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  HAB Justice — Volume 2: On the Inside

A Practical Guide for People Inside and the Loved Ones Supporting Them

Jessica Carroll

Inside readable book

This book provides general information and lived-experience guidance. It is not legal or medical advice. Policies vary by jurisdiction and facility, and current official facility policy controls.
Prologue

What This Book Is — and What It Is Not

If this book is in your hands, chances are somebody thought it might help.

Maybe you are the person on the inside.

Maybe you are the person on the outside trying to love somebody through this.

Maybe you are both trying to figure out what the hell comes next.

That is what this book is for.

Hell and Back was built around a simple idea:

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

That applies here too.

This book is not here to tell you how to live your life. It is not here to parent you, preach at you, or pretend there is only one right way to survive incarceration or support somebody who is living through it.

It is here to give you information.

The kind people often wish they had earlier.

The kind that sometimes gets learned the hard way.

The kind that can help you understand what you are looking at before you have to make a decision about it.

Throughout this book, you are going to see things that are practical, uncomfortable, hopeful, frustrating, and sometimes very blunt.

That is intentional.

There are official rules inside correctional systems, and then there are realities that are much harder to explain in an orientation packet. There are relationships that grow stronger during incarceration and relationships that fall apart. There are people who will help you and people who will take advantage of you. There are good decisions, bad decisions, and a whole lot of decisions that are more complicated than either one.

We are not going to make those decisions for you.

What we will do is explain the possible consequences so you can make them with your eyes open.

This Book Has a Partner

This volume is part of a paired set.

There is a version written for the person on the inside, and there is a companion version written for the loved one on the outside.

The chapters match.

When one person is reading about communication delays, the other person is reading about the same issue from the other side.

When one person is learning how incarceration can affect a relationship, the other person is learning how that same pressure may feel outside the walls.

The goal is not for both of you to experience the same thing.

You cannot.

The goal is to help each of you better understand what the other one may be experiencing.

Sometimes the best use of these books will be simple:

Read the same chapter.

Talk about it when you can.

Ask each other what felt familiar.

Ask what did not.

Ask what you need from each other.

And understand that sometimes the answer may change.

The Workbook Is Different

This book is meant to be read.

The workbook is meant to be written in.

That distinction matters.

Your personal information does not belong in this book.

Names, phone numbers, account information, release plans, private relationship details, budgets, important dates, personal goals, contact lists, and other sensitive information belong in your workbook.

This book is designed to be left behind.

Passed to somebody else.

Loaned to a cellmate.

Placed in a dayroom.

Given to the person who arrives next week with no idea what they are walking into.

The workbook belongs to you.

The book belongs wherever it can help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.

The Website Goes Deeper

This book is also connected to Hell and Back, the companion website.

The website contains information and tools that cannot reasonably fit inside a small printed volume.

Depending on what is available to you, you may find resource directories, helpers, forms, planning tools, communication guidance, release-preparation materials, and other practical support there.

The book gives you the foundation.

The workbook helps you apply it to your own life.

The website helps you go further.

Not everybody inside has access to the internet or a tablet that can reach everything they need. That is one reason these books exist in the first place.

Until information can reach everybody digitally, paper still matters.

A Word About Facilities

Correctional systems are not identical.

Rules vary by state.

Facilities vary.

Housing units vary.

Policies change.

What happens in one institution may not happen exactly the same way somewhere else.

Throughout this series, we will separate official information from lived experience whenever we can, and we will tell you when something may vary.

If your facility's current written policy conflicts with something in this book, follow the current policy and verify what applies where you are.

This book is a guide.

It is not a rulebook.

A Word About the Hard Parts

There will be sections in this book about scams, money, relationships, prison social dynamics, discipline, communication, denial, loneliness, fear, and decisions that can have serious consequences.

We are not including those subjects to scare you.

We include them because pretending they do not exist does not help anybody.

You deserve information before you need it.

Your loved one does too.

And sometimes helping means saying:

Here is what can happen.

Then letting an adult decide what comes next.

You Are Still a Person

Incarceration can start reducing a human being to numbers almost immediately.

A DOC number.

A case number.

A housing assignment.

A sentence.

A release date.

A balance.

A risk score.

This book will talk about many of those things because they matter.

But none of them are the whole person.

The person on the inside is still somebody's spouse, parent, child, sibling, friend, or partner.

The person on the outside is still a whole human being too.

Neither person stops having needs simply because one of them is incarcerated.

Neither person's pain automatically matters more.

That is why these books are companions.

This is not one person's story with somebody else standing in the background.

There are two people living two different versions of the same separation.

Both deserve help.

One More Thing

You do not need to memorize this book.

You do not need to finish it in one sitting.

You do not have to agree with every word.

Mark the parts that matter to you.

Talk about them.

Use the workbook.

Come back later.

Share what helped.

Question what does not make sense.

And when you are finished with this copy, if it is safe and appropriate to do so, put it into somebody else's hands.

Because somebody else is going to arrive scared.

Somebody else is going to be trying to figure out why the phone stopped ringing.

Somebody else is going to be wondering what they are supposed to do next.

Maybe this book reaches them before they have to learn everything the hard way.

That is the point.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Chapter 1

The First 48 Hours

The first couple of days can feel longer than they actually are.

You have just arrived somewhere unfamiliar. You may not know where anything is, who anybody is, what the routine looks like, or how long it is going to be before you can talk to the people you care about again.

That uncertainty can make everything feel worse.

So the first thing to know is this:

You do not have to understand the whole place on day one.

You only need to get through the next thing in front of you.

Then the thing after that.

That is enough.

Arrival

When you first arrive at a facility, there will usually be some kind of intake and orientation process.

Exactly what happens, and in what order, depends on the system and the facility.

You may be searched.

Your property may be inventoried.

You may receive clothing, bedding, hygiene items, identification, paperwork, or other basic supplies.

You may be asked questions you have already answered somewhere else.

Possibly more than once.

That can be frustrating.

For now, answer what you need to answer, pay attention to what you are being told, and keep track of anything you do not understand.

There is time to figure the rest out.

That First Phone Call Matters

At some facilities, you may get an opportunity shortly after arrival to make a quick phone call home.

Use it wisely.

This may not be the call where you explain everything.

This may simply be:

I made it. I am here. I am okay. I will call again when I can.

That one message can save the person outside from hours or days of worrying.

And here is something both sides need to understand:

That first phone call does not necessarily mean you will be able to call again right away.

Your phone list may still need approval.

Your number may not yet be active.

There may be account setup issues.

You may not have access to the phone when you expect to.

You may be moved.

The facility may be locked down.

The equipment may not work.

Sometimes it takes a couple of days.

Sometimes longer.

Silence does not automatically mean something is wrong.

HAB Reminder

The first call tells them you made it.

The next call may take time.

If you know that before it happens, the silence is a little easier on both sides.

You Are Going to Hear a Lot

Orientation may come with rules, schedules, names, procedures, numbers, and instructions.

You are probably not going to remember all of it.

That is normal.

Pay particular attention to information involving:


	counts and movement

	meals

	medical requests

	phone and mail procedures

	property rules

	disciplinary rules

	emergencies

	how to ask questions or request help



You can learn the rest as you go.

Do not be embarrassed to ask someone to repeat something.

It is better to ask than to guess wrong about a rule that matters.

The Written Rules Are Only Part of What You Are Learning

Every facility has official rules.

Follow them.

But you are also entering a place where people have lived together under unusual circumstances for a long time.

That means there are social routines and expectations you will not necessarily find in an orientation handbook.

You do not need to master those immediately either.

Your best first move is simple:

Watch. Listen. Learn.

You do not have to insert yourself into every conversation.

You do not have to have an opinion on everything you see.

You do not need to prove anything on your first day.

Give yourself time to understand the environment before deciding where you fit into it.

We will talk much more about that in the next chapter.

You May Feel Like Everybody Knows More Than You

They probably do.

That does not mean there is something wrong with you.

Someone who has been in the same facility for months or years knows things because they have had months or years to learn them.

You have been there for hours.

There is no prize for pretending otherwise.

Learn.

Ask useful questions.

Pay attention to who gives you information.

And understand that not every confident answer is a correct one.

Nobody Tells You This

Inside, information travels fast.

Accurate information and complete nonsense can travel at exactly the same speed.

Just because five people tell you the same thing does not automatically make it policy.

When something affects your sentence, your money, your privileges, your release, your safety, or your legal situation, verify it when you can.

Your Property Matters

Whatever you are issued or allowed to keep may suddenly feel much more important than it would outside.

A cup is not just a cup when it is the only one you have.

A towel is not just a towel when replacing it is complicated.

A piece of paperwork may become very important months from now.

Start developing a habit early:

Know what belongs to you. Know where it is.

This does not mean becoming obsessed with your property.

It means understanding that inside, replacing simple things is not always simple.

And paperwork has a way of becoming important long after the day you received it.

Your People Outside Are Going Through Their Own First 48 Hours

While you are learning where you sleep, where you eat, and how the phones work, somebody outside may be staring at their phone.

They may not know when they will hear from you again.

They may not know whether you have what you need.

