both ever truly happy. It has
been a hard road.” It’s the great moments that make it hard to let go.
And they were fully present in my mind as we talked: Moving into our
new apartment in Chicago, where our Boston terrier, Mehla, sprinted
from Susan’s arms into mine after running half of a block. Sleeping in
the hospital room with our newborn twin babies for the first time and
hearing their coos and gurgling—making those babies may have been
the only two things we did right. Roasting marshmallows over a firepit
in the backyard of our dream home with our children.

But those moments had been fleeting ones amid the constant drone
of unhappiness and resentment. Fighting and worrying about money,
slamming doors, falling asleep alone and furious. Basically 90 percent
of the filler time. “I think we have fought against everything from the
beginning. Your mom dying, me not being right, school—all of it. We
have had the deck stacked against us.”

“I know.”

“And it’s not your job to monitor my stability, for you to be walking
on eggshells all the time.”

“I know. And I know you are better now, but you still have a long
way to go. I've just got nothing left.”

“Yeah.”

“I'need to be your friend again. We have always been great friends.
Had we not been such good friends, we probably would have ‘peaced

out’ a long time ago. It’s why we stayed together SO long.”
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“Yeah. I agree.” It was if we needed to convince each other, and our-
selves, of the obvious. “Susie, we just spent fourteen months together
and have been apart for 140 days and neither of us feels any sense of
loss. I think that means we are done. Why wait any longer? We have to
end this unrelenting sense of obligation and expectation and just be
parents and friends.”

“I think so too.” Relief had overtaken our voices. “If we tried to
make this work—"

“It would be more years of misery and the kids putting up with
pissed off parents.”

“Yes. Exactly.”

It was our first true accord since deciding to remain in our home
and stay together during my house arrest. The rest of the conversation
was logistics. She would talk with a family law attorney and figure out
what all needed to happen and what I needed to do once I got out—
which if all went to plan, was thirteen weeks away.

“Good god, I'm glad we talked,” I said.

“Me too. It was getting unbearable.”

Beep-beep-beep—time was running out on the phone call, only about
fifteen seconds left.

“I know,” I said.

“OK. OK.Iknow we are about to run out of time.” And then for the
first and last time ever I heard, “I love you.” Whatever resolve I had to
hold back tears was now entirely gone—the faucets had been cranked
to full in an instant, as Susan continued, “and I have got your back. But
not as your wife. And you need to get your mind back into oncology!”

“I'love you too,” I mustered in a harsh whisper. “And thank you.”

The line silently shut off, the hiss of the connection turning into a

pure, black, empty quiet like it always did.

Once again, something very brief but hugely important, one that de-
termines a life’s path, had just happened. And I had nothing but time to
process what in the hell had just transpired. It was a conversation that

should have happened long ago. Failed attempts had occurred so many
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times: Sitting across from each other in the hallway of our Chicago
apartment at two a.m., when I was in medical school and Susan in law
school. Several times in Houston, before our children were born. One
time after moving to Columbus. But we were always afraid to pull the
trigger. There was always an excuse: Maybe this is how it feels when
you are first married? What would our parents say—they’d be crushed.
Maybe it will be better once I get that federal research grant, then I
won’t be so stressed out. The statistics say it is better for the kids if the
parents can gut it out together.

And so on.

We had run out of excuses. We'd used them all up. The fact that
our children were thriving in my absence essentially debunked that last
excuse. Further, the fourteen months I'd been able to spend with them
made it clear to them that I was their dad and that we all loved each oth-
er. Ironically, had it not been for my house arrest, I probably would have
spent less time with them than that over my entire career-crazed life,
and they would have grown to hate and resent me. And then I would
have been dead by the time I was forty-five, at my own hands—directly,
or indirectly through work. Instead, they got to know me as someone
other than “Yelly Daddy.” Now was the logical time for Susan and me
to part. Prison had showed us that we could be separated and everyone
would still live, breathe, and, surprisingly, thrive. We could be happier,
and the sun would still rise—even with my incarceration as part of the
conditions.

Still, it was numbing. For the first time since coming to Elkton, I
didn’t do anything to keep my mind occupied. I just sat, doing nothing
but thinking and staring off into nothingness.

My mom, when I called her, was relieved to hear the news. Not only
were the logic and rationale for a divorce obvious, but she’d known it was
coming since our medical and law school days in Chicago. She said she
hadn’t the heart to tell me, and she was surprised we had made it so long.

[ remembered working in the intensive care unit during my intern-
ship, in October of 2001. There was a shriveled old woman whose liver
failure was the worst I had ever seen. She was so jaundiced the whites

of her eyes looked like orange peels. But the family wanted all heroic
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measures taken to keep her alive. And every fifteen minutes or so she
would go into cardiac arrest. So, every fifteen minutes or so, we would
go into the room and pound on her chest, further cracking her chalky
ribs pushing her floating, detached sternum into a new starting posi-
tion with each resuscitation. These futile code blues served no purpose,
other than to give the interns practice at CPR and the family a false
sense of hope. The life they were clinging to was just an illusion and a
blip on the EKG machine by that point. Eventually, out of respect for
the already-dead woman, the MICU staff put an end to the nonsense.
Sometimes an outside source can help guide proper decision making. It
was still very sad when she died, though, for all involved.

Like that family who had held onto an empty promise for too
long, but eventually agreed to pull the plug in the face of reason, I
felt a suffocating sense of loss with our decision to divorce. It was
the same feeling I'd felt when my grandfather passed, after years of
horrible dementia, even though in his lucid moments he had wanted
it to end. A loss is still a loss.

