
RATS

May of 1993,  “What’s up with the rat, Juan?”

 Juan Aranda, law library clerk, Yaqui Indian born and raised in East Los Angeles, 

faded gang tattoos on his hands and forearms, long grey hair and a dark brown face, 

brought his rat to work, rolled it around on a table like a piece of pie dough, a two tone 

rat, coffee and white.  Once upon a time, he’d been the top lightweight at Q. “A couple 

of months old,” he said. “Had a female too, squashed her in my sleep. Women have no 

sense!”

He held the rat up and it squeaked.

“It’s Lobo! I told you I was going to bring him! Want to hear him say I love you?”

“Put your friend away and post this memo, then we’ll open up.”



The memo was from the Associate Warden, the subject was flagging, or the flying 

of colors by inmates. Flagging defined as wearing a red, blue, or any color handkerchief 

or cloth around the head, neck, arms, legs or hanging out of the pockets in such a 

manner as to attract attention or identify the wearer as a member of a group or gang; 

flagging also defined as wearing blue jeans below the waist or belt line in such a manner

so as to attract attention or identify the wearer as a member of a gang or group. Flagging

inmates dealt with individually, as the situation required.

Aranda scanning the piece of paper:  “Lockdown. No canteen. No showers.”

“You want to bet the rat?” asked Marty Maurer, the senior law clerk, a Viet Nam 

vet with a blonde pony tail.

“Sure, I’ll bet you! The rat, too. You bet 4 packs, I lose, it’s a carton.”

“I saw how you make that thing say I love you,” said the man standing next to 

Aranda.

“I’d never bet the rat”, says Aranda to that man. “He’s my pride and joy. I throw 

him at the pillow and he’s back for more.”

I spent the next four hours opening the door every fifteen minutes or so, 

depending on the line waiting outside in the yard to get in, or inside, waiting to leave. 

Busy day, much taking of book tags from appropriately checked out books, a ritual for 

the quarterly report. 

Back from lunch, the place was slammed. 



I read the update:  All Unit inmates had been placed on lockdown status as a result

of an incident between two Black  rival gangs which resulted in a serious injury.

All Unit inmates would remain on lockdown status pending further investigation 

and evaluation by administrative staff.

All inmates would be cell fed all three meals. Men’s Advisory Committee inmates

would be utilized to assist officers and staff in feeding and clean up. 

The librarian would make rounds of the unit for those inmates needing legal 

materials who have submitted a multi purpose form listing materials needed.

Visiting would continue. All inmates on lockdown status would be subject to 

unclothed body searches before exiting their cells. The escort officer limit would be no 

greater than three inmates under escort by one officer.

There would be no store purchases. There would be no showers.

An investigation was being conducted. The conditions of the lockdown would be 

evaluated based on the results of these investigations.

“I got in the middle of something I knew nothing about,”  said the inmate who’d 

been stabbed.

His file said he’d been a ward of the court, then was placed with his older sister 

after he’d run away from his stepfather and three foster homes.

File said he’d worked as a carpenter’s helper for a couple of months,  cooked at a 

hamburger stand, had a CETA job weatherizing homes for 6 months.



Eight months later, he was caught trying to stick up a 711 with a toy gun. He got 

two years.

Moved in with a woman when he got out. Went to junior college.

Then he was out in his girlfriend’s car, without her knowledge, it said in the file: 

“I didn’t give him permission,” smoking reefers and contributing to the delinquency of 

his girlfriend’s younger sister and another minor. They’d been drinking when they were 

picked up parked near Griffith Park.

“We were going to the zoo, you know. Stopped to have a couple of tokes, drink 

some Ripple.”

When he got out, he moved back in with his sister, then he got a job detailing cars,

moved in with his girlfriend and the phone rang.

He could hear his old lady screaming at somebody.

“I’m at the salon, I need you.”

When he got to the salon, he found his girlfriend conscious, bruised, black eye, 

broken nose.

He found the hairdresser upstairs, behind a door broken down with a couple of 

kicks.

He shot the man in the chest. He died immediately. 

He got in his girlfriend’s car and headed for Chicago.

A year later, he was picked up when he blew into town to visit his sister and his ex

girlfriend called the cops.



“The motherfucker stole my car. He’s got nothing coming.”

Ten years later he’d walked into a situation he knew nothing about.

Next shift: Stepping through the noise and smell of hundreds of locked up people, 

across the patches of sticky or slippery food slime and over and around the aluminum 

trays that had been tossed by angry inmates out through the hinged opening at the 

bottom of each cell door, across the beige mesh floor of the third tier, I knocked at a cell 

door with the brass loop of my keys.

Loud, at the metal door: “Aranda, a delivery.”

“They’re letting the Mexicans and the Whites out tomorrow.”

“You don’t want the books?

“You're here. You never know.”

“How’s the rat?”

“They took him away from me. Some rat, he squealed on me.”


