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When You Are a Woman Who Visits a Man Who Lives in a Prison

Visiting a prison is urgent. With regularity, the rhythm of prison visits takes on a special — a strange — lilt.
Waking early on Saturday or Sunday — the days that beg a tired woman to sleep in — you pull the elastic
of a sports bra on over the head in the dark to avoid the underwire issue at the metal detector in the
light that will arrive later that morning, shining another tally through the barred and barbed windows at
your destination. You shuffle mindlessly through the morning routine on a visit day until standing in
front of the closet. It is difficult, then, not to pause, struck by the sometimes subtle, but oftentimes
direct requests for something that shows just a little bit more of this or that; recalling to mind images of
other women who visit — things they have and have not carried off; remembering the time you lost your
place in the security line to get a sweater from the car so someone else’s lady could undress from
whatever she was disallowed and pull on the loaner you knew you’d never get back.

What to wear?

But, once you have dressed and placed a quarter in your pocket for the obligatory locker that will hold
your car keys, the rest of the ride is a cable car journey into the strangeness of the Catskill Mountains —
where one finds rural poverty, Hassidic enclaves, mountain climbers, and the caged population that
multiplies the political power of their “neighbors”. Blink your left eye. Blink your right eye. And you're
there.

This happens in part because anticipation is a switch that makes the mind quiet as miles and trees pass
by you. Your gas foot says, “Hurry, hurry, hurry,” to the car you drive. But it is no matter. When you
arrive, you will have no choice but slow. Start by parking in the visitors’ lot and walking up the hill over
the gravel blacktop to the visitor’s entrance door. You'll have to fill out a slip — a second if you're
carrying the items known as a “package” — that is, anything, within the weight limit, meeting the color
and cost requirements, in the correct packaging, without being more than the second such package that
month, you intend to leave behind. Your handwriting will never be messier than it is on those slips —
fast, lest someone be faster and step ahead of you; fast, because there are many long minutes left to
wait before the man you have come to visit will be where you can touch and see him.

Though civility occasionally emerges in the weird prism of a prison visit, the first officer you meet, the
one accepting IDs and snapping guest pass photos, will ignore you. She will direct commands your way
without ever looking at you while carrying on the sort of verbal one-upmanship one might expect
around a billiards table after a beer with an officer beside her. Soon (if you are lucky and no one is
causing a problem and the officers are not flat footed) you will move along, empty your pockets, remove
your shoes, feel the smooth floor beneath your socks, wait for the walk through the arch that will
determine if you have forgotten to take off your belt or if, in the haze of that morning’s dressing, you
slipped and your wire-bearing-bra must be removed and left in a paper bag in your locker.

The rocking rhythm of the waiting one does to enter into the visit room is thus. The body wants to run
forward; the mind knows the length of each step by heart; the tension between knowing and wanting is
some very (very, very) small version of the edge of what you imagine it must be like for the human man
you are on your way to touch and hold, the man through whom the visit room becomes carnival — a
circuit of experiences (vending machine A, vending machine B, photograph ticket, photo) carefully paced
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to fit within and fill the six hour tour before the visitors and visitees make their separate ways to
exceptionally different doors...

When you are a woman who visits a man who lives in a prison, he may ask you if you would be willing to
parent his child without him. He may tell you the story of his crime in a manner that is rote and
unfeeling. He may stiffen and withdraw his attention when a tall set of keys walks by. When you are a
woman who visits a man who lives in a prison, you may find yourself looking around at the other
women, the other men in the visit room, wondering what it is they say to one another and how true any
of it really is.

There is no end to the story of the visit room, because there is no end to what you will see and feel
there. Sometimes you will walk in feeling peaceful. Sometime you will feel harried. Sometimes you will
walk out exchanging kind words with the other women. Sometimes you will walk out silent and in
tears... the details that have dripped into you like an IV now leaking their way back out. Drive home. The
night on the other side of a visit is forgiving — is freedom — is lonely, lonely freedom.





