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The first snow of the season had already fallen. It was 
the start of a bitter winter. 

I was working the chow line in the prison kitchen, 
scooping ladles of mystery slop onto hard plastic trays. 

“On the new!” I yelled out, notifying everyone that 
new arrivals were lining up to get fed.

Looking over the motley crew, I saw an outlier amid 
the usual sea of Black, brown and white faces. 

He was a tiny little thing. He stood at barely 5 feet 
and weighed nothing. His silver hair was matted and 
disheveled. His eyes were bloodshot red. And his skin 
was weathered from a lifetime of hard work. 

The little old man was dressed in one of the thin 
cotton, mustard yellow jumpsuits designated for 
new arrivals. He shivered from the cold as he blindly 
plodded forward with the rest of the scared, tired, 
hungry newbies.

Something stirred within me. I instinctively knew he 
was Korean. 

I walked over to the old man and tapped him on his 
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This Community
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Tariq MaQbool shares his story of 
finding hope and community.
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PJP writer Jeffrey Shockley helps readers 
understand who he was when he entered prison 
and how prison programs helped him grow into 
who he is today. 
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PJP writers helped put together a Spotify playlist 
as a gift for those who donated to PJP at the end of 
last year. 
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Prisoners Like Me Are Being 
Held Hostage to Price Increases

The PJP team annotated this article to give you 
an idea of what we thought worked really well and 
how we would further develop this piece to make 
it more journalistically relevant.
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A PJP Contributor’s First Byline 
in The New York Times

It all started when an editor on The New York 
Times opinion desk reached out looking for a 
writer who could explain the consequences of 
decades-high inflation inside prison. 
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shoulder. I greeted him in our Hangul language. 
“Hello father, are you OK?” 
He looked perplexed. But after a few moments, 

there was a flash of recognition. I saw his dull, tired, 
almond-shaped eyes light up because he realized I was 
talking to him in our native tongue. 

Exchanging a few quick words with him, I knew he 
needed my help. I placed my hand on his little shoulder 
and told him, again in Hangul, “Everything is going to 
be alright.” 

He looked back at me. A thin smile spread across 
his face, and his weary little eyes started to water as he 
nodded with understanding.

I volunteered to be his interpreter and was summoned 
to orientation for the new arrivals. I smuggled him a 
winter hat, a pair of gloves, a bar of soap and a small 
bag of peanuts. His fingers trembled as he accepted my 
meager gifts. 

Happiness, Healing and Hot Jook:
How I Found My Korean Prison Dad

He needed help navigating incarceration. I needed a father.
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Prison Journalism Project is an independent, 
nonprofit, national initiative. We work with 
incarcerated writers and those impacted 
by incarceration to train them in the tools 
of journalism and help them reach a wide 
audience through our publication as well 

as through collaborations with mainstream 
media. We believe that the deep reforms 
that are necessary to fix the U.S. criminal 

justice system can only happen by shifting the 
narrative. Intentional, responsible and well-

crafted journalism from within the incarcerated 
community can break stereotypes, increase 

transparency and drive change. 
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Aim to submit no more than one piece per 
month. We’d much rather see one story that 

you’ve put a lot of work into rather than three 
stories that were dashed off.

WHO: First-time and experienced writers who are incarcerated, formerly incarcerated, 
family members, corrections officers, prison educators and others involved in the crim-
inal justice system or affected by the experience of prison or jail.

WHAT: Submissions under 1200 words. No more than ONE STORY or TWO POEMS per sub-
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• A two-to-three-sentence bio to publish with your piece including your state. If you are 

already published, you are welcome to mention other work. (If you do not submit a bio, 
we will create a simple one that says where you are incarcerated.)

• If you prefer a first name or pen name as your byline, include a request with a reason 
that can be published as part of your bio (e.g., fear of reprisal, already established as a 
writer under the pen name.)

• A photo to go with your bio. If that’s not possible, we will use a graphic of your initials. 

WHEN: We accept stories on a rolling basis. You will receive a copy of your story if we 
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carefully. Please allow 16 weeks. (Timely stories will be expedited.)
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Categories
REPORTED NEWS AND FEATURES: Articles based 

on reporting and research that tell people about 
things that actually happened.

ESSAYS: Essays and memoirs about something 
you experienced. 

OP-EDS:  Opinion articles and commentary with a 
thesis, argument or call to action.

POETRY:  No more than two submissions per entry. 
ART: Drawings, sketches, paintings and other 

art that illustrate scenes of prison life. Please 
include a short story or a few sentences that 
describe your artwork. No more than three art-
works per entry. Artwork cannot be returned. 

AUDIO STORIES: A recording of yourself or 
an interview with others, no more than two 
minutes in length.

SUBMISSION GUIDELINES

F irst, we published more than 500 articles, growing our pub-
lished writers more than 40% from January to just over 600 in 

December. We also co-published several stories with outside media 
organizations.

Second, PJP was a winner of two awards and a finalist for three 
others from professional organizations in the news industry! 

In April, our newspaper took away an Award of Excellence in front 
page design from the Society for News Design. And in September, 
PJP received the Institute for Nonprofit News Community Cham-
pion Award in the small newsroom division for PJPxInside. The INN 
judges lauded our collective work as “a model for other marginalized 
communities.” 

Even though PJP didn’t win the awards for which it was shortlisted 
from Local Independent Online News Publishers — the Community 
Engagement Award and Product of the Year for the small revenue tier 
— the LION judges offered some moving feedback, praising PJPxIn-
side as “breathtaking, honest, and powerful.” 

One judge said, "The journalism being produced in these samples is 

top quality — these are critical stories and they're not just being told, 
but being told in ways that can't help but have impact." Another judge 
added, “If I was half this good on my best day, I’d be proud.”

