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I dedicate this book to my wife and son. Son, you can do anything you set your mind to—now don’t be dumb and end up in prison. To my wife—thank you for believing in me when nobody else believed in me, including myself.

—TS

Dedicated to my beautiful daughter, Kelly Nelson, who is the love of my life and my motivation for writing this book.

—TN





INTRODUCTION


TAYLOR

You might wonder what in the world gives me the knowledge or wisdom to write a survival guide to prison. Well, I’ll tell you—absolutely nothing. I’ve never been to prison. But, like every man, I’ve certainly wondered how I would survive if circumstances ever put me there.

That morbid curiosity sent me on a journey to understand the politics and dangers of prison. When researching for Mayor of Kingstown, I learned very quickly it’s way better to avoid going to prison than to figure out how to survive one.

We filmed Mayor of Kingstown in Toronto and a town north called Kingston—where numerous prisons are located. One of them had been taken out of commission, and we filmed all our prison scenes in that location, even using former inmates as extras in the show. In one particular scene, which was the “initiation” of a new inmate—a child killer, no less—we had to pause filming and bring in paramedics: One of the extras was so traumatized by the reenactment, he had a panic attack that was severe enough to send him to the hospital. Two other former inmates asked to leave immediately, SAG card be damned.

That’s how bad prison can be: Former inmates don’t even want to pretend they are back…

But still, none of this tells you why the hell I joined up with Tom to write a book about prison. Not to worry, I’m getting there…

I want to be blunt: Tom Nelson’s story is not “I got mixed up with the wrong crowd and stumbled into some trouble once and got caught.” He did it. And then got drunk or high and thought about doing it some more, then did it some more. Then beat the shit out of somebody, and stole some more shit, and got high, and sold more drugs, then beat the shit out of somebody else, then got caught and went to prison, then got out and went right back to selling drugs and stealing shit and beating the hell out of anyone who had an issue with it or him. Then went back to prison. You starting to see the pattern here?

Tom was a fucking criminal.

But in his last and longest stint in California’s theme park of horrors, he decided the juice wasn’t worth the squeeze. He got clean. He discovered physical fitness, and made it his new addiction. Tom became a model inmate and decided that when he got out, he would seek a career in building bodies rather than wrecking them. Once released, he moved to LA and got a job as a trainer in a local gym in Hollywood.

This is where our paths first crossed…

I was scraping by in Hollywood, eking out a living as a guest star actor on pretty much every shitty procedural show on television. I played numerous versions of Tom—I was the killer on CSI: NY, I was the killer on NYPD Blue, I was not the killer on CSI, but I sure looked like the killer until the end of the episode. I played a reformed killer on The Guardian, a soon-to-be killer on Walker, Texas Ranger. You get the picture…

But guest star work doesn’t pay so well, and sometimes working actors have a pretty negligible social life, contrary to popular belief. Not cool enough to get in the fancy clubs and no money if we did. So, pretty much all any of us did was audition and work out.

I worked out at a gym nicknamed Buns on Beverly because the treadmills were along a glass wall beside Beverly Boulevard, facing away from the street. Which meant the asses of all the models were on display for anyone to sit and ponder during rush hour traffic.

It was here I met Tom. His physique was different from most of the actors who frequented the place and lived on a diet of quinoa and sashimi. Tom was jacked. The kind of jacked you get by doing a thousand push-ups a day. And he looked tough, not like all these Ken dolls heading straight to the spray tanner after their workout. Tom looked like he would knock you the fuck out if you tested him. I liked Tom instantly. We would spot each other, trade workout routines, and bullshit with each other between sets. He became a personal trainer at the gym, and trained my wife for years.

Somewhere around 2008, he opened his own gym. I instantly switched from Buns on Beverly to Muscle Mechanics. And I watched it grow over the years into the largest independent private-training gym in Los Angeles.

