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The Uroboros is a snake biting its tail.  This very old symbol stands for the circle of life.  As the snake bites its tail, it feeds on its own pain in a never-ending circle that goes round and round and round.  As long as the snake continues to bite its tail, the circle of pain goes on, but when the snake quits biting its tail, the pain stops and the snake grows stronger.
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THIS IS A TRUE STORY
It seemed like everything and everybody was against me.

The fights between Mom and Dad started it all.  They yelled and fought for years.  I did not know why they were so mad at each other.  What I did know was that their fighting hurt me very much.  I knew they no longer loved each other.  I was afraid they no longer loved me.  The years of fighting ate at me.
Dad left when I was 11.  At first things were not too bad.  There were no more fights.  I got to visit Dad every Sunday.  We did fun things.  We could still be together.  But that joy did not last long.  Sunday soon became a day of pain.  Mom said bad things about Dad before and after the visits.  Dad said mean things about Mom during the visits.  I was caught somewhere in the middle of their war.  Their words tore me apart.  It was like the one wanted me to hate the other.  But I wanted to love them both.  I wanted to share their lives.

The Sunday visits with Dad dragged on.  Each visit got harder as Mom and Dad fought through me.  My guts felt like broken glass.  My brain would not think past the pain.  I was dying inside.  That is why I tried to kill myself.  Sleeping pills seemed like the best way to end it all.  The doctors pumped the pills from my stomach.  I was forced to live, but I no longer felt alive.

The Sunday visits with Dad suddenly died, but it was not the war between Mom and Dad that killed the visits.  On that final Sunday, Dad had another boy with him.  Dad hugged the boy close to him.  He never hugged me.  Dad told me how he planned to marry the boy’s mother and make the boy his son.  That was our last visit.  I could see that Dad no longer loved me.

My life crashed after that.  I was filled with pain.  I became very nervous.  My body shook and twitched.  Pimples covered my skin.  People joked about my looks.  I felt ugly and unwanted.  I almost failed the seventh grade.

Life at home was just as bad.  Mom was always upset with me.  We began to fight like she and Dad had.  I was blamed for everything.  We could not talk without fighting.  That is why I began running with a gang.  I spent more and more time on the streets.  On the streets, we kids were in charge.  The streets let us escape from the problems at school and at home.  Home was just a place to eat, sleep and be yelled at.
Mom put me in a school run by the church.  There were about 100 or so boys and girls there.  They were orphans or kids like me whose parents did not know what to do with them.  I cried for two solid weeks.  I could not forget that Dad and Mom had both gotten rid of me.
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Mom took me back, but it was not her idea.  The people at the school told her there was nothing they could do for me.  They said I was “antisocial,” which meant I did not like people.  They were wrong.  I liked people.  I was just hurt and scared.
Home became even more of a pain.  Mom and I grew further apart.  She did not know what to do with me.  I no longer trusted her.  We fought or did not talk at all.  There was no joy in our house.

School was no better.  I began the eighth grade in a special education class.  Most of my classmates were older.  A few could not read or write.  Some were in gangs.  Teachers and other students called us “hoods” and “troublemakers.”  I soon fit in.

Halfway through the eighth grade, somebody decided to move me to a higher class.  My grades dropped like a stone.  I just barely passed the year.

Ninth grade was even worse.  They put me in a college prep class.  Subjects like Latin and algebra were too hard for me.  My mind was not on school, it was too busy trying to understand what was happening to me.  Soon, I was failing every class.

My social life was no better.  The other students called me “dumb” and treated me like dirt.  The teachers made me feel like a fool.  I was always in detention.  I knew that I would flunk the year.  I did not care.  My whole life felt like a failure.

The second year in ninth grade was no better.  The other students knew that I had flunked.  The teachers threw me out of class or gave me detention.  The principal reported me to Mom.  I caught hell from everybody.

