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What People Are Saying
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I FOUND THIS BOOK TO be an incredibly fast read. Once I picked it up, I could not put it down. - Louis C.

I have known Mark for several years and am always amazed at his lively stories. I’m so glad he compiled them into one book. -  Clark B.

A fun and informative read. At least one lesson learned per chapter. - Fernando V.

I knew Mark while he was living out the stories he tells in this book. Every word is true. Great read, better dude. – Brock H.

So much inspiration is packed inside these pages. Cannot believe this is not a movie already. - Tony D.

Never have I ever enjoyed reading a book as much as I have this one – It has everything. Thrilling and emotional stories, poetry, illustrations, photos. Like I said, Everything. – Gary L.

Do you know someone struggling in life to get a job, get clean, or just get ahead – Have them read this book. - Linda W.

I was sad to see this book end. Can not wait for his next one. – Shobha P.
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Book One: The Jungle
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Dedications

MANY PEOPLE HAVE HELPED me throughout my life and this book is presented together in two different volumes because my life has been lived out on two different planets. I am speaking figuratively, of course. But not really. 

Book One: The Jungle, is dedicated to my many friends who have passed through the Correctional system, as well as the many who are still trapped there. 

The Jungle is further dedicated to my family. Without whose unwavering support, I may not have even survived long enough to tell this tale. Further, book one is dedicated to anyone struggling to overcome a bad set of circumstances and anyone who may be wondering if there is a God; and to those who desire intimacy with Him.

Last but not least, I personally dedicate this book to Jeremy, Nick, Turtle, Jay, Cotton, Wendy, Uncle Tony, my Mom, my Dad, and to Chas Wilson who encouraged me to ‘make my mess, my message.’
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Book One: The Jungle
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July 31, 1992 – June 5, 2003

CAPRICORN 

“In 752 AD, the Japanese Empress Koken wrote a lyrical poem in praise of the Eupatorium plant, whose leaves turn a vivid shade of yellow in summer. Recently, scientists punctured the illusion she was under, demonstrating that the lovely foliage of the Eupatorium is caused by a disease virus.  In my view, though this should not diminish our appreciation of the poem or the plant.

I have noticed that a lot of the world’s beauty forms in response to a wound. In fact, I expect that you are in the midst of that very process right now.”

-  June 5th, 2003 - New Times Magazine
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The Lesser of Two Evils
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THE BIGGEST MISTAKE of my life happened on July 31, 1992. There were days that came before it. 6,790 of them to be exact, but none before or since have been quite so impactful as this day. This was the day that my life changed forever. The day my destiny began. Every day prior had just been preparation, for what this day would bring.

I remember it well. The Homicide detective, Agent Harry, and his partner Agent Cooper had both agreed to give me a heads up when they were coming to get me. They were even nice enough to let me finish out the week at a new job that I had started. So that when I went to jail, I would have at least one paycheck and would not have to go in broke.

When they arrived, Agent Harry allowed me to step into the back bedroom with another brother and have a word of prayer with a concerned member of my church. 

I then said goodbye to everyone and told them all I would be back. The detectives agreed not to handcuff me as I walked out of the house and into their waiting car. Being as I had been so cooperative; they had no reason to think I would run.

The ride to the jail was even somewhat of an enjoyable one. As both homicide detectives granted my request to run through a Burger King drive-thru before taking me on to the jail. As long as I agreed not to tell anyone that they did so when we arrived downtown. I agreed, and even remember telling them both this joke from the back seat.

“This dude was driving along a deserted back road when he stopped and picked up a hitchhiker walking towards town. As the two are riding along – there just so happen to be a Stoplight at a dirt road crossing and the driver just blew right through it – did not stop, slow down, or even look around. 

The hitchhiker looked around kind of nervous and said, “Hey dude, you just ran a Stop sign” and the driver replied, “Don’t worry about it – My brother does it all the time”.