I finally landed a regular gig as—of all things—a police deputy on a show about a biker gang. After two years of that bullshit, I had “deputied” all the desire to act out of my system. I decided to write my own stories. I moved with my wife and son to Wyoming and wrote screenplays.

Tom and I would keep in touch, and when work forced me into LA, I would work out at Muscle Mechanics, which had quadrupled in size. Tom had bought a place north of town, had a horse he rode through the mountains of Santa Ynez, and was living the life he had likely always dreamed about. And he achieved it with no shortcuts. Hard work and dedication. He had done the statistically impossible—he had rehabilitated himself and become a contributing member of society.

Then Covid hit. And California shut down…

One can argue that California took the shutdown a wee bit too far (ya think?), but the state attempted to compensate for the nuclear bomb they dropped on their economy by sending out assistance checks to those forced out of work by the shutdown. I do not know the criteria California used to dole out those checks, though I know out-of-work actors (who were out of work before the shutdown) who received state assistance for years, but gyms were not on the list of businesses eligible for assistance, or at least Tom’s gym wasn’t.

I checked in with Tom in the summer of 2020, and he filled me in on just how fucked he was. I bought a bunch of his gym equipment, which we trucked up to Montana for the cast and crew of Yellowstone to use while we were quarantined away on set.

My life got busier than hell and Tom and I lost touch. Oh, we’d check in every six months or so, but he was a single dad raising a young daughter and I was trying to kill myself making five television series in the same year.

Then one day, I got a message from Tom. He was in a bad way. A real bad way… Health issues had him pondering his life, which appeared to be coming to an end very soon. And he was flat-ass dead broke. Like “how do I pay my rent next month” broke. Like “I guess it’s just my kid eating today” broke. He was fucked. A convicted felon with a four-year-old doesn’t exactly leap off the page of a job application. And even if it did, childcare would have cost more than whatever shit job he could muster would pay.

He asked for help. First things first, I got his ass on a plane and ran him through a barrage of doctors to figure his health out. They got to the bottom of his issues, and a road to physical recovery was under way.

Now the money problem…

I have a 100 percent failure rate of loaning money to friends and them remaining friends. It never works. And it doesn’t solve the long-term problem for the friend anyway. Just prolongs the issue they must ultimately overcome. I told Tom this, and said, whatever we come up with, it has to solve the problem—not just kick the can down the road a few months. That doesn’t help you and it damn sure doesn’t help your daughter.

Then I remembered a screenplay Tom had written about his life. It read like a nineties action movie (likely the last time Tom had actually seen a movie), which is not what Hollywood was buying at the time. But it was good. And funny. And moreover, it was insightful. Dude could write…

Just like every guy in America has discussed with his buddy just how much money it would take for him to get in the ring with Mike Tyson (it’s always in the millions), every guy has also pondered with his buddy: “Bro, what the fuck would you do if you got sent to prison.” “Flee to Canada” is a common response. (Side note: Committing a felony is not the same as dodging the draft during Vietnam. Canadians, friendly though they are, do not want American felons running around the streets of Vancouver, and happily return them to the good ole US of A.) “I’d kill myself” is another. Then it hit me: What the world needs is a travel guide to the penitentiary. How to survive, navigate the very, very, very sharky waters—where danger lurks—and what mistakes to avoid like the plague.

Identifying the problem is half the solution. And Tom was the solution to the existential question of the American male—how to not die in prison.

I walked Tom through it. I told him it would require a lot of work. A lot of digging up the past. Remembering things he’d rather not remember. But Tom has proved he is nothing if not a survivor. One could argue that he is a master of it. He can teach you to be a survivor, too.

My job in this quest for survival is to constantly, tirelessly, and with every possible metaphor I can muster scare, shock, jolt, and convince your dumb ass to (1) take a fucking Uber; (2) pay your fucking taxes; (3) I know he stole your parking space, but don’t punch the fucking guy; (4) I know you hate Elon, but don’t Molotov cocktail your neighbor’s new Tesla; and (5) you know the fucking rules, so take a breath and think of the consequences, because in prison the consequences are force-fed to you every single fucking day.