 We are immensely proud, of our inside contributors and our lean, 
scrappy outside team. With only a full-time editorial staff of two (soon 
to be three!), a handful of part-time staff and a backbench of volun-
teers, it’s a challenge to keep our heads above water. Knowing PJP’s 
work matters to a growing outside audience motivates us to keep 
moving forward. One way we plan to expand our efforts this year is by 
growing PJPxInside from a biannual publication to a quarterly with 
more training.

You may also have noticed that we are now more selective as 
submissions have increased. But we hope the journalism industry’s 
excitement about PJP inspires and motivates you to learn and develop 
with us. We’re excited for your submissions in 2023!

 
With appreciation,
The PJP Team

From the PJP Team

PJP By the numbers > 
                     (as of December 15, 2022) 

35
States

3
Countries

180
Prisons

600
Writers

1,700
Stories

2022 was a big year 
for PJP, and we want 
to invite you all to take 
a victory lap with us.
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COVER STORY: HOT JOOK
[ cont. from  page 1 ]

LETTER FROM THE SPJ 
CHAPTER PRESIDENT

You Are Never Alone With This Community
BY TARIQ MAQBOOL  |  Tariq MaQbool writes from New Jersey State Prison, New Jersey.
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Holidays behind bars have always been a 
rough time for me. They bring a feeling that 
can only be understood by someone who has 
experienced incarceration themselves. So, 
if you are sitting somewhere caged, perhaps 
staring blankly outside in the dark of night as 
I usually am, know that I see you. I get your 
pain, your hurt and sorrow. I am your fellow 
writer and a fan.

If you are reading this, then you have joined me and 
my good friends on a journey together. It’s a sojourn 
that we started some years ago and now, with all of 
you along, it has become a caravan. Our destination is 
a noble cause called hope. And you can only reach it if 
you can believe in it.

I am a dreamer, a gift that is a direct consequence 
of my love of reading. I am sure you have walked a 
similar path to enchantment. Perhaps that is why we 
all write: to continue to dream. My dreaming continued 
when I began a life condemned in New Jersey State 
Prison some 20 years ago. Back then, I remember 
sitting alone next to my window 
staring at 

my celestial friends through iron bars. It was New 
Year’s Eve. I couldn’t shake the memory of the sweet 
fragrance of caramel popcorn and roasted peanuts, of 
standing next to the big tree at New York City’s Rocke-
feller Center, looking at the same twinkling stars. The 
juxtaposition was too much. It felt as if my soul was 
shattering. After that, years passed like seeping water, 
carving fissures and plunging me further into oblivion. 

Then, on a friend’s advice, I started to share my 
writings.

My dream of writing to tell my truth and define my 
narrative took me on a lonely, seemingly never-ending 
path. Then, PJP showed up in a small, old two-door, 
asking, “Hey Tariq, wanna ride?” I smiled and got in.

Over our journey, more joined and with the grace of 
God Almighty, that little car is now the rock star tour 
bus of Prison Journalism Project.

In the past, I have called PJP a forum, yet it is much 
more. PJP is a community, and it is a unique one. The 

unity among its staff, volunteers, supporters and writ-
ers makes PJP special, a family!

So, dear family, if in this season you find yourself 
feeling sad, lonesome and in a dark place, then let me 
help. Find yourself a window. If you can’t, close your 
eyes and dream of one. See the dark raven sky with 
shimmering starlight. Place your hand on your chest 
above your heavy heart. If tears come out, let them. 
Now say this with me, replacing your name with mine:

“I am Tariq. I am here. We are here. My friends are all 
around me. Happy New Year!”

Now smile, because somewhere someone is thinking 
of you, and you are not alone.

Sincerely, 
Tariq MaQbool 
President, PJP Chapter of Society  
of Professional Journalists

I am here.  

We are here.  

My friends are all 

around me.  

Happy New Year!

He thanked me and called me “sir.” I was taken aback 
and embarrassed that this man, who was many years my 
senior, thought this was necessary.

Unable to speak English, this petite 75-year-old 
Korean man was thrown into the American criminal 
justice system to fend for himself. 

He would spend the next year navigating the brutal 
world of incarceration, where he tried to avoid the 
predators of prison and came to rely on the kindness 
of strangers. 

I pulled a few strings and had him moved into my cell 
for the next 18 months, so he could finally breathe. He 
no longer needed to worry about navigating the prison 
alone. I was there and would be his voice. 

During our time together we developed a familial 
bond. I do not remember how it happened, but I jok-
ingly started calling him my ggangpae ahbuhjee, which 
literally translates to “gangster father” in Hangul. 

The old man laughed when I shared this, and he readily 
embraced his newfound moniker. From that point 
forward he was my prison dad, and I was his prison son. 

When I started down this path, it was simply instinc-
tual to help a Korean elder. How could I have possibly 
known then that my kindness toward him would help 
me heal my own traumatic past? 

I had a biological father who loved me, but cancer 

ripped him away when I was 11 years old. Then 
through this serendipitous set of circumstances, 
destiny intervened and brought me a  prison dad to 
heal my wounded soul.

I cooked for him, cleaned up behind him, spent time 
with him and listened to him talk. I still see his wrinkled 
face and hear his quirky little laugh as he reminisced 
about days long gone. 

Over countless hours in our tiny cage, we talked in 
Hangul and bonded together as father and son. In a des-
olate world of incarceration, we found a 
glimmer of love, happiness and healing.

As with most stories, there are highs 
and lows. 

Unfortunately, my prison dad had 
to deal with the reality of his declining 
health. He had a laundry list of ail-
ments: high blood pressure, diabetes, a 
broken bladder, a serious case of insomnia and a per-
sistent cough, which would later be diagnosed as lung 
cancer. As his interpreter, we spent hours together in the 
prison sick cell waiting to see an empathetic medical 
professional. 