They may not know who to call.

They may be trying very hard not to panic.

If you do get that first call, give them what they need most:

basic facts.

Where you are.

That you arrived.

That you are okay, if you are okay.

That communication may be limited for a while.

That alone can help.

You can tell the whole story later.

You Do Not Have to Tell Them Everything

This may be the first time you realize there are things happening around you that the person outside cannot fix.

There is a difference between being honest and giving someone every frightening detail of every moment.

If something affects them, your relationship, your safety, your case, or something they actually need to do, communicate it.

But sometimes describing every tense moment only leaves the person outside scared and powerless.

You will learn over time what needs to be shared in detail and what can simply be:

Today was rough, but I am okay.

That is not necessarily hiding something.

Sometimes it is protecting the relationship from carrying weight it cannot do anything with.

We will talk much more about this later.

Your Job Right Now Is Not to Solve Your Entire Sentence

You may already be thinking about parole.

Release.

Appeals.

Housing.

Work.

Family.

Money.

Years from now.

Tomorrow.

All of those things matter.

And this book is going to help you start preparing early.

But during your first 48 hours, your job is smaller.

Learn your immediate environment.

Understand the basic rules.

Get your communication started.

Keep track of your property and paperwork.

Eat.

Sleep when you can.

Pay attention.

Get through today.

There will be time to build the bigger plan.

Know the Consequences

Early mistakes can follow you.

A disciplinary write-up that seemed unimportant at the time may matter later.

A debt can become bigger than you expected.

A conversation can be misunderstood.

A favor can come with strings attached.

A decision made because you were scared, lonely, angry, or trying to fit in can have consequences long after the moment passes.

This book is not going to tell you that you are incapable of making your own decisions.

You are an adult.

Our job is to make sure you know that choices inside can sometimes carry consequences you did not see coming.

Then you decide.

We do not judge the choice.

We help you understand what may come with it.

The First 48 Hours Are Temporary

Right now, everything may feel unfamiliar.

Eventually, it will not.

You will learn the schedule.

You will learn how communication works.

You will learn where things are.

You will learn who you trust.

You will develop routines.

That does not mean you have to like where you are.

It means human beings learn how to function in the environments they are placed in.

You will too.

For now:

Watch. Listen. Ask. Learn.

And when you get the chance, let your people know you made it.



From the Other Side

Your loved one has a companion chapter covering these same first 48 hours from outside the walls: waiting for that first call, what communication delays may mean, when to worry, when not to, and how to prepare for the first days without regular contact.

If both of you have the books, this is the first chapter to read together when you get the chance.



HAB Reminder

You don't have to know everything today.

You just need enough information to make the next decision.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Chapter 2

Learning the Place

By now, the first shock of arriving may be starting to wear off.

That does not mean you understand where you are yet.

You probably don't.

And that is okay.

Every correctional facility has written rules.

Counts happen at certain times.

Movement happens a certain way.

There are rules about property, phones, mail, meals, clothing, visits, work, programs, and dozens of other things.

Those rules matter.

Learn them.

But there is something else you need to understand early:

The written rules are not the only things shaping the environment around you.

People live here.

Sometimes for years.

And anywhere people live together, they develop routines, expectations, relationships, boundaries, and ways of doing things that will never appear in an orientation handbook.

You do not need somebody to hand you a complete explanation of those things on your second day.

You need time to watch.

Start With Observation

If you are new, one of the smartest things you can do is slow down.

Watch how people move through the unit.

Listen more than you talk.

Pay attention to how shared spaces are used.

Notice when people give each other room.

Notice what seems ordinary.

Notice what creates tension.

You do not need to immediately involve yourself in every conversation or situation happening around you.

You do not need to prove that you are tough.

You do not need to prove that you are friendly.

You do not need to convince anybody that you already understand everything.

You don't.

Neither did anybody else on their first day.

HAB Reminder

New does not mean stupid.

It means new.

Give yourself permission to learn before you react.

Formal Rules and Social Realities Are Different Things

This distinction matters.

A staff member can explain facility policy.

They may be able to tell you when count happens, where you are allowed to go, what property you can have, and how to submit a request.

That does not necessarily explain every social interaction happening around you.

Those are two different kinds of information.

You need both.

That does not mean ignoring facility rules because somebody tells you there is another way things are done.

It means recognizing that living successfully around other people requires more than memorizing a handbook.

Sometimes the question is:

What am I officially allowed to do?

Sometimes the question is:

What is actually happening around me right now?

Learning to recognize the difference takes time.

You Will Receive Advice

A lot of it.

Some will be good.

Some will be outdated.

Some will apply to a different facility.

Some will apply to a different housing unit.

Some will be somebody's personal opinion presented like it came down from headquarters.

And some of it will simply be wrong.

That does not mean you should distrust everybody.

It means you should learn where different kinds of information come from.

If someone explains how the laundry schedule works, that may be easy enough to verify.

If somebody tells you something that could affect your sentence, disciplinary record, safety, money, legal situation, or release, take more care.

Nobody Tells You This

People can sound extremely confident while being completely wrong.

Inside is not unique in that way.

The consequences can just be bigger.

When it matters, verify what you reasonably can.

Respect Goes a Long Way

You do not have to become everybody's friend.

You do not have to like everybody.

And nobody is going to like everybody they live around.

Basic respect can still prevent a lot of unnecessary problems.

Be aware of other people's space.

Pay attention to shared areas.

Do not assume that something belonging to someone else is available for your use.

Do not involve yourself in arguments that have nothing to do with you simply because you are standing nearby.

And be careful about repeating things you hear.

Inside, a casual comment can travel farther than you intended.

You may not know the history behind the people involved.

That is another reason observation matters.

Your Paperwork May Matter

This is one of those things that can surprise somebody who has never been incarcerated before.

Other incarcerated people may ask about your case or ask to see paperwork connected to it.

They will generally tell you what they are asking for.

This book is not going to explain every social reason behind those requests.

You do need to understand something important:

Information about your case can affect how other people see you.

And when people do not have information, they sometimes fill in the blanks themselves.

That is one more reason to know what paperwork you have, know where it is, and understand what it says.

Do not throw away case paperwork because you assume you will never need it again.

Do not lose important documents simply because nobody from the facility has asked for them today.

Keep your paperwork organized.

You may need it for reasons you do not understand yet.

Some Information About Your Case Can Affect Your Safety

We are not going to list charges or explain how different people inside may react to different case histories.

That is not the purpose of this book.

What matters is knowing that your case information can sometimes affect your safety in a housing environment.

If you have reason to believe something about your case, your current housing assignment, or another situation around you places you at immediate risk, take that seriously.

You do not have to wait until somebody physically hurts you before asking what safety options are available.

If You Need to Ask About Checking Into Segregation

There may be circumstances where you believe remaining where you are is not safe.

You may hear the phrase checking into segregation.

Different facilities may use different terms or procedures, but the basic safety point is the same:

How you ask matters.

If possible, do not announce a safety concern to an entire housing unit.

Do not assume that making a public request in front of everyone around you is the safest way to handle it.

Ask to speak with staff privately.

You can say something as simple as:

“I have a safety concern and need to speak with someone privately about my housing options.”

You do not need to explain every detail in front of other incarcerated people.

You do not need to make a public announcement.

And you do not need to understand every unwritten social rule before recognizing that you feel unsafe.

HAB Safety Reminder

If you believe you are at risk, treat it as a safety issue.

Handle it quietly.

Ask for privacy.

Use the official process.

The reasons people make those decisions, and the way those decisions are viewed by other people inside, can be complicated.

This book is not going to teach you that system.

It is going to make sure you know enough not to accidentally make an already sensitive situation more dangerous.

Be Careful With Debts and Favors

You may encounter people willing to help you.

Sometimes they genuinely are helping.

Sometimes something that looks free today turns out not to be free tomorrow.

That does not mean you should assume everybody has bad intentions.

It means you should understand what you are agreeing to before you agree.

If someone gives you something, ask yourself whether there is an expectation attached to it.

If somebody asks you to hold something, move something, borrow something, or repay something later, understand what that actually means before saying yes.

We will talk much more about money, pressure, scams, and consequences later.

For now, remember:

The easiest obligation to get out of is the one you never agreed to without understanding it.

You Do Not Need to Pick a Side in Everything You See

You are going to hear disagreements.

You may see people who do not like one another.

You may hear stories about things that happened before you arrived.

You may be asked what you think about somebody you barely know.

You are allowed to not know.

You are allowed to say:

“I just got here.”

That can be a perfectly complete answer.

The longer you are there, the more you will understand about the people around you.

You do not need to manufacture an opinion before you have enough information to have one.

Not Everything You Witness Belongs to You

This is another adjustment.

Living around a lot of people means you may see and hear things that have nothing to do with you.

You do not have to become the historian of everything that happens around you.

You do not have to carry every story back to your loved one outside.

You do not have to insert yourself into every situation.

Sometimes the safest and healthiest thing you can do is recognize:

That is not my business.

That does not mean ignoring an emergency or refusing to protect yourself.

It means understanding the difference between something you need to act on and something you simply happened to witness.