So…

You got caught cheating on your taxes or cheating your business partner or your boss or the bank, or you robbed a bank. Maybe you had a few too many at the family reunion and plowed through some sweet old couple in the crosswalk—my point is, you fucked up. Then you fucked up again when you didn’t listen to the officer who read you your rights and informed you that you don’t have to speak, or you hired your cousin Larry as your attorney. Your trial date is on the Friday after your judge’s first appearance in divorce court. You see the pattern here—shit rolls downhill and you are at the base of the mountain. Can’t talk your way out of it, buy your way out of it, or beg your way out of it: You are going to prison…

Your first thought will be about the time. Eighteen months. Three years. Eight years… What happens to the life you built and knew—will it be waiting for you when you return? What about your wife and kids? (Or husband and kids, though the rate of married women being incarcerated is so low, it doesn’t really warrant a book. Men, it seems, fuck up at an exponential rate compared to women.) But it won’t be long before your old life is a fuzzy memory. How long, you ask? Oh, about ninety seconds after the judge reads your sentence. From that moment on, you will live acutely in the present.

You are going to live with anywhere between six hundred and two thousand other men who have proved to society they need a big ole time-out. You will be living under a set of rules made up by men who have demonstrated to society that they can’t follow rules so completely that society kicked them out. Or kicked them in, as it were…

There is no book of these rules, nobody will tell them to you, but when you break one—boy, will you know it…

These rules will be beaten into you, extorted into you, harassed into you, and if you don’t play your cards right, they just might be boinked into you. Yikes… You can take all the jujitsu and boxing and Krav Maga you want, lift all the weights you want, knock out some teeth, get a scary tattoo—none of it will protect you. You are headed to a place where a very long line of men are tougher, meaner, and scarier. Best way to survive? Be something you have chosen not to be up to this point—be smart.

There’s lots to ponder on your state-sponsored time-out, like how to turn your life around once you get out of prison. But before that, you must learn to negotiate the personalities and politics of prison. Gotta learn how to read the room, cuz the room is sure learning how to read you.

This is a guidebook for the accidental felon. The “if I get out of this place I’m-never-ever-ever-doing-anything-like-that-ever-again.” And you mean it. If this is your second or third stint in the slammer, you know all this shit. You could’ve written your own book, but you didn’t cuz you’re a fucking criminal who never paid attention in school and thought a GED is for pussies. So be it.

For the newbie, the fish, the fresh meat—this book is how you survive, how you navigate the sharky waters. How to mind your own business without becoming a target, when to shut up, when to walk away, and when to stand up for yourself. This is how you don’t die. And if you follow the advice of this book (though the fact that you bought this book demonstrates you ain’t the best at taking advice), you just might make it…

RULE NUMBER ONE (this one should go without saying): Read this book before you go to prison. This book in prison = new boyfriend by dinner.

Now, let’s get to work. We’ve got a lot to cover. And you don’t have much time…



TOM

I wish I could’ve heeded Taylor’s advice all those years ago and read the Fucking Book, but that’s exactly the point: There was no Fucking Book to speak of because I hadn’t yet been spit out through the system and gained the knowledge that my coauthor currently refers to as wisdom. Hey, one of us has written hit TV shows and Academy Award–nominated movies, and the other has spent much of his adult life behind bars in medium- and maximum-security prisons. If that’s what makes for good wisdom and entertainment, I’ll take it.

Let me tell you how I ended up there.

