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Excerpt from Caspar 
by Wayne Boatwright  

Unlike that magnificent fish that thrives in both fresh and salt waters, I feared my transition 
from free citizen to inmate. Soon, I would perform my citizen’s duty to serve sentence in a new 
and brutal world. As I steeled myself to face this doom, I worried for my precious little ones. 
They must navigate life’s waters guided solely by their mother. Father was going up the river, to 
be gone longer than their entire existence; their life-course permanently altered by my  
crime.  
How could I say goodbye, give something to guide them across the years of separation? What 
signs and tokens could serve to keep alive our family bond?  
We headed north on the 101 toward Willits. On this last weekend before my incarceration, we 
checked into the Skylark Lodge’s last available room around 11 pm. My family fell asleep to the 
crash of waves below. I could not rest.  
As the morning broke, the sea, she called me. Out of the morning sea mist, a beach 
materialized, strewn with long tangles, bulbs and ribbons of kelp. I inhaled the pungent scent 
and watched the undulating kelp forest suspended on the ocean surface by iodine-colored 
bulbs. I held my breath as memories swirled in my mind.  
I spread these gifts on the streambed of my little ones’ experiences before the current pulled 
me to prison. Over those next few fleeting days, my children collected tokens of driftwood, 
seashells and beach glass as emblems of a father’s love. I could only trust instinct that such take 
hold in their fertile souls and keep them safe until my return.  
 
 
Wayne Boatwright is a fifth generation Californian and inmate serving 92 months for gross 
negligent vehicular manslaughter. “To create in any form takes courage; I have found mine through 
the chrysalis of prison.” 
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Connection Lost 
by Alex Briggs 

 
Connection lost 
 Searching, searching like an albatross 
Clipped vines, missing links 
 Severed telepathic signs 
  Castrated family 
   becoming extinct. 
Stymied hybrids 
 Searching for roots 
Single mothers weep 
 Strap on your armoured breastplate 
  Kevlar helmets, a pair of winged boots. 
Your children are leading one another 
 Defiant and shameful they dare… they glare 
  To follow you! 
   Do not despair. 
   It’s not your fault, 
    Your men are not there. 
Incarceration is a temporal place  
 Limbo, not Hades, 
 A relay station, a journey in time and space. 
Your prayers and support revive the meek and embolden the strong 
 To endure another night or day. 
  Inner turmoil, external strife. 
Patience shall prevail 
 Allow it to restore anothers life… 
  Yours, your offspring and of course 
   The incarcerated too. 
Don’t abandon your hopes of unity, family and love. 
Clasp the reins of your chariot 
  plot a course towards the coolness of the moon 
   Skirt the wrath of the scorching sun. 
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Excerpt from “A Course in Reconciliation 
by Kenneth Brydon 

 
“You know, Dad, prison is full of people who’ve done just what you’re thinking about,” I said, 
just loudly enough to be heard above the noise of the visiting room. His eyes locked onto me; 
violence filled the space between us. 
 A slight grin turned up one side of his mouth. “What are you going to do, turn me in?”  
His voice carried a dare. 
 “There are no perfect crimes, and you will be suspected.”  
“I know Mark wasn’t a saint,” he said with an edge of pain, “but he didn’t deserve that.” His 
fists clenched and unclenched as he spoke. 
 “I know how you feel, Dad, but there is something you need to consider before you 
decide to act.”  I’d scripted my words with much thought, “There is a family out there, Dad, that 
hates me. They feel the way you do. Would you like them to do to me what you want to do?”   
He looked away from me.  I could see his chest rise, his hands flexed in their desire to be 
wrapped around a human throat. 
 “I hear what you’re saying, son,” he said, “but I’m not making any promises.”   
 