They go on a little further and start to get into the outskirts of town, and they are now passing traffic on the road when the light turns from yellow to red really quickly and the driver just blows right past it again. He never stopped, slowed down, or even took a look around; and the hitchhiker said “Hey dude them deserted country roads were one thing, but we are on asphalt now, in traffic. You have to stop at these red lights” and the driver replied “I told you don’t worry about it – my brother does this all the time” and then he drove on a little further and got into the heart of the city when the light turned red again and stopped a long line of traffic so that another long line could go and the driver just blew right past the red light once again never even stopped, slowed  down, or looked around; and the hitchhiker said  “That’s it! Just let me out at the next corner” and the driver replied once more “Don’t worry about it – my brother does it all the time.” And they drove on.

Pretty soon they came to a red light that suddenly turned green and the driver locked up his brakes, squealed his tires, and stopped on a dime. The hitchhiker hits his head on the windshield and exclaims “Man what’s wrong with you? It is green, why are you stopping? GO!!!!” and the driver looks back at proclaims “Are you crazy? My brother might be coming”.

They laughed, I laughed, and you probably are too. It is a funny joke. Especially when I get all into it and tell it with sound effects and use my hands for animations. This lets you know I had no idea, what was about to happen to me. 

I had not an inkling of a clue at that moment, the amount of trouble that I was in. The cops told me I had done the right thing and I believed them. As It turns out, I had not! 

No sooner, had I swallowed the last bite of my Whopper Junior w/ cheese, they were walking me out of the Sheriff's Dept. in handcuffs, parading me in front of news cameras, and charging me with First Degree Felony Murder!

“Wait a minute?” “What?” “What are you talking about?” “I told you I wasn’t even there when it happened, I didn’t do this.” “You had me take a lie detector test and I passed.” “What’s going on?” “This is a mistake.”

And it was a mistake – on many different levels. I was the one who made the mistake. I made the mistake of choosing the wrong influences. I had been somewhere I should not have been, and I had information about a crime. I went to see an attorney who advised me to keep my mouth shut, but the Police seemed so friendly and like they wanted to help me. I cooperated with them. Fully! Against my attorney’s advice. 

I believed them when they said, “if you weren’t the one who committed this crime, then you won’t be in any trouble.” But the attorney had warned me not to talk to them. I had a real dilemma and did not know what to do. The cops told me that “guilty people keep quiet, lawyer up, and plead the 5th”. I was not guilty! I did not do it. So what advantage was there to be gained by me acting as if I was guilty? They asked me. I could not see one. I had no reply to that question. But I did have a lot of questions and I felt a need to explain my side of things. This was all a grave misunderstanding. This guy robbed me; I did not rob him.

I needed to say something about this. Or this was going to get out of hand very quickly. I sought the counsel and advice of family, friends, and church leaders. I explained that they were talking about giving me the electric chair if I did this. But If I did not do it, I would get probation. However, I needed to tell them that I did not do it and explain to them what did happen in order for them to help me; but my attorney said to keep quiet. What do I do? I did not know.

The guy robbed me; I did not rob him. I was just going to get back what he took from me. We went unarmed, without malicious intent. I was the only one who knew that though. I was the only one that could stop this talk of First-degree Murder. It was important that I cooperate. The rest of my life was at stake. Many hours and many prayers were spent making that decision. Without any clear direction, but with only good intentions and a desire to do what was right, I gave a full statement to the police about the events in question on the night of July 6th, 1992. Took them out there, walked them around, and answered every question they had.

I had never been in any kind of serious trouble before.

I was a preacher’s kid. I smoked a little weed and had skipped school on occasion to hang out with girls, but nothing major, nothing felonious, and certainly nothing violent. Ever! I have always been very truthful and transparent. To a fault!

I was under immense pressure. I had just turned 18. I had very little experience running afoul of the law. Police, lawyers, and courtrooms, and the way that the system works were all unfamiliar to me. I had always been taught to tell the truth. So, I did.

Turns out, one should never talk to the police at all. 

Under any circumstances, if they have been suspected or accused of a crime. I did not know that then! Life taught me that later. 