In my younger years, I was a total fuckup addicted to drugs who committed lots of crimes to perpetuate and support my crazy habit. I’ve been busted for everything from auto theft and assault and battery to armed robbery and drug dealing. I wasn’t just some low-rent, occasional drug dealer working the neighborhood circuit to support my own habit—I was moving significant amounts of product for a Peruvian cartel into the greater Los Angeles area, slinging dope from the streets of South Central to multimillion-dollar gated estates in Bel Air or the Hollywood Hills. Although I got into the criminal life as a vulnerable kid looking for a mentor, I turned out to have a certain flair for mayhem. I regularly beat people up when they couldn’t pay me, or sometimes just for the hell of it. I was into the game to the point where there was always a warrant out for my arrest, and as a result I had a number of getaway cars stashed on the streets of West Hollywood. My girlfriend at the time thought I was crazy, but I got the last laugh when I actually used one of those cars to flee from the LAPD back in 1994.

My last arrest was for possession of cocaine and methamphetamine with the intent to sell. This went down a couple of years after Bill Clinton’s 1994 Crime Bill was signed into law, and I narrowly escaped being sentenced under the “Three Strikes, You’re Out” provision. I served about six and a half years of a seven-year sentence for that offense alone. It was the longest of my several prison terms—seventeen years in total, starting from my first stint in juvie at age fourteen. I’d been fortunate enough to have an understanding judge who offered me a plea deal under truth-in-sentencing. The judge called it my second strike, although it was actually about my tenth. I’d been catlike lucky the other nine times.

Due to the nature of the crimes I committed as an adult, after I turned seventeen I spent all my time in maximum- and medium-security prison yards. That’s how I figured out how to survive. It took trial and error, but it eventually became clear to me how to avoid the politics of the yards and keep my nose clean.

Back when I was holed up inside, I was a goddamn terror. An arch fucking criminal. I could have gone to town within the politics of the system. But instead I avoided the gangs, stopped unnecessarily yapping, paid attention, and conducted all my business in as straightforward a manner as possible. Most critically, I stood up for myself when challenged. By doing all this, I managed to steer clear of most of the madness occurring all around me.

Sure, there was that one time I inadvertently started a race riot by getting everyone a little too drunk off my homemade prison whiskey, or when I was randomly stabbed with some kind of makeshift spear on my way to the bathroom. But I kept it pretty mellow on the inside. Due to my overriding survival instinct, I never made any lasting enemies or became embroiled in any kind of fight I couldn’t handle.

That was crucial, because in addition to being one of the most racist institutions known to man, prison is also the most violent. Jail is one of America’s most misunderstood and under-explored subcultures. And believe me, it’s easier than you think to fall into the wrong trap—whether that’s hiding from conflict or seeking it out, neither of which will serve you well.

Let’s start with the first piece of wisdom, Taylor’s, which is READ THE FUCKING BOOK BEFORE YOU GO TO PRISON. Before it’s too late. If you aren’t going, then make sure to read it loud and proud on the subway on your way to work. You’ll get some stares, but at least strangers will give you ample breathing room. Enjoy it now, while you still can. Odds are pretty good you’re heading into an overcrowded facility filled with ill-tempered hotheads who won’t have any problem getting up into your personal space.

And when they do, you’re going to be glad you spent some time prepping for what will likely be the worst experience of your life.







THE OFFICIAL TOM NELSON RAP SHEET

So who exactly is Tom Nelson, and what gives him the authority to write this book? In the eyes of the general public, he’s a nobody. You’ve likely never heard his name. But then again, he is also everyone who has ever broken the law and stepped far enough across the line to wind up in prison—several times, in his case. Tom certainly isn’t proud of his record of unlawful mayhem and slide into perdition. But for the curious or those doubting his credentials, here’s a little timeline of his misdeeds and the kind of trouble they landed him in.

1976: TRUANCY

February 16, 1976. One week in county jail in Aiken, South Carolina. I’d run away from home on Valentine’s Day to escape my father’s wrath. Two days later (a day before my thirteenth birthday), I was picked up for being a runaway. It wouldn’t be the last birthday I celebrated in lockup.