 
Kenny Brydon has been a part of Brothers in Pen for thirteen years. He has received several awards 
from PEN America in the national prison writing contest. He has been published in Prison Noir, an 
anthology of prison stories selected and edited by Joyce Carol Oates. 
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Excerpt from “David & Shirley: Crime of Not Understanding” 
by David Taylor 

 
Every day of my life I dreamed, though I lived in the world of existence. Pain is around me. I go 
into my Self and dream because of the hurt and humiliation she brings in the disguise of “You 
did a bad thing.” Tears are my defense to get her to stop beating me. Screams are my way of 
telling her to stop, but she doesn’t because she’s trying to make a point.  
Where I forgot.  
Now I’m under the belt that hits my body, or the rope used to tie me down for what her reason 
is. I never ran from her choice of items she used to beat me with. I might pray that she is tired 
and she will not beat me long. I am braced for the quick hits that come with one hit. After she’s 
done she says Think about what you done, but I had forgot what I done.  
I sit in a closet in the dark, crying for love, for acknowledgement. What I get from the first love, 
first lady, Mom, is “Shut up before I whip your tail.” I check the cry of desire for love from her. 
She is upset and tired as her husband yelled and sweet-talked her out of her money that she 
would have used to buy food for her children. 
 
 
David E. Taylor: After years of studying these words to express my thoughts I still have not come 
full circle with them. I know I'm not innocent about these magical words that express thoughts and 
feelings; however, I'm a better writer today than years past. I still have my trusty dictionary at my 
side. 
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Excerpt from “Crumbling Brick Dreams” 
by Emile DeWeaver 
 
We gathered bricks for a home we knew we’d never build. I grew angrier, and during those 
years, all of my emotions were storms. I will be in my 20s before I learn to dance in the eye of 
my self-destruction, but when I was 12, I was thunder in flesh.  
I thought I might explode if I had to spend another day gathering bricks. One night I slipped out 
of the house-office to slash the truck’s tires with a kitchen knife. Sabotage proved more difficult 
than television portrayed it. Undaunted, I let the air out of all the tires with a concrete chip.  
The next morning my father surveyed his flat tires, hands on his hips, slowly shaking his head as 
a dark flush crept over his light brown face. My brothers joined my father, shaking their head at 
the shame of it all, but wide eyes swung like pendulums toward me between shakes. I didn’t 
know what they were thinking, but perhaps they were as excited as I felt. Perhaps in their 
minds, I was a tiny, black Moses calling down plagues to stop this fucking truck. Perhaps they 
were as shortsighted as I was and forgot to figure in the fact that an AM/PM gas station sat 
across the street. In any case, my dad jacked up the truck, rolled four tires across the street, 
and we were back at work that afternoon.  
The truck was winning, and I wasn’t a graceful loser.  
So I cut the truck’s brakes.  
 
Emile DeWeaver is the co-founder of prisonrenaissance.org, a columnist for Easy Street Magazine, 
and a Pushcart Award nominee. He has fiction, poetry, and essays published in over 12 literary 
publications including The Rumpus, Your Impossible Voice, and The Lascaux Review. He's also written 
frequently for the San Quentin News. 
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Excerpt from “Recycled” 
by Rahsaan Thomas 

 
Three women from Taylor’s family lined up to speak their piece. They didn’t have anything nice 
to say. I had caused them extreme pain and loss, which there was no way to compensate. The 
closest thing they could get was the courtroom victory.  
I wanted them to understand how sorry I was. I wanted them to understand that my past pre-
programmed how I responded that day. How robbers shaped my perception: from hearing that 
a robber murdered my father for crumbs, to seeing my little brother shot right in front of me 
over a $200 gold ring. I wanted them to understand that I was traumatized, not evil. 
Later, I called home and spoke to my seven-year-old son, Nicholas. His mother had already told 
him the judge sentenced me to life. He took the news hard. I could hear him sniffling as he 
whispered, “I am sad for you, Daddy.” 
Sad for me? I was sad for him. I failed him as a dad and his life would be much harder, like my 
own life growing up without a father. Then I remembered Taylor had a son, whose life would be 
much harder because of me too. I hadn’t cried since I was twelve, but that moment cracked my 
cement dam. I had to turn my back to the incarcerated men on the phones nearby, as water 
poured down my cheeks. 
 
