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What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.

~Kelly Clarkson



“Take off all your clothes and wait in there.” I walked into the small cell and waited twenty minutes as a corrections officer took my clothes and put them in a box to be mailed to wherever I asked. A large man then examined me from head to toe and then some.

I signed some form confirming where my clothes would be sent together with a half dozen other forms, one of which was my designation as to where they should send my body if I died in the federal prison into which I was now being processed.

After the mug shot, fingerprinting and DNA swab, I was given a handful of green prison shirts and pants, together with some underclothes, and directed to walk a half-mile up the road from the “medium” prison where I had “self-surrendered” to the “camp” where I would spend the next year and a day. I had pled guilty to two tax misdemeanors wherein I declared all my income, filed accurately and on time but didn’t enclose a check. I had always managed to pay my taxes somehow, if not perfectly on time. I always seemed to be able to pull a rabbit out of a hat around tax time but this time I had run out of rabbits. Then I ran out of hats.

I followed the driveway to the camp and was greeted by the unofficial “mayor” of the camp who showed me around and finally helped me set up my bunk. I had the top bunk in a room with seventeen others who nodded hello to me. This was not The Pierre hotel on Fifth Avenue where I often stayed as a guest of a major network for whom I worked as an on-air legal analyst for several years. There was no mini-bar and I had no cell phone which would ring often as some cable news producer would call me for a “pre-interview” before I would appear on CNN or MSNBC or FOX to opine about the interesting case of the day.

In some manner of ironic injustice or perhaps, justice, I had become the interesting case of the day. As I told a reporter on the courthouse steps at my sentencing, “I screwed up and the judge was very fair. My life is not over and I hope to learn from this experience.” Many people watched my mini-speech on YouTube and told me how impressed they were that I was so upbeat. Only I knew that I was lying to myself. I was convinced my life was basically over.

As I lay in my upper bunk I kept trying to reassure myself that this time would pass quickly and maybe I would have a decent life to go back to. Again, although I was considered an effective advocate in the courtroom and on television, I consistently failed to convince myself that there would be a life after this prison camp.

After essentially hiding under the covers for three days in my bunk, I came to the conclusion that Ashton Kutcher was not going to run up to me to tell me I was being “punked” and this was an elaborate prank. I really needed to meet all these guys and get to know them. They would be my family for a long time. All they knew about me was I was some moderately famous lawyer in 56 upper. I later learned that the PNN (Prisoner News Network) had me tagged as a lawyer who bribed a juror. I hesitated to correct them when I heard that — it was a more interesting crime than the tax misdemeanors. When I did finally dispel that rumor, I substituted it with a story that I beat up some bikers in a brawl on the Jersey Shore. Absolutely nobody believed that but the story got a lot of laughs.

I spent a lot of time listening at first. I wanted to learn the language. By the time I had been “down” for a week, I had picked up so many new words and phrases that I kept a journal of them for a book I began writing. Oddly enough, the prison library had a copy of my first book, How Can You Defend Those People? Like I said, irony ruled here.

It was my fifth or sixth night in 56 upper when I began to think about the scene in the great Bill Murray movie Stripes where all the newly inducted soldiers introduce themselves. Each one is wackier than the next. The best is a character named Francis who insists that everyone call him “Psycho.” In a loud and appropriately maniacal tone, I found myself belting out his lines from that scene to the general population of my seventeen bunkmates.

“IF ANYBODY TOUCHES MY STUFF… I’LL KILL YA.”

Dead silence in the bunk room as the other inmates tried to assess whether I was having a nervous breakdown.

“IF ANYBODY TOUCHES ME… I’LL KILL YA.”

Now a few were laughing — they had seen the movie or it was just so damn funny coming from this sixty-four-year-old Jewish lawyer who has been under the covers since he got there.

“IF ANYBODY CALLS ME FRANCIS… I’LL KILL YA.”

Everyone was laughing and from that moment on, until the day I left the camp, my fellow inmates would come up to me with some variation of the “I’ll Kill Ya” line.

A few days later there was a “roast” in the dining hall celebrating the discharge of one of the guys who had been there for a few years. I had only met him briefly but the class clown in me asked to be one of the speakers. I opened with “I never gave a speech to a captured audience before but…” I then crammed all my new prison words into a speech about nothing, making sure I used all the prison terms in the absolute wrong context. I got a lot of laughs and again it broke down so many barriers between myself and the very diverse collection of inmates. We all had our own mug for coffee or juice or whatever. To mock my lack of “prison creds” I drew a big skull and bones on my mug with a black magic marker. A few months later I learned that the skull and bones were the “colors” of a major nationwide prison gang!

For the rest of my time at the camp, I did my best to meet and really get to know as many of my fellow inmates as possible. They were fascinating and I really made good friends with so many. Oddly enough, once one is discharged from a federal correctional facility, it is against the rules to continue any such friendship. Go figure.

I felt very fortunate to have had the means to allow other inmates to feel comfortable with me through my offbeat humor. I met and became very friendly with a variety of people with whom I shared only some measure of criminal conduct. Yet, I learned to like and trust so many of them. The level of civility and simple courtesy that existed in the camp was greater than one could possibly imagine.

When I left there, I promised to stay in touch with everyone but, as mentioned earlier, it is not allowed. I wish it were.