Your Reputation Starts Before You Realize It

People notice patterns.

How you speak to people.

Whether you keep your word.

Whether you create unnecessary drama.

Whether you repeat other people's business.

Whether you borrow and repay.

Whether you respect other people's property.

Whether your story changes depending on who you are talking to.

You do not need to obsess over what everyone thinks about you.

But understand that consistency matters.

The person you are on Tuesday should not become a completely different person because somebody different is standing in front of you on Wednesday.

You Are Still Allowed to Think for Yourself

Learning the environment does not mean surrendering your judgment.

You will hear people tell you what you “have to” do.

Sometimes they may be explaining something useful.

Sometimes they may be expressing an opinion.

Sometimes they may have their own reason for wanting you to make a particular choice.

Listen.

Think.

Understand the possible consequences.

Then make your decision.

That principle is going to appear throughout this book:

Information first. Decision second.

We are not your parent.

We are not the facility.

We are not here to tell you what every choice has to be.

We are here to make sure you have enough information to recognize that a choice exists.

Give Yourself Time

You will learn more in the next thirty days than you know today.

Then you will learn things three months from now that you wish you had understood during the first week.

That is normal.

Do not expect yourself to understand an entire environment immediately.

Learn the written rules.

Pay attention to the unwritten realities.

Protect your paperwork.

Protect your safety.

Be careful with obligations you do not understand.

Keep your word when you give it.

Stay out of situations that do not belong to you.

And ask questions when you genuinely need answers.

You do not have to become an expert on prison.

You just need to become better informed than you were yesterday.



From the Other Side

Your loved one has a companion chapter about this same period from outside.

They may be trying to understand why you suddenly sound more cautious, why you cannot explain everything happening around you, or why some things that seem simple from outside do not feel simple from where you are standing.

You do not need them to completely understand your environment.

You need both of you to understand that there are parts of your daily life they cannot see from outside the walls.



HAB Reminder

Watch. Listen. Learn.

Knowing that unwritten realities exist is not the same thing as needing to master all of them today.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 3

Getting Connected

For a lot of people, communication becomes one of the biggest parts of doing time.

A phone call can change your whole day.

A letter can get read five times.

A message can make a bad week feel manageable.

And silence can make everything feel much worse than it actually is.

That is why learning the communication system early matters.

Not because you need to be on the phone every minute.

Because confusion around communication can create unnecessary stress on both sides.

Every Facility Has Its Own System

Phones, tablets, messaging, mail, and visits do not work exactly the same everywhere.

Different states use different vendors.

Different facilities may have different schedules, restrictions, approval processes, or equipment.

Some things happen quickly.

Some things take days.

Some things take longer than anybody thinks they should.

Your job is not to memorize every policy immediately.

Your job is to learn:

How do I reach my people?

What has to be approved first?

What costs money?

What can delay contact?

What happens if something stops working?

Once you understand those basics, communication becomes easier to manage.

The First Call Is Not the Same as Regular Access

You may already have made a quick call when you arrived.

That does not necessarily mean your phone list is fully active.

Sometimes you can make an initial call before the regular approval process is complete.

After that, there may be a wait.

A number may need approval.

An account may need to be set up.

A name may need to be added.

There may be restrictions you do not know about yet.

That means this can happen:

You call home once.

Then nobody hears from you for two or three days.

Sometimes longer.

That gap can scare the person outside if they do not understand what is happening.

So if you get the chance, tell them early:

“If I disappear for a few days, it may just be the phone list or the system. Do not assume something happened.”

That one sentence can prevent a lot of panic.

Know Which Numbers Matter

Once your regular phone access starts, you may have limits on who you can call.

Do not wait until you desperately need somebody before figuring out whether their number is approved.

Think about the people who actually matter.

Your main support person.

A backup person.

Family.

Legal contacts, if applicable.

Other approved people you may need over time.

Keep those numbers organized in your private workbook.

Do not rely on memory alone if you have another option.

Inside, losing access to one number can suddenly matter a lot more than it did outside.

Your Loved One Has Setup Work Too

Sometimes people inside think:

“Why haven't they fixed this yet?”

But the person outside may be learning the system at the same time you are.

They may need to create an account.

Verify their phone number.

Add funds.

Download an app.

Figure out why a payment was rejected.

Learn how messages work.

Learn the mailing address.

Learn which name or identification number belongs on an envelope.

They are not necessarily ignoring you.

They may be trying to figure out a system they have never used before.

HAB Reminder

Both sides can be confused at the same time.

That is not failure.

That is new.

Phones Can Become Emotional Fast

Phone calls are limited.

That makes them feel important.

Sometimes too important.

A missed call can feel personal when it was not.

A short call can feel like rejection.

A bad connection can turn into an argument.

One person may be waiting all day for the phone.

The other may be at work, driving, putting a child to bed, sleeping, or standing in a grocery store when it rings.

That difference matters.

The person outside still has a life happening in real time.

They may not always be able to answer.

That does not automatically mean they do not care.

If missed calls become a problem, talk about expectations before resentment builds.

What times are usually best?

What happens if they cannot answer?

Should you try again?

Should you leave a message if the system allows it?

What is actually reasonable?

Communication works better when both people know what to expect.

Do Not Turn Every Call Into a Crisis Meeting

There will be things that need serious discussion.

Money.

Court.

Family emergencies.

Problems inside.

Release planning.

Relationships.

But if every phone call becomes about problems, both people can start dreading the phone.

Talk about normal things too.

What happened at home?

What did the dog do?

What did somebody cook?

What song did you hear?

What stupid thing happened at work?

Who won the game?

What did the kids say?

Ordinary life matters.

One of the ways relationships survive incarceration is by remaining relationships instead of becoming permanent case-management meetings.

Messages and Tablets Are Different From Phone Calls

Electronic messages can be useful because neither person has to be available at the same exact moment.

That can make them easier.

It can also create different misunderstandings.

Tone is easy to misread in writing.

A short message may sound angry when somebody was just rushed.

A delayed response may feel intentional when it was caused by system access.

A message may be held, delayed, reviewed, or rejected.

Do not assume electronic communication behaves like ordinary texting outside.

It may not.

And remember:

Electronic does not mean private.

We will talk more about privacy in Chapter 5.

Mail Still Matters

Paper mail can feel old-fashioned until you are inside.

Then a letter becomes something you can hold.

Read again.

Keep.

Look at when the phones are down.

Mail can also move slowly.

It may be screened.

Rules can apply to paper, envelopes, photographs, ink, stickers, greeting cards, return addresses, and other details that seem harmless outside.

Before your loved one sends something unusual, have them check the current facility rules.

A letter that never reaches you helps nobody.

Explain Delays Before They Happen

One of the best things both sides can do is develop a shared understanding of what silence might mean.

If you know:


	the facility locks down sometimes

	phones fail

	tablets break

	numbers need approval

	units move

	call times change

	messages can be delayed



then silence has possible explanations other than:

Something terrible happened.

That does not mean ignore real concerns.

It means do not turn every communication problem into an emergency before you know whether it is one.

If Communication Stops Unexpectedly

Start with what you know.

Is the phone system working?

Are other people able to call?

Is the facility on lockdown?

Did your housing assignment change?

Is your contact list active?

Did your loved one's number change?

Was an account suspended?

Is there a technical problem?

Sometimes the answer is boring.

Boring is good.

If you truly believe there is a safety problem, that is different.

Use the safety plan you and your person outside have discussed.

But start with information before fear.

Do Not Borrow Trouble Through Other People's Phones or Accounts

When communication gets frustrating, shortcuts can look attractive.

Someone may offer a way around a restriction.

A different account.

A third party.

Someone else's access.

A way to pass information indirectly.

Before agreeing to anything, understand what you are doing and what consequences could come with it.

A workaround can create bigger problems than the original inconvenience.

You are going to hear this throughout the book:

If somebody is asking you to use a system in a way you do not fully understand, slow down.

You can decide what you want to do.

Just know what you are agreeing to first.

Keep Important Information Somewhere Safe

Communication systems change.

Phones break.

Tablets disappear.

People change numbers.

Accounts get locked.

Do not let your entire outside connection exist only in one device or one person's memory.

Use your private workbook to keep:


	important phone numbers

	mailing addresses

	approved-contact status

	account information you are permitted to keep

	backup contacts

	important dates

	questions you need to ask next time you connect



Your workbook is private.

The pass-around book is not the place for any of that.

Learn How to End a Call Well

This sounds small.

It is not.

Sometimes calls end suddenly.

Sometimes the system warns you.

Sometimes it does not.

Sometimes an argument is still happening when the line disconnects.

If you can, develop a habit of ending important calls with something clear.

“We're okay.”

“We'll finish this next time.”

“I love you.”

“I understand what you need me to do.”

“Do not panic if I can't call tomorrow.”

A clear ending can prevent hours of wondering what the last sentence meant.

Communication Should Help the Relationship, Not Consume It

It is easy for phone access to become the center of everything.

Waiting for the phone.

Paying for the phone.

Arguing over the phone.

Missing the phone.

Talking about why somebody missed the phone.