You cannot say the word divorce without a sense of failure—and ours
was colossal. We were a doctor and a lawyer. Beautiful kids. Beautiful
home. We had everything. But we had nothing. We were just friends
who tried to make romance and passion happen by rubbing two platon-
ic sticks together and hoping for the spark that never happened. And
it took eighteen years of immeasurable frustration and resentment—
fomented by my unresolved mental health issues and my unrelenting
pursuit of professional immortality—a publicly humiliating downfall,
near bankruptcy, and a prison sentence to prove that it just didn’t work.
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“The most difficult subjects can be explained
to the most slow-witted man if be has not
formed any idea of them already; but the
simplest thing cannot be made clear to the

most intelligent man if be is firmly persuad-

ed that he knows already, without a shadow

of doubt, what is laid before him.”

—LEO TOLSTOY, THE KINGDOM OF GOD IS WITHIN YOU

NGRY BUDDHIST HAD survived his suicide attempt, like a lot of
A other guys who were at Elkton who bore the scars. But not every-
one who endured the humiliation of the charge and the public spectacle
that followed made it to prison. When I was on house arrest, a friend of
mine directed my attention to the story of Ryan Loskarn, the chief of staff
for Tennessee Senator Lamar Alexander. He had a reputation for getting
the job done and working well with both sides of the political aisle—
something which seems to be a uniquely valuable and extremely rare skill
these days. When I read his suicide letter, which his mother published
online, I wept. It could just have easily been my letter:

On December 11, 2013, I was arrested for possession
of child pornography. Writing those few words took
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a long time; seeing them in print is agony. But I owe
many, many people an explanation—if that’s even pos-
sible—and that’s why I've written this letter.

The news coverage of my spectacular fall makes it
impossible for me to crawl in a hole and disappear. I've
hurt every single human being I've ever known and the
details of my shame are preserved on the Internet for
all time. There is no escape.

My family has been wounded beyond descrip-
tion. My former boss and colleagues had their trust
broken and their names dragged through the mud for
no reason other than association. Friends’ question
whether they ever really knew me.

Everyone wants to know why.

I've asked God. I've asked myself. I've talked with
clergy and counselors and psychiatrists. I spent five days
on suicide watch in the psychiatric ward at the D.C. jail,
fixated on the “why” and “how” questions: why did I do
this and how can I kill myself? I've shared the most pri-
vate details of my life with others in the effort to find an
answer. There seem to be many answers and none at all.

The first time I saw child pornography was during
a search for music on a peer-to-peer network. I wasn’t
seeking it but I didn’t turn away when I saw it. Until
that moment, the only place I'd seen these sorts of im-
ages was in my mind.

I found myself drawn to videos that matched my
own childhood abuse. It’s painful and humiliating to ad-
mit to myself, let alone the whole world, but I pictured
myself as a child in the image or video. The more an im-
age mirrored some element of my memories and took
me back, the more I felt a connection.

This is my deepest, darkest secret.

As a child I didn’t understand what had happened at
the time of the abuse. I did know that I must not tell
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anyone, ever. Later the memories took on new and more
troubling meaning when I became a teenager. They start-
ed to appear more often and made me feel increasingly
apart from everyone else. In my mind I instigated and en-
joyed the abuse—even as a five and nine years old—no
matter the age difference. Discussing what had happened
would have meant shame and blame.

[ always worried someone might look at me and
know, so I paid close attention to others for any sign
they might have figured it out. No one ever did. By my
late teens I reached a sort of mental equilibrium on the
matter. [ couldn’t stop the images from appearing alto-
gether, but [ generally controlled when they appeared.

As an adult I thought I was a tougher man because
of the experience; that I was mentally stronger and less
emotional than most. I told myself that I was superior
to other people because I had dealt with this thing on
my own.

Those I worked with on the Hill would likely de-
scribe me as a controlled, independent, and rational
person who could analyze a situation with little or no
emotion. That’s how I viewed myself. In retrospect, the
qualities that helped me succeed on Capitol Hill were
probably developed partly as a result of the abuse and
how it shaped me.

In the aftermath of my arrest and all that followed,
the mental equilibrium I had created to deal with my
past is gone. Today the memories fly at me whenever
they choose. They're the first thing I see when I wake
and the last thing I think about before falling asleep. 1
am not in control of anything anymore, not even my
own memories. It’s terrifying,

In my life, I had only ever mentioned the abuse to
three friends, and then fleetingly so. I never spoke to a
mental health professional about this or any other mat-
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ter until I was in the D.C. jail. I talked with a counselor
there about my crime and the horrible hurt I had caused
so many people. I didn’t talk to him about my past. I
didn’t think it mattered because I intended to kill my-
self as soon as possible.

The session ended and I left to be taken to a cell. Be-
fore I'd gone far, the counselor called me back. He said
there was something he couldn’t put his finger on and
he wanted to talk some more. And then he just stopped
and looked at me, not saying a word. He was the first
person in my life who I think had figured it out. And he
was the first person I ever spoke to in any detail about
those memories.

That conversation was the first of many that have
already taken place, and many more to come, as I begin
the process of trying to sort this out and fix myself.

I understand that some people—maybe most—
will view this as a contrived story designed to find
some defense for defenseless behavior. That it’s an ex-
cuse. In some ways I feel disgusting sharing this truth
with you because in my heart I still struggle to see my
five-year-old self as a victim. But I’'m sharing this with
you because it is the truth, not an excuse. And I believe
it played a role in my story.

To my family, friends and Capitol Hill colleagues:
I've had individual conversations with each of you in
my mind. I've pictured your face as I admitted to my
failure and heard the shock in your voice. I lay awake
at night reviewing these conversations over and over
again. They are among the most excruciatingly painful
aspects of this terrible, terrible nightmare.

To those who choose to sever all ties with me, I don’t
blame you. No one wants to think or talk about this subject
matter. All I can say is: I understand and I'm sorry.

To those of you who have offered words of com-



Chapter Eight

passion to me and my family: your kindness has been
remarkable. Compassion is harder to accept than con-
demnation when you feel as disgusting and horrible as I
do, but it means a great deal. I'm more grateful to you
than you can possibly imagine.

