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The following manuscript was found in a bathroom stall inside the women’s building of Polaris County Correctional Institute. It claims to be a true account of a woman’s experience with what some might call the occult or supernatural within the walls of the prison, but its claims are debatable. While we have been able to verify the existence of many of the “characters” in this manuscript by name, it appears the author has created a narrative to entertain using real people as the crux of their art. In point of transparency, we present to you, unadulterated, the manuscript in its entirety. Remember, however, as you read it, that the author, one Amy Pinnock, has never been an inmate at Polaris County Correctional Institute, and in our research into our existence, the closest woman matching her description was last living across the country in California, working as a teacher. 

Proceed with skepticism, and regard anything you read as a fiction. 

May 13, 2022

First, I need to start this by stating: I am not crazy. That, of course, will not convince any sane person otherwise, as no insane person thinks they are crazy. But, again, I assure you that I am not crazy.

My name is Amy Pinnock and I am twenty-nine years old. I have an advanced degree in English and Creative Writing. I am not married, but was happily dating a man whose name I can no longer remember, but there are memories still gliding about my head and when they come forth, I feel a warm, a happiness, a connectedness that calms me while I face whatever it is I am facing here. His face, however, is always obscured, but that is okay. The feeling is there, and that is more than enough to convince me. 

I believe I was a teacher or a writer or both. Maybe trying to be a writer, and teaching to make money while I worked on my dream. That is conviction which felt much stronger three months ago when I woke up in this prison one day. Now, the feeling is fading, much like other parts of me I do not wish to lose. There are, however, other parts, like information, that stick out in my mind like a bonfire at midnight in the woods under the new moon. 

I know that the Polaris County Correctional Institute building is a landmark in Polaris County. A factory that made ammo and other valuable metal goods during World War II, the two sister buildings were prime targets for the bad guys. “The Axis,” my grandpappy told me, “discussed on numerous occasions taking out the whole town. Everybody lived in fear of bombs dropping like rainfall. Once, the air raid sirens went off – a test or malfunction or something – and everybody scrambled. Cars left out in the street like inexpensive toys, people taking shelter in the nearest house, strangers letting strangers into their homes. Never seen anything like it since.” I don’t think the town would have come back from that; back then it was Polaris Township, not the bustling city that exists today.

My first day here they moved me from a cell to restricted housing. I screamed and screamed and cried and screamed. Where the hell was I and how did I get here? The guards and counselors looked at me as though I was crazy, and I guess I looked it to them, but can you imagine going to sleep in your own bed, then waking up in a cell? As guards tried to storm the cell, I threw what little things I could find not bolted to the wall or the floor. It took four men to subdue me and haul me off to seg. For a week, I festered like an open wound, refusing to shower or brush my teeth.

Much of that time I spent trying to remember the life I had before. Even then those memories felt both real and distant, like clouds in the sky. You know, as a fundamental part of your understanding of the world, that they exist, and you can see them, wispy and milky, but they are too far away to ever grasp. It was like one of those dreams where you’re Olympic-style sprinting toward a destination, but the goal never comes any closer. Eventually, I would tire of running.

“Would you like to see the counselor today, Pinnock?” a guard asked on my sixth day in seg. He’d asked me for five days in a row and I ignored him each time until that day. I wanted answers.
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I sat in the cramped office which reminded me more of a janitor closet than a space meant for occupational habitation. On the walls hung certificates and degrees in frames. On the desk sat pictures and stacks of folders and papers with lime green sticky notes on them. There a singular picture of her with her family, a husband and two little boys. The air itself was disheveled, as though the person who worked here had infested the office’s atmosphere with how they operated. I didn’t feel safe, or welcomed; I felt tired, like I knew whatever feckless attempt at a resolution would result in nothing.

We sat across from each other in silence, Ms. Deville and I, for several minutes. Her face was thin around the cheeks, very severe looking, and she wore metal-framed glasses which accentuated the seriousness of her face. Deville wore her dark hair, streaked with thin strands of gray, pulled back into a tight bun. No hair was out of place, and I am sure that was by design. Finally, I broke the silence.

“I don’t know why I am here.”

Deville laughed, looked down at the papers in front of her, picking up the first stapled stack, and looked it over. “You don’t know why you’re here,” she repeated.

“No, I don’t.”