I had always thought the police were good guys. I did not know they could lie to you. Promise you things that were not true. I should have suspected something wasn’t right when during my recorded statement the detective asked me if I had been promised anything in exchange for cooperation and I said “Yes. You said you’d help me get probation since I didn’t commit this crime and had already left before the fight ever even happened.” and they shut the recording off, rewound the tape just a touch, and said, “You can’t say that.” “If you say that we promised you anything on tape, while we are recording, then we can’t help you. We are going to ask you again and you have to say No. Ok?” I naively agreed, and we rerecorded the segment again. My attorney was disgusted with me. They had had nothing on me at all until I opened my mouth. 

I was still hung up and confused about, the term ‘Felony Murder’ and what in the heck that meant. Is there such a thing as a ‘Misdemeanor Murder’ I wondered out loud? My attorney laughed at my naivete and said “No, all murders are Felonies”. That is what I thought. “So why the special annotation of the word ‘Felony’ in the term?” I still did not understand. 

He explained Florida law and the Felony Murder Rule which states if a death occurs as a result of a felony being committed. Then all parties involved in the felony are guilty of murder. That is a paraphrase, but an accurate one.

I explained to my attorney that I did not go over there to commit a crime. “The guy owed me money. I was going to get back what he took from me”. That is not theft, I reasoned. My attorney then replied, “But when you used a house key that you no longer had the authorization to use, your entry into the house, technically became classified as a ‘burglary’; and the guy inside the house died as a result of an altercation he had with your co-defendant during said burglary”. 

“But I left before anything happened, meaning I disengaged from what you are defining as a burglary” I argued. “And that’s what we will have to argue at trial” he replied. 

“Trial? What are you talking about? The detective said he was going to talk to the Prosecutor and get me probation because I cooperated. I passed a lie detector test they had me take and everything” were all my replies. 

Then he informed me that the results from polygraph tests are not admissible in court and that I should “never believe the cops. They are legally allowed to lie to you to obtain a confession. That is why we told you not to say anything. You are not getting probation. They just indicted you for 1st Degree Murder. I can probably keep you out of the electric chair because you’re so young and the fact that you were not present when the altercation occurred is undisputed, but your codefendant is on the run and is a wanted fugitive, probably on his way out of the Country. Who knows if they will ever catch him or not; But they have you sitting right here in the Lee County Jail. They are not letting you go anywhere. You can consider yourself lucky if you end up with anything less than Life in prison!”

That was just one of many conversations I would have with my attorney. I really could not believe it. I had no idea how my life had been brought to this. One night hanging out with a chick and her friend had led to a conversation about past wrongs done to me and $40 that was still owed to me by someone else, and this dude, whom I hardly even knew, went and hit the guy, killed him, and was now on the run, and because they couldn’t find him they were going to prosecute me. This could not be real – but it was!

I would spend an entire year in the Lee County Jail, carrying this unbearable weight. I woke up each morning facing either the electric chair or life in prison as the only two options for my future. All because of an act of violence that I neither committed nor witnessed.

These were the most horrifying days of my life. 365 days without sunlight. 365 days of slowly going insane. 365 days of fighting for survival literally. 365 days of despair. Consecutively, all in a row. 365 days.

It wore me down, and once I was worn down, I was willing to confess to the JFK Assassination, and any other crime they needed to clear off their books. If they would just let me out of this cell. It was then that the State Attorney offered me a plea agreement of 40 years in exchange for a Guilty plea of Second-Degree Murder. 

Still, I refused and did not think that they understood the facts of the case very well and asked my attorney for a court hearing and an opportunity to plead my case to the Judge. Certainly, he could make these people understand that I did not do this. The cops promised me probation. Why was that not happening?

The judge was very fair. He heard me out and in open court he explained that during the pretrial process, there was not a lot that he could do. The ball was really in the court of the States Attorney’s office and then he turned and addressed them and said something to the effect of, “I would hope that after hearing Mr. Cass speak today that you would reconsider your stance and offer him a plea deal with an amount of time more commensurate with his participation level in the offense.” He then turned back and informed me, that if the State Attorney did not offer me something lower, that I was willing to accept, that he would advise me to take my case to trial where he would have a lot more say in the procedures. Man was that ever a hint. He knew it was not right to send me to prison on these charges. 