And last, to the children in the images: I should have
known better. I perpetuated your abuse and that will be

a burden on my soul for the rest of my life.

Does this sound like the rantings of a remorseless monster?

On January 23, 2014, Ryan hanged himself in his parents’ home
while on house arrest. He was thirty-five years old.

Immediately after reading this letter, I reached out to Ryan’s moth-
er. She responded, and we keep in frequent contact to this day. She was
the first person to write a review of my first book on Amazon. We both
understood what Ryan went through. This letter, and his taking his own
life, underscores for many that this is a mental health issue—not a pub-
lic safety issue, as is typically believed. But myths persist.

[ often compared my experience with Ryan’s. In the first five days,
Ryan was put on suicide watch in a county jail, isolated from the ones
who loved him unconditionally, who had they been there would have
supported him and told him that the media circus was all bullshit and
they knew who he really was, that they knew he had struggled and that
the fear and shame could be behind him one day. He never got that
chance, and stewing over his humiliation and focusing on his loss was
all he could do. What is further soul-crushing and bitterly ironic is the
fact that Ryan’s plan to take his own life was hatched while he was on
suicide watch.

In contrast, I was able to spend the first five days after my home was
raided with my wife and children in Colorado’s beautiful mountains. I
began healing almost instantly. I had the opportunity to regroup and
see what was truly important. It gave me the strength to handle what
was going to come to me next. Had I been thrown in jail or put on
diesel therapy from the get-go, as many are, and had nothing to do but
think about all I had just lost in the blink of an eye—after working so
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hard for it my whole life—I would have done the same damned thing
as Ryan. The contrast between Ryan’s situation and mine provides fur-
ther evidence that there is a better way to handle this problem—and a
reminder that (with a very sharp pang of guilt toward my condemned
brethren) the ball bounced the right way for me at almost every possi-
ble turn. It made me realize just how fortunate I had been. But my eyes
were opened to how bad it can get.

On February 12, 2015, my first book, Trauma, Shame, and the Power of
Love, was published online by Qui, who was busy enough starting a
radiation oncology practice of her own about forty-five miles from
Elkton. In the months prior, she and I worked tirelessly, through the
slow mail system of Elkton, the TRULINCS email system, and during
her visits, which she managed to make every other weekend (which
entailed closely following my visitation schedule)—including holidays.
[ initially wrote the book during my house arrest as a by-product of
my journaling and abuse/PTSD cognitive behavioral therapy—and so
that I could give my children something to read one day to help them
understand what their dad had done to get his “consequences” and have
to go to “camp.”

I'd asked Qui to take a look at the manuscript while I was on house
arrest. After she stayed up an entire night to read it, I was hit with texts
the following morning, telling me of her nearly continuous tears and a
few much-welcomed moments of laughter as she read. Her conclusion
was that my story must be told to help others and to counter the mis-
representation that the news media created about me. It was she who
garnered support among my colleagues who financed the necessary ed-
iting and book design efforts. She put me in touch with the editors, too.
[ was grateful to hear she thought the book was worth pursuing, in part
because I wanted to get it out before my medical board hearing, which
would come on the heels of my release. Thus, our Herculean efforts to
get the project into print at a breakneck pace.

The result was that my book came out while I was still incarcerat-
ed. For a while, I had told people I trusted that I'd written a book. This
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statement was frequently met with something along the lines of, Yeah,
you and about a hundred other guys here. But when the first copy arrived
during mail call, that skepticism quickly evaporated. Word spread like
wildfire throughout the FSL. In a few weeks, there were four or five
copies floating around. After my inner circle read it (pointing out a few
typos), the book spread until it reached all units of the FSL. For the
last two months of my stay, on an almost daily basis, someone would
appear red-eyed and unannounced at my cube. After a while I knew the
routine. Seeing them standing at the entrance, I would say, “You read
my book and want to take a walk around the track, don’t you?” The
response was a silent nod. This was followed by four to ten walking
laps around the track, which served as the backdrop for intense, often
tear-filled discussions.

My book struck a chord. And after someone had just read about my
personal life and its gory details, they felt compelled, or at least com-
fortable, sharing their stories with me. This may have been the most
therapeutic aspect of my time in prison.

As I gathered the stories, I noticed some trends in how their cases
went down. There were four major factors that determined what hap-

pened to an individual.
WHEN THE DEFENDANT WAS SENTENCED

The cutoff date was December 2012, when the Sentencing Commis-
sion’s Report on Federal Child Pornography Offenses was released.
Before this, about 50 percent of federal judges thought the sentencing
guidelines lengths were a bit draconian, but their hands were somewhat
tied. After the report was released, it gave judges some teeth, a doc-
ument to point to, such that the number who disagreed rose beyond
70 percent and sentencing lengths plummeted. Prior to this, many
judges who gave short sentences feared an appeal would overrule or
remand decisions they’d made in good conscience, but this threat di-
minished once the report was released. The Southern District of Ohio,
where my case was held, had formalized its disagreement with the
sentencing guidelines. I, and several other of the more recent arrivals

105



A TORTUOUS PATH

to Elkton, were given sentences of twelve to twenty-four months—
something unheard of previously. And while I was the recipient of some
elbowing and the “short-timer” moniker, most of it was good natured.
Several people commented that it was about time the punishment
matched the crime and that they hoped the newer cases like mine ush-
ered in a new era. In some ways, I felt like a solider returning from the
front with some good news for once.

THE DEFENDANT’S PREVIOUS STATUS

A lot of people assumed that I got a light sentence because I was a doc-
tor and had means. This was a big misconception. It really comes down
to the judge, and having held a position of trust could just as easily
count against you as in your favor. On the one hand, a judge could say
about a doctor, lawyer, teacher, Well this person did a lot of good, let’s cut
him some slack and get him back out there in the world. Or a judge could say,
This guy should have known better. He abused the trust placed in him, so let’s
hammer a nail through his scrotum, shall we?