“You don’t know why you’re here?” she said again, a small smile playing at her lips. “Pinnock, you sound like all the other women in this block. Out there living wild, unruly lives. Everything’s fun and games until you get caught, right? Then, once you’re in big shit, it’s time to deflect blame, evade responsibility. No one wants to be accountable for their actions when it comes time for consequences – ”

“No,” I interrupted, leaning forward in my seat across from her and putting my hands on her desk, “you’re misunderstanding me. I have no idea why I am here. I don’t know what alleged crime I committed.” I fixed Deville with a determined look. “Now, tell me why I am here.”

Deville regarded me with a wary look, one that mixed disbelief and fear until they were barely discernible from each other. I don’t remember if that assertiveness was something from my previous life, but it came in handy when I needed it in that moment. Deville perused the first sheet of paper again, then looked up at me.

She began to speak, to explain what I had done to land here, and what happened next sent my heart speeding like a race car around a track.

“Pinnock, the charges you’re here for....”

Suddenly her voice sounded slushed, as though I were trying to listen through a wall of water. I couldn’t make out a word she said until the end when she concluded, “...and your sentence is three years, flat.”

Deville registered the confusion I felt shaping my face and asked, “What? What is it?”

“Er... could... could you repeat that, please?”

She sighed loudly and dramatically, and when she spoke again, it was like being dropped into a dunk tank once again. I could hear her voice, but it sounded garbled and indistinct. What is going on? I thought. I placed my right hand over my heart; it was beating out of my chest. Confused, I rose from my seat and backed out of the office. 

“Pinnock? Pinnock? What’s wrong?”
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I spent the next few days alone in my cell, lying in the bed, refusing to eat or drink or shower. Whatever had happened in that office with Counselor Deville had drained me, mentally and physically. What terrified me most is that my inability to hear the reason for my incarceration felt deliberate, like something was trying to keep me here. At first I thought maybe it was me, my shock and anger at waking behind prison walls with vague memories of my past life becoming vaguer by the hour, manifesting as some sort of psychosomatic symptom. But as the hours passed since the incident in that office, I realized that I don’t belong her, and something doesn’t want me to know it.

A perpetual fatigue plagued my waking hours, while a recurring, distressing dreams – not quite nightmares – haunted what little sleep I got. The most vivid of the dreams takes place in Deville’s office. As we speak the lights begin to flicker and the office begins to shake, as though the world has been placed inside a snow globe. The family photo falls to the floor; the glass shatters on impact. Through this Deville remains calm until her eyes roll back, revealing the whites, strained with blood vessels. Suddenly her head snaps back. The crack! of the abrupt movement echoes through the tiny office like church bells. She slams her hands on the desk and shouts, “You don’t belong here!” The soundwaves from her voice blow like tornado winds and knock my chair over. I fall backward in slow motion, locked into the chair, and have time enough to think about my man – or former man – and his puzzle-face which eludes me, even in the crevices of my mind. And then, as I hit the floor, I wake up.

As terrifying as it sounds, I was not scared, only disturbed. I think something or someone is trying to counteract the forces that brought me here, or even save me. Still, whenever the image of the milky whites of her eyes returns, I try, in my mind, to swim around it, through the pearl thickness back to something safe, familiar. Back to my old life. It is then I realize that I am forgetting how to swim.
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To remain protective of myself, I became a wallflower in a room of Venus fly traps and cobra lilies. I was like one of those nasty gnats which infested the shower drains; people knew I was there, but I wanted to be an afterthought. I watched as all the women acted as one, moved in unison like a flock of migrating birds changing direction mid-flight. Through the chow line, to the showers and recreation. All wearing the same cheap orange jumpsuit. If I stared long enough, everyone looked alike; a state-sponsored carbon copy of the same docile woman. What’s more is I don’t think their loss of individuality was a trick of the mind. Their mannequin twin faces were who they really were; what I saw – different women acting as one – was the illusion. 

One day – I am not sure which, as they all became the same gray day in my head – as I dragged myself from the chow hall a hand gently squeezed my shoulder, giving me a start. I spun on my heel, in instant self-defense mode, but an older woman, what the prisoners called an OG, probably about five feet tall stood in front of me. The ends of her hair retained traces of blonde, but had grayed considerably at the roots. Only about four teeth remained in her mouth, and her wrinkled skin was speckled with sunspots like an aging cheetah. She’d clearly shown a gross disregard for the destructive power of the sun. Her long, yellowed nails grew from lengthy, thin fingers, like a buzzard touching me. Her touch made the hair on the back of neck stand up, and forced my body to tense and scrunch up the way it does when stepping from a warm house into the cold air.

She grinned and said, “I have been looking for you.” Her voice was gravelly with what I assumed was years of cigarette smoking. 

