
No Hardship Lasts Forever 
By Micheal “Yahya” Cooke 
It isn’t the sensational things I’ve missed being in prison. It’s the little things, like the sweet love of a good 
woman, her touch, her laughter, the bouquet of her perfume mingled with the musky odor of our passionate 
lovemaking. I miss the shared moments of intimacy afterwards, and falling blissfully asleep in each other’s 
arms. 
I miss the wind in my face as I ride my hog on sunny days, and sitting on the porch watching the kaleidoscopic 
colors of an autumn sunset. I miss going wherever I want whenever I want, but most of all I miss my freedom, 
which perpetually aches inside my heart like a lost and very special love. 
Because I’d rather be wanted than had, escaping was never far from my thoughts. When I first entered prison, 
I would stroll conspicuously around the yard looking up at the top of the walls, measuring and searching for any 
breach in security. But after two or three months, I was crushed by the oppressiveness of it all. My fantasies for 
freedom fluttered to the ground like a bird with a broken wing. 
Young men enter prison at eighteen and nineteen years of age, with long hair and even longer sentences. And 
ten years later, they’re still inside with the same style of long hair, because time stands still for them. 
Some men tattoo their arms, backs, and chests. Some even go to the extreme and tattoo their face and necks. 
The tattoos are usually something hideous, such as death heads, weapons and reptiles, or women with 
exaggerated breasts and buttocks. The images symbolize either evil or death. It’s as if they’ve drawn portraits 
of their lives and crimes upon their bodies. 
After fifteen or twenty years inside, you might become somebody respected and admired by the younger, less 
experienced prisoners, who look up to you for your rep or criminal exploits. But, god, the price you have to pay 
for such trivial ego stroking—no family, no real friends, no money, no home, devastated hopes and shattered 
dreams, and all those wasted years. 
Unfortunately, some convicts die by the hand of other inmates behind the walls. Some turn gay, and others 
lose their minds, falling helplessly into a labyrinth of despair and insanity they will never find their way out of. 
The cell you live in is a slightly enlarged sarcophagus, where your emotional development is placed in a state 
of suspended animation due to the lack of external experiences with loved ones. Most men decorate their cells, 
adorning the walls with pictures, paintings and proverbs. I’ve never done that. I’ve never painted a cell wall. I’ve 
never tried to make a cell homey or pleasant, because prison isn’t home to me and it is not pleasant. It’s just a 
squalid bus stop, and I’ve never accepted my fate being here. 
Incarceration forces you to relinquish every shred of dignity when you’re searched at whim, stripped bare and 
deprived of all privacy. Being groped by the guards is demeaning. You feel as if you’re being violated, and your 
dignity is being raped. All you possess in prison is your personal honor and your pride, because everything 
else has been taken away from you. 
You sit in the cage, staring at nothing and wonder how the hell you got yourself into such an utterly wretched 
situation. You relive your transgressions and crimes inside your mind in minute detail, over and over again, 
futilely searching for anything that could have made even the slightest difference to alter the course of events 
that brought you here. And after beating rationality into unconsciousness, you come to the conclusion that it 
was fate, predestined from the very beginning, and there was nothing you could have done to change it. It 
would’ve happened anyway. So, you delve into the abstract, philosophizing until you come up with some 
self-serving justification that makes sense out of your predicament. 
I am a prisoner, and an unwilling one at that. It tears me up inside to be where I am, and I’ll never want it any 
other way. I’d rather suffer with dignity than alleviate the pain with accepting institutionalization. 



Prison treachery and perversion are sicknesses that eat away at the center of your soul like terminal cancer. 
Everything about prison life distorts reality, starting with the basic assumption that imprisonment can alter 
criminal behavior, when the truth is, prison entrenches it more firmly. The insidious nature of confinement is 
that it perverts and destroys every skill a man needs to live productively in society. 
There are no secrets in prison. Sincerity, hypocrisy, bravery, cowardice, good and evil—all are laid bare. 
Prison brings out the best, and worst, in people, because prisoners develop intensely deep personalities. We 
interact with each other heart-to-heart, not face-to-face. Our conversations frequently revolve around hope. 
Because no man, especially a prisoner, can live without hope: hope that there is indeed a dawn at the end of 
this very long, dark night, and that no hardship lasts forever. There is always an end to it. 

  
 


