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The Window 
 
 Fighting with myself for many nights, I finally had to come to terms with the fact that 

as much as I’ve tried to deny it and as hard as it is to admit at times, Oregon State 

Correctional Institution (OSCI) played a big part in making me who I am today. I would 

learn that true freedom is a state of mind and that change is possible no matter where you are. 

OSCI is a prison like many others, full of men who’ve lost hope and connection to the 

world beyond the walls, fences, and razor-sharp concertina wire. It was also a place like no 

other, a place where I found hope that one day there could be more. 

 The cell was large in relation to most other prison cells. The bunk bed, toilet, sink, 

and desk were all standard issue, but what was amazing was the window. I could open and 

shut the window. I could choose to change my environment, and no matter how small that 

change may sound, it gave me a sense of power. To smell the night air was such a treat as I’d 

lie there exerting my power by opening and shutting it to the dismay of my celly.  

 I went to OSCI as a hardship transfer, which is a well-known yet denied secret of 

DOC’s attempt at humanity. Coming from an Eastern facility there was this constant feeling 

of culture shock. The “valley” (Salem prisons), is like the Promised Land to us out East. The 

views about OSCI can differ wildly depending on who you’re talking to. Mostly it’s no 

longer regarded too highly due to the common belief that it’s a P.C. camp. I too am guilty of 

once holding similar beliefs, but it was the valley. I had made it. 
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 I kept to myself in the beginning mostly, trying to cherish what little time my mom 

and I had left together knowing her end was near. Some there, inmates I’d known from other 

institutions, attempted to take my mind off my obvious sadness by inviting me to a “club” 

meeting. To me a club was like a unicorn, a fantasy, a thing that out East could be grounds 

for a hole shot. So I went. While there I listened to plans for an upcoming social. Unaware of 

what a social was, I asked and the answer was so unbelievable I was sure it was a sick joke. I 

was told that a social was an evening visit with a loved one over real food, and not only that, 

I was invited. 

 Leaving the meeting and heading down the long corridor back to the unit, all I could 

think of was being able to have one last meal with my mom. One last laugh. A way to say 

goodbye as close to the feeling of freedom we would ever have again in this life. As I entered 

the unit I went straight to the phone. I dialed the number and as I stood there each ring 

seemed an eternity in itself. Finally my kids mom answered and before she could say 

anything I began recounting the night’s events and how I wanted my mom to come to the 

social. Expecting to hear happiness at this precious gift, I was met with sadness in her voice. 

My mom had gotten worse and couldn’t travel. This was the end. She would be gone any 

day. It was then that I knew I would never see my mom again. 

 Things became fuzzy at this point. I was in a daze. I shut down. I would spend days 

lying in bed. Dwelling on the fact that I could’ve had many years of socials at OSCI had I 

disposed of the prison mentality, that of judging others and believing in some false 

hierarchical code that we powerless convicts created. I had been offered a job at OSCI 

several years before this. 
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 I was now at a crossroads in my life. I had finally realized the effects my decisions 

had on people. The list of people I’d hurt could go on for eternity. I was crushed. Broken. I 

could hide no longer.  

 As I lay in that bed trying to come to terms with the fact that my mom would die in 

some hospital room alone and scared because of choices I’d made, I was forced to examine 

the way I thought. 

 The window. A symbol of power over my environment. I realized that I had the 

power to open or leave closed the metaphorical window in my mind. I decided to open mine. 

I would decide to change. I wanted a relationship with hope again. I couldn’t change the 

things I’d done, but I was determined to change the way I thought that allowed me to do the 

things I’d done. I wanted to stay at OSCI. I knew it wouldn’t be easy getting people to give 

me a chance or to learn to deal with the mentality of a PC camp. I would have to humble 

myself and ask for help. Right then I promised myself that if I was allowed to stay, I would 

let nothing stand in my way to better myself. 

 I knew that being there, I’d be able to see my kids weekly. I’d be able to begin to get 

an education and I’d be surrounded by people who were on a similar path as me. I was in 

pursuit of redemption. I was given a job that required me to work eight hours a day with the 

only exception being education or visits. So in essence, programming and family connection 

was promoted. Only later when I implemented those same guidelines was I able to appreciate 

that forced structure in the beginning. 

 After almost eight years with no real connection to family or the outside world, I 

became a regular in the visiting room. Getting to know your kids as people is an odd 

experience. I would spend many hours debating my son on which of us was the greatest. The 
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programming was rewarded with opportunities to play catch with my kids for the first time in 

their lives. Although still behind razor wire, we were allowed to run around in the grass. I 

had finally made a choice that would cause no harm. I was trying to repair the harm I’d 

caused. 

 Life is funny like that at times. Something you hate the most can be the best thing for 

you. 

 Although I’m no longer at OSCI, I continue on my path of redemption. Along the 

way, I hope to entice a few people to journey with me. When the day finally comes that I 

reach my destination, I’ll look back with a tear in my eye and a smile on my face, silently 

giving thanks to that beautiful window and my time at Oregon State Correctional Institution. 