Money didn’t always help either, but neither did not having it. I
met a retired Air Force colonel—someone who'd been heavily in-
volved in the “wars on terror” in Afghanistan and elsewhere, who spent
over $150,000 on his defense. He got eight years and a $250,000 fine.
However, many poor guys got stuck with subpar public defenders who
could barely keep up with their caseloads and received extremely harsh
sentences as a result. These weren’t Air Force officers or doctor/lawyer
types. While I heard stories of great defense attorneys—public and pri-
vate—the only ones I heard complaints about were public defenders.
So being limited to this option carried risk. In short, the defendant’s
previous standing in the community had an impact, but the nature of

that impact was very unpredictable in the multivariate analysis.
THE DEFENDANT’S AGE

This one was bimodal in distribution, with the very young and very old
representing one group and everyone else comprising the other. The ef-
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fect on senior citizen offenders was obvious: no one likes it when people
die in prison. And, really, who is some crippled old geezer going to hurt?
So keeping sentences shorter for older guys is understandable. That was
the story with Mr. Bistline, the elderly man who was sentenced before
me by my same judge. He had already spent three years on house ar-
rest and completed sex offender treatment. My judge did not want to
send him away for five years, so his case kept getting kicked around—to
placate both the law (with the numerous appeals) and society—in the
hope the delays might let him die in peace at home. He ended up serving
twelve months somewhere. About 30 of the 150 men in my unit were
older than sixty-five. They tended to have shorter sentences.

It is with mixed emotions that I describe the “shorter sentences”
received by the younger guys in the unit. Judges tend to give younger
defendants a chance to still maybe have a life—because nothing says
you are going places more than being a felon and a registered sex of-
fender. While most of these young men’s sentences fell below three
years, which was relatively short, how they were prosecuted was often
reprehensible. Several of the kids there (I use the word kids deliberate-
ly) were in high school when they first got involved with child pornog-
raphy, trading pictures and telling their buddies to check out this crazy
stuff. Then, after they turned seventeen, they were arrested and tried
as adults. In other words, due to an arbitrary measure of the number of
times they’d seen the earth go around the sun—plus a few extra revo-
lutions on its axis for good measure—these kids went overnight from
being boys to fully attaining the rights, responsibilities, and (supposed-
ly) decision-making capabilities that the legal definition of adulthood
confers. Of the stories I heard at Elkton, it was these that were the most
appalling. Several inmates told me similar stories while I was there, and
I'heard second hand about a few others who left before I got there. This
is somewhat terrifying, knowing that many teens in high school send
explicit pictures of themselves and their friends to each other—which
technically is production and distribution of child pornography, since
the subjects of the media are under eighteen years of age, even if the
subjects are themselves. And yes, cases are emerging where teens are

considered to have victimized themselves and are punished for it as if
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they were abusing adults, while state laws (including Ohio) are being
drafted to further criminalize this common activity among teens.

The most egregious story was that of a twenty-two-year-old man
who was the head orderly of my unit. He was my boss. When I needed
Lysol spray, rags, or extra Scotch-Brite pads for cleaning the bathroom
sinks on the weekend, he was the guy I reported to. He was also the guy
who’d let me know if I did a good or bad job—and he did. He was such
an intelligent kid, with patience that takes most people a lifetime to de-
velop. He had a somber and contemplative young face behind his glass-
es, and possessed equal parts physical awkwardness and confidence. I
will never forget how calmly he told me of his undoing while walking
the yard one day after I'd insensitively offered, “You seem like a smart
kid, what are you doing here?”

His response will stick with me for a long time. “You know, me and
some guys back in high school found this website where girls that were
like our age, or freshman maybe, were showing off their tits or playing
with themselves or whatever. They probably were posing and doing stu-
pid stuff on their smart phones. I was like, Hey! Nice! I was still a virgin,
you know. [ hadn’t seen a girl my own age naked—ever. I mean, look
at me. Who was gonna fuck this, even back then, right?” he chuckled,
pointing at himself. “So we did this for a while. And two days after my
seventeen-year birthday, I get arrested. It was a state case at first. They
were like, OK man, you don’t do this shit again, right?You get probation. And
we are gonna watch you. Oh, yeah, and we want you to go to college, too—that
is part of your probation—go to college and shit. So I am going to college
and doing really well, man. I got like a 3.6 GPA that first semester.”

Then came the pause that so many stories had.

“Next thing I know, it becomes a federal case. I have no idea how,
other than maybe some local federal prosecutor caught wind of it. I
get pulled out of college, I have a trial, and I got four years of federal
prison. So I have one year left here—and I have no fucking idea what I
am going to do now.”

It was another disgusting irony, given that the laws that ruined this

child’s life were written to protect children.
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WHAT THE DEFENDANT LOOKED LIKE

Justice is not blind. Facial symmetry and proximity to what society
deems attractive matters in court just like everywhere else. Almost ev-
ery person I met who got less than three years was among the more
attractive guys—or at least they looked “normal.” People have told me I
look OK, and I believed them. And I also believed that helped me in my
sentencing. George, my cube mate, looked like a TV news anchor. Per-
fect hair, great skin, amazing smile, well-spoken. He kind of looked like
Doug Flutie. He was only five years younger than my father, yet he only
looked five years older than me. (He also added a master’s in microbi-
ology to the law degree and medical degree that comprised our cube.
We ended up being called the University Cube and were visited by
many inmates seeking medical and legal advice. Jon, the Jewish Prince,
was quick to call us, the Doctor, the Lawyer, and the Candlestick Mak-
er—but George, the consummate salesman, took that slight in stride.)
He’d had over a million files of porn on his computers. I am not sure
what percent was child pornography, but 1 percent of a million files is
ten thousand files, just for reference. Handsome George got two years.