“That’s funny,” I said, “I haven’t been looking for you.” Who was this lady and why had she been looking for me? I had kept to myself and spoke to almost no one, except in passing. 

“Call me Juice.” She offered her hand still grinning. I stared at her hand and she retracted it. “I was sent to invite you to a support group.”

“A support group?”

“Yes, dearie, a bunch of us sitting around for an hour sharing about their week. It’s like AA or NA, but without the war stories or the addicts or all the God shit.”

I had no intentions to start mingling with the women here. Something was off; of that much I was certain. I didn’t, and still, don’t belong here. Juice could take her invitation and send it back to whomever sent her with a resounding “hell no” stamped on the envelope. 

As I prepared to tell her this, an uproarious thud thundered from behind us, and screams followed, commanding our attention. Guards swarmed like gnats on a humid summer day, surrounding something, and as other guards herded us along, I peeked over my shoulder and saw them carrying a woman toward the medical unit. Although it was just a glimpse of the body, I knew who it was: a middle-aged woman from my cell block with dark hair and a pretty smile. She had tried befriending me several times when I first woke up in this little hell. I kept my distance, of course, but other encounters with her had been pleasant. Seeing her like this I became seized with grief and concern. Her head lolled back and forth as they carried her limp body. I didn’t see what had happened, but she looked deader than a deer on the side of the road.

“Amy,” the woman, Juice, said, “I’ll see you Thursday?”

I spun, ready to turn her down, but our eyes met, hers gray and rheumy, and I saw a twinkle flash in her eye. Suddenly compelled to agree, I heard myself say in a vaporous voice, alien to my own ears, “Yes.” All my worries about being here, getting out, and her buzzard vibe came together in a feeling of calm. Uneasy, forced upon me calm.

She grinned that toothless grin. “Oh, perfect. I’ll see you around.”

“Cool,” I said, still outside myself, like I was a passenger in my own body. As she scampered off I called out, “Juice?”

“Yes?”

“What day is it?”

“Saturday.”

“Cool,” I mumbled to myself in that porous, mousy voice. 

I stood there a moment, everyone rushing past me, the excitement of a medical incident wearing off. As I came slowly back to myself I wandered back to my cell through a peculiar, past the medical wing, not seeing any trace of the woman they’d removed, I wondered, Did I ever tell her my name?
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The longer I spent at PCCI, the more time became inconsequential to me. As much as I tried to hold on to it, time slipped through my fingers. Days escaped me two and three at a time. The food, all combinations of a scoop of salty meat slop and barely-thawed frozen vegetables, began to taste the same. The same things happened every day, at the same time. Even using the bathroom became a regularly scheduled event. No fanfare. No pomp. Just the urge at eleven-thirty each morning. My own personal Edge of Tomorrow, except it wasn’t fun or interesting, and Tom Cruise would never star in this hell.

I blinked, it felt like, and it was Thursday. In the shower, my eyes closed, massaging shampoo through my hair, the hot water releasing all the tensions haranguing my body, the stresses of being somewhere I didn’t belong. I leaned back to rise my hair, opening my eyes as I finished, and in front of me stood a ghost.

Staring me in the eye was the woman taken by the guards so many days earlier. Except she looked younger, stronger somehow. We stared each other down for a moment or two before she took her own stall. My hands shaking, I quickly finished my shower and hurried back to my cell, unable to continue relaxing after seeing her back and in such a rejuvenated state. She had been dead. I’m no doctor, but I am almost sure of it. The way her head rolled on her shoulders, her body limp like a pig on its way to the slaughter, resigned to death.

Before I could fully dress, Juice popped up outside my cell. Shaken, I started questioning why I hadn’t seen her in my block before. The answer could have been numerous things. There so many women, and I kept to myself. If we didn’t speak, I wouldn’t have noticed her. Even that wouldn’t have guaranteed recognition. Yet still something felt off about it all, something embedded in my soul told me to run. But where could I have run? Where was there to go inside a prison? Besides, I had a feeling that if she wanted to find me, she could, no matter where I went.

“You ready to go?” she asked. Her toothless smiled remained hidden behind pale, cracked lips. 

“I didn’t hear them call anything.” I said, puzzled but not overly surprised. Throughout the day, over the PA system, the prison staffed announced groups and programming. But this group, whatever it was, needed no announcement. It was invitation only.

She laughed, grabbed my arm, and pulled me along. I followed her through the hall, and we took our first right. She led me to the chapel, a small room about twenty feet by forty feet. A bookshelf crammed with religious tomes and supplemental readings of every faith offered at the prison sat against the left wall while an old TV with a built-in VCR rested in the back right corner. At the long folding table in the middle of the room sat eight women, including the woman who’d been swept away by the guards, then came back more alive than before. I was sure it was her.