 
Rahsaan Thomas is a staff writer for the San Quentin News who has been featured on CNN's 
United Shades of America with W. Kamau Bell. His writings have been featured online in The Marshall 
Project’s Life Inside series. He is also a co-founder of Prison Renaissance. 
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Excerpt from “The Stranger on the Stairs” 
by Paul Stauffer 
One of the officers orders me, “Get to your knees!” Before I can accommodate the first order, 
the other yells, “Get on your belly, and raise your feet up from your knees!” I am trussed up like 
a barbecued pig, and deposited in a cinderblock cell about the size of a bathroom. During 
several hours alone in that position, I contemplate how I am going to complete the mission that 
I came to perform.  
The painted steel door swings open, and two different officers enter the cell and remove my 
cuffs and restraints as a sergeant aims a Taser at me. I give thanks for being counted worthy of 
suffering for the Way. Another man is locked in with me. “Wow, man,” he asks, “not to be 
disrespectful, but what did you do to those cops out there? They are spooked. Did you kill a 
cop?”  
I answer, “No, I was trying to ask a question.”  
“A question? To who?” 	
“Well, actually, I was trying to ask anyone who would listen.” 	
“C’mon, man; that ain’t cool. I said that I wasn’t trying to be disrespectful, and then you have to 
go all sideways on me.”  
“What is all sideways?”  
“Are you for real? If you’re messing with my head, I can give you some more lumps.”  
“May I ask you a question?”  
“Yeah, man, I guess; I’ve played along so far.”  
“Who does your soul belong to, and how much is one man’s soul worth?”  
 
 
Paul Stauffer is a 59-year-old white male U.S. Army veteran who had a nervous breakdown after a 
really bad day, was sentenced to 55 years to life, and now awaits the return of the Lord's Jubilee 
while painting, writing and practicing various forms of meditation. 
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Excerpt from “I Never See Her Face” 
by Joe Krauter 

 
"Hey dummy!" Dolores sloshed out. "Get your ugly little greasy-pimply ass in here and set the 
table. I'm almost done cooking." 
It smelled greasy and spicy...not in good ways. Probably nasty tacos again. I looked over at the 
kitchen table, to where my dad was sitting. My dad laughed at Dolores. "You're so funny, 
babe!" 
Something creaked in front of me. I looked back at the French doors to see a little crack in the 
glass pane. Little webs of cracks spidered their way out from a fingertip touching the glass. I 
could see the hand and arm that the finger belonged to. It led to a short-sleeved white dress. 
The dress hugged the lady in white. It made me blush suddenly, noticing that she had big 
boobs. 
Her hair was black. Like paint. Like Ink. Like brand new plastic. 
The lights from inside my house shined on her hair, making it reflect a deep midnight blue. So 
pretty....  Her hair hung straight down. Like a blue black curtain. Hiding her face. 
Mesmerized, I reached up to touch my side of the pane that lady in white was touching.   
Just before I got there, Dolores shouted drunkenly "Stupid!  Get y'dumb little pissed pants in 
h—" 
The lady in white tilted her head slowly to the left. 
The pane she was touching shattered, the pieces collapsing to the ground outside. 
 
Joseph Krauter (aka Rafael Curio) is a published novice writer (580 Split and upcoming in 
Ginosko), and water colorist painter. He has been recently diagnosed as being on the autism spectrum 
which has been very helpful in understanding his own creative process; he refuses to let his 
condition handicap him and instead is learning to see it as a part of his unique perspective. 
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Excerpt from “Unresolved” 
by Michael Holmes 

Late again, the Sheltons argued as they drove frantically to get their daughter, Lindsay.  
“How could you forget her again?” Frank shouted.  
“It was your turn,” said Tracy. 
“I had a meeting with the district manager! Remember? As usual, you screwed up.” 
Her face turned bright red. 
“Seriously, you’re lecturing me? I can’t remember the last time you weren’t late picking her 

up. At least I spend time with her.” 
Frank turned and glared at her. “Since when?” 
“Are you kidding me? We go shopping, I meet with her teachers. I go to all her recitals.” 
“Hey, don’t forget who paid for her violin lessons when you were between jobs, because of 

your little substance problem,” said Frank. 
“We both know you only paid for those lessons to get her out of your hair.” 
Frank frowned. “Well, I’m doing my best. You know I have to work.” 
“No, Frank, you choose to work.” 
Irritated, Frank banked a hard right, almost flipping the red Porsche.  
Tracy’s eyes widened when she saw Lindsay, a tiny figure in the distance.  
“There she is!” 
“I see her,” said Frank, as he pressed the gas pedal to the floor. 
The engine roared, the tires screeched. He accelerated well over the speed limit, down an 

endless road that narrowed as they sped into infinite twilight. Houses blurred as they raced by, 
disappearing as the fog thickened. 