It seemed that the guys who got more than six years just didn’t look
“right.” Often they resembled stereotypical child molesters from TV and
newspapers: misshapen heads, rodent- or amphibian-like countenanc-
es, bad mullets, wispy facial hair, Coke-bottle thick glasses, an affinity for
Members Only jackets, etc. Despite being nice, totally harmless guys and
clearly noncontact-type SOs, they had something Gollum-like about them.
It was easy to imagine judges—not having much knowledge of the offender
and in light of the extra weight that anything related to child pornography
carries— adding a few extra years to these guys’ sentences, just to be safe.

The upshot was that, if you were in your thirties to fifties, had a
low-paying job, were sentenced before the winter of 201213, and ap-
peared unsettling to strangers—well, you were toast.

After my book came out, I received an email from my attorney, Wad-
sworth, who told me that a local veteran news anchor wanted to inter-
view me to discuss the book and my thoughts about anti—child pornog-
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raphy advocacy and law reform. Of course, the warden instantly denied
that request, but it did get me thinking about what I would say. After
talking with so many inmates and getting to know them, and then being
posed this question, I came to some more realizations.

[ almost never heard from the men anything like, You know, when I
was viewing children being sexually abused and exploited, it was during the best
time of my life and I was so pissed when I was made to stop. (The few excep-
tions were Tweak and maybe two others who gave me the creeps—
three guys out of over a hundred.) Never did I hear, It should be legal.
Never did I hear, I thought about it, and what better way to hurt children
and add to a pervasive global problem than to view the worst moments of their
lives—so that’s what I did!

What I did hear a lot of was, I was so relieved when I was caught. It could

finally stop. And 'heard, I can’t believe I did that. I am beyond ashamed. And,
It was the worst time of my life, followed by any number of qualifiers:

* My [mother/ father / wife/brother /sister / best friend/etc. | just died. ..
* I just lost my [job/marriage/house/life savings/etc.]. ..
* My [mental illness—PTSD and dissociative disorders were especially

common]| was totally out of control. ..

* I was doing a ton of [alcohol/drug of choice]. ..

Concluding with, when I was doing this shit. Frequently, there was the
added statement, I knew it was wrong on some level or another—but I felt too
sorry for myself to care.

[ was amazed at how strongly these themes resonated with me. One
the most profound moments of my life was the morning after the raid
on my home, after I told my wife that [ had been abused and that I had
viewed child pornography, and I learned that she and her father were
going to stand by me. I was walking on the University of Colorado’s
campus during a beautiful Rocky Mountains sunrise. I felt like Dorothy
swept from the dingy gray world of Kansas and set down in the Techni-
color Land of Oz after the tornado. I was not alone in this feeling. The
relief of being caught was almost universal among us.

The other common theme was that of early childhood sexualiza-
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tion. About half of the SOs I met were, like me, sexually abused as
children. Some abuse was mild or moderate, like the teenage babysitter
who fondled a guy’s genitals when he was eight. Some were horren-
dous, like the uncle who routinely sodomized one of the guys when he
was eleven, or the grandmother who frequently made her five- or six-
year-old grandson shove his whole hand and wrist into her vagina, and
then rewarded him with ice cream.

Among those who hadn’t been sexually abused, often a traumatic
experience at a young age had coincided with an exposure to sex and
sexuality. The most striking example of this was a guy who had watched
his father beat his mother nearly to death (complete with a skull frac-
ture and a long hospitalization) and was then sent away to an extended
family member’s house for a few weeks while the dust settled. There,
his fourteen-year-old cousin showed him an X-rated movie that in-
volved high-school teachers having sex with their students. (Of course,
this was legal porn, since all participants were at least a day older than
the minimum required age, even though they looked years younger.)
He was nine years old at the time.

The equation for creating a nonproduction/noncontact offender

might look like this:

childhood sexualization + childhood trauma*
+

mental illness/addiction
+
adult life stressors
+

Internet

NP/NC child pornography offenses

*This would be a single event in the case of childhood sexual abuse.
The guys I'm talking about were not pedophiles. There was no evil

or malice in the actions they’d taken. They were not hoping to be part of
an underground cabal for the sole purpose of exploiting children. Rather,
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what they’d done was a maladaptive coping mechanism that the ease of
access and massive abundance of online child pornography created for
them. Anytime a noxious agent is made readily available to the public,
problems are going to arise—see what the overprescription of opioids
has done to us. And it is not a harbinger of future contact offenses. There
is plenty of scientific data that repeatedly demonstrate this observation.

A peer-to-peer network download and its search engine capability
put thousands of files at their fingertips. And the combination of sex,
carly childhood trauma/ despair felt compellingly familiar to them. For
the vast majority of the men I met with the NP/NC charges, though
the harm they caused was indeed real, it was unintended. Just as the
drunk driver, whose judgment is impaired (and whose use of alcohol is
a manifestation of an addiction disease), does not intend to run his car
into a minivan, killing a family of five.

Of course, this view is a far cry from the monster moniker con-
ferred by the news media/law enforcement/prosecutor/legislator
complex, members of which have a tendency to exaggerate their her-
oism and pander to the public demand for surrogate victory in crimes
against children. As Amanda Knox eloquently said in the recent docu-
mentary about her murder trials (and eventual acquittal), “People love
monsters. And when they get the chance, they want to see them. It’s
people projecting their fears. They want the reassurance that they know
who the bad people are, and it’s not them.” From what I could see,

these guys, myself included, are not monsters either.

Being immersed in this situation, I had to wonder if there was a better
way to deal with the problem than crushing partially broken people,
labeling them as the worst of all human beings, and then warehous-
ing them, compounding old traumas, and creating new ones—while
spending billions of tax dollars to do so without putting a dent in the
online child pornography stockpile and its related activity. It also seems
that for those investigating, evaluating, and prosecuting these crimes,
it quickly becomes apparent that a significant number of the offenders

who are caught are not what the general public assumes. There needs to
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be some kind of off-ramp from the current default process for offend-
ers who are, once thoroughly vetted, proven to be nonviolent.