The State sensed I might receive favor from the judge too if we proceeded to trial and came back the next week and offered me 22 years in prison instead of 40, in exchange for a plea of ‘No contest’ (meaning an admission of guilt was not required) to a charge of Second Degree Murder and First Degree Burglary.  

My attorney explained that I could take my chances at trial, but I’d be going to trial on 1st Degree Murder charges and if they found me guilty, then I’d only be eligible for one of two possible sentences. Life or Death. 

No other option would exist.

Or he told me, I could accept these 22 years and the peace of mind knowing that I would at least one day get out before I turned 30. The sooner I started, the sooner it would all be over or so I thought. 

I have spent many long hours wondering if I should have gone to trial. It seemed as if the Judge was on my side. I probably would have beat this entire case. If I had had anything better than an overworked Public Defender that I felt was already biased against me for not heeding his advice earlier.

Accepting their ‘deal’ and 22 years was the much preferable choice at the time. As it meant, I could be out in 7 years. Considering credit for County jail time already served and the amount of gain time that was being awarded by the Florida Department of Corrections (aka the D.O.C) at the time. I was presented with two evils. 

I chose the lesser of the two.

On July 6th, 1993 I stood in a court of law and plead ‘No Contest’ to a crime that I did not commit. 

The courtroom was full of people. Almost everyone I knew was there. No one could believe this was happening to me. They had all written letters to the Judge, asking for leniency, asking for boot camp, or probation. There were almost a hundred letters presented to the Judge, at the time of my sentencing. All speaking of my good character, and my not being present when the crime occurred. 

My little sisters needing their big brother. My parents needing their son. My community needing me back in it. Everyone rallied. 
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They sent me to prison a week later. I was classified as a violent offender and would go on to serve a total of 10 years, 10 months, 4 days, 10 hours, and 32 minutes. 

This book serves as the first of a series of memoirs I am going to write about my life. A record of my time, the poems I wrote, the lessons I learned, and the sharing of personal experiences that I had while ‘growing up inside the Chain Gang’. As well as a history of the lessons that I have continued to learn after my release and subsequent return to society. This part of my life would serve to prepare me for a life that was yet to come. 

I needed to go through this experience to be able to share it with you. We do not get the advantage of seeing our life as a whole, we only get to live it each moment at a time but as we go on, we can begin to see it as a beautiful mosaic. 

On July 31, 1992, I felt like the Universe shook up my world.  Like a pair of dice, I was tossed and tumbled. When I stopped rolling. I had landed with my back against the wall and I was somewhere else. It seemed like I had been transported to an uncivilized section of another planet. 

A place dominated by racism and violence. The rules of this new society that I was thrust into, were different than the free and civilized world that I had just left. I had never been anywhere like this before.

It was a journey into darkness. A place where every ‘friend’ had an agenda. Where all the rules of normalcy and civil society were turned upside down. Evil was good and kindness was despised. Then taken advantage of. 

Weakness was an invitation to brutality. 

Some days, I was not sure if I would ever make it out alive. Other days, I just prayed. Then there were a few other days I just acted stupidly. Those days grew less and less as time wore on though. Being stupid never has done much good for anyone. I was no exception.

The first part of this book deals very heavily with my first two years in the Florida Department of Corrections. When I acted out, did not care about the rules, I smoked a lot of weed, got into a lot of fights, spent a lot of time in confinement, and I wrote a lot of poetry.

In the section after, I will introduce you to some of the greatest people that I have ever met, and I will share with you how and why each was significant to me, as well as what it was that I learned from them. 

We will finish the book with a chronological telling of the rest of my story with many details shared along the way.

The experiences are very much the reason why I am who I am today though. My grit and tenacity, the appreciation I have for little things around me, my knowledge of the law, and my Entrepreneurial hustle all came from this training ground.

I shared a dorm with a guy named Maurice Young, who is otherwise known as ‘Trick Daddy’.  Some of you may have heard of him. If you have not, then feel free to Google him. We were both in B- Dorm at Desoto Correctional Institution and that was referred to as the ‘Jitterbug’ dorm. An informal term used by the D.O.C to describe inmates that were under 21 years of age. We were all housed together in the same dorm. 