If my first time being incarcerated had been worse, I might have chosen a different path. But as chance would have it, the detective performing my intake interview happened to bring me into the narcotics room and left me there to deal with something more urgent. Being a thirteen-year-old delinquent, I promptly started opening file cabinets. Lo and behold, a couple of the drawers turned out to contain a variety of drugs. I stashed a bunch down my pants and wound up selling most of it to my new pals inside the facility. I was able to walk out of jail with quite a few bucks in my pocket. In retrospect, I wish the experience had been worse—bad enough to scare me straight. But it actually introduced me to drug dealing and my path to perdition.

1977: TRUANCY, VEHICULAR THEFT, BURGLARY

Six months at fourteen at a minimum-security youth facility in South Carolina. After stealing a van (the keys had conveniently been left inside), I’d broken into a closed service station and taken as much beer as I could fit in the van and whatever cash was in the register. Then I drove to a scenic area at the South Carolina and Georgia border and partied my ass off.

1979–1981: VEHICULAR THEFT, ASSAULT AND BATTERY ON A PEACE OFFICER, ATTEMPTED ESCAPE

At sixteen, after getting booked on another vehicle theft and receiving compounding charges in juvie for punching a guard, I was sentenced to one to six years and transferred to a medium-security prison in Columbia, South Carolina. I got out at nineteen after serving a little over two years.

1981: DRUG POSSESSION

I immediately absconded from my parole and hitchhiked to California with about $600 in my pocket and a pound of weed. Upon landing in Hollywood and getting to work selling that weed, I got busted and called my parole officer from LA County jail. Surprisingly, he told me that he hadn’t revoked my parole yet, so after my release, I returned to South Carolina to complete it.

MID-1980S: POSSESSION OF MARIJUANA AND COCAINE (SEVERAL)

Once my parole was over, I moved right back to Los Angeles and entered the worst phase of my criminal career. I had been an alcoholic during my younger years and transitioned to cocaine upon returning to the Golden State, so the timeline gets a little fuzzy. But during the early to mid-eighties I was a street dealer in Hollywood. The vice and narcotics squads were very active, and they busted me several times. Following a couple of arrests for possession of marijuana and cocaine—they never got me for sales—I spent a year in the LA County jail for each.

MID-1980S: AUTO THEFT

This time it was business. I had gotten involved with some Mexicans in downtown LA who ran a chop shop and would buy stolen cars off me. One night as I was making a delivery, the cops got behind me and flashed their lights. I took them on a short chase before bailing out and attempting to escape on foot. They caught up with me and beat the living shit out of me, then charged me with both auto theft and assault on the police. I had a broken wrist and multiple contusions on my head while the cop I supposedly assaulted was treated for a broken toe, but only one of us had a badge. I spent two years at the California Correctional Institution in Tehachapi in Southern California for this offense.

MID-1980S: FALSE IMPRISONMENT AND ARMED ROBBERY

Shortly after being released I absconded from parole again. It was only a matter of time before I was rearrested, this time for robbing a drug dealer and handcuffing him to the plumbing in his bathroom. He turned out to be a snitch for the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department, who allowed him to ply his trade in exchange for information about other dealers and their suppliers. I served another two years at Tehachapi for this case.

LATE 1980S: DRUG POSSESSION

Being a cokehead meant I soon found myself on the lam again. I couldn’t show up at the parole office and fail a drug test, so I took my chances on the run. It wasn’t long before I was popped for possession of weed and ended up back in jail. It was during this episode that I met a pretty major player in the Peruvian drug game after protecting him from being robbed and beaten by several Mexicans in our holding cell. In exchange, he gave me a phone number to call upon my release. As it turns out, he had just connected me to his people—big-time cocaine smugglers. Once I completed my minimal jail sentence I called the number he had given me and was invited out to meet his “familia” in Chino, California.