I sat next to her, Juice next to me. The last chair sat open across from us, in front of an empty dry-erase board. 

Leaning over, I said, “Hey, you’re from my block, right? I’m Amy.”

She eyed me quizzically and gingerly shook my hand. “Sherrie.”

Without thinking, I went for it. “What happened to you on Saturday?” I asked, whispering almost in her ear.

Sherrie’s eyes narrowed; her head titled slightly to the side. “What are you talking about?” 

“With the guards? They carried you out of the chow hall?” I glanced quickly at Juice, her face inscrutable. I turned back to Sherrie, seeing her as serious as death, and, unsure what else to do, I joked: “Whatever vacation you went on has you looking radiant. Your skin is thriving right now. I need what you had.” I sighed a humorless chuckle.

“What are you talking about? I got here Tuesday. My first time locked-up.”

“But –” I trailed off and looked at Juice, her face still unreadable, like she was a computer taking in information for processing. “Didn’t you...?”

“Didn’t I what?”

Sherrie looked concerned. Juice’s buzzard hand landed on my shoulder, and I looked at her. She looked concerned, too. I looked at my lap, at nothing. “Nothing.”

No doubt remained in my mind. She was the same woman, only... refreshed, somehow. They were fucking with me, they had to be. The voice, the hair, the face. Especially the face. However, the harder I tried to remember that image of Sherrie as the guards took her away, the faster it swam away from me.

While wrestling with questions of my sanity, I noticed the faintest flicker of the lights and everyone went as silent, their conversations chopped off like split ends. The door opened, and in walked a woman, small with long white hair. Goosebumps rose from my arms and the room, I noticed, became cooler. Time had drawn on this woman like a blade. Her orange jumpsuit hung loosely about her frail body. Something about her intimidated me, yet I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I paid rapt attention. 

She took the empty seat, floating across the room, an angel in orange. She surveyed the room, her gray-glazed eyes darting from left to right and back as if watching a tennis match. It was like she was scanning the room for new faces, because she locked on me, and began, “For the newcomers, my name is Lucianna – ”

Time, as slippery as it has been, became lost after that. As though I jumped through time and space, the next thing I remember is cowering at the door, panic-stricken, sweat stinging my eyes. Everyone stared at me, unblinking, as I shivered with one hand on the knob. I sought Lucianna’s face from the crowd, confused and terrified. Her face stood out in the group of women like some ethereal spotlight lighted it from above. 

She smiled at me sadly, grimly. “See you soon, Amy.”

I hurried out of the room, my pruned fingers slipping on the slick doorknob, and into the corridor, slamming the door behind me. I stood with my back against the door, eyes closed, taking deep breaths for some time before I opened my eyes. My heart was trying to burst through my rib cage. When I opened my eyes, however, the hallway looked foreign to me, like I had been transported back to a time before modernity dictated renovations. 

The corridor was long and gray. Cracked cement walls leaked some dark, viscous fluid and the air was thick with mold. To my right an endless hall of doors; the left the same. Old, grime-covered lightbulbs hung unprotected from the ceiling by thin wires, flickering. I felt like I was in a prison movie, not actual prison. Wicked, uninviting laughter and distant screams made both directions unappealing. I couldn’t, however, stand in that spot forever, so I inhaled deeply of the moist air, exhaled loudly, and set off sprinting, like my track-and-field heart, towards the door at the end of the hall on my left. 

It took almost a minute of full-speed to realize the door at the end of the end of the hall wasn’t getting any closer. I stopped running. My head throbbed behind my eyes, like someone pulling the nerves back there; I closed them again and rubbed the bridge of my nose with my left hand, then opened my eyes. Beyond that out-of-reach door, through the small window, I noticed a pair of stark white eyes staring at me. They looked like Counselor Deville’s eyes from the dream which had haunted me after our meeting. 

It is difficult to describe the rapidity with which the next thing happened. The moment my eyes locked with those ghostly whites, the light hanging in front of the door cut off, leaving a deep, unnatural, and impenetrable blackness. Now on the other side of the door floated those dead eyes, the only things visible in the void. 

“No no no no!”

I set off in the opposite direction, my feet moving faster than I’ve ever known them to move. Quick glances over my shoulder revealed it – whatever the fuck it was – following me. Those old hanging bulbs, swinging softly in the dank corridor, burst one by one as it pursued me, leaving behind darkness and those eyeless eyes. The farther I ran, the faster the
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