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Dedicated to my wife



Circumstances in life often take us places that we never 
intend to go.  In 2010 I was sentenced to two and a half 
years in the Essex County Jail in Massachusetts for a 
car accident that wasn’t anyone’s fault. This is the 
memoir of my survival those harrowing months behind the 
walls of the big house told in my words and artwork. 

-Alan Pearsall

Merlin the Phoenix





All of the artwork you see in this book I created 
sitting on my bunk in the joint (Unless otherwise 
noted). I  created the written portion after 
my release. I used nicknames for everybody, to 
protect the innocent and the guilty. The rest of 
this story is a true. 

-Alan Pearsall
(Merlin the Phoenix)

One Note
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Chapter One: 0686391



I arrived at the Essex County Correctional Facility 
late, night had fallen. I spent the day alone in 
the dingy holding cell below the courtroom, where 
everyone I cared about witnessed my life come apart. 
I wasn’t aloud to look at them during open court, but 
managed to catch glimpse of the room as the bailiff 
shuffled me off, cuffed and shackled. It was a little 
like seeing who would show up to your funeral.  I 
was haunted by the image of my wife collapsing in my 
brother’s arms and my mother’s scream as she heard 
my sentence. Hours later I sat in the darkness of the 
paddy wagon in shock with a few other noisy convicts 
along for the long ride to County Jail. 

I was stripped searched and issued a jumpsuit, like 
that first terrible night a week’s past. I sat in the 
holding cell with my bed roll. I stared into space, 
distraught. Everyone around me looked dangerous and I 
looked like fresh meat, as they say. I wasn’t a tough 
guy by any means, but at least I boxed in my twenties 
and knew if it came to blows I could at least defend 
my self. That gave me little solace. Everyone could 
clearly see I was a fish out of water. The guard 
called my inmate number: 0686391. My new name. 

The bored night shift guard grunted my cell assignment 
and I headed off to D Block, home of the assault 
criminals. A fantastic start. In the quiet darkness 
I walked across the empty yard trying desperately to 
remember the directions the dull intake guard mumbled 
at me. I found my building and got buzzed in. It was 
midnight by the time I entered the dark and quiet 
block. It smelled like a locker room. An old guard 
stood the large kiosk known as the ‘bubble’. He set 
me up in a cell walked me over and looked hard at 
me. “You’ll be all right here.” He said kindly. The 
doors closed with a heavy crash behind me. An Inmate 
lay awake on the bottom bunk of the tiny Cell. We 
greeted one another. I made my bed and hopped up on 
the top bunk. His name was Tony Shick, a lean Italian 
looking kid of about 25. He arrived that day as well, 
but he was clearly a return customer. He stared out 
the narrow cell door window, watching the old guard 
saunter back to the bubble. With the guard out of 
sight, Tony went to work at something on the stainless 
steel desk.    
I lay there looking up at the cracked ceiling trying 
not to break down. The trial ripped me to shreds. I 



My new world, Eastern County Prison

had nothing left. The same thoughts played over and 
over in my mind. How would I survive this? How will my 
wife get through this? I’d ruined everything, my rock 
bottom. I drowned in a sea of self pity, guilt and 
remorse. 

Across the darkness Tony spoke quietly.  “Yo Al, you 
want any?” He gestured towards a large pill he crushed 
on the desk with a wide grin that revealed teeth like 
a yellow picket fence. 

“Thanks man, not tonight, Tony.” I said. At least he 
was being friendly I thought.

“More for me, bro.” He chuckled as he finished 
crushing up the brown pill with a razor blade and then 
promptly snorted it, throwing his head back with his 
eyes closed.  Exhausted, I passed out.



The first days of jail left me lost and reeling. The 
shock of it all took a while to shake, but survival 
required me to be alert. “Keep your head down and your 
eyes up.” The last thing a kind bailiff said as they 
dragged me off in cuffs from my sobbing wife after the 
verdict. After sentencing I went from an orange jump 
suit to a brown one, worn by the convicted. I spent 
the first days at D block, the block for wife beaters 
and violent criminals, known as the “Whack-a-ho Tribe” 
among inmates. At first I never knew what to do or 
where to go. No one tells you how to do anything and 
everyone busted on new fish, guards included. 