Fighting was what really got me into trouble.  I was tired of being pushed around and made to feel the fool.  If people were going to hurt me, then I would hurt them back:  pain for pain.  Maybe that way people would stop hurting me.
One lunch period, a guy started messing with me.  I faked like I did not hear him.  That made him real mad.  He took a swing at me, hitting me on a sore pimple.  The fight was on.  Back and forth, we wrestled.  I squeezed his neck between my hands.  I beat his head again and again against a door.  All the anger inside me flowed onto him.  Soon he was unconscious.

They carried him to the nurse.  I was marched to the principal’s office.  The principal did not listen to my side of the story.  He just threw me out of school.  He said that I “had it coming.”  Then he called the juvenile probation office.

I was in real trouble.  They took me to the detention center.  I was locked inside a wire cage for eleven days until a judge heard my case.
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The judge listened to the principal, the probation officer and Mom.  They told him about my problems at school and at home.  Then he asked me why I was in so much trouble.  I told him how rotten my life was and how I wanted to change.  He put me on probation.
Every week I met with the probation officer.  He knew about everything I did because the probation officer and Mom told him.  I felt like a criminal.  The whole world was closing in on me.

It was just before the end of ninth grade that something inside my head snapped.  Mom and I were having one of our fights.  I could take no more.  I ran from the house screaming that I wanted to die.  I ran as fast and as far as my legs could carry me.  Then I hid in the woods until the sun went down.  But when it got dark, I went home and fell asleep on the back porch.  There was nowhere else to go.

Mom found me and called the cops.  They escorted me to their patrol car and then drove me to a hospital.  I was too weak to fight back.

But after I got to the hospital, I threw a fit.  Someone screamed.  A nurse came toward me.  I kicked at her.  There was another scream.  Men dressed in white grabbed me and held me down.  A long needle shot something into my arm.  The lights went out.

When I woke up, I was in a small white room.  There was only a cot and a nightstand in the room.  A wire window and a thick door faced each other from the walls.  I felt dizzy and crashed back to sleep.
When I woke up again, I knew that I was not having a bad dream.  They had locked me in a cell.  Why had they done that?  Where was I?  How long would I be there?  What was happening to me?

Again I snapped.  I started screaming, swearing and crying from my heart.  People dressed in white rushed toward the door.  Someone had a needle.  The door opened.  I threw the nightstand, then the bed.  The door slammed shut.  On and on and on it went until I could no longer hold them back.

They said I did not let anyone in the cell for almost three days.  I could not remember.  I was too tired and beaten.  I had used up everything inside of me.

Two cops took me from the cell and drove me to a state hospital.  Everybody thought that I had gone crazy.  The doctors and the judge had sent me to a nut house to see just how crazy I was.
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The state hospital smelled of pee and farts and stale air.  Locked doors and screened windows closed out the real world.  Strange old men were everywhere.  They did all sorts of odd things.  They talked to themselves, wet their pants, screamed, beat their heads against walls or just sat and stared into space.  I was scared they would hurt me.  I kept my back to the walls and slept with one eye open.  My body never stopped shaking.

For 77 scary days and nights, I was tested, questioned and made to feel crazy.  A whole summer was shot while the doctors dug through my brain.  Their reports said that I had mental problems.  The doctors said that I should stay at the hospital for a very long time.  They felt I would probably be crazy the rest of my life.  I was sent home anyway.
Tenth grade began soon after I got home.  Another school accepted me into an industrial course.  I was going to learn about machines, but my mind was not into it.  I hated school, life, everything and everybody.  I skipped school and picked fights with anyone that got in my way.  My grades were almost all failing.

I turned 16 and quit going to school.  Why should I do something that I hated?  Why should I let school make me feel like a failure?  Maybe I could get a job at a carwash or something.

Mom, the principal and the probation officer did not agree with my reasoning.  They said I needed an education.  I was not allowed to quit school.  I did not go anyway.  I was old enough to make up my own mind.  Whose life was it anyway?