Imagine the ruthlessness of a wide-open dormitory with more than eighty teenage boys living in it and almost every one of them has Life sentences and knows that they are never going home. Ever! 

Now imagine that these same guys are so full of bitterness, hate, and rage because of the heavy weight of the time they carry. Coupled with the fact that they do not want anyone else to ever go home either. This environment is further pressurized by large groups of peers, separated by color and hometowns all hyping each other up and encouraging each other to increase the cruelty and violence that they bestowed upon anyone they determined to be weaker than them. I lived in this environment, and life was tough for anyone in this dorm that was either new, or White, and I was both. So, there were a lot of fights. 

Thus, its nickname, the “Gladiator Dorm”. 

I was under 21, so that is where they put me. It was my initiation to prison. I called it the Jungle and wrote a poem about it. I wrote a lot of poems. That is how I survived. 

I hung out on my bunk, listened to my headphones, and wrote. I wrote letters, and I wrote poetry. 

Writing provided me a way to escape it all, and to travel somewhere else in my mind. My wildest and craziest days incarcerated were spent here. It is where I grew up, meaning I was not yet grown upon my arrival but was much more so upon my leaving. When I arrived, my attitude needed some adjusting.

It was early September 1993 when I arrived at Desoto. 

My release date at that time was 2014. I was angry. I was resentful. I was in a dorm where fighting was a prerequisite to staying alive and I did not care about a single one of them people’s rules.

This attitude of mine wouldn’t change until I woke up in a confinement cell on the morning of my 21st birthday, and decided to change who I was, how I thought about myself, and how I did time, but I’m getting way ahead of myself here. We will get there. For now, though let me describe in a little more detail for you the kind of environment it was that they sent me to. The environment that was Desoto Correctional Institution. One of the best, and one of the worst, places that I have ever been to. 

I am not going to dwell on violence and wrongdoing much, but I do need to explain what my first year and a half was like. It’s imperative to understand what the environment was like that I came from, and had to overcome.

To do that, I have selected a variety of short stories to share with you. I call them ‘Jungle Stories’ and they make up the first section of this book. After reading those, I will introduce you to some of the greatest people that I have ever met. Are you ready? Let’s go way down in the Jungle deep. 
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Jungle Stories
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THE MOST INTIMIDATING part of any prison experience is your arrival. The Reception centers deliver busloads of new inmates to their newly assigned institutions every week. Each Institution has a scheduled day each week for the shipping and receiving of inmates. Everyone housed there knows when it is, and where the bus pulls up at. 

Once a week, all the Predators, all the Vultures, all the Con-Men, and the Hustlers, as well as anyone else that is curious about who’s coming and going from the Institution that week, will line up near the sally port gate to watch all the new guys get off the Blue Bird bus. They are looking for anyone that looks weak. Anyone that they can terrorize, intimidate, or otherwise take advantage of. They are seeking out anyone that looks like they are new. They all targeted me. 

It was not an enviable position to be in.

Two days before though, the Lord had provided me with the strength that I would need to walk through this Jungle and He would go on to provide me with future lessons as well that would teach me what it meant to rely on Him for strength, for protection, and sustenance. Here is what happened just before I arrived at Desoto Correctional Institution in September 1993.
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This Too, Shall Pass
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I WAS SOUND ASLEEP in my bunk one morning about 3:00 am at the Central Florida Reception Center when I heard the steel door of my cell open with a clang and an officer yell “Cass, get up – pack your stuff – you’re being transferred” “Where to?” I replied, hoping for an answer. “I can’t tell you” – “Security!” was the officer’s reply. 

I packed my meager assortment of belongings at the bottom of a pillowcase specifically, a toothbrush, toothpaste, a Bible, a pad of paper, 2 envelopes, a pen, and a Styrofoam cup soup. I then lined up at the door with about 20 other people all transferring out on the same day. We were escorted outside and joined a line of about 70 other people coming from different dorms on our way to the chow hall to pick up a bag lunch and wait for our bus.