I sat in a strange filthy cell awaiting my fate. 
Finally I got called to the bubble. The C.O. told 
me to go to upper programs with a grunt.  There was 
no freedom of movement and I had to be escorted by a 
guard. I met with my case worker, Jack Donahoe, in the 
upper programs building. He had a habit of snapping 
and pointing. He looked me over, pulled out my file 
and frowned. I was clearly not his typical client. 

Snap and point. “I heard about you on the radio coming 
in. What a shame.” He snapped gum too. “It was in the 
paper too, the Sheriff won’t like that. You’ll have to 
sit tight for a while. If you want to earn good time 
you gotta work. For every month you work you get 7.5 
days off your sentence.” He looked up from the paper 
work eying me closely. ”I can put you in protective 
custody if you feel unsafe.”  A seemingly routine 
question, but one that could mark you forever in jail.

“Just treat me like everyone else. I just want to 
blend in.” I mumbled. 

“No chance of that, Chief.” He winked and looked back 
down scribbling in my file. 

I later learned that PC (Protective Custody) housed 
the mentally ill, rats, perverts and pussies. Guys 
who couldn’t handle it or were unwanted by the general 
population. 120 bunk beds crowded in a large hanger-
like space even guards detested patrolling. PC had 
a stench all its own, a combination of despair and 
filth. In this world of miserable desperate men these 
were the most miserable and the most desperate.



The Worker’s Block.

Snap and point. “I’ll put you in 240-B, the worker’s 
block. It’s the best block. Better than 60 bed. You 
don’t belong there. The ‘D Block’ can be a pretty 
dangerous place. Ok so, I’ll see you again in 3 
months. We can talk then” He closed my folder and 
winked. 

“Tell Crawshank to come in.“ He didn’t even look up. 

Donahue pulled another beat up folder from his stack 
of folders, swigged his coffee and fiddled with a 
particularly difficult paper clip. That was it, three 
months. You realize very quickly that you’re all 
alone. No one is that interested in helping you, it’s 
a system that moves at a snail’s pace, not subject 
to reason. When I first arrived, I wasn’t able to 
call the outside world for a month and a half. I was 
definitely on my own.

240-Bravo the Worker’s Block. My new home was a block 
built for 60, but housed 119 by doubling up cells 



meant for one. Open showers faced a florescent lit 
block, about a half an acre in size, it was sweltering 
in the summer and freezing in the winter. To stay 
warm at night I wore both of my jump suits under 
the scratchy blanket, known fondly as the ‘wholly 
mammoth’. And this was considered the best block in 
the prison! 

Cell 628 in 240-B in the C-Building, my first cell, 
was an 8’by 12’ cement room with two steal bunks, a 
stainless steel desk and a toilet. A corner cell. I 
could see through the narrow, sealed window, beyond 
the fogged Plexiglas and bars, a view of poplar trees 
just passed the chain-link and razor wire. I arrived 
to find a tidy cell, extremely tidy. Pictures of hot 
women cut from magazines carefully taped to small card 
board easels sat atop the desk and a prosthetic leg 
leaned against the cement wall next to crutches. OK. 
Neat rows of bobos (prison Velcro sneakers) sat next 
to neatly folded white and tan jump suits. The bottom 
bunk was made to military standards and the cell even 
smelled clean, of jasmine I think. A serious blessing 
in that dingy dungeon. I was curious to meet my one 
legged, fastidious cell mate. I was told his name was 
Indigo and he worked in the kitchen, so he wouldn’t be 
back until 6pm.  

I put away my few belongings in the big plastic foot 
locker: my towel, half toothbrush, disposable cheap-
ass razor, cup, extra jumpsuit, extra tee shirt, sox 
and boxers. I didn’t even have a picture of my wife 
yet. My whole existence reduced to almost nothing. 
I made my bed and sat on the bunk listening to the 
echoes of the block. It was noisy. I kept my own 
council and tried to keep it together despite the 
overwhelming feeling of becoming unglued. I awaited my 
cellmate with a mix of fear and hope.