I know he felt guilty that my days were consumed 
with his problems, but I felt this was my filial duty and 
I loved him.

Once, I remember he hesitantly told me that he was 
unable to hold down any solid foods and had not eaten 
anything since the day before. It was the weekend, and 
the prison’s medical unit was a ghost town. 

Reaching into my old-school Korean cookbook, I 
whipped up some jook. For the uninitiated, jook is a bland 

Korean version of rice porridge that is served to the sick 
or infirm. It’s comfort food when you are feeling horrible. 

The preparations are simple enough on a stovetop. 
You need regular rice and a bit of time. But try making 
this dish in a dingy prison cell, with a rigged up pris-
on-issued tea pot and some rehydrated instant rice. 
Despite it all, I managed to pull off a copycat version 
that any respectable halmeoni (grandmother in Hangul) 
would be proud to say was her creation.

I prepared a small table for him. A mug of cold water, 
a bowl of steaming hot jook and a spicy 
and salty hot sauce concoction to dress his 
bowl. I positioned my prison dad in front 
of his meal. After a few small spoonfuls, 
he put the plastic spoon down and started 
to sob. He grabbed my hand, looked 
away and sighed heavily. He composed 
himself and, in a shaky voice, said, “You 

take better care of me than my biological son.” 
Listening to these words broke my heart because of all 

his suffering, but it was validating too, because he saw 
me. He knew I loved him.

When my prison dad was released, we both shed 
tears. We knew the bitter unspoken truth — we would 
never see each other again. I had too much time remain-
ing on my sentence, and he did not have enough time in 
his life to survive my incarceration. 

Holding him close for the very last time, I felt him 
trembling. 

He sobbed and whispered to me the same thing I told 
him the very first time I saw him, 

“Everything is going to be alright.”

This essay brims with 
rich details, scenes and 
dialogue, bringing to life 
this writer's world and the 
humanity of the people 
around him. The story 
resonates with the reader 
because they can connect 
to the theme of family 
and  belonging, which will 
help them connect to the 
writer and the people he 
writes about.

“You take better 

care of me than my 

biological son.“
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Today most stories about prison are written with an outside perspective. 
Prison Journalism Project has an online publication for incarcerated 
writers and others who know the system from the inside to take the 
power of journalism into their own hands, to learn the craft of journalis-
tic storytelling and to share their stories of life behind bars.

SHARE YOUR STORY

Write for Prison Journalism Project

... learn more on  WWW.PRISONJOURNALISMPROJECT.ORG

or contact PJP for our submission packet (see page 2).Photo by Peter Merts

AMPLIFY 
YOUR STORY

Do you edit or write for a newspaper or newsletter published at your prison? Please send us a copy of the publication to PJP's Chicago address  
(3501 Southport Ave., #204, Chicago, IL 60657). We would love to connect and see how we can help amplify your stories.

Last year, an editor on The New York Times 
opinion desk reached out looking for a 
writer — someone who could explain the 
consequences of decades-high inflation 
inside prison. 

We knew just the guy for the job. 
Patrick Irving writes a monthly newsletter about 

issues affecting the Idaho Department of Corrections 
community. In the May edition, he reported on extreme 
price increases at his prison commissary instituted by 
the Keefe Commissary Network. In some cases, the 
cost of ordinary items had doubled. Irving had also 
surfaced information about the cost-sharing arrange-
ment between Keefe and Idaho DOC, which he obtained 
through a public records request. 

Irving had sent PJP a story about these changes. 
The piece showed, with attributed facts, how the 
fluctuations of the economy — and the whims of a 
private corporation — were affecting life inside. During 
the fact-checking of his piece, Irving wrote multiple 
times to refine and clarify certain claims and figures 
after double- and triple-checking — a clear sign of his 

journalistic integrity.
We asked if he’d be interested in turning his report-

ing into a personal essay for The New York Times. He’d 
give it his best, he said. 

We knew from our own experience working in 
newsrooms that no reporter sends a rough draft to a 
senior editor in New York without at least one round of 
edits. Just as bureaus want to make sure stories are as 
polished as possible, part of PJP’s mission is to provide 
similar newsroom support for our writers, so we took 
first crack at an edit. As Irving’s editor, I pointed out 
assertions to fact-check, paragraphs to rework, and 
gaps to fill. 

When the Times editor requested more context, I ad-
dressed what we could from outside, then sent Irving a 
detailed memo with over a dozen questions. We clari-
fied the sources of facts and figures and painstakingly 
reviewed the price hikes inside his prison, which were 
the basis for his story. At one point we had to revise 
the piece as soon as we edited it because the vendor 
announced more price adjustments and item changes.

Irving’s essay, “Prisoners Like Me Are Being Held 
Hostage to Price Increases,” was published in The New 
York Times on Nov. 2. 

I must add an extra level of scrutiny to the 
work that I submit. Because I was working in 
a bit of a rush, I missed necessary qualifiers 
and allowed old information to settle in my 
piece. As Mason said in revision  “Things 
are always changing, and this is 

why we fact-check.”  That will be my 
motto moving forward.

I learned the importance of having 
reference materials on hand. I consulted 
PEN America’s “The Sentences That Create 
Us” when I received the assignment. It 
took a few chapters, including the section 
contributed by PJP, to find my bearings.  
I also had an old NYT style guide that I used 
for the first time. I’ll run much of my work 
through that from now on.

I realized the importance of trusting 
the work I’ve put into my journalism and of 
embracing the struggle as I work through 
my drafts.

The day before Irving’s story 
was scheduled to run, we asked 
him what he learned from this 
process. He wrote back: 
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FROM IDEA TO STORY

Here’s how the sausage was made.

A PJP Contributor’s First 
Byline in The New York Times

BY MASON BRYAN  |  PJP Senior Editor
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Prisoners Like Me Are Being Held Hostage to Price Increases
BY PATRICK IRVING  |  Patrick Irving writes from Idaho Maximum Security Institution, Idaho.