Currently, NP/NC child pornography cases comprise 85 percent
of federal sex offender cases. They become federal because of the na-
ture of the Internet—it crosses state lines. And since the federal gov-
ernment has, for all intents and purposes, unlimited resources (despite
being $21 trillion in debt), the sentencing length is not bound by the
normal fiscal limitations of most state budgets. That is one reason why
some state molestation and rape cases result in shorter sentences than
federal NP/NC sentences.

A more effective and less costly approach would be to create a di-
version program, like those that exist for nonviolent drug offenders,
perhaps at the state level, to free up the courts and police resources to
pursue more dangerous elements in the world of sexual crimes, like
human traffickers and rapists. Diversion programs mandate education
and counseling for offenders (with the goal of understanding the reason
behind and preventing future offending behavior), restitution for the
victims and fines to fund future law enforcement efforts, and avoidance
of situations or restrictions specific to the crime (in this case, for a com-
puter-based crime, computer monitoring). These programs are typical-
ly run by police departments, the court, the district attorney’s office,
or an independent entity. They can generate revenue for combating the
more egregious sex offenses. Completion of the program would result
in the charge being dropped or reduced (avoiding full prosecution and
incarceration), which helps keep people’s lives intact while addressing
their issues. Failure to comply would result in the full or a heightened
charge being applied, bringing with it the full measure of shame, per-
sonal loss, public humiliation, and prison time. This would give first-
time offenders a chance to redeem and repair themselves, as opposed
to just throwing them away for sixteen years, like Jelly Roll. Going by
the majority of the men I met, NP/NC offenders just need a nudge in
the right direction—mnot a sledgehammer blow to shatter them. Given
the very low recidivism rate of these offenders (around 2 to 4 percent)
the success rate could be expected to be very good.

Diversion programs have been proven to be effective for low-level
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drug offenders. It is true that when the offender buys pills, heroin, or
crystal meth, they participate and fund a market and illegal trade that
often entails murder, corruption, and the destruction of families and
communities. But addiction, not a thirst for violence, is what drives
those activities. And individually their overall impact and the magni-
tude of harm they generate is miniscule. The drug abusers in these pro-
grams are a far cry from the cartel leaders and other crime bosses that
law enforcement should be targeting.

The same can be said for NP/NC child pornography offenders.
They are low-level, nonviolent offenders. While their maladaptive cop-
ing mechanism leads to the retraumatization of the victims and may
encourage others to engage in the activity, they are often too mired in
their own mental health issues and suffering to be aware of the harm
they are creating. And, as with low-level drug offenders, the harm gen-
erated is largely abstract. Even Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito (a
George W. Bush nominee) struggled to quantify the harm of viewing
child pornography files. As he wondered aloud during oral argument in
the 2008 case Paroline v. United States, “Determining the harm created
by viewership is difficult to measure. Once images of sexual abuse have
been viewed 1,000 times, is it even theoretically possible to assess the
damage caused by the 1,001st viewing?”

[ was struck by a case I read about while I was at Elkton, where a
guy with child pornography possession charges actually took his case to a
federal jury trial. This is rare, since computer forensic evidence is indis-
putable. Nearly all cases are plea-bargained in exchange for shorter sen-
tences. Federal prosecutors often use the threat of a massive sentence to
deter defendants from taking their case before a jury, essentially leaving
whatever plea bargain is offered as the only option. If you plead guilty, we
will give you two years; if you go to trial and are found guilty, you get thirty, is
how it goes. Most federal defendants take the first option.

Of course, the guy in this case was easily found guilty. But for grin’s
sake, the judge (James Gwin, who presided over the 2015 case, in
Cleveland—the Northern Ohio District) polled the jury about what
they thought should be the appropriate prison sentence, even though
their decision would not be enforced. The sentencing in federal court,
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as in most courts, is entirely up to the judge. The jury in this case rec-
ommended fourteen months and were aghast to hear he was facing a
mandatory minimum of five years, while the prosecutors wanted twen-
ty and federal sentencing guidelines recommended twenty-seven. The
judge issued five years—and caught a lot of flak for it.

This unusual case provides a rare opportunity to illustrate multi-
ple problems. For one, it shows that when all the facts are thoroughly
presented to members of the public (not the selective, sensationalist
spin that comes from news media), there can be some quantification
in harm. In this example, the defendant’s peers, composed of typical
members of the community who made up the jury, felt that 1,500 il-
licit files were worth fourteen months in prison. The second point is
summed up best by Judge Gwin himself, when he stated that the jury
poll, “does reflect how off the mark the federal sentencing guidelines
are.”Where is the will of the people when they say fourteen months and
the legal statutes (purporting to reflect the will of those same people)
say twenty-seven years? Since 97 percent of federal cases are disposed
via plea bargain, direct exposure to the unfiltered evidence (including
the psychological profiles, motives of defendants, and other mitigating
factors) is rarely presented to the lay public, which further widens the
information gap surrounding these crimes.

My intent here is not meant to minimize the victimization of those
children in those media files. But if a system is to deliver life-altering,
crippling sentences for a crime that, when brought to light, induces
some to commit suicide, the harm generated should (A) match the se-
verity of the punishment, (B) be easily quantifiable and substantial, and
(C) not be open to such theoretical musings.

Law enforcement and prosecutors are incentivized by good PR
and convictions to go after the low-hanging fruit that NP/NC child
pornography offenders represent. (It doesn’t take a Sherlock Holmes
to track an IP address, nor does it take a Jack McCoy to prosecute a
case with irrefutable digital/ computer-based evidence.) As a result, to
bring these cases to court, these agencies have compromised in ways
that are morally and ethically flawed. In a 2017 article in Reason maga-

zine, Jacob Sullum charged that the FBI has become one of the largest
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distributors of online child pornography. When the FBI commandeered
The Playpen (a dark web source of child pornography) in 2015, it op-
erated the site for two weeks. During that time, about 100,000 peo-
ple visited the site, accessing at least 48,000 photos, 200 videos, and
13,000 links. The operation led to 200 arrests, or just 0.2 percent of
those who committed the crime.