Once inside the chow hall, we joined several hundred other inmates all waiting to be transferred as well. We sat on backless wooden benches, eating sandwiches that consisted of one piece of bologna, smashed between two pieces of bread, a single pack of mustard, a warm carton of milk, and a discolored, soft, brown apple.  I passed on the food and just drank the lukewarm milk.

After they passed out all the bag lunches. We continued to sit in stony silence for several hours until the busses began to pull up, and one by one they’d call people's last names, and they’d line up, officers would outfit them with leg shackles and handcuffs and shuffling on to the bus, they would go.

One by one they would call names and fill up busses. I remained silent and still on that same hard, wooden bench and was beginning to wish that I would have at least ate the sandwich. 

The clock ticked very slowly, and the day dragged on. Finally, somewhere about 3:00 or 4:00 in the afternoon, after every other bus had left, they called my name, shackled me, and I shuffled my feet along and boarded this Bluebird bus that had been outfitted for prison transport. Three men for every two-man seat. Expanded metal over the windows and a 5-gallon bucket in the very back should the need arise for one of us to use the restroom while enroute. 

We rode for hours headed South. The bus was hot, and it began to stink after one or two had used the bucket in the back. It was highly uncomfortable, and none of us knew where we were going, and what should have been a three-and-a-half-hour drive from Orlando to Miami seemed to take at least six. When we arrived, it was after dinner and I had not eaten breakfast, or lunch and the officers went to the kitchen and brought us out these same bag lunches that were offered to us in Orlando that morning. This time, I scarfed down every bite.

We rolled into South Florida Reception Center in Miami, Florida sometime around 8:00 pm and had to be strip-searched, and all our property inventoried before anyone on the bus could be assigned a dormitory or a bunk.

By the time, all the processing was done, and a bunk was assigned to me, it was well after 2:00 am and I had been up for nearly 24 hours. I was hungry, I was scared, and I was exhausted as I walked into my dormitory and was given a bunk assignment. It was a bottom bunk, in a two-man cell, on the second floor, next to a shower stall.

So up the stairs I went, the officer opened the door, and it was dark but I could tell a large black guy was on the top bunk as one of the security lights from outside was shining in through the window and as I laid down on my bottom bunk having completed my first day in transit, headed to my first Major Institution. I contemplated the 22 years that I had just received, and how had I ever gotten myself into this mess and wondering if I would even survive to tell the tale. 

It was then, right at that moment, that I looked up and on the bottom of the bunk above me, someone before me had written: “This Too, Shall Pass!”

Out of all the prisons, out of all the dormitories, and out of all the bunks, this is the one I got.  I took it as a message from God. I drew strength from it and fell asleep comforted, and with Peace in my heart. 

Little did I know then, how much I was going to need it. Or how much that saying would come to mean to me in the days to come. 

Nothing is forever. Not the good times, not the bad. Appreciate each moment for what it is worth because each one of them is fleeting. No matter what you are going through – It Shall Pass. You just have to keep waking up in the morning! 
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My Wish Came True
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I wanted to be famous

Live in a big house, made of stone

Picture in all the papers

I wanted to be known

Live for free

And never have work to do

Unfortunately,

My Wish Came True
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The Jungle



[image: ]


[image: A picture containing outdoor, person, man, ground

Description automatically generated]

THERE WAS NEVER A MOVIE I had seen, or a tv show that I had watched, or a conversation that I ever had that could have prepared me for the reality that was waiting on me once I arrived at Desoto Correctional Institution. The horrors that existed behind those razor wire fences, or for how heavy the loneliness weighs on your chest at night, when you have been removed from everything you have ever known. 

After a while, you do get used to it, but it never goes away. You just learn to carry it everywhere you go. Like a baby on your hip that never grows legs and walks.

Nothing you’ve ever experienced can prepare you for having your entire life snatched away and exchanged for a world filled with people that hate you just because you’re White, or Black, or Mexican, or Puerto Rican, or Asian, or Muslim, or Jewish. People inside, just hate you because that is what everyone inside is full of, Hate. 