The hole in the sole of my shoe is a problem. The plastic bag I 
sandwich between my two best pairs of socks can do only so much 
during the days we’re let outside. It protects well against the rain 
that soaks in through my shoe, but Idaho snow is a formidable 
foe.

The problem is that for the price of a new pair of white Reebok 
Classics, the cheapest shoes available at the commissary, I could 
stave off hunger pains for a few weeks more. I could continue 
scrubbing my parts and pieces with a soap bar bigger than the 
matchbook-size, prison-issued bar. And I could wash my sweaty 
clothes in a toilet with real detergent.

The reason I’m washing my clothes in a toilet is that I live in 
the desert just south of Boise, at the Idaho Maximum Security 
Institution. I’m eight years into a 15-to-40-year sentence, handed 
down for two counts of arson committed while I was in a drug-in-
duced psychosis.

Prison is a harsh environment — physically, spiritually and eco-
nomically. Like anyone else, prisoners need to buy things. But 
unlike people on the outside, we have only one store to choose 
from: the commissary. It’s run by a private company called the 
Keefe Group, which has an exclusive contract with the Idaho De-
partment of Correction. (Keefe is a subsidiary of TKC, a holding 
company indirectly controlled by H.I.G. Capital, a private equity 
firm.) The company’s captive clients are limited to shopping once 
a week from a roster that’s subject to the whims of the company 
— and the economy. With decades-high inflation affecting Amer-
icans everywhere, prices of certain essentials have swelled beyond 
some prisoners’ ability to pay.

The commissary is sort of like your local corner store. Among its 
offerings are staples like food, clothing and hygiene products that, 
for us inside, can make the difference between a clean head of hair 
and a rinsed head of hair, a bad meal and a terrible meal, a cold 
night and a freezing night.

Inside, some things do come free. We are provided three meals a 
day, except on Sundays, when we’re loaded up with breakfast and 
dinner and provided with what we call lunch muffins in between. 
Toilet paper is on the house, which is not the case at all institu-
tions. We get two towels. A pocket comb. A plastic foam cup. A 
stubby pencil. A couple of tiny soap bars (but no shampoo). A 
travel-size tube of toothpaste and a middle-finger-size toothbrush. 
We get a couple of blankets and then one more once the tem-
perature drops. Upon intake, prisoners here receive a state-issued 
uniform: two sets of scrubs, three pairs of underwear, some socks 
and white T-shirts and a pair of slip-ons, which are close to worth-
less in the Idaho winter.

But you get what you pay for in prison, too. We have a better 
menu than most, so there are only five or six meals on the regular 
rotation that I just can’t eat — like the taco macaroni. Still, when 
you’re cooking for hundreds, there’s always something to be 
desired. That’s why any effort to spruce up a dish with a spice or 
condiment — sriracha ($5.34 per 17-ounce bottle) on everything, 
please — can go a long way.

As for the cold, the prison-issued coat and beanie we receive in 
the winter aren’t enough without reinforcements. So those who 
are able to will buy wool gloves ($7.24), thermal tops and bottoms 
($6.66 to $7.48), sweatshirts and sweatpants ($21.39 apiece).

But to get these things, prisoners at my institution have to 
contend with prices set by Keefe. In exchange for exclusive access 
to our incarcerated population, Keefe rewards the Idaho Depart-
ment of Correction with a revenue-sharing arrangement that 
guarantees a yearly minimum of $1.25 million plus 40 percent of 
the gross beyond an annual base sales target. That’s according to 
the Keefe Group-Idaho Department of Correction contract I re-
ceived via a public records request. As a result of this arrangement, 

the two entities are able to benefit from working closely together 
to leverage market tumult, usually at the expense of their shared 
clients.

In April, Keefe Commissary Network, in an electronic message 
sent to prisoners, announced a blanket price increase. The 
company attributed the move to the Covid pandemic and its fi-
nancial impacts on trucking, manufacturing, labor and other parts 
of the supply chain. The projected damage to our prison wallets 
was approximately 8.5% for everything that remained on the 
roster. But immediately after the price-hike announcement, Keefe 
sent another message, informing us that many staples would be 
discontinued or replaced with different brands.

By May 1, prices for a two-ounce packet of squeeze cheese had 
doubled (to 65 cents from 32 cents). Flour tortillas, a staple for 
many, were briefly eliminated but recently reinstated for $2.03 per 
eight ounces, a 123 percent increase. Five-ounce sausages were re-
placed with a three-ounce version at a slightly lower price, but the 
larger ones are now back — and at $4.27, they cost 64 percent 
more.

Other items were also swapped out for different brands and 
sizes, avoiding a technical increase but ultimately imposing a 
much higher one.  Not even honey was safe. After replacing it 
with a sugar-free version, the cost soared over 130 percent (to $6, 
from $2.58).

These prices may strike the average reader as inconsequential, 
but they are a lot relative to what prisoners can earn inside. On the 
unit where I reside, there are a few paid, resident worker positions 
— janitors and barbers — but all are currently filled. 

Assuming a position were to open, I could make a monthly 
wage of $5 to $80, at 40 cents an hour. The latter income would 
afford me a sense of pride and dignity, but it would also require 
me to clean for 200 hours a month. 

Outside of sanctioned labor exists a variety of other options. 
In prison you will find plenty of functioning economies built on 
trades and services, innovation and demand. Some perform repairs 
on miscellaneous property items; others whip up confections — 
including taffy and fudge — then offer them to other prisoners in 
exchange for money and various other commissary items.