Eventually, the communication system can become more important than the communication itself.

Try not to let that happen.

The goal is not maximum contact.

The goal is useful, honest, sustainable connection.

Some relationships need daily calls.

Some do better with fewer calls and longer letters.

Some combine messages, calls, and visits.

There is no universal right answer.

Find the version both sides can actually live with.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a companion chapter about getting connected from outside: setting up accounts, dealing with approval delays, missed calls, communication costs, boundaries around availability, and what to do when contact suddenly stops.

You may be waiting for access.

They may be waiting for your call.

Both sides can feel ignored while neither one is actually ignoring the other.

That is why expectations matter.

HAB Reminder

Communication problems are not always relationship problems.

Learn the system.

Set expectations.

Keep backup information.

And when technology fails, do not let the technology tell you what the relationship means.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 4

Visitation: Before, During & After

Visits can be some of the best days you have inside.

They can also mess with you harder than you expect.

That is because a visit is not just the few hours you spend sitting across from somebody.

It starts before they ever walk through the door.

It can stay with you long after they leave.

The build-up matters.

The visit matters.

The goodbye matters.

And the crash afterward matters too.

The Visit Starts Before the Visit

You may start thinking about it days ahead.

Maybe longer.

You wonder:

Are they really coming?

What time are they leaving?

What if the visit gets canceled?

What if something happens on the road?

What am I gonna say when I see them?

You may care more than you want to admit about how you look.

You may be trying to get a haircut.

Clean up your clothes.

Make sure you have what you need.

Maybe you are excited.

Maybe you are nervous.

Maybe both.

That build-up is real.

HAB Reminder

A visit can start emotionally long before the visiting room door opens.

Do Not Make the Visit Perfect in Your Head

This is important.

If you build the visit up too much, real life has a hard time competing.

Maybe you imagine some movie moment.

Big hug.

Perfect conversation.

Everybody laughing.

No awkward silence.

No frustration.

No kid acting weird.

No staff interruption.

That is not always how visits go.

Sometimes the first few minutes are awkward as hell.

You have been talking through a phone.

Now the person is actually sitting in front of you.

That can feel strange even when the relationship is strong.

Give it a minute.

You Are Still in a Prison Visiting Room

A visit can feel almost normal.

Almost.

You are sitting with somebody you love.

Talking.

Laughing.

Maybe touching in whatever way the rules allow.

Then something reminds you where you are.

A rule.

A count.

A staff member.

A time limit.

A restriction.

That can be jarring.

Do not let the fact that the environment is controlled convince you the connection is not real.

The visit belongs to both of you even if the room belongs to the institution.

Do Not Spend the Whole Visit Talking About Prison

You already live there.

Your loved one already spends plenty of time thinking about it.

You do not have to use every minute talking about:


	problems on the unit

	money

	grievances

	parole

	release

	who pissed you off

	what somebody said

	what the facility is doing wrong



Some of that may need to be discussed.

Fine.

But leave room for normal life too.

Talk about home.

Food.

Music.

Kids.

Family.

Something stupid.

Something funny.

Something you want to do someday.

A visit should not feel like a business meeting unless that is genuinely what both of you need that day.

You May Not Know What to Say at First

That is okay.

Sometimes you spend all week waiting for the visit.

Then they sit down and your brain goes:

Now what?

You do not need a script.

Sometimes sitting there is enough.

Sometimes hearing their voice without a phone between you is enough.

Let the conversation happen.

Touch Can Matter More Than You Expect

Depending on the facility and the rules, physical contact may be limited.

That can make even a small amount of permitted contact feel huge.

A hug.

Holding hands.

Touching a shoulder.

Sitting near somebody.

Do not be surprised if that hits harder than you expected.

You may be used to missing somebody mentally.

Physical contact reminds your body what it has been missing too.

And when the visit ends, that can make the goodbye harder.

If Children Are Visiting

Seeing your child can be incredible.

It can also hurt.

You may notice how much they have grown.

A voice changed.

New teeth.

Different hair.

A taller kid.

A teenager where you still picture a little kid.

Time can show up all at once in a visiting room.

That can bring pride and grief at the same time.

Let the Child Be a Child

Do not expect the child to spend the entire visit emotionally focused on you.

They may:


	get bored

	get shy

	be excited for ten minutes and then want something else

	ask strange questions

	become quiet

	get restless

	cry

	act like nothing unusual is happening



That does not mean they do not love you.

Children process things differently.

Do not make them responsible for making the visit emotionally successful.

Do Not Make a Child Take Care of You

You may miss them so much it hurts.

Still, they are not there to manage your sadness.

Avoid making them feel responsible for:

“Why don’t you call me more?”

“Do you miss me?”

“You better not forget about me.”

That can put a heavy job on a child.

Ask about them.

School.

Friends.

Games.

Sports.

What they are doing.

Let them leave feeling like they got to visit their parent, not like they had to emotionally rescue one.

Teenagers May Be Different

A teen may show up angry.

Quiet.

Embarrassed.

Distracted.

They may love you deeply and still hate the whole situation.

They may not want to hug in front of people.

They may have questions they are not ready to ask.

Do not force the emotional moment you expected.

Make room for the relationship they are actually able to have with you that day.

Elderly Parents and Grandparents Can Hit You Hard Too

You may see an aging parent and realize something phone calls did not show you.

They look older.

They move slower.

They are more tired.

They use a cane now.

Their hearing changed.

Their health changed.

That can hit hard.

You may suddenly think:

“How much time do we actually have?”

That is a painful thought.

It is also a real one.

Do Not Make Them Hide How Hard the Visit Is

An elderly parent may have traveled hours.

Waited in lines.

Dealt with security.

Medication schedules.

Bathrooms.

Mobility issues.

Heat.

Cold.

A long ride home.

They may pretend it was nothing because they do not want you feeling guilty.

You do not need to punish yourself for that.

But appreciate the effort.

“I know that wasn’t easy. Thank you for coming.”

That can mean a lot.

The Visitor May Be Managing More Than You Can See

A spouse may have:

worked all week.

driven hours.

paid for gas.

paid for a hotel.

found childcare.

arranged pets.

taken time off.

worried about getting turned away because of a dress-code rule.

Then they finally sit down with you.

Remember that sometimes getting to the chair took a whole damn production.

That does not mean you owe them anything.

It means effort deserves to be seen.

Visits Get Canceled

Sometimes the visit you were counting down to does not happen.

Weather.

Vehicle trouble.

Illness.

Facility restrictions.

Lockdown.

Staffing.

Scheduling.

A kid gets sick.

Somebody gets turned away.

That can hurt badly.

Especially if you spent days emotionally preparing for it.

Try not to immediately turn cancellation into:

“You didn’t really want to come.”

Sometimes shit happens.

Ask what happened before deciding what it meant.

One Bad Visit Does Not Automatically Mean the Relationship Is Bad

Maybe you argue.

Maybe somebody is tired.

Maybe a kid melts down.

Maybe one of you says something stupid.

Maybe the visit feels awkward.

Maybe the whole day just feels off.

That does not automatically mean:

“We’re done.”

It may simply mean:

That was a rough visit.

Let one day be one day.

The End of the Visit Can Sneak Up on You

You know the visit has to end.

That does not make the end easy.

One minute you are talking.

Then somebody says it is time.

Your loved one stands up.

Your kid grabs their things.

Your mom gets ready to leave.

And suddenly you have to switch from:

“We’re together.”

to:

“You’re leaving and I’m staying.”

That switch can hurt like hell.

The Crash After the Visit Is Real

This is something people do not always warn you about.

You may have just had a great visit.

Maybe one of the best.

Then you go back to the unit.

Back through the doors.

Back to count.

Back to the bunk.

Back to all the noise and routine.

And now the contrast is brutal.

You may feel worse for a while than you did before the visit.

Not because the visit was bad.

Because it was good.

HAB Reminder

Sometimes the hardest part of a good visit is that it was good.

You May Get Quiet Afterward

You may not want to call immediately.

You may want to be alone.

You may feel angry for no obvious reason.

Sad.

Heavy.

Irritated.

Homesick.

You may replay the goodbye.

That does not automatically mean something went wrong.

Sometimes your brain is just trying to adjust to going from connection back to incarceration.

Tell Your Loved One What You May Need Afterward

This can prevent a lot of misunderstanding.

If you know you tend to shut down after visits, tell them.

Something like:

“If I’m quiet after you leave, don’t think the visit was bad. It just hits me hard after.”

Or:

“I might not call tonight. I just need to get my head right.”

That can save them from thinking:

“What did I do wrong?”

The Crash Can Be Worse After a Child Visit

Seeing your child and then watching them leave can hit differently.

You may start thinking about everything you are missing.

Bedtime.

School.

Birthdays.

Everyday life.

That grief can come hard after the visit.

Do not be surprised if you need time afterward.

But do not turn the grief into guilt for the child.

They did not cause it.

They came to see you.

That matters.

The Crash Can Be Different After an Elderly Parent Visit

You may be thinking:

“What if that was the last time?”

That thought can be brutal.

Especially if the parent is sick, elderly, or traveling long distances.