“We’re going to make it this time!” said Tracy. 
 
 
Michael Calvin Holmes is a fifty-seven-year old American of African descent, a father of three; and a 
grandfather of two.  He has earned a certification in business, and is two classes away from attaining 
his AA in Liberal Arts and Social Science; emphasis on Behavior Science & Sociology.  He is 
inspired to be a writer.   
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Excerpt from “Wisdom Exhortation” 
by Michael Zell 
 

So, you first believed deeply in God at age 4-1/2, affected by that audible male voice you heard, 
so gentle inside your head as it commanded you to help your baby brother. He was in distress, 
unknown to you and Mom. You could not see him behind closed doors, and Mom’s upright 
Hoover vacuum cleaner was whining loudly at 100,000 or so decibels, drowning out his cries 
completely, but not that soft command in your brain. You obeyed the voice, found your brother, 
and Mom calmed him. She told you afterward you heard your brother, not a spoken voice. You 
knew the truth, though. All your life you’ve listened, but that voice has yet to speak to you again.  

Later, there was Hebrew school, bar mitzvah, temple services. In college, studies in philosophy 
and religion. When you composed songs, the lyrics creatively suggested ideas about God. It was 
not praise and worship, but merely a spiritually bankrupt intellectual exercise. Nothing yielded 
divine inspiration. 

Then came marriage, children, commercial activity in a business suit: seven years concluding 
in painful divorce. Like dominoes falling, you lost everything—friends, family, finances, and f-f-
finally your f-f-freedom. 

Arrested. Bail denied. Whirlwind spiral downward. For some reason, your much younger 
girlfriend would not abandon you to jail. You read the New Testament in a jail bunk and you were 
inspired. You received Jesus as your Lord. When your girlfriend visited, you insisted she move on, 
telling her you had found someone else. 

She said, “I don’t believe you.” 
You said, “Look, it’s not another woman. I mean, I accepted Jesus Christ.” 
She shouted, “Praise the Lord! My prayer was answered!” 
 
 

Michael Zell is enjoying a creative writing focus, joining his prior research and writing projects of 
Bible prophecy. He is attempting to work comedic elements into his stories. He would be happy to 
compile his major writings in Christian ideology in a comprehensive volume, which he is beginning 
to put together. 
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Excerpt from “My Only Son” 
by James C. Bottomley 

 
I was fortunate to marry a woman far better than me. We worked hard, took care of our 

growing family. I started my own law practice.  
Our son, Jamie, was first. I took him backpacking. We surfed the local breaks and took trips 

to Hawaii. This glowing relationship crashed when I cheated on my wife, and my son remained 
loyal to his mother.  

Soon I began dating a younger woman. We talked seriously of marriage. But she was 
engaging in her own secret affair. We had a nasty argument. She admitted she never loved me 
and had been using me to make the old man jealous. I shot her six times, and she died in a pool 
of blood. I was sentenced to a long term in prison. 

The last time I saw Jamie was in the judge’s chambers after sentencing. 
I told him, “I’ll be released someday, and we’ll surf and backpack again.” 
He replied, “Sure, Dad.” His shame and pain were palpable.  
“I’m sorry I did it, Son. There’s so much I don’t understand…” 
The bailiff interrupted, “Time to break it up.” 
“Jamie, I’m going to miss you so much! I’ll think about you every day.” 
“Yeah, Dad…” 
In 17 years and three prisons, Jamie has not visited me. He wrote a few notes in the 

beginning. I routinely try to contact him. I’ll never see him before the grave calls my name. 
I didn’t contribute much to society. I committed an unpardonable sin, and I stained all my 

family’s memories. They say, “The punishment fits the criminal.” I live a stultifying existence in 
prison--a perfect punishment for such an average guy. 