EARLY 1990S: PAROLE VIOLATIONS

The meeting in Chino wound up changing my life. I was almost immediately upgraded from street thug to someone with access to kilos of cocaine at an extremely good price. Now all I had to do was find outlets for it. Fortunately—or unfortunately—I ran into a guy whose homies ran a couple of crack houses in South Central Los Angeles. Now I had a serious outlet for moving large quantities of dope, which I supplemented by selling to the rich and famous in Beverly Hills. I served a couple of years in the early nineties for parole violations but was able to avoid getting busted for selling. Moving the bulk of my business off the streets of Hollywood and either into private homes or into the hood had a lot to do with that. People in Hollywood have no loyalty and will do whatever it takes to save their asses, but the guys in South Central were incentivized to protect their connection. The coke I had was very good, and the price was right.

1996: POSSESSION WITH THE INTENT TO SELL

My last prison term happened as a result of one of the Hollywood boys setting me up on a “controlled sale,” where cops are prepped to observe the transaction and the snitch gets a free pass on their own offense. Due to my lengthy criminal history—especially the violence and numerous felonies—I was facing the threat of sentencing under the “Three Strikes, You’re Out” law, which would have meant twenty-five years to life if convicted. Fortunately, the judge offered me a plea deal. I was sentenced to seven years and four months with a requirement to serve at least 85 percent of my sentence for possession of coke and meth with the intent to sell. I served almost six and a half years on that term, most of it at Calipatria State Prison, a level-four yard. I was moved from maximum to medium security for the last two years and spent that time at Donovan in San Diego.

This wound up being my last stint—the sentence that finally convinced me I could find better ways to spend my time. I certainly wish I’d found another path to that realization, but all of that life experience did eventually bring me to where I am today.
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PART ONE WELCOME TO PRISON





Your lawyer gave it the ole college try. Judge wasn’t having it. Jury really wasn’t having it. Your attorney’s request to remain out on bail pending appeal made the judge laugh out loud. He announces the extent of your time-out, and no sooner does the gavel hit the desk than bailiffs stand you up, cuff you, and march you out a side door. No hugs from the wife, the kids, zip, nada—you belong to the state now.

If you are now an inmate of a federal prison, US Marshals will facilitate your transfer. If a state penitentiary is your new home, it will be a transfer by either county sheriffs or the state’s department of corrections. Regardless, your journey will begin with you shackled and loaded on a bus where climate control is limited (the AC has been on the fritz for three years and nobody’s in a big hurry to fix it).

You will likely be joined by a bunch of men just as fucked as you are. The odds that your new home is anywhere near your old home are very slim, so prep yourself for many hours of staring out the window and pondering the mess you’ve made of your life. And wondering how the hell you will navigate the world you are about to enter…

Worth noting—this bus doesn’t stop for bathroom breaks or snacks. It’s a one-way trip down “We Don’t Give a Fuck About You” Street.

Upon your arrival to your new home, corrections officers will off-load you from the bus and march you single-file into processing. While the order may vary state to state, the rest of your first day goes something like this:

You are stripped of your clothes, jewelry, and personal protection, and you will be forced to shower in front of a corrections officer and a trustee, who will hurl delousing powder at your asshole once you have bent over and coughed for the CO, proving you didn’t park a care package up there.

Next come your state-issued clothes and, depending on the prison, a haircut not of your choosing.

You will have a medical exam that could entail but is not limited to: urine test; blood test; physical; detailed questions about your medical history, sexual history, plus drug and alcohol history.

Next will be the mental health portion of processing: A mental health professional (psychologist or psychiatrist) will try to determine just how big a danger you pose to yourself and others.

Then you are handed off to a senior corrections officer, who will try to determine where best to put your dumb ass for the next few years. This will be based on your criminal history, your gang affiliation, and any extenuating circumstances you may be facing (you are ex–law enforcement, you are a child molester, you stabbed the shot caller for B yard’s cousin in a bar fight). Once they have determined roughly how dangerous they think you will be, and how dangerous they think prison will be for you, they will make a yard and cell assignment.

If you played a gangbanger on an episode of CSI, now is the time to point that out. If you slept with the girlfriend of a Hells Angel, now is the time to point that out. If there is anything that places a special bull’s-eye on your back, this is your moment—and your only moment—to speak the hell up.