Indigo returned and greeted me with a wide smile. I 
could tell right away he was a good guy and he laughed 
at me being such out a fish of water. He looked out 
for me right from the beginning, like a big brother. 
You never know who your cell mate might be. Until you 
got to know the guards you had zero control, they 
moved inmates at random.  You could wind up with a 
psychopath or worse, someone who doesn’t bathe. 



Our cell

I lived among many bad characters everywhere and the 
close quarters made it a volatile world. My first cell 
mate, Indigo, was a good guy and really showed me 
the ropes. We got along well and trusted each other. 
I lucked out to have a decent guy who never took 
advantage of me when he clearly could have. He was a 
bad ass, but he protected me as his cell mate. That’s 
one of those unwritten rules: celly’s stuck together.
   
Indigo was a bad ass and not to be fucked with. He 
stood about 6 feet and had the body of a linebacker. 
He wore a prosthetic leg, but with his modified gate 
it was nearly undetectable.  Sentenced for robbery 
and evading the cops in a high speed, drug induced car 
chase through the streets of Billerica, he received 17 
months to do at Eastern and 8 more months in Boston on 
another warrant. We ate together with his friends every 
night and he told me his life story in the dark after 
lights-out. I was fascinated by his exploits in crime. 



Indigo headed the Puerto Rican inmates, so his rank in 
the block hierarchy was top level. Each race managed 
their own race’s issues, but block wide problems like 
removing rats, perverts or mediating inter-racial 
fights were handled by the leaders. I believe my 
association with Indigo saved me any trouble those 
first harrowing months. 

My Case worker assigned me the job of janitor of upper 
programs department, in the Administration Building. 
Every week day 8-10am my responsibilities included 
cleaning the bathrooms, meeting rooms and offices, 
even the superintendent’s office. I was hoping my 
close access with the brass might help grease the 
wheels for my move to something lower security, away 
from the murderers and rapists as soon as possible. I 
worked with two other inmates who did nothing. I liked 
keeping busy to pass the time, so I didn’t mind. Fat 
Bobby was a waste of oxygen, a fat-ass who leaned on 
a mop and complained constantly. The other dude Slick 
Ernie also refused to work, but his rebellion was on 
account of higher principle. He and I got along all 
right. He called me ‘All-Star’ because I worked too 
hard. 

One of the deputies pulled me aside one morning and 
told me he was dangerous character and to stay clear 
of him. She showed me his Corey Report (rap sheet) 
on the computer to make the point. Slick Ernie was 
convicted of second degree assault, resisting arrest 
and dealing meth. I wasn’t there to make friends. Most 
inmates had an agenda or were mentally ill to one 
degree or another. You never knew who you were dealing 
with or what would make a guy snap. I kept everyone at 
arms length. And yet I did find decent guys to talk to 
or watch sports with. Ernie and I got on just fine.

I mostly hung out with Indigo’s crew at first. I ate 
with Indigo, Hector and Matta almost every night. 
I played cards with Jose and Angel. My first pal 
was a guy known as ‘Nunya’ as in ‘Nunya bizzness’!  
Nunya was the guy who knew how to get things. 
That’s how we met. I bought a hot pot (rigged to 
boil water!) and a little radio on credit. He was a 
big Irish red head from Revere in on a gun charge.  
The cops pulled him over and found an M16 in his 
trunk, but he swore it wasn’t his with a twinkle in 



Our cell

his eye. We often talked and he told me the inner 
workings of the block and the jail. He explained 
the unwritten rules, he taught me the system. He 
knew all the jail gossip too. As the man who ran the 
underground jail store, he had his hand on the pulse 
of the block. Food at the store was sold ‘two for 
three’ or 33 percent mark up for replacing canteen 
items. 
On top of that, he ran the only honest card table. 
Officially gambling was against the rules, but the 
guards allowed it as long as everyone played nice. 
It kept the inmates busy for hours and the screws 
liked that. Nunya’s card game employed the only 
dealer trusted block-wide. This huge guy named 
Hendrix ran a second table in which only the guys he 
ran with won. It was a trap for new fish hankering 
to gamble. Guys got into serious debt. Nunya’s guys 
would clean out a debtors cell of belongings or 
worse. Some deadbeats needed to be leaned on. Others 
just left the block to PC to avoid paying.