You do not have to pretend that fear does not exist.

Use it for what matters:

Say what you need to say while you have the chance.

Do not wait for the perfect visit to tell someone:

“I love you.”

“Thank you for coming.”

“I’m glad I got to see you.”

Do Not Take the Goodbye Out on the Person Who Came

Sometimes sadness comes out as anger.

You may get irritated near the end.

Start an argument.

Pick at something stupid.

Almost like your brain wants to make the goodbye easier by making the visit worse.

Pay attention to that.

Ask yourself:

Am I actually mad—or do I just not want this to end?

Those are very different problems.

Let Them Leave Without Making Them Feel Guilty

Avoid:

“Must be nice, you get to leave.”

“I guess you get to go back to your real life now.”

“I’m glad somebody gets to be free.”

You may feel those things for a second.

But used as a weapon, they can ruin the memory of the whole visit.

Your loved one leaving does not mean they are happy to leave you.

They are leaving because the visit is over.

Visits Can Strengthen the Relationship

A visit can remind both people:

This is real.

That matters.

You get to see expressions.

Body language.

How somebody has changed.

How they look at you.

How they interact with the kids.

How you feel sitting in the same space.

That information can be important.

Visits Can Reveal Problems Too

Sometimes being physically together exposes things phone calls hide.

Maybe conversation feels different.

Maybe tension is obvious.

Maybe one of you seems disconnected.

That does not automatically mean the relationship is doomed.

It may mean there is something that needs a real conversation later.

Do not force the whole relationship to be solved in the visiting room.

Build an After-Visit Plan

Talk beforehand.

Do you want to call later that night?

Would you rather call the next day?

Does your loved one usually need time in the parking lot?

Do you usually need time when you get back to the unit?

What do the kids need afterward?

What does an elderly parent need after a long trip?

There is no correct plan.

There is only knowing each other well enough to have one.

The Visit Belongs to More Than Two People Sometimes

When children or elderly family members come, the visit has several emotional stories happening at once.

The child may be confused.

The grandparent may be exhausted.

Your spouse may be managing everyone.

You may be overwhelmed by seeing all of them.

Nobody needs to have the same reaction.

A good visit can leave everybody emotionally exhausted for completely different reasons.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about the lead-up, the travel, the visiting room, children, elderly family, the goodbye, and what happens when they get back to the parking lot without you.

You may go back to the unit and crash.

They may sit in the car and crash.

Neither reaction means the visit went wrong.

Sometimes it means the visit mattered.

HAB Reminder

Sometimes the hardest part of a good visit is that it was good.

The crash after a visit does not mean the visit went wrong. Sometimes it means the visit mattered.

Let children be children.

Let older loved ones have their own limits.

Let yourself feel the goodbye without turning it into somebody else’s fault.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 5

Nothing Is Completely Private

One of the biggest adjustments to incarceration is realizing that communication does not work the way it did outside.

A phone call can feel private because it is just your voice and theirs.

A message can feel private because only two people are typing.

A letter can feel private because it has somebody’s name on it.

That does not mean the communication is actually private.

Phone calls will be monitored and recorded.

Messages will be reviewed.

Mail will be inspected.

Conversations can also be overheard.

And sometimes the most personal things you say will be heard by people you never intended to hear them.

That does not mean you have to stop talking.

It means you need to understand where you are talking.

Assume Someone Else Could Hear It

A good rule is simple:

If hearing it repeated later could create a serious problem, think before saying it.

That applies to things that could create:


	disciplinary problems

	legal problems

	relationship problems

	money problems

	safety problems

	embarrassment



Not every conversation needs to feel guarded.

But you do need to understand that the environment is different now.

Personal Does Not Mean Private

This is where people can get surprised.

You may be talking about something emotional.

Intimate.

Embarrassing.

Something that would normally stay between you and the person you love.

Inside, that conversation will still be recorded, reviewed, or overheard.

That does not mean you cannot be close.

It means closeness now happens in a setting where privacy is limited.

HAB Reminder

If it would deeply embarrass you for a stranger to hear it, remember that a stranger may hear it.

Think Before You Talk About Other People

Other people’s information does not automatically belong in your conversation.

Their case.

Their charges.

Their family.

Their money.

Their relationships.

Their problems.

Their business.

You may know something because you live near them.

That does not mean it needs to travel outside.

Inside, repeating somebody else’s information can create problems you never intended to create.

Sometimes the safest answer is:

“That is not my story to tell.”

Be Careful With Names

Names carry context.

You may know exactly who you mean.

The person listening later may not.

A casual conversation about somebody else can sound very different when pulled out of context.

You do not need to become paranoid about saying names.

Just understand that once a conversation is recorded, you cannot control how somebody else interprets it later.

Money Conversations Deserve Extra Care

Money can become complicated quickly.

Commissary.

Phone accounts.

Packages.

Catalog orders.

Third-party payments.

Requests to send money somewhere else.

Requests to receive money for someone.

Requests to use another person’s account.

This book is not going to tell you what financial decisions you are allowed to make.

It is going to remind you that money conversations can have consequences when they involve unofficial channels, other people’s accounts, or activity you do not fully understand.

If a conversation about money starts getting complicated, slow down.

Ask yourself:

Do I understand exactly what is being discussed?

Do I understand who is involved?

Do I understand what could happen if this conversation is reviewed later?

Do Not Assume Silence Means Privacy

Sometimes people think:

Nobody stopped the call.

Nobody said anything.

Nobody rejected the message.

Therefore, nobody cared.

That is not a safe assumption.

A call does not have to be interrupted in order to be recorded.

A message does not have to be rejected in order to be reviewed.

Something can become important later.

The fact that nothing happened in the moment does not mean the communication was private.

Arguments Can Sound Different When Recorded

Relationships get heated.

That is normal.

People say things they do not mean.

They exaggerate.

They vent.

They threaten to leave.

They swear.

They say something ugly and apologize five minutes later.

On a private couch at home, the whole conversation may be understood as an argument.

On a recording, one sentence can exist without the tone, context, or apology that followed.

You do not need to become afraid of arguing.

You do need to understand that recorded communication can freeze one bad sentence in a way ordinary conversation does not.

Do Not Let Anger Make Decisions for You

If you are furious, ask yourself whether this is the right moment to say everything you are thinking.

Sometimes it is better to say:

“I am too angry to talk about this right now.”

That can protect both people from a sentence that creates consequences long after the argument itself is over.

That is not avoiding the problem.

That is choosing when to handle it.

Sensitive Information About Your Case

Your case may come up.

You may need to discuss legal matters.

You may need to talk about paperwork, court dates, appeals, parole, or release planning.

That is different from casually discussing every detail of your case with everybody who asks.

You should know what information you are sharing and why.

If something belongs with your attorney, legal representative, or official process, treat it that way.

Do not assume every communication method is the right place for every legal conversation.

Your Loved One’s Privacy Matters Too

It is easy to think only about your own privacy because you are the person inside.

But the person outside is exposed too.

Their address.

Workplace.

Children.

Family problems.

Banking information.

Medical issues.

Relationship history.

Personal photos.

Private conversations.

Do not pressure them to share information they are uncomfortable discussing on a monitored system.

They still have a right to boundaries.

Supporting you does not mean giving up all privacy.

Intimacy Still Matters

Incarceration does not erase closeness.

People still flirt.

People still love each other.

People still miss each other.

People still want emotional and intimate connection.

That is normal.

But the environment changes how those conversations happen.

You and your person outside may need to talk about what both of you are comfortable discussing through monitored systems.

Neither person should feel embarrassed for wanting closeness.

Neither person should be pressured into saying something they do not want potentially heard or reviewed.

That boundary belongs to both people.

Messages Last

A spoken sentence may disappear from your memory.

A written message can stay.

That matters.

Before sending something in anger, read it again.

Before sending something deeply personal, think about whether you are comfortable with it existing as a record.

Before discussing another person’s business, ask whether it is yours to put in writing.

Once something is sent, you may not be able to take it back.

Mail Is Not Private Either

A handwritten letter can feel safer because it is physical.

Do not assume that means nobody else can inspect it.

Facilities inspect incoming and outgoing mail.

Rules vary.

Legal mail may be treated differently from ordinary mail, depending on the jurisdiction and facility.

Learn the current rules where you are.

Again, the point is not fear.

The point is awareness.

Protect the Relationship From the System

This chapter is not telling you to become suspicious of every word.

That would make communication impossible.

The goal is to help you protect the relationship from avoidable problems.

You can still joke.

Laugh.

Flirt.

Argue.

Apologize.

Talk about the future.

Tell somebody you miss them.

Tell somebody you love them.

You just do those things with the understanding that the communication does not exist inside a private bubble anymore.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about the same thing from outside.

They may have never considered that a conversation they think of as private will be recorded, reviewed, or overheard.

They may also have information they need to protect.

The point is not for either of you to become secretive.

The point is for both of you to become intentional.

HAB Reminder

You can still be close.

You just need to understand where the conversation is happening.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 6

What to Share and What to Keep to Yourself

Honesty matters.

So does judgment.