Unsanctioned professions can include artist, bootlegger, toy-
maker and more. But along with these opportunities are good 
reasons to not engage. First, the punishments for participating in 
an unsanctioned prison marketplace can range from verbal lash-
ings to a decade delay in release. Second, dramatic increases in 
the price of raw materials are leaving little in the margins where 
profits were once made. A batch of illicit fudge — ingredients can 
include sugar, peanut butter and candy bars — used to cost ap-
proximately $5 to produce, allowing makers to more than double 
their return. Today the batch would cost north of $8. 

I’m fortunate that I can rely on two sets of recently retired 
parents, who pool from their savings approximately $200 a 
month to help defray my costs. But it’s also increasingly unten-
able, and emotionally difficult, to continue relying on my parents 
for assistance. 

Making matters worse, for my family’s financial support to 
reach me, they must pay Access Corrections, a Keefe unit that 
must be used to send money to prisoners, as much as 22 percent 
for a $19.99 transfer. If my parents wish to fund the account at-
tached to the prison phone service, which is run by ICSolutions, 
another Keefe unit, they must pay 38.3 percent in taxes plus a 
$3 processing fee (on top of the 8 cents per minute ICSolutions 
charges for a phone call).

The decision I have to make is really no decision at all: It’s time 
once again to tap my emergency funds, buy a pair of new shoes 
($48.72) and hope they last.

###

Excellent kicker 

This is a masterful lead. 
There's music to the first 
sentence — note the 
simple rhyme scheme. The 
specific and vivid imagery 
(plastic bag between two 
pairs of socks) help lay 
out the stakes quickly and 
effectively. 

Many readers want to know 
why someone is inside 
prison, and some of them 
need to understand that 
before they are ready to 
pay attention. But there is 
no need to go into detail. 
Notice the way this writer 
keeps his answer short, 
incorporating it elegantly 
into this scene.

This is a strong example 
of what journalists call 
the nut graf. It serves as a 
road map for the reader. 
In most professional 
news outlets, you'll see a 
paragraph like this up high 
in a piece. Here, Irving 
signals that the piece is 
about the commissary and 
the private company Keefe 
Group. Then he tells you 
why you should care, with 
a sentence that connects 
the problem of price hikes 
inside to an issue on the 
minds of Americans on the 
outside. A news peg like 
this — i.e., a connection 
between an inside issue and 
an issue of current interest 
outside — can increase an 
article's chances of getting 
published by PJP and other 
media outlets.

The PJP team annotated this article to give you an idea of what we thought worked really well 
and how we would further develop this piece to make it more journalistically relevant.

Anatomy of a storyˆ
the

 Including both the price 
and the percentage, to 
make the increase explicit, 
helps the reader see the 
problem at the heart of this 
story more easily. It's worth 
the time to do the extra 
math. 

This is a textbook 
kicker — in a style called 
“bookending” — where the 
writer refers back to what 
he wrote in the lead. The 
lead raised a question, 
and Irving waited until the 
last sentence to provide 
the answer. The reader 
who reads to the end is 
rewarded by finding out 
what choice the writer 
made.

Notice how Irving 
introduces the concept of 
the commissary by pointing 
out something similar on 
the outside. Analogies 
are a good strategy for 
any inside story, to help 
outsiders picture otherwise 
unfamiliar prison spaces 
and practices.

This aside brings forth 
the writer’s personality 
and helps him connect to 
readers who may share his 
taste. Too many side notes 
would be distracting, but 
throwing one in here was 
an inspired way to speak 
directly to the reader.

 Providing specific prices 
(gloves at $7.24, rather than 
"around $7") on a handful 
of essential purchases 
does a couple of things: It 
continues to establish the 
writer's credibility, and it 
helps the reader see how 
the expenses add up. 

A public records request 
is a solicitation, made by 
a citizen to a government 
agency, for documents 
they are entitled to see. 
Journalists inside and out 
can submit these requests 
to obtain information that 
might help illuminate an 
aspect of government 
they're interested in. Here, 
Irving wanted to know 
about the contract between 
the private company Keefe 
Group and the Idaho DOC. 
With the actual contract 
in hand, he can note with 
specificity how much 
money is in play, and show 
the incentives at play in this 
arrangement.
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1 Jesus, Take the Wheel 
Carrie Underwood

2 Wishing Well 
Juice WRLD

3 Lost Boy 
Ruth B.

4 So Good 
Halsey

5 Wasted On You 
Morgan Wallen

6 Hold On To Love 
Surface

7 Blinding Lights 
The Weeknd

8 Free Mind 
Tems

9 About Damn Time 
Lizzo

10 We’re Not Gonna Take It 
Twisted Sister

11 Anti-Hero 
Taylor Swift

12 American Privilege 
Allen Stone

13 Kiss From A Rose 
Seal

14 Break My Soul 
Beyonce

15 Breakaway 
Kelly Clarkson

16 Stronger 
Britney Spears

17 Imagine 
John Lennon

18 2055 
Sleepy Hallow

19 Bad Habit 
Steve Lacy

20 Lovely Day 
Bill Withers

21 I Fall Apart 
Post Malone

22 So Many Tears 
2pac

23 Everywhere 
Fleetwood Mac

24 Golden Brown 
The Stranglers

25 Lose Yourself 
Eminem

26 Sunshine 
Earth, Wind & Fire

27 Bye Bye 
Mariah Carey

28 Ride Wit Me 
Nelly, City Spud

29 Easy On Me 
Adele

30 Cold Heart 
PNAU Remix / Elton John, Due Lipa, PNAU

“Curtis, you want your razor?”
 The voice echoed through my cell, disrupting my 

solitary ruminations on the book I was reading.
Had I heard that correctly? 
When I looked up, my eyes confirmed what my 

ears had disbelieved. An officer stood at the door of 
my cell. She was wearing latex gloves. In her hands 
was a slotted plastic board, where about 30 blue 
razors could be seen dangling. 