I drew my first comic a month or so after my arrival 
at the behest of my wife. Brooke knew I needed 
something to keep me from coming apart. Since boyhood 
artwork had been the main thrust of my life, it’s how 
I made my living and in the past I always depended on 
it in times of stress. I had been drawing a cartoon 
journal since age 18.  

I possessed no art supplies to speak of, except a four 
inch pencil and typing paper. The guards were afraid 
we might stab each other with long pencils and pens 
were forbidden. I drew my cartoons during Saturday 
morning lock down, sitting on my bunk. Drawing in 
secret when my cell mate was at work. Each cartoon 
took about 8 hours and I kept them hidden in my cell. 
I stuck them with my lawyer papers to hide them. I 
did not want inmates or guards seeing me making fun 
of them. Let’s face it making fun of them was my 
specialty. I meant to ease my family’s worries about 
my safety and give them a laugh with my take on absurd 
world I lived in. 

Everyone had a hustle and mine was artwork. I made 
greetings cards, designed tattoos and drew portraits 
for a small price and word of my skills got around 
quickly. My first sale was a drawing of the block 
(page 4). Making images of the block was not allowed, 
but I drew it one Sunday morning hoping to avoid 
attention. One C.O. came over during his rounds.  He 
just watched me draw for a while. He nodded and 
mumbled ‘not bad’ and left. It was so popular, my pal 
Nunya made copies of the sketch at the library for 
me and I sold a ton of them. I made a lot of canteen 
money for that drawing. 

I felt it was important to be involved with the prison 
economy. I got to know inmates by doing artwork for 
them. It was hard to believe where I was. Just a few 
months earlier I was living the dream, working as an 
professional artist, painting large murals about Rosa 
Parks at a Gainesville Bus Station, painting all day 
in the Florida sun.  A book I wrote and illustrated 
had just been published. Brooke and I planned to start 
a family. I felt as though I was on a roll. It all 
came crashing down one sunny afternoon on a winding 
road just a mile or so from our home. Now I was 
drawing pencil portraits of inmate’s ugly wives for 
five God damn ramen soups! 









GUARDS’S RULES OF THE BLOCK
:
No more than two inmates together at anytime.
Your not allowed in any cell but your own.  

4 Phones shared by 120 inmates. 

Phone calls 20 mins per call. 

Out going mail is read and every call is recorded.

No boiling water. 

No hard cover books, only two books per inmate. 

Nothing on cell walls: posters, or pictures anything.

No pornography.

No smoking.

No movement outside the block without supervision.

No gambling. 

No tattoo making.  

No contraband (anything from the outside world). 

No stealing from the kitchen.

No communication between blocks, no notes.

Your cell must be kept neat, bed made.

When block is open your cell door can not be closed.

No pockets, hats, hoods, shirts with logos or jewelry.

Your jumpsuit must be worn and buttoned at all times. 

No altering jump suits (adding pockets or marking). 

No covering you cell window or vents

No pens or pencils longer than 4”

No fighting 

After any fight the whole block is punished

All involved in a fight are lugged to the hole 

The hole is solitary confinement, lock down 22 hours a 
day, allowed 1 book. One shower a week is allowed. No 
phones or mail is allowed in or out.