 
 
James Bottomley: I was raised in La Jolla, California, in a typical home, school, church 

environment. I attended Stanford University from 1966-1970, graduating in political science. I lived 
in the Bay Area for 10 years while attending law school. I married and had three children. We moved 
to San Diego, and I practiced law for 25 years as a solo practitioner. I've had bi-polar disorder my 
entire life but didn't know it until after I committed a serious crime in 2000. I've been incarcerated 
ever since. 
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Excerpt from “Collateral Damage” 
by A. Kevin Valvardi 

 
The following excerpt has been translated from the pages of a child’s notebook found in the 
rubble of a home somewhere in Iraq. 

Last night bombs started falling from the sky. They were very loud and scary, like big booms 
of thunder. They made the whole house shake, so we all ran outside. There were many people 
in the street and everyone looked scared. Some people said it was the Americans, but I don’t 
believe them. I know we learned in school that our governments don’t get along, but we didn’t 
do anything to them. 

Mother said I should keep writing in my school journal. She said it will make me feel better. 
 
I saw a boy from my school named Jafur while we were at the market. He said, “I hate the 

Americans! When I’m older, I’m going to go to America and kill them all!” He told me that an 
American bomb fell on his neighbor Mata’s home, and she and her family died. 

I told Mother what Jafur said. “I hate the Americans too,” I whispered. 
“You shouldn’t hate anyone, my dear, even those who do wrong to you,” she said. 
Secretly, I still hate the Americans, even though I don’t want to. 
 
The bombs started falling again today. I asked Mother how long we would keep hiding. She 

said, “We’ll see.” 
I miss her smile. She used to smile all the time… and sing. She liked to sing when she was 

making dinner. I haven’t heard her sing since the bombs started falling. She and Baba just 
whisper all the time now, but they don’t smile. Baba keeps saying, “Don’t worry, my Little 
Flower, everything will be all right.”  
 
 
A. Kevin Valvardi is an artist and poet who has been writing poetry since age nine. As a 
member of San Quentin's Journalism Guild, he is a reporter for the San Quentin News. His 
poetry and stories have appeared in Iron City Magazine, 580 Split, Unknown Sky, Brothers in 
Pen anthologies, and in a number of formal and informal San Quentin anthologies and chap 
booklets. He plans to one day write a story about his life prior to his crimes and incarceration.  
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Excerpt from “My Momma’s Baby” 
by Udukobraye Lawrence Pela 

 
The drunk tank was cleaner than I expected. Rushing to the phone, I almost forgot our 

home number. I stared at the square buttons as the ringer began to sound. "You have a collect 
call from, ‘Junior,’ currently in custody at the county jail, do you accept?"  

"Fuck! I didn't know they said all that!" I stuttered, before my mother's voice came barreling 
through the earpiece.  

"Damian, I told you you ain't shit! Just like ya' damned Daddy! Locked up in jail already! You 
good for nothing, trifling, going nowhere, waste of space. Boy, you ain't worth two dead flies 
smashed! Where's my car at, Damian; what happened to my baby?"  

"It's down at Jimmy's Towing Service, do you got a pen so I could give you the number? I 
don't wanna forget it."  

"Oh, so you gonna tell me what to do! Well, gimme the damn number. And you better pray 
it don't cost too much to get this car out ‘cause I'm already mind to just let you rot in there. I 
don't have the money to bail you out and paying no towing fees."  

"Aight," I replied, knowing she had the money. As much as I had expected what she would 
say, it still didn't prevent my eyes from watering as I came to realize I couldn't depend on her to 
ever come to my rescue.  

I wiped my face before I turned around, wondering what my fate would be. The tears came 
flowing again when I heard my boy talking to his parents. "No, I'm okay; nobody got hurt. I love 
you too." Why wasn't my Mom so consoling? Was there something wrong with me?  
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Excerpt from “Malefactor” 
by Micheal “Yahya” Cook 

 
I made small talk with Pam, as the rest of the family ate their dinner in stony silence. The 

only other sounds coming from around the table were the scrapings of cutlery against plates. It 
seemed as if everyone were trying to get the meal over as quickly as possible. When dinner was 
over, I hugged Pam and gave my mother a halfhearted good-bye. In the car, Danny drove as 
quickly as the law would allow, rushing me off to the bus station. After we pulled into the 
parking lot, Danny delivered his soliloquy.  