Razors, that is, for shaving.
It took me a moment to wrap my brain around the 

thought. The possibility of performing such a trivial 
task reduced me to dumbfounded silence. When I 
finally managed a slight nod, the officer selected the 
appropriately labeled razor, placed it on the shelf 
formed by my open pie flap — a hinged opening in 
a cell door through which trays, mail and other items 
may be passed — and disappeared down the line to 
the next cell, repeating her query to my neighbor. 

I set aside my book and rose from the bunk, 
shuffling across the bare concrete floor. I stood for 
a moment, scrutinizing the razor, as if I had never 
encountered such an object before. 

I had arrived here, in the women’s segregation of 
Southwest Virginia Regional Jail only two days prior. 
But in the month since my arrest — a month I’d spent 
languishing alone in the Bexar County Adult Detention 
Center in San Antonio, Texas, far from home awaiting 
extradition — I had not so much as seen a razor. 

The thick, dark hair carpeting my legs was soft. It pro-
vided, or at least I liked to tell myself it provided, an ad-
ditional layer of warmth against the chilly, climate-con-
trolled air blasting from the ceiling. But it itched and 
made me feel far from feminine. I was overjoyed at the 
prospect of being smooth and hairless again. 

In the dim light, I peered closely at the thing. It 
was a men’s razor, generic, of course — and surely 
manufactured and sold in bulk by the Bob Barker 
Company, like everything else in the jail. It had a 
single blade and no moisturizing strip, presaging the 
razor burn sure to come. Even so, I couldn’t have been 
more thrilled if it had been a Schick Intuition! 

I hastily removed my red scrub bottoms and folded 

ESSAY

Small moments can 
deliver a powerful 
message when they are 
packaged in a detailed 
scene. Curtis takes great 
care to describe the look 
of the razor, the process 
of shaving and the feeling 
it brings. With these 
details, readers see the 
healing effect of a routine 
act easily overlooked by 
people outside. 

The Unexpected Power of Shaving in Prison
BY MITHRELLAS CURTIS  |  Mithrellas Curtis writes from Fluvanna Correctional Center for Women, Virginia.

Illustration by Sarah Rogers

An hour passed. A few knicks, a handful of curses. 
Finishing up, I sat on my bed applying lotion — a 
generous gift from the lady in the adjoining cell — on 
the hairless legs of a brand new woman. That night I 
lay in bed relishing the caress of cheap cotton sheets 
sliding over my bare skin. I felt peace in my heart. 
Like the hair on my legs, something else was gone, I 
realized: the need to perform for another. My smooth 
legs were for my own enjoyment. 

In that cell, my life was mine alone. I smiled to 
myself in the semidarkness, marveling at the comfort 
I’d long sought elsewhere, and drifted off to sleep.

them neatly, placing them at the end of my bunk. 
I perched my right foot on the edge of the steel 
commode, then grabbed my state-issued washcloth 
and bar of soap and lathered my leg. 

Then I began shaving.
As I stood, I thought about all that I’d experienced in 

the last month: I had been terrified beyond expression, 
berated, belittled, poked, prodded, weighed, measured 
and interrogated for hours. I’d been chained and fet-
tered, ink-stained, photographed, caged like an animal 
and paraded before the public to meet their damnation. 

I had voyaged to the depths of despair and the 
threshold of death’s lair, poised for the plunge.

And yet, there I was, standing in a cold gray cell, 
shaving. I almost laughed at the absurdity of my ex-
citement and the inexplicable sense of hope I sudden-
ly felt. I was struck by the way my short incarceration 
had changed me already: No longer was I the pitiful, 
haunted creature I had been the morning my past 
mistakes finally caught up with me. 

Though I was still far from healthy — just begin-
ning to recover from addiction — the hand holding 
the razor was steady. The eyes that met my gaze in the 
mirror were clear and alert.

SELECTION FROM THE

2022 PJP Playlist
In November, we reached out to PJP writers 
to help us put together a Spotify playlist, 
as a gift for those who donated to PJP 
this year. The final list included 72 songs, 
recommended by 53 writers. Below is a 
selection from the playlist. Thank you to all 
who contributed.

Though I was still far from healthy - just beginning to recover 

from addiction - the hand holding the razor was steady. The 

eyes that met my gaze in the mirror were clear and alert.
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The draconian laws that emerged from the 1980s and 
’90s are more concerned with being punitive than with 
the root causes of crime.

It’s Time to 
Officially End the 
Tough-On-Crime Era

... read more on  WWW.PRISONJOURNALISMPROJECT.ORG

JEFFREY SHOCKLEY

Jeffrey Shockley writes 
from SCI Fayette, 
Pennsylvania.

EDISON ARIEL ORTIZ

Edison Ariel Ortiz writes from Macon State Prison, Georgia. 

Shockley does a 
tremendous job of 
weaving in personal 
details to back up his 
essay's argument, helping 
readers understand who 
he was when he entered 
prison and how prison 
programs helped him 
grow into who he is today. 

What is the point  
of jails and prisons?

Many in society may say: “to punish people who have 
committed a crime or offense against society.” A small-
er portion may say: “rehabilitation.”

I reside in a Pennsylvania prison, serving a life sen-
tence without the possibility of parole. You can also 
refer to my sentence as “death by incarceration.” I am 
one of thousands of similarly sentenced individuals 
who have changed their lives for the better in prison. 
Yet despite our growth, we are constantly scrutinized, 
criticized and marginalized. Politicians use us as 
ammunition against reformers who want to change 
the antiquated ideologies and laws that keep people 
unnecessarily locked away for decades.

As I sit here in the 23rd year of my sentence, I’ve 
demonstrated a positive mentality, changed my behav-
iors and built an institutional resume of educational 
classes and rehabilitative programs. I’m no longer a 
problem child who behaves in destructive ways.