This example is sobering for three reasons: (A) It demonstrates just
how prevalent this disturbing activity is. A small Internet task force in
Wisconsin, similar to the one that investigated me, once reported that
over 18,000 people in its area (a few counties) engaged in this activity
and had accumulated enough evidence on their computers for prose-
cution. (B) It undermines the rationale of deterrence and allows if not
encourages continued harmful behavior, given that 99.8 percent who
participated were not arrested (though, granted, many of the website
visitors may have been outside of the U.S., and thus the FBI’s jurisdic-
tion). (C) Perhaps the most troubling reason is that the continued vic-
timization of the abused was facilitated by law enforcement, regardless
of the intent. And consider, if each of the 100,000 visitors viewed or
downloaded ten files (which is very easy to do with today’s technolo-
gy), that would be one million more victimizations.

In the name of “catching monsters,” the FBI in many cases is com-
mitting more serious crimes than the people it arrests. Federal pros-
ecutors routinely bring cases that were made possible only by the Bu-
reau’s repeated victimization of children—thousands of times.

In a 2002 NewYork University Law Review article, Howard Anglin ar-
gued that victims of child pornography actually have legal and moral
grounds to sue FBI agents who mail images of them to the people they
are targeting for arrests. “If, as courts have held, the children depicted
in child pornography are victimized anew each time [an image] changes
hands, this practice inflicts further injuries on the children portrayed in
the images,” Anglin argued. “The practice of distributing child pornog-
raphy in undercover operations exposes federal agents to potential civil
liability and undermines the integrity of the criminal justice system.”

Moreover, each time the FBI distributes a single image, it essential-
ly commits a federal crime that, under different circumstances, would
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be punishable by a mandatory minimum sentence of five years and a
maximum sentence of twenty years. The argument that this convenient
bending of morality is acceptable because it is for the greater good
holds no weight when considering that over 80 percent of those who
are caught and imprisoned are nonviolent, nondangerous NP/NC of-
fenders who are otherwise productive members of society. If putting
away guys like Deaf-Con 5, Jelly Roll, Leonard, the kids just out of high
school, and the grandpas in their walkers are the end result of this prac-
tice, that only makes a further mockery of the suffering those children
have already endured. The children are victimized three times in these
cases: first by the primary abusers and producers of the media, second
by the people who viewed it, and third by the law enforcement agents
who permitted its viewing for the sake of arrests, when they had the
chance to remove it instead.

Efforts should be focused on eradicating this media wherever found,
reducing the supply whenever possible—not leaving it out there, or ac-
tively putting it out there, and using it to catch people. The supply far
outweighs the demand using this approach. Another common refrain [
heard from my fellow Elkton inmates was, I didn’t start out looking for
this stuff. It found me.

Reducing the supply is a daunting task (whenever one site is taken
down, others are put right up, creating a game of technological Wack-
a-Mole), but it would at least shift the focus from passively waiting to
see who looks or downloads and pouncing on them to making an actual
attempt to put a dent in the actual problem. With a new direction and
shifting the emphasis away from low-level offenders, more time and
resources could be put toward developing more sophisticated cyber-
strategies to eliminate files and paralyze distributing websites.

Based on my observations, personal experience, and research into
this subject that few consider, I can say with extreme confidence that
something really needs to give here. The disconnect between the real-
ity of the offenders and the public’s assumptions, between the stated
goals of the current policies and the actual outcomes, simply could not
be greater. A rational discussion on combatting this problem needs to

happen—one that is based on the ample available data (which are often
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ignored in favor of sensationalist myths) and an honest and rigorous
cost analysis. Fear, demonization, projection, and the discomfort our
society feels about anything sexual need to be set aside. Because, by
and large, what I saw at Elkton was a massive waste for everyone. This
includes the inmates and their families, the prison officials, taxpayers,
and, most importantly, the true victims of child pornography.
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“Then—as he was talking—a set of tail-
lights going past lit up McMurphy’s face,
and the windshield reflected an expression

that was allowed only because be figured
it’d be too dark for anybody in the car

to see, dreadfully tired and strained and
frantic, like there wasn’t enough time left
for something be had to do.”

—KEN KESEY, ONE FLEW OVER THE CUCKOO’S NEST

(44 MAN, I COULD go for an American Spirit as soon as | get out

of here.” I had told Leonard and George a few days before I
was due to leave. “But, I would feel so weird, you know—"they looked
puzzled. “Asking my mom to get me cigarettes. A cancer doctor?” I
struggled. “I think she would be so disappointed in me.”

“Dude,” Leonard said, “your mom is picking you up from a federal
prison.” Trying to be delicate, while simultaneously busting my balls a
bit, he continued, “I don’t think you can disappoint her any more than
you already have.”

There was a pause. And then our cube erupted in laughter.

“Good point,” I conceded.
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[ still didn’t ask my mom to bring cigarettes, just some left over
Reese’s Peanut Butter Eggs, squirreled away for me since Easter a few
weeks before, and some no-bake cookies.

“So what are you going to do when you get out?” George asked me,
after the laughter subsided.

“Well, I am going to the halfway house in Columbus for ninety
days, as you know. I have no idea what I am going to do for a job while
I'm there. Hell, I don’t even have a car. My wife sold it!”We laughed a
bit. “I just wish I could have been released to Cincinnati, but that half-
way house don’t take any sex offenders.”

“Why Cincinnati?” George asked. “That area is where I am heading
in a week.” George’s sentence was coming up on completion, too.

“I have a research job lined up at a paint company in Kentucky,
about ten miles south of Cincy.”

“Paint? Really? What kind of paint?” I thought this was an odd ques-
tion to ask, but then again, George was a chemical salesman.