SCHEDULE

7am:  cells open for breakfast
7:30-7:45:  Breakfast
8am:  workers go to jobs 
8am-10am:  everyone else is locked down
10am-11:30am:  open block 
11:15am-11:30am:  lunch 
11:30-3pm:  lock down 
3pm-4:30pm:  open block
3pm:  day shift returns
4:15-4:30Pm:  dinner
4:30-6Pm:  lock down 
6pm-10pm:  open block
10pm:  lock down & lights out

Jump suit colors:
Orange: charged but not sentenced 
Tan: convicted inmate 
White: kitchen crew
Day-glo green: latin gang members
Dark brown: white gang members

2 Hours a week of recreation 
(Outside ball courts or gym)

Laundry once a week

1 Roll of toilet paper a week

Two 20 minute visits a week from an approved 
list of visitors. Separated by plexiglas 
talking via phone. 

No more than three visitors at a time

Unwritten rules of the block:

If your cell mate is in trouble, you’re in 
trouble.  

A sloppy cell got searched every time. 

The less contact with the guards the better, 
get too friendly with the screws and inmates 
considered you a rat. 

Never ask inmates what they’re “in for” 

Perverts and rats were not tolerated and 
driven from the block. 



I felt ruined, the world stopped making sense months 
earlier. I fell so far, I didn’t recognize the 
broken wretch that starred back at me in the mirror. 
I soon realized making art and writing was the only 
thing that could take me away from my misery. More 
than just killing time, it made me better and gave 
me purpose. Like laying the first row of bricks of a 
foundation. Drawing kept me in touch with the man I 
was before. 

Business was good. I earned a lot of canteen items 
in trade. It was a good hustle and the C.O.’s almost 
never hassled me over it. Collecting pay could be 
difficult but my association with Nunya and Indio 
gave me some juice and almost everyone paid up. I 
made portraits, birthday and holiday cards, soap 
sculptures and designed tattoos for the fellas.  
Tattooing was forbidden. But guys still did it. It 
was so filthy there, guys contracted blood disease 
from dirty tattoo needles. They would be covered in 
disgusting sores. It’s how most guys got caught.  

I lost myself in drawing whenever I could. I worked 
hard on my skills and doing work for the guys helped 
me get along with a variety of inmates. It sounds 
silly, but it gave me solace to know that even here 
I was known as a skilled artist.

For weeks I kept thinking the court would realize 
their gross error, I would be saved and returned 
to my wife. I lived in a state of fear and denial. 
I nearly cracked over my constant ruminating. The 
feeling of hopelessness and subjugation of your 
free will crippled you mentally. Finding the way 
to be man under those conditions took some time to 
discover. Some guys, the weak ones, can’t calm down 
and break under the constant pressure. 

Fortunately, I was a quick study. I watched 
everything and everybody. The system had a lot 
of unwritten rules and you could get yourself in 
a fix with one dumb move. I learned the way to 
get by. One can get used to anything in time and 
time was one thing I had plenty of. It was long 
stretches of boredom mixed with moments of intense 
fear. But the worst part was being away and not 
being part of anything. Punishment is measured by 
what is taken from you. 



Study of inmates





240-Bravo Block





Chapter Two: Wasted Days





The Farm was the county’s minimum security facility 
and it was most short timer’s goal to get transferred 
there. It sounded like Shang Gra La in comparison to 
county jail: no violent offenders, no cells, long in 
person visits, nature and street clothes. My lawyer 
assured me I would be there within a couple weeks. 
When I first worked in Upper Programs I thought 
the guards and administration would work with me 
if I followed the rules and acted respectfully. I 
imagined it would be an ‘in’ with the Farm Board and 
my transfer. Most everyone treated me well, but they 
mostly liked the fact that I was non-threatening and 
didn’t steal everything not nailed down. 

A couple months after my arrival, I sat before the 
Farm Board. The group of five cruelly drilled me 
about the accident. Each question designed to tear 
apart my version of the story and provoke an angry 
response. I held my own at first, I talked to guys 
who had been before the board and had some idea about 
what to expect. The provocative questions are supposed 
to weed out the violent guys. When they asked me 
about my wife, I lost it. I sobbed as I described the 
destruction of our simple, happy life. My shame was 
overwhelming. I left the meeting like a punch drunk 
boxer. I found out later that day the grim faced board 
approved my transfer. 