Back to the detention center I went.  The judge did not say much to me.  He had already made up his mind.  I was put back in the detention center.  The police were going to drive me to a reform school.

My life seemed hopeless.  The pain never ended.  It just kept going round and round and round in a circle.  First, I was made to feel unwanted.  Then I was made to feel like an ugly failure.  Then they said I was crazy.  Now I was a criminal.  Was pain all there was to life?  Was my life doomed to get worse and worse and worse?  Would the circle of pain never stop?

Reform school was a mean place.  Over 350 boys packed the seven cottages where we lived.  All of us were put there by the courts for breaking laws.  The laws we had broken included almost everything but murder.  Many of the boys had been in other reform schools.  Nobody smiled.

The first month was the hardest.  New boys had to go through a learning process called “orientation.”  That is how we learn what the adults expected of us.  It was like the Army, only worse.  Boots and work clothes took the place of regular clothing.  We marched everywhere.  One step out of line and we were yelled at, hit or paddled.  There was no room for error.
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There also were other things to learn, like how to survive in the cottage.  The boys who had been there longer picked on new boys.  It was their way of seeing who was weak and who was strong.  The weak boys were pushed around, beaten and used.  Strength equaled respect.  Weakness brought pain.

The end of orientation meant that I had become a “citizen.”  I was put in the tenth grade and forced to attend every class everyday.  When I was not in school, I was given jobs like shining floors, cleaning the church or working on the farm.  We were in bed by 9 PM and up at 6 AM.  There was little time to get into trouble.  Somebody was always watching and waiting for a mistake.
Mistakes were not allowed in reform school.  We were expected to follow the rules, and we were punished when we did not.  Those who were caught cheating, lying, stealing, running away, talking back to adults, fighting or breaking other rules paid for their mistakes.  Punishments included loss of privileges, loss of visits, shaving our heads, hard labor on the farm, shining the floors for hours and being hit with a fist or a heavy wooden paddle.  The long oak paddles were most often used to “teach us a lesson.”  My buns were bruised more than once.
Reform school was not all bad.  After a few months, I learned to follow the rules.  I also began to use my brain.  In tenth and eleventh grades, I was chosen “outstanding student.”  I earned almost all As and Bs.  I got involved with the school newspaper.  I was voted captain of some sports teams.  I got selected to student council.  I became a cottage leader.  I learned that I could be good at things if I worked hard.

Eighteen months crawled by slowly before I was finally released from reform school.  The day I put that place behind me was the best day of my life.  I was free!

But there were still many problems to face.  Troubles at school or home could trip me up.  The probation officer watched my every move.  Freedom might again be lost with my next mistake.  There was something else, too.  I was almost 18.  I would soon be considered an adult.  That meant that I could be put in jail or prison.  I did not want to be locked away again.  I did not want to lose my freedom.  I had to take control of my life.  My future was in my hands.

That is when I made up my mind to change my life.  Nobody else could do it for me.  It was up to me to decide what I wanted.  It was up to me to make good things happen.  It was up to me to make the circle of pain from going round and round and round.

Wanting something and making it happen are two different things, though.  I had to have a plan.  That meant looking deep inside me, finding my problems and changing them.  It did not take long for me to see that my bad behavior was my worst enemy.  I had spent most of my life hitting back at the world for the pain I felt: pain for pain.  Hurt me and I hurt you back.  Round and round and round it went in a never-ending circle.  There was no winning that game.
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Stopping my bad behavior was the way to end the circle of pain.  That was very hard.  I was used to acting-out my pain.  It took every bit of strength slowly to quit striking back at the world, but I knew that if I did not change my bad behavior, I would never straighten out my life.
There were three places where I had to change my bad behavior: at home, with other kids and at school.  These were the three parts of my life where I always failed.  Almost every problem I had came from one them.  I had to find a way to conquer each problem.

