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Convict Chronicles

WOUNDS OF THE PAST: The pain that never leaves us

By Leo Cardez

It happens every time I am moved into a new buidling at my prison compound.

I will set up my typewriter in my cell and pound away at the keys, play Scabble
in the Dayroom, play soccer at Yard, attend Chapel Services, and before I

know it I have a handful of - friends. We connect over shared interests, talk
about politics, commiserate over prison life and soon enough I have a whole

new group of guys waiting and wanting to spend time with me for nothing more

than my mere companionship.

It often surprise me and sometimes breaks my heart when I think back to my

youth and ask, where were you when I was growing up?

People like me now or-they say. They look for me to play games, go to Chow,
or walk the Yard. They are of all ages and races with varied backgrounds
and upbringings. It feels good to be liked, but in prison it's wise to be
careful. In here, predators are always on the prowl for future victims.

So I am skeptical and allow enough time to pass to feel comfortable, but once

it does, I wonder, why wasn't school this easy to make friends? What has

changed? Why am I so popular now? And generally well-liked by inmates and

officers alike?

I am the only son of a poor immigrant family. My father a steel worker, my

mother a housewifeé, growing up on the South side of Chicago in a segregated
gang infested neighborhood. I was smart, but lazy. I was tall, lanky, and
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clumsy. All my appendages were years beyond my age--my ears were huge and
stuck out like two open car doors, my buck teeth arrived in an room moments
before I did, and to complete the cliche, my thick glasses looked as if they
could see into the future. I didn't have many friends. No girlfriends of
any kind., And worse, I didn't know how to make them. Instead I lost myself

in comic books and cartoons.

In the middle of fifth grade we moved to a nicer neighberhood in the suburbs-
my parents tired of their wimpy kid getting beat up every day. My new school
was a sea of whiteness. I was the only weird looking alien. This school

was blessed with more resources and better teachers which meant better students.

I was still learning my times tables but my class was already learning pre-

geometry. I couldn't even spell geometry. I was a loser and outcast, again.

So I acted out.

I was a little shit. A menace. My new classmates avoided me. I think my
teacher was afraid me--""he's that kid from the inner city school, be careful,"

I imagined they'd whisper in the teacher's lounge. I sat alone at lunch.

No one picked me in gym class or any class for that matter. I was never invited
to parties. It hurt, but the harder I tried to fit in the worst it got until

it became clear the easiest thing to do was accept my fate. And so I did.

All this childhood trauma still lives at the surface, its scabbed.over, but

any small prick aad it will bleed.

All of this was a thousand years ago. Somehow I managed to graduate high
school. I left my small town, joined the Army, went to a big college where

Page 2 of 5




Convict Chronicles

I joined a fancy fraternity. By now my face had finally caught up to my ears,
the braces were off, the contact lenses in--what was once a tall, lanky nerd

had blossomed into something close to normal; maybe even sorta handsome-ish.

I lived in a huge house with a bunch of fraternity brothers and had plenty

of dates. I was no longer that scared pile of jello, my life had made a complete
180. I would go on to have a daughter, a successful public relations career,
travel the world, and live the life I had always dreamed of, but nothing lasts
forever. One day, seemingly out of nowhere, my world would come crashing

down on me. See, I never resolved my inner trauma. I thought I was beyond

it, but no amount of success can undo the feeling of inferiority deeply seeded

in eug-inner child.

Being an adult didn't make things easier. I looked for answers and validation
at the bottom of bottles. I treated women badly; possibly in a misguided
effort to avenge my hurt ego. Social media only exacerbated my issues and

my new wealth and power made it easier to hurt myself and others--especially
those closest to me. I had become the cruel thing I had once abhorred--as

is, sadly, the case in so many instances of abuse.

I made a mess of my life and eventually landed in prison where, if I am being
completely honest with myself, I belonged. The real pain, in serving my sentence,
isn't for me. It is for all those I have hurt, none of which deserved it...most
of all my daughtér who lost a father to his addictions and'demons. In prison,'

I am in many real ways dead to her. I can not help her. Not really. I think

of her in the trenches of modern day online bullying and unrealistic Hollywood

expectations of beauty and success. I hope I was a good-enough parent those
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years I had with her. I pray I helped build-up her self-esteem as I worried
about her natural shyness and in her teenage years a leaning towards obscure
music and piercings. I feared others might laugh at her, that she would feel
like I did, left-out and lonely. I would do anything to make sure she never
suffered that fate as those cuts stay hidden in secret chambers of your soul

and forever taint the vision of your life.

My prayer, as I push into middle age, is that through learning from my mistakes
she will do better. She was an instinctively kind child, but she also knew

that being mean to others was a deal breaker and neither her mother or I would

ever let that stand. I have already seen evidence that her generation is
kinder, more attune to mental health issues and open to people's differences.

Unfortunately, I also know there will always be mean-spirited people out to

hurt others. Someone will probabl;/hurt her someday--that's just life--but

unlike me, maybe she can turn that pain into something positive. Maybe she
can find forgiveness and understanding through pain....and wouldn't that be

just the most wonderful thing ever?

As for me, I am using this time to revisit old wounds in the hopes I can help
heal that poor kid sitting alone feeling like no one cares. In many ways,
prison has helped. It has helped me believe that I am worthy and deserving
of friendships, relationships, and love. It's funny how we often find what
we need iﬁ places we would havé never bothered to look. And I think it'é

working, but sometimes it's hard to tell especially when I am so busy hanging

out with my new friends.
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You have my permission to edit as necessary. No further approval needed.

Contact Info:

Updated Bio (if needed):
Bio:

Leo Cardez is an award winning inmate writer/journalist. Cardez is a regular contributor to
Prison Health News, where he also serves on the Advisory Board. Mr. Cardez is a 2021 PEN
America award winner and will be published in a print anthology later this year. His work has
been published in The Abolitionist/Critical Resistance newspaper, Minutes Before Six magazine,
Poete Maudit Literary Review, Yard Out newspaper, Prison Journalism Project, Prisoner Express,
American Prison Writing Archive and was a finalist for the New Press Anthology, What We
Know. L.C. has worked as a prison GED tutor and currently works as a clerk at the prison eye
lab. He volunteers as a yoga instructor for special needs inmates and translator for Spanish
speaking offenders. Mr. Cardez is a decorated veteran, devout Christian, and is passionate
about using his voice to bring awareness of inmate issues. He can be reached at
Leo.Cardez.Writer@gmail.com.
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