I was sent to the Farm at last, I felt some relief. 
It was a dormitory style layout in a former boarding 
school built in the 1920’s, housing 200 or so inmates. 
It was mass Victorian buildings of brick. It felt 
great to put pants on and I felt somewhat safer. On my 
second day, still acclimating to my new environment, 
I was on the phone with Bebe, when I heard my name on 
the intercom demanding my presents at the LT’s office. 
My heart sank. When I arrived at the guard station 
they grabbed me, put me in a van headed back for 
Eastern County with no explanation of why. 

Two days after my transfer the media-conscious sheriff 
revoked my transfer.  I was later told that because 
it was an election year, the sheriff didn’t want to 
look soft. So that was it. I was sent back to the big 
house.

I arrived back the at County jail at around 9pm. I sat 
in intake for hours while they searched for a cell for 



me in the crowded prison, reliving that first dreadful 
night. In the moonlight I walked across the prison 
grounds past the growling guard dogs and to a foreign, 
noisy block with my itchy bedroll. Everyone eyeballs 
you when you arrive to a block. I had no allies in 
this shit hole. I felt broken and alone. I spent one 
night on 60-block with the violent offenders. Again.

The next day, with no explanation, my caseworker 
assigned me back on the worker’s block with nothing 
but my sox, boxers, my ill fitting tan jumpsuit and 
my ‘bobos’. The meager belongings I collected to that 
point sat at the Farm in a locked foot locker. Thank 
God for my boys. Indigo, Nunya and Hector. They set 
me up with a hot pot, a cup, coffee, food, tee shirts, 
boxers and sox. They fed me for a few days and made me 
feel welcome. I actually was glad see my boys again. 
That was some good looking out. They saved my faith 
in humanity after such a heart wrenching experience. 
I felt out of control and depressed. I knew this meant 
I may never get to the Farm and would do my time in 
County, a despairing thought.

I made my first soap carving of the ‘Love Birds’ for Brooke 
on our Anniversary in July. She loved it and then request-
ed I carve twentyfour more, to give out for Xmas gifts for 
my family and friends. I spent the next few months carving 
away to fill her order.The shitty state soap was perfect 
for carving.





I was stuck on the top tier with a new celly, a dopey 
kid who was in for throwing hot fried dough at an 
elderly lady and resisted arrest. He had an enormous 
head and smoked at night in the cell while I stood 
guard.  He left after a week or so and his replacement 
was a young junky who paced the cell all night and 
babbled incoherently. I had to get a reliable celly. 
I was in a panic. When the junky was due to leave in 
a couple days I felt panicked and you never knew what 
mental case they might pair you up with.  I chose this 
guy Lex who was an oxy addict in for DUI, but a decent 
guy. He was one of the few intelligent guys I met 
there and he shared his New York Times with me, even 
let me do the crossword puzzle.  

Lex’s current celly smelled disgusting and was a 
slob. The guards OK’d the move, so Lex moved in 
after the Junkie left. His pessimistic and dark view 
of the world was not a good influence, but he was 
clean, educated and I enjoyed our deep intellectual 
conversations on many topics. We grew tight and I 
helped him with his case. Lex loved taking risks and 
spent a few weekends in the hole for stealing from 
the kitchen. He relished the thrill of smuggling past 
the guards. We all did it, if you wanted to enjoy the 
spoils you had to. Indigo and Lex both worked in the 
kitchen and used me as a mule now and then. It was 
risky, but pretty easy to fool the guards and it gave 
us something exciting to do. 

Despite what the movies may portray, fights are never 
solved by a ‘dance off’ in jail. On my second day 
when I went for my prison hair cut and I witnessed 
my first fight on the stairwell to the barber shop. 
No guards came, we were in one of the few unmonitored 
zones. I kept moving and didn’t look back. Most fights 
happened on the block. A planned fight took place in 
the furthest corner cell from the guard’s bubble on 
the bottom tier. Guys would roll into the cell between 
watches and quickly beat the snot out of each other. 
The constant din of the block created the perfect 
cover for most altercations. The block was  huge, an 
acre in size. The problem was the block often went 
strangely quiet when a big fight was afoot. Big bloody 
fights on the block floor happened every few weeks 
like clock work. New guys were always fighting to 
prove themselves.