Hate, Violence, and Perversion are the culture. Agenda driven friendships and acts of violent intimidation are the codes by which the people inside live by.  There is no other ‘normal’. 

The guards hate the inmates, and the inmates hate the guards. Blacks do not like Whites. Whites do not like Blacks, and the Spanish guys most always, only dealt with each other.

When I laid down at night, I would pray for God to take it all away, but He never did! I had to walk this journey all by myself. It was scary, it was dark, I cried, I prayed, I grew strong, I overcame, and only then did I come to realize that I was never alone at all. God walked with me the entire way. 

In the beginning, I wrote every day just to keep it all from bottling up inside of me. It is how I stayed sane.
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As Bad As I
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LONELY MAN ON A DESERTED island

Screaming out to an empty sea

Hanging on to a thread of hope, praying for a miracle,

Praying desperately

Little girl lost, alone, deep in the woods

Crying into the night

Scared, confused, blinded by her tears

And overcome with fright

Innocent man, staring out day after day

From a lonely prison cell

The cruel hand of fate has reduced his life

To a living hell

For just one granted wish, there is not anything

These people would not try

For they all are sick and just want to go home,

But none as bad as I
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Blue Christmas
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The county decorates the street, families decorate their home

But there is nothing to decorate for those that are alone

Yuletide carolers sing, hoping to spread Christmas cheer

But to me, December is the loneliest time of year

I used to love this ‘Winter season’ with open arms I would welcome December

But now it brings back memories too painful to remember

Most people are wearing green and red. I’ve no choice but to wear blue

And the people I am forced to live with are adorned in that color too

But blue seems appropriate, considering our atmosphere and mood

We’ve nothing to look forward to except the thought of some decent food

There are no lights or decorations, no presents, not even a tree No warmth, love, or joy – not even friends or family

Some wish for a Christmas that’s white, others want to receive something new

All that is immaterial to me, I just want a Christmas that is not blue
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I Miss My Life

[image: ]


I MISS MY MOM AND DADDY

I miss my little sisters too

I miss my friends and family

And all the things we used to do

I miss church on Sunday mornings

I miss the parties on Friday night

Lord, I miss the good times

I am even thankful for a few of the fights

I miss hanging out with the fellas

I even miss my ex-best friend

I sit and think about them

And wonder how they have all been

I miss the winters cold

I miss the summer’s heat

I miss going to the movies

Then making out in my back seat

I miss the smell of Grandmas kitchen

I miss the sound of Grandpas radio


I remember how the family would all 

come together      And one by one we would all go


I’ve missed the chance for children

I have missed the chance for a pretty little wife

Come to think of it, 

I miss my life!
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The First Guy I Ever Seen Get Stabbed
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DESOTO CI | SEPTEMBER 1993

Lest you think my poetry is filled with hyperbole and ‘No way it can be that bad’ I will start by telling you about the first time I saw a guy get stabbed. 

Most prisons have phones inside the dormitories. This was not the case at Desoto. Instead, they had two phone shacks located in the middle of the compound. Each one was a chain-link fenced-in area that held ten phones apiece, and at certain times of the day, they were open for inmate use. All calls home being ‘collect’ of course.

I had just dialed up my grandmother, and she was asking me how I was, and I was telling her that I was ok. When suddenly, a White guy came running from off in the distance barreling towards me at full speed. Three Black guys were running behind him just as fast. He got all the way to right in front of me when he slipped and fell, and the three Black guys descended on him and each one pulled out a homemade knife aka as a ‘shank’, and proceeded to stab this guy repeatedly. 

To this day, I do not know who he was, who they were, or what happened to any of them, or why any of that occurred. I had just gotten there.

I do remember saying to my grandmother though, “Oh My God Grandma” and she said, “what’s wrong honey?” 

I replied, “ some Black dudes were chasing this White guy and he fell and now they are stabbing him RIGHT IN FRONT OF ME” and she said, “well you just stay right here on the phone with me, don’t you go over and get involved in it”. 