Not judgment about whether somebody is good or bad.

Judgment about what information actually needs to travel.

When you are incarcerated, your loved one may become the person you want to tell everything to.

That makes sense.

They are your connection to home.

They may be the person who knows you best.

They may be the person you trust most.

But being honest does not always mean giving a full report of every tense moment, every argument, every rumor, every person around you, and every ugly thing you see.

Sometimes more detail helps.

Sometimes more detail just creates fear.

The goal is not secrecy.

The goal is purposeful communication.

Share What Helps

A good place to start is this:

Does this information help my loved one understand, act, support, prepare, or make a decision?

If yes, it probably matters.

If no, ask yourself why you are sharing it.

Sometimes we tell people things because we need support.

That matters too.

But even then, it helps to know what you are asking from them.

Do you need advice?

Do you need action?

Do you need somebody to listen?

Do you just need to say out loud that today was hard?

Those are different things.

Not Every Detail Is Useful

There may be things you witness that are disturbing.

Tense.

Violent.

Strange.

Complicated.

You may want to tell your person everything because they are your person.

But they may be sitting hundreds of miles away with no ability to change what happened.

Giving them every graphic detail can leave them carrying fear they cannot do anything with.

Sometimes:

“Today was rough, but I am okay.”

is enough.

That is not automatically hiding something.

It can be a complete and honest sentence.

The Question Is Not “Am I Telling the Truth?”

The better question is:

“Am I telling this in a way that helps?”

You can tell the truth and still overwhelm somebody.

You can tell the truth and accidentally make a situation sound more dangerous than it is.

You can tell the truth and share somebody else's business.

You can tell the truth and create a problem that did not need to leave the unit.

Truth still needs judgment.

Protect Other People’s Information

You are going to know things about other people.

That does not make those things yours to repeat.

Their charges.

Their family.

Their relationships.

Their money.

Their medical issues.

Their conflicts.

Their fears.

Their mistakes.

If it is not your story, think carefully before carrying it outside.

A useful sentence is:

“That is not my story to tell.”

You do not need to become the source of information about everybody around you.

Do Not Turn Your Loved One Into an Audience for Prison Drama

This is worth saying plainly.

Your loved one does not need a daily episode recap.

Who argued with who.

Who said what.

Who got moved.

Who is mad at somebody.

Who owes somebody.

Who is sleeping where.

Who got written up.

Who is fighting with staff.

Some of those things may matter.

Most of them probably do not matter to your relationship.

Ask yourself whether you are sharing because it helps—or because the environment has become the only thing happening around you.

Your loved one still needs to talk to you, not only to the prison around you.

Some Things Do Need to Be Shared

There is another side to this.

Do not use “I was protecting you” as an excuse to hide things your loved one genuinely needs to know.

If something affects:


	their safety

	your safety

	the relationship

	shared money

	children

	housing

	legal matters

	release planning

	a serious medical issue

	a decision they need to make



then they probably need enough information to understand what is happening.

Protecting somebody is not the same thing as keeping them in the dark about something that affects their life.

That distinction matters.

Share Enough for Them to Make Their Own Decisions

If your loved one needs to decide something, give them enough information to decide honestly.

Do not leave out the part that would change their answer.

Do not make something sound smaller than it is because you are afraid they will say no.

Do not make something sound bigger than it is because you want them to act.

That is not protection.

That is control.

HAB Reminder

Good communication gives the other person enough truth to make their own decision.

Do Not Use Information to Scare Them

Sometimes people inside are scared themselves.

That fear can come out sideways.

You may tell your loved one something in a way that makes them panic because you are panicking.

You may exaggerate.

You may make something sound urgent because you want an immediate response.

You may use fear to get money, attention, reassurance, or action.

Stop and ask yourself:

Am I informing them—or am I trying to make them feel what I feel?

Those are not the same thing.

Do Not Use Silence to Punish Them Either

Purposeful sharing does not mean shutting somebody out when you are angry.

If you need space, say that.

If you do not want to discuss something, say that.

If you are not ready to explain something yet, say that.

You can say:

“I am not ready to talk about that yet, but I am okay.”

That gives a boundary without creating unnecessary fear.

Ask Before Dropping Something Heavy

Sometimes you do need to talk about something difficult.

Before unloading it, ask:

“Do you have the space for something heavy right now?”

That one question can change the whole conversation.

Your loved one may be at work.

Driving.

Taking care of children.

Already dealing with something difficult.

If the matter is not an emergency, giving them a chance to prepare can help both of you.

And they should be able to do the same with you.

They Have Things They May Not Tell You Too

This is important.

Your loved one may also choose not to tell you every difficult thing happening outside.

They may wait before telling you about a bill.

A family conflict.

A bad day.

Something involving the kids.

Not because they are lying.

Because they may know you cannot do anything about it from where you are.

That can be painful.

But the same rule applies both ways:

Share what helps. Protect what does not need to travel.

Do Not Confuse Access With Entitlement

Because phone time is limited, you may feel like every call should contain every detail.

It does not have to.

You are not entitled to every thought in your loved one’s head.

They are not entitled to every detail of your day.

Healthy relationships still have boundaries.

Incarceration does not erase them.

What About Safety?

Safety is different.

If you are in immediate danger, say so.

If you need your loved one to take an action, be clear.

If you need them to call somebody, keep a record, contact an attorney, or use an official process, tell them exactly what you need.

Do not hide a serious safety concern because you are afraid of worrying them.

At the same time, you do not need to narrate every rumor or tense moment as if it is an emergency.

Again:

Information first. Fear second.

Give Them the Headline Before the Details

This is a useful habit.

Start with the most important fact.

“I am safe.”

“I am not safe.”

“I need you to do something.”

“I do not need you to do anything; I just need you to listen.”

“This affects our money.”

“This does not affect us directly.”

That gives your loved one context before the rest of the story.

It can keep them from spending five minutes wondering whether the worst thing imaginable is about to come out of your mouth.

Say What You Need

Sometimes the healthiest communication is simple.

“I need you to listen.”

“I need advice.”

“I need help with something.”

“I need reassurance.”

“I need you not to fix this.”

You do not have to make the other person guess.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about the same thing from outside.

They are learning that they do not need every detail to support you.

They are also learning that they should not dump every outside crisis onto you just because they can.

Both sides need to learn the difference between honesty and overload.

HAB Reminder

Share what helps.

Protect what does not need to travel.

Does knowing this help me help—or does it only help me worry?

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 7

Money on the Inside

Money works differently inside.

The amounts may be smaller.

The choices may look simpler.

But the consequences of those choices can be bigger than you expect.

Commissary.

Phone time.

Messages.

Media.

Packages.

Catalog orders.

Fees.

Restitution or other deductions.

A few dollars here.

Twenty dollars there.

Fifty dollars somewhere else.

It adds up.

And one of the biggest mistakes people make is looking only at the amount that reaches the person inside instead of the amount it actually costs to maintain everything around that support.

This chapter is not here to tell you what you should spend.

It is here to help you understand what the money is doing.

There Are Two Budgets Now

You have a budget inside.

Your loved one has a budget outside.

Those two budgets affect each other.

That matters.

You may be thinking:

“I only need twenty dollars.”

But your person outside may also be paying for:


	phone time

	messages

	media

	commissary support

	an Access Pack or approved package program

	catalog purchases

	postage

	travel for visits

	hotels

	gas

	childcare

	missed work

	household bills

	legal or administrative expenses



The twenty dollars you see may be one small piece of a much larger month.

HAB Reminder

What you receive and what it costs them are not always the same number.

Budget Together When You Can

Money can become one of the easiest places for resentment to grow.

Especially when one person only sees their side of the expense.

A good way to prevent that is to build the budget together.

Not because the person outside needs permission to spend their own money.

And not because the person inside should control the household from prison.

Because if the two of you understand the whole picture, money stops feeling random.

Maybe there is only twenty dollars for commissary this week.

That feels very different when the reason is:

“We looked at everything together. The phone account needed funding, the Access Pack was due, and the electric bill was higher this month.”

That is different from:

“Why didn't you send me more?”

Shared budgeting creates information.

Information reduces assumptions.

And doing the budget together can become another way to stay connected to the life outside.

A Budget Is Not a Punishment

Sometimes limits feel personal.

They are not always personal.

If your loved one says:

“I can only send this much this week,”

that does not automatically mean:

“You are not important.”

It may mean:

Rent came first.

The kids needed something.

The car needed repair.

A bill went up.

The phone account needed money.

A visit is coming.

Something unexpected happened.

A budget is simply the plan for money that exists.

It cannot create money that is not there.

Learn the Different Buckets

Do not treat every dollar as if it is the same.

Different money may be used for different things.

Depending on the system and facility, you may have separate ways of paying for:


	commissary

	phone calls

	electronic messages

	media

	approved package programs

	catalog orders

	other approved services



Those categories may have different rules, limits, fees, or schedules.

Know which account is being funded.

Know what it can be used for.

Know what cannot be moved somewhere else.

And do not assume your loved one understands the difference automatically.

They are learning too.

Commissary Is Its Own Budget

Commissary can become the most visible money inside because you see it directly.