Study from unknown artist’s painting I 
found in the church prayer guide.

The block was a dangerous place. It felt like walking 
in a strange wilderness with dangerous animals. I 
ventured out to sit at the tables to do crossword 
puzzles, sketch,  watch TV and get the hell out of 
my cell. Only the mentally ill and the real pussies 
stayed in their cells all day anyway. We called them 
Bugs. I always wanted to fit in and not be noticed. 
It worked for the most part. I had my share of run 
ins, but was able talk my way out of fights. It took a 
while to get used to jail life, but I got along. I was 
a fish out of water and everyone knew it. 



One thing about jail: you can’t pretend to be tough 
and get away with it. My acquaintance with Indigo kept 
the big fish away and the everyday hustler’s bullshit 
pretty transparent, lets face it, we weren’t dealing 
with MENSA members here.

After Lex left I moved to a new cell with Sparta the 
Albanian Elvis. He was ok, but I wouldn’t say I liked 
him. He was an evil man, a murderer actually. I allied 
myself to only a couple guys, and I got along with the 
veterans and older inmates. He was a vet and we were 
friendly around the block. I did a couple portraits 
of him for his wife, a greeting card for his son and 
I got him books and magazines from the library while 
he worked. When his cellmate moved on they stuck him 
with a big, smelly guy while he was at work. On his 
return Sparta went ballistic over the filthy inmate. 
The guards switched me to take his place that night 
and moved Stinky to a more deserving inmate’s cell. It 
was a good fit. I never really trusted Sparta, but he 
was easy to live with. Sparta was well connected in 
the jail. He worked at intake and in the Infirmary. He 
left at 6am and returned at 3pm. So I had some privacy 
during the day at least. On his 20th month, he knew 
his way around the prison. 

He was a Albanian native with an Elvis hair cut, 
choppers and all. He got me new sheets, blankets, 
uniforms and a good pillow. He also was sweet on this 
fat nurse who brought him food from the outside world 
which he shared once and awhile. He was neat and 
we kept the cell immaculate. He was in for his 5th 
offense of DUI. He told me he was wanted for murder in 
the old country and after he finishes his jail time 
he’ll be deported to Albania by INS to face the music. 
You could say he had a dark side.
 
My association with Sparta had an immediate effect. 
He had the guards in the palm of his hand and got away 
with a lot of stuff. He was smart about his smuggling 
and no one was the wiser. Like Sparta, I was allowed 
to take a shower after work while everyone sat in lock 
down. My cell was rarely searched. Guards used me as 
a  message runner often as they did with Sparta. I 
always liked roaming around the grounds unattended 
and checking out the different blocks. And Sparta 
could get anything if you gave him enough time. Sparta 
had even got the guard to open up our cell 5 minutes 





before the rest of the block so he could get a good 
seat for TV and of course I followed him out there. 
Why he got these privileges I’ll never know. Something 
about the thick Albanian accent disarmed them. 

I stood guard when Sparta smoked every night and he 
even hid a lighter in our cell. He got small piece 
of Velcro and stuck it to the back of the toilet. Our 
cell was flipped once a week, but most guards don’t 
want to stick their heads next to the toilet, so it 
was never found! He rolled chewing tobacco with the 
thin paper ripped from a little Spanish bible. Smoking 
or having lighter were lugging offenses, but I put 
up with it. If he was caught we both would go to the 
hole. He blew baby powder in the air to hide the smell 
of smoke and it actually worked pretty well. He would 
dry the tobacco in my hot pot during open block. We 
never got close to getting caught, the guards were 
very predictable and generally dim witted. The jail 
always hired the lowest common denominator in most 
cases, thankfully a handful of decent people made it 
on the motley crew.