“It’s weird paint. It’s not like the stuff you paint the walls of your
home with. It has a ton of zinc in it and keeps metal from rusting.
The automotive industry is their main purchaser.” I could see George’s
smile forming. “And a weird class of chemicals—pyro-strontinates.”

“Pyro-strontinates!?” he broke into a laugh. “Are you going to work at
Hammond? Hammond Industries!”

“Yeah,” I said, surprised. “How in the hell do you know about
Hammond?”

“Are you serious? I sold strontinates to them. They were my largest
account! How do you know about Hammond?”

“My dad helped to build that company. He has been there for al-
most forty years. When my case broke out, the founder and chairman
said I could always have a job there—you know—to use my science
background and all and help me out,” I explained. I thought about the
coincidence and chuckled again. “Man, small fucking world, eh?”

“Yeah. So you know DJ—he is the lab manager—and Tad, the gen-
eral manager?”

“Man, I have known those guys since I was a kid.”

“Great guys. Great guys. I always liked visiting that place. And D]
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was great. He would always test out new products in the paint and get
back to me on how it performed. He was such a great customer and
researcher.” George paused, allowing this new discovery to settle in.
“Wow! What are the odds?You can tell them I said hello.”

“I will. Too funny.” All three of us shook our heads in disbelief for
a while.

“What about your medical license and being a doctor again?” Leon-
ard asked.

“I don’t know. The medical board wanted to wait until I got out to
have my hearings with me in person, and they will see. I was surprised
they waited for me. So we’ll see what happens. I don’t know how long
I will be at Hammond.”

“Jeez. More shit, eh?”

“Yeah.”

George chimed back in then. “Well, try to end up in Clermont
County. You don’t want to mess with Hamilton, where Cincy is. It’s a
busy, crowded inner-city type sheriff’s office.” George was referring to
the upcoming hassle of being on the sex offender registry. “Clermont is
more laid back. Suburban and rural. Try to get a place in Batavia, Mil-
ford, or Amelia. I'm moving in with some friends in Milford. Whatever
you do, don’t live in Cincy.”

“OK, man. I will keep that in mind.”

The event of my departure, on May 4, 2015, was somewhat uncer-
emonious. There was no big send-off for me the night before; there
would be none for a guy who stayed at Elkton for only seven-and-a-half
months. I just hoped I wasn’t so much of an ass that there’d be a party
after 1 was on the other side of the fence. I'd seen that happen a few
times. Even months after Jon the Narcissistic Walrus left, a few dark
recollections about him surfaced from time to time, and we all fer-
vently hoped he wasn’t coming back (for our own sakes). Although the
bonds I developed with the men there were, in both depth and number,
accelerated by my book coming out and making the rounds of the units,
plus the odd heart-to-heart walk-and-talk on the track, a “short timer”
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simply does not garner enough regard to get guys to dip into their com-
missary for the week to throw a good-bye party.

But those who knew me gave me their well wishes: “Get back into
cancer, man.” “Write about me in your next book.” “Let people know
what’s really up.” “Don’t lose hope—you will be fine.”

Vanilla was among them—or he did the best he could. He recounted
his entire Elkton softball carcer to me, season by season, as I laid in my
top bunk and he stood in the walkway, elbow up against the brick wall
that prevented me from rolling off and landing four feet below on the
hard concrete floor. (One old guy from H unit had rolled out while I was
in Elkton and got himself a subdural hematoma and a craniotomy to fix
it.) Vanilla had five years and five softball seasons behind him, and now
it was spring training again. But the status of his shoulder and knee were
in doubt, so he was deciding between the spring season versus the real
summer league, and whether he would play at the A or B level hung in
the balance. His dissertation lasted almost fifteen minutes, while I polite-
ly listened and gave him advice, baller to baller. As it happened, he was
the guy who'd led me to my bunk on the first day. So it was fitting that
he held the floor on my last night there and took the longest to say good-
bye. “Well, take it easy on the outside,” he abruptly concluded, just as I
thought he was going to explain his plate-coverage philosophy and his ap-
proach to being two strikes down.Then he disappeared into the darkness.

“What the fuck was that all about?” Leonard asked when he knew
Vanilla was out of earshot. He was laughing, giggling, and even in the
dark I knew his face and ears were red. I tried to keep my chortles qui-
et, since I did not have the soundproofing the bottom bunk provided.
We hadn’t laughed that hard since Angry Buddhist put the smack down
on our post-meditation state of serenity.

Leonard and I laughed about it again as we walked to the receiving
and discharge door, at five forty-five the next morning. It was the first
time I ever walked toward that door with its posted “R&D” sign and
recalling Vanilla’s soliloquy took some of the edge off. “That institution-
alized motherfucker,” Leonard said with a chuckle.

“Well, I can leave now, knowing V’s softball rehab program.” Rehab
was a poor word choice. Vanilla had turned down the residential drug
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abuse program (RDAP), which would have shaved a year off his sen-
tence, because it was up the hill. The entire social network and laundry
hustle he had built at the FSL would have been leveled; he would have
been a chomo with no life up there. Remaining on the Island of Misfit
Prisoners for another year was the better option. I couldn’t fault him
for that. Besides, what is one more year on top of eight if your personal
safety is essentially guaranteed?

As we approached the door, we became quiet. Leonard still had about
a year and a half to serve on the three-year sentence he received for hav-
ing deleted links to fifty-one photos of mostly teenage girls—roughly the
same age of the girls who abused him when he was eleven years old. He
was the only person [ met whose sentencing enhancement numbers were
lower than mine—yet he got three years to my seven and a half months of
actual prison time. His mother died five days after I arrived at Elkton. His
father died five days before I left. He missed both funerals. So I knew it
was hard for him to be happy for me that I was being released, but he still
genuinely was. And he showed me the graciousness he always showed.

‘I am so glad we were cellies, man,” he told me with a smile. “I
had some dickheads 