It’s commendable that the Pennsylvania Department 
of Corrections provides basic education and various 
vocational classes to people who want to better them-
selves. The prisons offer welding, computer-aided 

design, plumbing and electrical courses through the 
maintenance department. Correctional industries 
teach metal fabrication and machining, where incar-
cerated people learn to make license plates.I have 
been able to participate in many programs and classes 
that expand the mind and provide some hope.

One of them was the University of Pittsburgh’s 
Inside-Out Prison Exchange Program, which has since 
spread to other Pennsylvania prisons. In this program, 
professors teach college-level courses in English 
literature, composition and creative writing, with the 
unique aspect that campus-based students join incar-
cerated students in prison for classes.

Those lessons melted the prison walls away for 
me. When we stepped in the classroom, we were all 
just students, together as peers. We turned in weekly 
homework and discussed such topics as prison reform 
and what social justice means to someone who may 
never be free.

This experience touched me in so many positive ways. 
It helped me to grow as a writer. I explored topics I would 
never have considered in prison, including the plight of 
immigrant children. In one course, we read Daniel Beaty’s 
play, “Emergency.” The cherry on top was when the actor 
came into the prison and performed his play live.

It is easy to think that your life is over when serving 

a life sentence, but that hasn’t been the case for me. 
Being able to participate and grow through these op-
portunities has given me hope.

There’s a thought experiment that I think explains 
my point well. Envision a person getting a job flipping 
burgers. They continually demonstrate quality and ef-
ficiency, but their supervisor still does not believe they 
are capable. They may leave to get a better job. 

A person serving a life sentence does not have 
the luxury of leaving if there isn’t room for growth. 
But because of classes, programs and our desire to 
change, many of us have excelled beyond real or imag-
ined expectations. The problem is that so many of us 
are stuck here, growing older and eating up taxpayer 
money despite our excellence.

As things are now, investments in us often don’t 
make it back to our home communities — communities 
we have damaged and that we want to repair. Would 
youth not benefit from those of us who are no longer 
young, but whose experiences could help to deter 
today’s violence?

Many of us would love the chance to strengthen and 
encourage the communities we lived in. We want to 
share our knowledge and experience with the younger 
generations we’ve left behind to make sure they don’t 
travel the same path we did.

Programming in Pennsylvania Prisons Gave This Lifer Purpose
PERSPECTIVE

OPINION

This is a solid example of an opinion piece that combines personal experience with outside reporting 
for context and makes a clear, supported argument. The reader is brought into the scene with a strong, 
descriptive beginning allowing for them to viscerally feel the discomfort that the writer is feeling. 

The Stifling 
Heat in My 
Georgia Prison

“How in the world is it this hot at night?” I said to myself.
Tossing and turning, I even prayed and asked for God 

to take the heat away. 
“Aren’t nights supposed to be cooler? I mean, come 

on, God!” 
I finally fell asleep once the concrete cooled down 

around 4 a.m.
Only a quarter of Georgia prisons are fully air-con-

ditioned, according to Georgia Public Broadcasting. 
The radio station has reported that those prisons are 
generally only partially cooled, which means they might 
have air conditioning in a single dormitory. 

Georgia is one of 13 states in the South and Midwest 
that lack universal air conditioning in their prisons, as 
reported by the Prison Policy Initiative. At least one still 
unfinished study linked lack of air conditioning to in-
creases in violence. Many people in prison are suscep-
tible to heat-related illness. And extreme heat has also 

caused dozens of heat-related deaths in 
Texas prisons, according to a Texas A&M 
University report released this summer.

At my camp, only one unit has air 
conditioning. However, the architecture 
in the rest of the housing units is old and 
outdated, compounding the heat prob-
lem. (This is my opinion based on having 
been a combat engineer in the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers.) Even though the 
planet is suffering from climate change, 

Georgia still has not outfitted its prisons with proper 
cooling.

Walking to chow line one day I noticed a guard 
patting her forehead with a washrag. I leaned over and 
reminded her to drink plenty of water, feeling ashamed 
that my state hadn’t modernized its cooling systems in 
correctional facilities.

I’m an inmate, but I’m an American first, and I believe 
our country should set a high standard. I thought re-
cently of Reidsville State Prison, in Georgia, which had 
been shut down for lack of prison staffing and the age 
of the facility. The governor had promised to build new, 
updated prisons, but that will take a long time. 

Georgia can make its current prisons better by 
modernizing facilities with air conditioning and training 
staff for extreme weather events. Extreme weather is 
here to stay. It is only going to get hotter. And at some 
point it is unsustainable and inhumane to refuse to act.

Only a quarter of the state’s prisons 
are fully air-conditioned.

I was in bed sweating profusely. 

It was late, around 2 a.m. Earlier that day Georgia had 
been hit with a heat wave. The news had reported a high 
of 112 degrees on the heat index, what the temperature 
feels like when you factor in humidity. While lying in bed, 
I reached over to the wall and touched it. The concrete 
was radiating warmth. 
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Wingless Bird
BY BOBO AMIN  |  Bobo Amin, pen name of  
Christopher Reece, writes from Woodland Center  
Correctional Facility, Michigan.

Like a wingless bird I fly with words
soaring the sky with my head held high
because I believe in what I voice
a melodic chirp that’s heard,
A voice so light yet powerful
like a sprinkling rain before a storm quenching the 

souls of all the habitants of the earth
my voice is the same
giving encouragement to those who see and hear 

while reminding the hopeless that they’re worth 
the time and a listening ear,

Even when my voice is weak and I’m weary and the 
burdens of life are heavy my voice will lift my 
spirit and spread all over the world, everybody 
will hear it.

V.O.T.E
BY LORENZO MICHAEL HALL  |  Lorenzo Michael Hall writes 
from Hill Correctional Center, Illinois.