I said, “I’m not, but Wow! I can’t believe it”. It was a fantastic introduction to prison and they way disputes were often handled.

I have seen more fights than I can count. I have seen other people stabbed and hit upside their heads with metal pipes. There are many stories that I could still tell. It is not a place I would ever want to go again but if nothing else; You learn manners. You learn not to steal. You learn not to reach across someone’s plate at the table, and you learn not to be disrespectful. All these things will get you hurt very badly, possibly killed.

However, if someone brings a fight to you, you must be able to stand up and defend yourself. Winning or losing does not matter, but your willingness to defend yourself, the things that belong to you, and your ‘rear-end’ most certainly does. If not, there will be someone who tries to take all three. I borrowed a song title from my favorite band and wrote a poem to describe it for the folks back home.
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Welcome to the Jungle

The jungle made of concrete and steel

Where people act like Gorillas

To hide the way that they feel

Welcome to the Jungle, it gets worse here every day

We’re caged like animals in this Jungle where we play

‘Boys’ think they’re girls, and men think so too

And the only colors you will ever see are brown, grey, and blue

Welcome to the jungle

Yes, that’s what it is indeed

For when new prey comes along

Everyone gathers round to feed

Staking their claim on that one or this one over here

Trying so hard to disguise their own intimate fear

Welcome to the Jungle

Where to simply live is a struggle to survive

You ask Gods protection each morning

and thank him at night that you are still alive

You’re in the Jungle

Where sex and violence rule

In the name of selfishness and greed

And it’s become no big deal

To get to watch someone bleed

Here in the Jungle, Racism is King

And one slip of the tongue can cost you everything

That’s how it is way down in the jungle deep

You keep one eye open, cause it’s not even safe to sleep

Welcome to the Jungle.

I do not want to dwell too much on violence, and I did not get myself involved in many things that resulted in violence. However, no one goes through prison without having to engage in at least a few skirmishes. I will tell you about two that I was involved in. Both fights were brought to me while in the shower coincidentally. The first at Desoto and the last, four years later at Marion CI.

Here is the first. I call it Heart Check.

I had only been at Desoto for about three weeks when this fight took place. It had to happen eventually; someone was bound to try me. I was the new white boy in the dorm, and they call it a ‘Heart check’. They want to see where your ‘Heart’ is, or if you have any. Will you fight? Are you a coward? Will you back down? Or will you stand up? Someone is always going to step up and try you. They want to find out what you are made of.  I was no different. Let me set the scene for you.

In prison, most everyone has a hustle. Meaning they have devised some way to support themselves and their habits. 

I just so happened to run a lotto board. Meaning I would take a sheet of paper and draw 100 squares on it. 10 squares horizontal and 10 squares vertical. 

Then I would go sell each square for $1.00. Meaning if I sold the entire board, I would have $100. Being as we were not allowed to carry cash, money was paid in the form of food items and cigarettes. Two packs of cookies were $1.00, one pack of Top ‘roll your own’ tobacco was $1.00. A pack of Marlboro’s went for $5.00; two Styrofoam cup soups were $1.00 and so on. 

As I sold squares, people would mark their initials on the individual square and we would all wait till that night when the local news drew the daily lotto numbers, and whatever the lotto numbers were, I would use the last two. For example, if the winning number on the tv was 362, then whoever had number 62 on my square board was the winner. I would pay out $75 and keep $25. 

I did this nearly every day and had developed regulars. 

If the winner was in my dorm then they got paid immediately. If the winner was in another dorm then they got paid first thing the next morning. It was one of these evenings when I had a locker full of food that I happen to be getting ready for a shower when a Black dude from Miami, whose friends had hyped him up to try and come over and try to take my stuff, approached fully dressed, wearing boots and said: “I’m hungry.”

I was wearing my state-issued boxer shorts and a pair of flip flops that I used for shower slides and replied “yeah, me too, but this stuff in my locker is for my lotto board – It’s not mine” and I shut my footlocker and locked the lock.

I attempted to walk off but he stood in my way, blocked my path, and said “Cracker, I told you I was hungry. I want a
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