There was a certain number of guys that were stuck 
there and wanted to make it as comfortable to live as 
possible. Those were my boys. Many so called tough 
guys got all wrapped up in prison drama and all it 
did was bring them heat. That was most of the prison. 
The guys I liked worked on improving the standard 
of living without drawing attention from the screws. 
These guy didn’t fight unless necessary, treated me 
with respect and generally stayed out of any covert 
trouble. They had it right: good food, a nice blanket 
or a decent radio went a long way. The trick was not 
letting the close quarters get to you too much. You 
had to do normal things like having your coffee at the 
same time everyday and read the paper, I shaved every 
morning just to feel normal.

Everybody lost it on one day or another, myself 
included. I got in a confrontation over a phone and 
told a guy who tried to take it to “Fuck off”, which I 
immediately regretted. I can fight, I used to box in 
my twenties, but I didn’t want to fight over a stupid 
phone call. He starred at me with murder in his eyes 
for days. He kept telling me how he was going to kill 
me when he had the chance. He got released a few days 
later, the young thug never got to waste me.  The 







maddening existence made you lose your old self. I 
miss that guy. 

I worked as a janitor for a couple months, until I 
landed a job in the jail library thanks to Nunya, as 
a parting gesture he got me his sought after position. 
(I had to interview for it!) I happily left the 
Upper Programs job. I couldn’t take anymore bullshit 
promises from the administration, so it came at the 
right time. They kept telling me week after week my 
transfer to the Farm was eminent, only to take it away 
at the last minute and add month or two. They threw 
months of your life around like it was nothing.  

I missed Nunya’s company. I only hung around with a 
few guys and Nunya was my favorite. A smart guy, well 
connected and good for a few laughs. When a good guy 
left it was bitter sweet. You were happy for him to 
move on to better things, but losing a trusted friend 
made an impact. Nunya had kept me up on prison gossip 
and I enjoyed our talks as we strolled the perimeter 
of the block.  We shared food and coffee and played 
a lot of cards.  The trust worthy, decent guys were 
few and far between, and the loss of Nunya did not go 
unnoticed. His pride and joy, the underground block 
store fell apart without his respected leadership, 
and the guys who took over his card table cheated and 
reduced the intense poker games to a crooked black 
jack trap for new fish. Never under estimate good 
leadership. 

I loved the new job. Working as a janitor sucked and 
seeing the lazy administration of the jail everyday 
only made me resent them and their constant bull shit 
promises. The new library gig got me off the block 
for 8 hours a day and it had perks: copy machine 
access for my comics and first dibs on donated reading 
material. I distributed books sent to inmates from 
family and friends, which had been ignored for months 
and also helped inmates work on their court cases. I 
was in charge of the law library. Helping guys with 
their cases was the main thrust of my job. This went a 
long way with many of the guys. I served a different 
block of the jail each hour, even the gang blocks. 
Those were some bad men. I helped anyone who needed it 
to write motions to the court. Many inmates had little 
education and could barely write.





The men I worked with were grateful and I gained 
a reputation of a guy that knew things and could 
untangle the confusing world of case law and court 
motions. Digging into their cases taught me a lot 
about the law and even more about human behavior.  I 
dealt with violent felons, thieves, bank robbers, 
gang members, child molesters and murderers. Most 
faced the future of a lot of hard time. Most claimed 
their innocents. I got them to explain their cases 
and I filed their request and motions. Nothing I did 
ever cracked a case, most of the motions were ignored 
for months. A lot of it was just spinning wheels and 
wishful thinking. The inmates just wanted to feel 
like they were doing something to help themselves. I 
used to try to put a positive spin on even the most 
depraved and hopeless clients to at least give them 
hope.

I dreaded the weekend. Stuck on the block and the 
mind numbing hours of lockdown, I made the most of my 
time. I organized the horrible selection of books and 
magazines. The mean guard at the library acted pretty 
cool to us workers and gave me his Boston Herald every 
day which I circulated throughout the block. I went 
through the donated books that sat in boxes for months 
and added them to the meager collection excluding the 
overly violent books and true crime by the order of 
the jail. This allowed me choice of “new” books. I 
read voraciously, so anything remotely interesting I 
snatched up and devoured.