Food.

Hygiene.

Writing supplies.

Other approved items.

That can make it feel like the most important category.

Sometimes it is.

Sometimes it is not.

A good commissary budget separates:

needs

from

wants.

What do you need every week?

What lasts longer than a week?

What can wait?

What are you buying because you are bored?

What are you buying because everybody else is buying it?

There is nothing wrong with wanting something.

Just know which category it belongs in.

Phone and Communication Costs Count Too

Communication feels emotional.

That can make it easy to forget that it is also an expense.

Calls.

Messages.

Photos.

Media.

Credits.

Those costs may be paid outside even though you are the one using the service inside.

If you want more phone time, that may mean less money somewhere else.

That is why the budget should include communication as its own category instead of pretending it is free.

Packages and Access Programs Need Their Own Line

Some systems allow approved package or Access Pack programs.

Those should be budgeted separately from ordinary commissary.

For example, if a particular program allows or costs around fifty dollars in a month, that is fifty dollars that belongs in the budget before anybody starts making other plans for the same money.

The exact amount and rules vary by facility.

The principle does not:

If it costs money, put it in the budget.

Do not let package spending become invisible just because it happens less often than commissary.

Catalog Orders Can Get Big Fast

Catalog spending can feel different because it is not always weekly.

That can make it easier to underestimate.

A larger order every few months still belongs in the monthly picture.

If you know you want something from a catalog later, plan for it.

Set aside a little at a time if possible.

That is easier than turning one big purchase into an emergency for the person outside.

Fees and Deductions Matter

Money sent inside may not always arrive as the exact amount somebody expected.

There may be approved fees.

There may be restitution or other required deductions depending on the jurisdiction and the person's circumstances.

Know what applies to you.

If somebody sends one amount and you receive less, understand why before assuming somebody shorted you or made a mistake.

Keep track of what actually reaches your account.

Ask Before You Assume

If you do not understand where the money went, ask.

If your loved one says they cannot send as much this month, ask what changed.

If a fee appeared, ask what it was.

If an account works differently than you thought, verify it.

Money problems get worse when both people start guessing.

Needs, Wants and Pressure

There are three different things:

I need this.

I want this.

I feel pressure to have this.

Those are not the same.

Maybe you need hygiene items.

Maybe you want better snacks.

Maybe you feel pressure because everyone around you has something you do not.

Knowing the difference gives you more control over your own money.

It also makes conversations with your loved one more honest.

Do Not Make Every Request an Emergency

Sometimes something really is urgent.

Many things are not.

If every request becomes:

“I need this right now.”

your loved one eventually stops knowing what is truly urgent.

If something can wait, say that.

If it cannot wait, explain why.

Trust gets stronger when urgency actually means urgency.

Your Loved One Is Not an Unlimited Account

This can be hard to hear.

Someone outside may want to help you and still have limits.

They may love you and still say no.

They may be able to send money this month and not next month.

They may have helped last week and be unable to help again today.

That does not automatically mean the relationship changed.

It may mean the budget did.

HAB Reminder

Money is not proof of love.

You Are Allowed to Know the Outside Budget

If you are building a life together, you should understand the basics.

Not every private financial detail belongs to you.

But enough information to understand shared decisions can help.

If your loved one says:

“We only have twenty dollars for commissary this week,”

and you helped look at the budget, you already know why.

That can prevent anger.

It can prevent guilt.

It can prevent the outside person from feeling like they have to defend every dollar.

And it gives you a real connection to what is happening outside.

You are not just receiving money.

You are participating in decisions about the life you both care about.

Budgeting Is Practice for Release

This matters later.

Outside, money gets more complicated.

Rent.

Utilities.

Transportation.

Food.

Clothes.

Phones.

Insurance.

Fees.

Debt.

Work expenses.

Emergencies.

Learning to live within a budget now is not just about surviving commissary.

It is practice.

The habits you build with small amounts can follow you outside.

Be Careful With Debt Inside

Money problems are not always official money problems.

Sometimes debt comes through people.

Borrowing.

Owing.

Taking something now and promising something later.

Accepting a favor with an expectation attached.

This chapter is not going to explain the social side of debt inside.

We will talk more about pressure and consequences in the next chapter.

For now, remember:

If you do not understand what you will owe later, slow down before accepting something now.

Talk About Money Before It Becomes a Fight

Do not wait until both of you are angry.

Talk when things are calm.

How much can realistically be sent?

What comes first?

What happens if the budget gets tight?

What counts as an emergency?

What expenses need to be discussed first?

What can wait?

The more you agree on before the pressure hits, the less likely money is to become a weapon later.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about how incarceration changes the outside budget.

They may be carrying bills that used to be shared.

They may be paying new communication and visitation costs.

They may be trying to support you while keeping the household stable.

You may only see the money that reaches you.

They may be seeing the entire financial picture.

The goal is not for one person to control the money.

The goal is for both of you to understand what the money is doing.

HAB Reminder

There are two budgets now, and neither one exists in isolation.

Budgeting together is not about control.

It is about understanding.

And sometimes understanding why there is only twenty dollars this week can prevent a much bigger argument than twenty dollars ever should have caused.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 8

Scams, Pressure & Expensive Lessons

Money problems inside do not always look like money problems at first.

Sometimes they look like favors.

A shortcut.

A friend helping you out.

Somebody asking you to pass something along.

Somebody offering to “take care of it.”

Somebody asking your loved one outside to send money somewhere different “just this once.”

Sometimes it is exactly what it looks like.

Sometimes it is not.

The point of this chapter is not to make you suspicious of everybody.

It is to help you recognize when something simple is becoming complicated.

Free Is Not Always Free

You may be offered something when you are new.

Food.

Hygiene.

A favor.

Help with something you do not understand yet.

Sometimes people genuinely help.

Sometimes there is an expectation attached that does not get explained until later.

Before accepting something, ask yourself:

Do I understand whether this comes with an obligation?

If you do not know, slow down.

You do not need to assume bad intent.

You do need to understand what you are agreeing to.

HAB Reminder

The easiest debt to manage is the one you understood before you accepted it.

Pressure Does Not Always Sound Like Pressure

Pressure can sound friendly.

“Come on, it is no big deal.”

“Everybody does it.”

“Just this once.”

“I got you now, you get me later.”

“Your people can handle it.”

“Nobody is going to know.”

Those phrases do not automatically mean something bad is happening.

But they are a good reason to slow down and make sure you understand the whole arrangement.

Third-Party Money Gets Complicated Fast

One of the biggest warning signs is when money stops moving directly between the people and accounts you understand.

Maybe someone asks you to have your loved one send money to another person.

Maybe money needs to go through a different account.

Maybe somebody wants money received and then moved somewhere else.

Maybe you are told not to use the usual official channel.

Before you become part of that, ask:

Who is sending the money?

Who is receiving it?

Why is another person involved?

Why cannot the normal approved method be used?

Do I understand the entire transaction?

If you cannot answer those questions, do not pretend you understand just because somebody else does.

“My Friend Needs You To…”

Your loved one outside may hear this too.

“Can you send something to my friend's people?”

“Can they send something to you?”

“Can you move it for us?”

“Can you use your account?”

The request may sound small.

The consequences may not be.

Once another person's money, account, identity, or transaction gets mixed into yours, you may be taking part in something you do not fully understand.

And if the transaction is unlawful, saying “I was only helping” may not protect anybody from consequences.

Your Loved One Outside Can Get Pulled Into It Too

This matters.

What happens inside does not always stay inside.

If you ask the person outside to:


	move money

	receive money for someone else

	send money to somebody they do not know

	open or use accounts

	pass financial instructions

	conceal who money is really for

	participate in transactions they do not understand



you may be putting them at risk too.

That risk can be financial.

It can be disciplinary for you.

And depending on what the activity actually is, it can become a legal problem for the person outside.

This is not about scaring you.

It is about understanding that the person outside may face consequences for choices made around your incarceration too.

Secrecy Is Information

If someone tells you:

“Do not tell anybody.”

that does not automatically mean the request is illegal.

People keep private things private all the time.

But if secrecy is being required around money, accounts, transfers, prohibited items, or other people’s involvement, pay attention.

Ask yourself:

Why does this need to be secret?

That question alone can tell you a lot.

Urgency Is Information Too

Scams and pressure often become stronger when there is a clock attached.

Right now.

Today.

Before count.

Before somebody finds out.

Before the account closes.

Before the opportunity is gone.

Sometimes urgency is real.

Sometimes urgency exists because somebody does not want you to have time to think.

When possible, slow down enough to understand what you are agreeing to.

Fear Can Make Bad Deals Look Necessary

Pressure is not always financial.

Sometimes somebody may make you afraid of what will happen if you do not cooperate.

That is different from an ordinary favor.

If you believe you are being threatened, coerced, extorted, or placed in danger, treat that as a safety issue.

You do not have to handle a genuine safety threat as if it were simply a money disagreement.

Use the official safety options available to you.

And when possible, ask to speak with staff privately.

Debts Can Grow

Something small can become something larger.

You borrow something.

You owe something back.