"Look, dude," he began. "I need you to understand. Mom is sick." Alarm bells went off in my 
head. 	

"What's wrong with her?" I asked. 	
"She tired, and she's old. She's on the verge of losing the house. She can't take care it by 

herself anymore."  
"Maybe there's something I can do to help out," I lamely offered. 	
"There is, but it's just not what you may be hoping for." I stared at him blankly. "Dude, you 

need to stay away until you can get your shit together." He slowly gave me the once over, 
looking me up and down. "From the look of things, that may be a while.” I wanted to tell 
Danny to go fuck himself, but I had to be practical and keep my ego in check. I still hadn't gotten 
the money I needed from him. Deep down inside, however, I knew he was right.  

"Yeah, aright, man, I hear you. I'll get myself together before I come back."  
Danny smiled, pulled his wallet from his pocket and peeled off four twenties. Before he 

pulled off, he shouted out of the window, "You’re welcome!"  
 
Micheal "Yahya" Cooke has been a participant and student of the Creative Writing class for over 
five years. In this time, he had finished his memoir, Malefactor, as well as a young adult novel, Brother 
Rocker, four urban noir screenplays and several short stories. He is also a 2015 PEN America winner. 
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Excerpt from “The Bus Driver” 
by Kevin Sawyer 

 
A bus approached before another downpour flooded the streets. Silver was relieved when 

he saw its headlights reflecting off the wet asphalt. It was 3:36 in the morning and Shock 
Therapy, the club he performed at hours earlier, had closed. The bus pulled up to the curb and 
the jaws of its doors greeted him like an open vice.  

“Mornin’,” said the bus driver in a baritone voice. 
“What’s up,” said Silver as he dropped a handful of coins in the mouth of the machine to 

pay his fare. 
The driver accelerated through the intersection, looking ahead as the windshield wipers 

intermittently wiped the rain away. Then the polyrhythmic thud and pounding of a desperate 
man running alongside the bus made Jessie pull over again. He opened the door and a man 
leaped aboard, wet and out of breath. “Thanks, man,” he said as he panted. “Thought I wasn’t 
gonna make it.”  

“You almost didn’t,” said Jessie in a kind voice.  
The man paid his fare and hastily made his way to the back of the bus and sat low to take a 

catnap, or to hide.  
“Reality is funny thing,” said Jessie. “Sometimes we dismiss it and the world we create after 

bringing it to fulfillment. It only ceases to exist when we’re gone.”  
“You a preacher?” Silver said sarcastically. “You talkin’ ‘bout death, but some people are 

already dead, ‘cause their desires have been amputated. They live in dark, silence. That’s their 
reality.”  

Then he pulled the cord above the window to signal his wish to exit, in the heart of the 
city’s dark ghetto.  
 

 
Kevin D. Sawyer is an African American native of San Francisco, California, born in 1963. He has 
written numerous unpublished short stories, memoirs, essays, poems and journals that chronicle his 
jail experience. Some of his work has appeared in The Oakland Post, California Prison Focus, San 
Francisco Chronicle, The Life of the Law, San Francisco Bay View, The Pioneer, Brothers in Pen anthologies, 
Iron City Magazine, 580 Split and chapbooks. His writing was presented at the 15th International 
Conference on Penal Abolition by the Journal of Prisoners on Prisons. 
Sawyer is the associate editor for the San Quentin News, a member of the Society of Professional 
Journalists, and a 2016 recipient of The James Aronson Social Justice Journalism Award. He was 
also on the news team that won the 2014 James Madison Freedom of Information. Prior to his 
incarceration, he worked for 14 years in the telecommunications industry. He is a certified electrician 
and an accomplished guitar and piano player. He holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in mass 
communication with a broadcasting option from California State University, Hayward, and is also a 
paralegal. He is currently working on a novel. 
 