To those who have an ear let them hear:
a VOICE of defiance from the next generation of 

society’s victim of recidivism;
a VOICE on the other side of the spectrum where 

color bears no significance but Black Lives 
Matter more than criticism;

a VOICE longing for reciprocation from anyone 
schooled by the amazingly miseducated Lauryn 
Hill;

an incendiary but instrumental VOICE fueled by 
Malcolm and tuned by Tupac, you feel me?

a VOICE meant to be spoken in unison with 
a chorus of a chosen few warriors and 
revolutionaries;

a VOICE that knows no boundaries even from 
within the confines of a spiritual cemetery;

a VOICE so cool that is resonates through the 
crevices of Chicago’s icy veins;

an angry but respectful VOICE filled with an 
insatiable passion for change;

a VOICE of independence — unchecked, unchained 
and unrelenting.

To those who have an ear let them hear:
a VOICE. OF. TOTAL. EMPOWERMENT!

POETRY VERSE FROM BEHIND THE WALL

In recent days, southwestern Florida has been bat-
tered by Hurricane Ian, one of the strongest storms ever 
to hit the United States. 

From my prison window, I see the razor wire on a 
nearby fence vibrating violently in the wind. Water has 
made its way inside through a roof vent, a door and a 
few windows. We are surrounded by concrete but can 
still sense the strong winds outside. Power has flickered 
on and off all day, the water has been turned off and fire 
alarms have sounded constantly.

Some prisoners are playing poker in the day room 
while others have been battling sporadic phone service 
as they attempt to reach loved ones.

Prisoner movement has been curtailed. U.S. postal 
mail has been suspended until further notice. Staff levels 
here are minimal, and all meals have been delivered to 
our unit. 

On Sept. 29, prison guards — the same ones who 
worked the previous day — provided each prisoner with 
two pints of bottled water to drink. They also delivered 
a large trash can full of water to be used for flushing 
toilets. As of this writing, the water was still off; dozens 
of men have been using six toilets. 

Several men who live in my dorm here in Moore 
Haven Correctional Facility have homes or relatives di-
rectly in the path of devastation. As the eye of the storm 
passes just to the west of us, we are listening closely to 
WINK News broadcasts on our radios.

When I spoke to Christian Heath, he had been trying 
all day to reach his parents in Sebring, with no luck. 

PRISON REPORT

Hurricane Ian, From My Prison Window
Inside Moore Haven Correctional Facility, prisoners fear for their homes  

and loved ones as a historic hurricane rips through Florida.

“That’s really unusual,” he said. “I’m getting more and 
more worried.”

Matthew Hey had just recently connected with his 
mother, who lives in Plant City. Her backyard was 
already flooded. 

“I want to be with my mom,” Hey said, as a fire alarm 
sounded in the background. “But I’m not because of 
the stupid decisions I’ve made in my life, and I feel bad 
about that.” 

Ryan Paulsen, who has been incarcerated here since 
2013, said he had never seen anything like this before. 
His family recently evacuated from Sanibel Island to the 
mainland, and he was worried about losing his home. 
“They left a few days ago, so I’m glad they’re safe,” he 
said, as reports came in of winds approaching 150 mph 
on the island. “I just hope the house is there.”

Thomas Remland owns a home in Naples, and he too 
is worried. “I just hope it’s not under water,” he said. 
“It’s all I have.”

Daniel Jahnke was supposed to be released on Oct. 1. 
He had plans to go to a halfway house located near the 
beach in Cape Coral, but he was concerned because the 
current conditions for that area have been described as 
catastrophic with heavy winds and storm surges as high 
as 12 feet.

“I’m in my mid-60s and I’m disabled. What am I 
gonna do?” he said. 

As I write, we have just lost power. The local radio 
stations have stopped transmitting. The emergency gen-
erators are firing up.

A satellite image from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration shows Hurricane Ian approaching Florida on Wednesday September 28, 2022.  
(Credit: NASA/GOES-16)

“behind the scenes” 

When Hurricane Ian made landfall, we worried about people incarcerated in Florida. And, being a news organization, we also wanted 
outside readers to know about how this massive hurricane would impact people inside. So we sent a note to reporters in Florida asking 
for a story about the scene from inside prison. Eric Finley responded.

It was too hectic for Finley to methodically report and write out a fleshed out piece, so he delivered what we might call a version of his 
"reporter's notebook." Over the course of the weather event, he had kept track of what he saw and what he heard, he recorded actions by 
prison officials, and he talked to fellow prisoners about what they were experiencing, carefully documenting their quotes.

These notes came in piecemeal through JPay. A PJP editor reviewed them, then began compiling, or collaging, them into a news 
story. The process took two days. The specific details Finley reported stood out immediately — through them, we could build a scene to 
help visualize what Finley and others were experiencing. Meanwhile, the quotes he obtained helped paint the emotional scene.

It was a tremendous effort by a journalist inside. Finley transmitted information in real time to an editor on the outside, helping to 
deliver a vivid picture of a major news event and its impact on incarcerated people.

“Wingless Bird” meditates with extended metaphor 
while “V.O.T.E.” dances with rhyme and reference 
— both poems conclude that speaking out can be 
liberating, and both are totally unique because of the 
poet’s distinct voice. 

BY ERIC FINLEY   |  Eric Finley 
writes from Moore Haven 
Correctional Institution, 
Florida.

 “I want to be 

 with my mom, 

 but I’m not 

 because of the 

 stupid decisions 

 I’ve made in my  

 life, and I feel 

 bad about 

 that.”
UPDATE FROM PJP POETRY 

In 2023, we are shifting our 
poetry section into lower gear 
while we work on our main 
mission — journalism training 
and publication. Poets, please 
know we value your work but 
since we’re now publishing only 
2-3 poems per week, we have to 
turn most submissions away.  
We hope you’ll continue to send 
us your best pieces, and perhaps 
you’ll try submitting another kind 
of writing to us as well.
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