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LESSONS IN LIFE
By Patrick Middlezoa, .

"On Friendship"

One annoyiang clicha repeated so oftea by prisoners still graen behiad
the ears is, "A man doesn't have any friends in prison. Only acquaiataaces."
I used to argue passionately to convert these macho fallows: "How can you
say that? I've got a faw raal good frieads ia here," To a maa, I was told,
"You're crazy Lf jyou trust aaybody in harae," I aaver changad a siagle aiad,

I came to picy chaa iascaad. [ iaow that if chey'ra here loag eacugh, they'll
leara the truth about aaother cliche~—that a0 man 1s an islaad.

Whea I was a taea, iy graandfacher would often admoalsh we o chooss
ay friends carefully. I aever did though. I had oane real friead and ha chosa
me, [ was a delinquent, he was an upstanding boy. Throughout all ay
skullduggeries, my £riend was chere for me——aaver ambarrassad, aaver judgiag,
nevar giviag uy oa wme. Fortj~fiva years latar, ha's an eaglaear, I'm a lifer,
But wa're still friends. Thera's a lasson hera.

Prison has taught ma some precious lassons about life., I've learned,
for example, that there are two distiact worlds ia which wa human beings
live=—the iaternal world and the external world. Fach has its boundaries
of freedom., My external world consists of tha walkways and hallways, the
prison jard, cha chapel, dining hall, education building, gymaasiua, aad
this littla room of a call, There i3 wmuch more freedom, shough, ia wy ianer
world., The walkways can lead to just about anywhare, and I am fraa to balieva.

I am frae to beliave ia a God or aoana at all, I can choosa algebra or
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4-aa-free to believe ia—a God or noas—at-allI can-choose-alzebra—or
geomatry, I can sas the glass as half aampty or half full., Aad if I wish,
I can cultivate love and goodwill ia the hearts aad minds of othars and my
owa,

And then there are lessons about friandship. How life i3 so amuch bettar
whan we have a few good friends to share it with. It takes tliama——sometimes,
Jears——to cultivate lasting friendships. It starts with trust. We taka
chances, we show our vulnerabilities, and it's a besautiful thing whea it's
reciprocatad. Along the way, we learn to listen and encourags, we share our
histories, our hills and valleys, we laugh and tease and sometimas cry
together, and much mora,

Many of the friends I've galned over the years are fellow musiclaas.

We worked hard together, We argued, we fussed, we created lots of good music
and many special mamories. We grew as musicians and as human beings. W2 came
to depend on each other for a smile or an ear whea we aeeded it., There was
a spiritual comfort in knowing that they had wy back aand I had theirs.

What do you do after you've shared years of your life with a friend
who is suddenly transferred or goes home or dies? How do we deal with that
"aissing you" feelilng, that same homesick feeling we falt when we first came
to prison?

We stay strong, that's what we do. We wait for time to lessen the pain.
We work on other frieandships. And from time to time we rearrange the pictures
of our friends in our photo albums; we relive the mamories of them in our

minds, And if that's not enough, we talk to our old friends when wa're alone.
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Wa tell them how much wa miss them.
And then we remember that ia haviag knowa them, life has bean good

€0 us,

"Oa Gratitude"

We've all heard it before. A brother grsets another brother: "How're
you doing, man?" Aad the brothar respoands, "Oh, you know, man, [t's the
same old, same old. Just another funky day."

Yestarday started out to be just another day. I went to brsakfast and
saw the same noisy ducks I'd seen flying all over the joint the day before
and the day before that. Those same handsome call dogs were in the yard for
their morning walk, and the same humongous groundhog I had watched yesterday
was peaking out of its tunnel in the yard below wy wiadow.

After breakfast [ was called to the dispensary to have the callus on
wy foot attaended to. I signad ia aad then sat on the bench to wait. Sitting
baside me was a wan who looked to be about my age. His left foot was heavily
wrappaed with gauze and there was a wet wine-red stain at the end of his foot.
"How're you doing, man?" I asked, as noachalantly as I could, The man was
obviously in pain., He kapt his zaze on his foot and raplied, "Not too good.
They just cut off my toes. Diabetaes." I paused and tried to look at him with
understanding, "That's too bad,”" [ said., "Diabastes ruans in my family too.

It scares the heck out of me. ['ve been lucky so far." We spent the next
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ten minutes sharing stories of family members who have diabatas.

When the aursa callad out my name [ said, "Sea you arouad," and followed
the aurse into a room where anothar prisoner was 3ictiag in a whazlchair
grasping his chast aad struggliag with aeach breath. "Nursa! I'a haviag a
haart attacc! Pleasa halpy ma!™ Tae aurse sald, "The doccor's on his way.

Just haag ia there." The same aurse told as to take a seat and remova uay
shoe and sock, I wacched aa sha took the prisonsr's blood pressure. A minute
later che doctor bounced inco thae room and askad me whers the paln was, [
said, "Ig doasa't hurt unless I step oa something sharp.™ The aurse said,
"This one, doctor.”

Suddealy, [ ao longer wanted my callus treated. All T waated to do
was to get up and walk out of that room and find thosa ducks and that
agroundhoz aad chose four handsome dogs aad just gaze at thea, man, and raally
gea them. And the aext fallow who told we how aisarable the day was, [ would
remind him that ha has toas to fael and a heart that puanps and ayes to sae

aad if that's not eaough to be thaakful for, thaa what i3?

"Oa Frae Will aad Daceraiaisa”

Some of my brotchers will tell you that you have been stripped of your
free will whea you enterad che froat gates of this prisoa. Some of wy

brothera will tell you that these walls will tell you when to zat and whea
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to slaep, when to get up and when to get down, what to wear and how to wear
it, Because this is so, thay will say, you hava lost your freedom to choose,

T want to tell you that they are wrong, for no one can tell you what
to think aad what to say. These decisions are yours alone to make, And thare
are more,

You have the choice to take responsibility for your circumstances aand
make today tha baglaning of the rest of your life, Aaytime you choose you
can look in the mirror and decide if you like what you see. You can write
letters to those you have hurt-—your family and frieads—-—and begin healing
and making amends. You can hang out with your homaboys or go to school aad
det an education. You can walk in the library and read any book on the shelf,
You can attend AA or NA and gat help from your peers and help them in retura,

Though you've lost your public life, there's much to gaia ia
here~—peaca, hope, self-forziveness——a private fresdom. Radeem yourself,

brothers! That's the word for it. Redemption.

"On Reading"

Who dunnit? And other mysteries:
Did the cat that fell out of the third floor wiadow bounce when it
hit the sidewalk?

How do you get to Carnegle Hall?
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Who threw the empty ketchup bottle with the secret recipe inside it
in the bottom of Lake Whatchacallit?

Is sweet William a flower or a young boy?

How can you be both the watcher and the watched?

How did crickets evolve?

Is inertia relative to gravitcy? Is gravity relative?

Where was the sign, "Free Knowledge—-Briag Your Own Coataianer," found?

Did Oliver gat Penelopa in the end?

Who said, "It was good to be alive and a part of the world where hopa
shined a bright promise, if you could just see 1t"?

How do yjou g4at to China and back without aver leaving your cell?

And what was the blind man's name who stood on the busy corner tayping
his red and silver cane to the beat of tha traffic?

Is God really watching you?

The answers to thase guestions are batween the pages of the
book and the cracks of your mind.