My life was not over. As was mentioned in a news article about my return to the practice of law, I never thought I would need to hit the “restart” button. I recently heard from some of the inmates who read that article about me. They were happy for me but more importantly, very happy to see that there can be life after a prison camp! My experience gave them hope. That almost makes it all worth it.

— Mickey Sherman —
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The human spirit is stronger than anything that can happen to it.

~C.C. Scott



It was a normal day. I came home from work, had a few casual words with my roommate, got the dog into her harness and leash, and headed out for a walk. I had moved to downtown San Diego just seven days ago, so Chibby, my four-pound Chihuahua, hadn’t been on a good long walk for a few weeks. I’d been focused on moving and therefore had been ignoring her a bit. Tonight was the night we were going to get her some exercise and explore the new neighborhood.

I headed towards the marina and cruise port simply because I hadn’t walked in that direction before. I made a left down Ash Street and was delighted to see the ocean and some cruise ships lined up at the pier in front of me, many adorned with lights and glimmer. Then I noticed the Star of India parked there, a historical ship and tourist attraction. I was excited to be living near such a fun place with so much going on. I mumbled half to myself and half to Chibby that we should walk over there and take a look. Then it was dark.

When I emerged from that darkness, I realized that I was looking at the inside of an ambulance. I began to scream, “What am I doing in here? What happened? Where’s my dog?” A paramedic replied, but I don’t remember what his answers were. The scissors were cold as they ran up my leg, my abdomen, my stomach, my chest, and to my neck. He was cutting my clothes off to examine the extent of my injuries. Then it went dark again.

Apparently I had been hit by a city trolley. The local news said I was chasing my dog, who had gotten loose and run across the tracks, and that I ran after her. The reporter said the trolley hurled me thirty feet, and they showed pictures of my shoes lying about fifteen feet apart from each other. I’d been knocked out of them when I was hit and thrown.

A few weeks later I obtained the police report. The picture the policeman painted still haunts me. “As I walked up,” he wrote, “she was sitting cross-legged with her dog in her lap. She was missing her front teeth and covered in blood. She was crying, and she asked me if I could help her find her teeth. I took her dog from her, and she just kept asking, ‘Where are my teeth? Can you help me find them?’ ” I must have been in shock.

When I got to the hospital I received emergency surgery on both wrists. Both bones in my right wrist were pulverized, and my left wrist was also broken. The surgeon and his team wrapped wire around the bones to hold the pieces together, and screwed in metal plates to hold it all in place while the bones healed.

After surgery I was wheeled into what was to be my home for the next nine days, Room 522 in the trauma unit. I was placed on a liquid diet and I was unable to move. A close friend tells me that for about four days I was a vegetable, clearly feeling defeated by my circumstances. On the fifth day however, according to him, it was apparent I had made the decision to fight for my health. My personality returned and I even got out of bed to hobble down the hallway.

Now that I had come out of shock and was able to comprehend my situation, the doctors explained to me why my teeth were jutting out and some were missing. My left eye socket, both my cheeks, my nose and my jaw were all shattered into pieces; my jaw also cracked in half. On day seven I had facial reconstruction surgery. They inserted wire mesh, eighteen metal plates, and over sixty screws to hold my face together.

Once I was released from the hospital, I went home to my new apartment, where my mother lived with my roommate and me for the next six weeks so she could take care of me. I could barely walk, and both wrists were in casts so I couldn’t do much for myself. My mother did an amazing job taking care of me, and several friends stopped in to visit or sent flowers and cards to wish me well.

I don’t know how I ended up in front of a trolley that day. Perhaps I never will. While I don’t remember anything, I can guess I simply wasn’t paying attention to my environment. I caused this accident to happen, and I will have to live with that for the rest of my life. But despite all of the unknowns, I do know this about resilience and the physical and emotional healing that comes after trauma: your attitude matters.

Less than a month after the accident I was back to work teaching at a college. It was hard and I was in pain, but I was also much farther along in the healing process than the doctors expected. In fact, after surgery the doctors told my mother that it was absolutely not possible that I would be ready to work so soon. But there I was — ready, willing and able. I hadn’t even had dental work done yet, so I taught my courses with missing teeth for several weeks, until they could get a flipper for me. I wasn’t going to let the accident get in my way.

Whenever I see my wrist surgeon for checkups he tells me I am his poster child for attitude and how it affects the healing process. He says he gets so many patients with a broken pinky finger who hate life and complain that they can’t do anything, yet here I am with two pulverized wrists and a face made of metal — happy as can be. He is absolutely convinced I have healed so miraculously because of my positive attitude.

But I don’t think positivity comes on its own; the biggest life lesson I learned in all this was gratitude. I am lucky to have a family that dropped everything to come to my rescue. I also have a lot of friends who supported me then, and persist in their support now as I continue to heal. I imagine it would have been hard to remain positive if I had felt alone.

I also kept the little things from getting the best of me. I couldn’t pour milk into my cereal bowl, I couldn’t close my bras, and I couldn’t blow dry my own hair, for example. Instead of feeling sorry for myself I found ways to get around these daily obstacles. My mom poured the milk into little containers so I could pick it up, I purchased bras that close in the front, and I bought a lightweight hair dryer. Being as normal as possible kept me from feeling defeated, and helped me remain positive.

Ultimately I realized that I am not a victim of circumstance. I see myself as a survivor rather than a victim. A 150-ton trolley going twenty miles per hour hit me and I lived. I think that makes me a superhero.
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