Home was at the root of my problems.  The years of fighting between Mom and Dad, then the years of fighting between Mom and me, had filled us with pain.  We did not know how to be nice to each other or show that we cared.  Fighting was all we knew.  Mom would tell me to do something, and I would not do it.  She would yell at me, and I would yell back at her.  Back and forth, round and round it went in a never-ending circle.

The best way to change my behavior at home was to listen to Mom, do as she said and not fight with her.  That was very tough.  Some of the things she told me to do seemed dumb, and sometimes I just did not want to do them.  Other times I had to bite my tongue to keep from telling her off.  It took us time, but we learned to be nice to each other.

Friends were another area of life where I had problems.  Most “good” kids treated me like dirt.  That is why I became friends with other “bad” kids.  We were peers (equals) because of the way we led our lives.  We all had problems at home, or had failed a grade, or been in trouble with the law.  We were outsiders who had come together to feel less alone.  Trouble was all we knew.  We did everything together: steal, fight, skip school and act-out our hate and pain.

But I no longer wanted to live like that.  Hanging out with the old gang meant trouble.  That could lead to more problems like being locked away again.  I had to meet kids who stayed out of trouble.  I needed to make friends with kids who lived the way I wanted to live.  One at a time, I made new friends.  They introduced me to other kids.  Soon I knew many new people.  I watch how they acted.  I copied their behavior and learned to fit in.  People treated me nice when I was nice to them.  I began to feel better about myself.

School was another place where I had to change my bad behavior.  Most of my experiences at school had been bad: flunking subjects, failing a grade, detention, feeling dumb, other students calling me names and treating me like dirt, teachers making a fool of me and the principal throwing me out.  I hated school and everything about it.
Little by little, I learned that I had to set goals and meet them.  One goal was not being locked up again.  Another goal was to graduate high school.  I had passed eleventh grade in reform school.  I only needed to pass my senior year in public school to graduate.  I learned to get along with the students, teachers and principal.  Although my grades were not great, they were good enough to earn a diploma.
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Graduating high school filled me with strength and pride.  I had proven that I was not dumb or a failure.  I could do anything if I worked hard and made it happen.  Nobody could take my diploma away from me.  Nobody could make me feel small again.  I was going to get stronger and better everyday – and I did!
Changing my life was not easy.  The odds were at least 100 to 1 against me.  It took years of hard work to beat those odds and change my past problems.  There were times when life got the best of me and I fell backwards.  When that happened, I dug deeper and did not quit.  There was too much at stake.  As the years slipped by, the pain and problems of the past gave way to the promise of the future.  Life became what I made of it.

Most of my life, all I knew was pain, hate, failure and all that is bad and mean in life.  There seemed to be no end to it; but when I learned to quit biting my own tail, to take control of my life and to change it to what I wanted it to be, the circle of pain was broken.  I took charge of my life and my future –AND SO CAN YOU!
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REVIEW OF THE STORY

1.  What does the Uroboros stand for?

· Snakes are bad

· The circle of life

· Life is tough

· All of the above

· None of the above

2.  What started Waln Brown’s problems?

· The fights between his mom and dad

· Being poor

· Using drugs

· All of the above

· None of the above

3.  What problems did Waln Brown have at school?

· He failed the ninth grade

· He was thrown out of school

· The teachers gave him detention

· All of the above

· None of the above

4.  Where did the judge send Waln Brown?

· A detention center

· A state hospital

· A reform school

· All of the above

· None of the above

5.  How did Waln Brown stop the circle of pain?

· By hitting other people

· By running away

· By stopping his bad behavior

· All of the above

· None of the above
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6.  Why did Waln Brown make up his mind to change his life?

· He did not want to lose his freedom again

· He did not want to be put in jail or prison

· He wanted to take control of his life

· All of the above

7.  Where did Waln Brown have to change his bad behavior?
· At home

· With other kids

· At School

· All of the above

8.  Why was graduating high school important to Waln Brown?
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9.  In what areas of life could you change your bad behavior?

10.  What did you learn from this true story?
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