Another state prison official will walk you through all the options available to you (very few), the programs that will aid in your rehabilitation (even fewer), and the basics of your new world: visitation, how to fund a commissary account, what to do if you get sick, get beat up, get threatened, get offered drugs or contraband. (They will say to report it, but you need to read on—if you do, that will very soon be the last thing you do…)

Tom will explain in more detail, but there it is—day one down, seven hundred and sixty-two to go.


DAY ONE

You managed to survive the local county jail for a while and are now being transported from jail to state prison. You’re on a bus with ten to thirty other men who are on their way to the same sorry place. It doesn’t smell great. A few of your cohorts are several days out from a shower, and you notice your own scent is getting pretty rank. Anxiety sweats don’t help the cause. All of you are wearing ankle irons and a wrap, which is a chain going around the waist like a belt with handcuffs on both sides. It’s not comfortable, and it certainly underscores the shittiness of your current situation. This is real. You’re probably surrounded by some pretty scary-looking dudes. Maybe you’re rubbing shoulders with one of them—he’s close enough to bite your ear off and then give you a kiss on the cheek, if he wanted to, but try not to think about that. So, what’s going through your head as you draw closer to your new home? If it’s your first time in an actual prison, you are going to be a bit nervous, to make the understatement of the century. You might be thinking about the goodbyes you didn’t have time for, the girlfriend you left behind. Without a doubt, you’re wondering about what happens next.

You reach your destination. Everyone is ushered off the bus and into a holding area with several jail cells. You are in R & R—which unfortunately in this case stands for reception and release. All the convicts on the bus are herded into the holding cells with you. You might call this the prison’s concierge desk, if prison were a zero-star hotel where they immediately lock you up and throw away the key. The reception process has begun. Your name will eventually be called to get the ball rolling—and by ball we’re actually talking about yours. Yep, it’s time for the infamous strip search—not that you’ve forgotten your first go-round at the city or county jail you had the pleasure of visiting on your way here.

Once you’ve gotten through that first indignity, it’s time for another dehumanizing juncture—you’ll transition out of your birthday suit and into the standard garb for that particular prison. Think of it as a plush hotel robe, minus the plushness or anything that remotely hints at a good time. Your new getup could be anything from a bright orange jumpsuit to blue jeans and denim shirts. You will probably receive a pair of light work boots at this time; these will come in handy for more than working, as you’ll find out later. By now whatever clothes you landed into county jail with are long gone. And no, you won’t be seeing your favorite pair of Jordans again. If they were in good enough condition, they were probably “requisitioned” by a member of the staff.

You’ll have lots of time to think about all the fun stuff you’re leaving behind during the intake portion of your stay, as this whole rigmarole will take the better part of a day. Eventually, though, your identity will be confirmed, your paperwork will be processed, and you will be assigned to a cell and a temporary cellmate in the reception building on the yard. You’re in, for better and for worse, and that’s where you’ll be staying for the next several weeks until you are assigned a cell and a long-term cellmate.

By the time you reach your reception cell in the late afternoon, you will be exhausted. Given that you just came from the county jail, you’re not going to have any “property,” which makes moving in as simple as making your bed and lying your butt down. Afternoon count will be happening soon, then chow. After that, you’ll probably return to your cell for the remainder of the evening. You’ll be spending much of your time in that very same place for the foreseeable future.

The reception process can take anywhere from two to eight weeks, depending on the size and complexity of the prison and how quickly the administration moves to get everyone processed. New prisoners are released into the general population in batches, which streamlines things for the administration but might mean more time cooped up for you. You probably won’t be allowed outside onto the yard during this period, so get used to a bit of cell time and take advantage of any opportunity you have to get out and move around. Cell time can be pretty boring, especially in the early days of your sentence, when you don’t have a television or radio and books can be pretty hard
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