You cannot repay it when expected.

Now there is another condition.

Then another.

That does not mean every debt becomes dangerous.

It means you should understand the terms before you accept one.

Ask yourself:

What exactly do I owe?

When is it expected?

What happens if I cannot repay it?

If nobody will give you a clear answer, that is information too.

Do Not Let Embarrassment Keep You in a Bad Situation

Sometimes people recognize halfway through that something is wrong.

Then they keep going because they do not want to admit they made a mistake.

That is how a small problem becomes a much bigger one.

You are allowed to realize:

I should not have agreed to this.

You are allowed to stop and reassess.

You are allowed to ask for help.

Changing course is not the same thing as pretending the original decision never happened.

Scams Can Come From Outside Too

People outside can manipulate people inside.

A pen pal.

A romantic partner.

Someone claiming to help.

Someone promising money, legal help, housing, employment, or something else.

You can be scammed from either side of the wall.

Watch for:


	stories that constantly change

	repeated emergencies

	pressure for money or account access

	people who refuse reasonable verification

	demands for secrecy

	threats when you say no

	promises that sound much bigger than what the person can actually provide



Chapter 9 will go much deeper into pen pals and relationships.

For now, remember:

Being incarcerated does not make you immune from being manipulated.

Help Should Not Turn Into Ownership

Someone helping you once does not automatically give them control over you.

And helping somebody else does not give you control over them.

Healthy help has boundaries.

Unhealthy help starts sounding like:

“After everything I did for you…”

That phrase can become a leash very quickly.

If Your Loved One Says No

Your loved one outside may refuse a request.

Especially one involving:


	another person’s money

	unofficial accounts

	unfamiliar payment methods

	secrecy

	third-party transactions



Their no may not mean they distrust you.

They may distrust the arrangement.

Those are different things.

If they ask questions, let them ask.

Their name, money, account, and legal exposure may be involved.

They have a right to understand before participating.

Do Not Turn Love Into Leverage

This one matters.

Avoid:

“If you loved me, you would do it.”

“Everybody else's people help them.”

“You are leaving me hanging.”

“I guess I know where I stand.”

Those statements turn a financial or safety decision into a relationship test.

That is not fair to either person.

If something genuinely matters, explain why.

Then let them decide.

Know the Consequences Before You Choose

This book is not going to tell you what you are allowed to do with every dollar or every relationship.

You are an adult.

But some choices can have consequences that go far beyond losing money.

Depending on what is happening, there may be:


	loss of privileges

	disciplinary consequences

	account restrictions

	restitution issues

	additional investigation

	new criminal exposure

	consequences for the person outside



That is why understanding the arrangement matters.

HAB Reminder

You do not need permission from this book.

You need information before you decide.

A Good Rule of Thumb

If the arrangement requires:


	people you do not know

	accounts you do not recognize

	money moving through multiple people

	secrecy

	urgency

	pressure

	favors you cannot clearly explain

	instructions you are told not to question



slow down.

That does not prove something is wrong.

It tells you that more information is needed.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about money pressure, third-party payments, new accounts, people they do not know, fake emergencies, guilt, secrecy, and being used as a middleman.

They may see warning signs you cannot see from inside.

You may see pressures they cannot see from outside.

Neither side has the entire picture alone.

That is another reason to talk before acting.

HAB Reminder

If you do not understand the whole arrangement, slow down before becoming part of it.

Help should not require secrecy, pressure, or fear.

And love should never have to prove itself through a transaction neither person understands.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
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Pen Pals: The Bright Side and the Dark Side

Pen-pal relationships can become some of the most meaningful relationships a person has while incarcerated.

They can also become complicated very quickly.

Both things can be true.

A person on the outside may become a friend.

A source of encouragement.

A connection to ordinary life.

A romantic partner.

A future spouse.

Someone who sees you as a whole person instead of just a case number.

That can matter a lot.

But prison changes the conditions around how relationships form.

Time moves differently.

Loneliness can be stronger.

Access is limited.

Information can be uneven.

And when two people are building trust through letters, calls, messages, and visits instead of ordinary day-to-day life, some things can feel more intense, faster.

That does not make the relationship fake.

It means both people should understand the environment they are building it in.

The Bright Side Is Real

A healthy pen-pal relationship can give you:


	someone to talk to

	encouragement

	emotional support

	connection to life outside

	a reason to look forward to mail or calls

	friendship

	perspective

	accountability

	hope

	sometimes love



There is nothing wrong with any of that.

A relationship does not become less real just because it started through a letter.

People meet in all kinds of strange ways.

What matters is what the relationship becomes.

Loneliness Can Speed Things Up

Inside, attention can feel bigger.

One person consistently writing can become important very quickly.

That makes sense.

You may have limited access to the people you care about.

You may feel forgotten.

You may be surrounded by people all day and still feel lonely.

Then somebody writes.

And keeps writing.

And listens.

And asks about you.

That can feel powerful.

Just remember:

Feeling strongly about someone and knowing them deeply are not always the same thing yet.

Both can develop.

They just do not always develop at the same speed.

Be Honest About What You Are Looking For

Friendship?

Romance?

Someone to talk to?

Support?

Marriage?

Help with reentry?

Something casual?

Something serious?

There is no one correct answer.

But the other person deserves to know what kind of relationship you believe you are building.

Problems start when one person thinks:

We are friends.

and the other thinks:

We are building a future together.

Or one person thinks:

This is exclusive.

while the other person is having the same conversation with several people.

You do not have to decide the entire future immediately.

You do need to be honest enough that the other person can make their own choices.

HAB Reminder

Trust grows faster when both people are standing in the same version of the relationship.

Your Relationship Status Matters

If you are married, dating someone, committed to someone, or maintaining multiple romantic relationships, be honest.

That may make a conversation uncomfortable.

It may also prevent a much worse one later.

The person outside gets to decide what they are comfortable with.

You do too.

But nobody can make an honest decision with information they do not have.

Money Can Change the Relationship

A person outside may choose to send money.

That does not automatically mean they are being used.

They may want to help.

They may understand exactly what they are paying for.

They may be comfortable doing it.

The problem is when money begins to define the relationship.

When every conversation ends in a request.

When emergencies become constant.

When affection increases right before money is needed.

When saying no creates anger, guilt, punishment, or silence.

When the outside person stops knowing whether they are valued or just useful.

If money is part of the relationship, talk about it honestly.

Help Is Not Ownership

If somebody sends you money, packages, books, clothes, or support, that does not mean they own you.

And their help does not automatically buy:


	your attention

	romance

	sexual conversation

	exclusivity

	control over your choices

	access to every detail of your life



The same applies in the other direction.

If somebody helps you, gratitude is appropriate.

Obligation without agreement is different.

Your Loved One Is Allowed to Say No

If the person outside says no to money, a gift, a favor, a call, or something else, pay attention to what happens next.

Do you accept the answer?

Or do you turn it into:

“I guess you don't care about me.”

“After everything I told you.”

“Everybody else's people help them.”

“If you loved me, you would.”

That turns a boundary into a test of love.

A healthy relationship has room for no.

Watch for Love-Bombing From Either Side

Intense attention can feel good.

Constant praise.

Immediate promises.

Talking about forever almost immediately.

Big declarations before either person knows very much about the other.

That does not always mean manipulation.

Some people genuinely fall hard and fast.

But if the intensity is being used to create obligation, pressure, or financial dependence, pay attention.

Ask yourself:

Is this relationship becoming deeper because trust is growing—or because everything is happening at maximum speed?

Catfishing Can Happen to You Too

People inside can be deceived by people outside.

Fake names.

Fake photos.

Fake jobs.

Fake families.

Fake promises.

Someone may claim to have money they do not have.

A home they do not have.

Connections they do not have.

A future plan they never intended to follow through on.

Being incarcerated does not make you the only person in the relationship who could be misleading someone.

Protect your judgment too.

Verify What Matters

You do not need to investigate somebody like a detective.

But if the relationship becomes serious, reasonable verification is healthy.

Does the story stay consistent?

Do basic facts line up over time?

Do promises repeatedly fail?

Does every explanation change?

Does the person become angry when you ask reasonable questions?

Trust does not mean ignoring contradictions.

Protect Your Information

You may want to share everything with someone you care about.

Slow down with:


	identifying information

	financial information

	account access

	passwords

	information about family members

	children

	legal documents

	anything that could be used to manipulate you or someone you love



You do not need to assume the person is dangerous.

You do need to remember that trust should grow over time.

Do Not Build the Relationship Around Rescue

This can happen from both directions.

The person outside may begin to see themselves as the one who will save you.

You may begin to see them as the person who will solve everything.

Housing.

Money.

Parole.

Employment.

Legal problems.

Emotional pain.

Release.

That is too much weight for one relationship.

Support is healthy.

Rescue becomes dangerous when the relationship cannot survive without one person constantly fixing the other person's life.

Multiple Pen Pals Are Not Automatically a Problem

Some people write to several people.

Friendships are not inherently exclusive.

The problem is dishonesty.

If you are telling several people they are your exclusive romantic partner, that is different.

If you are asking several people for money using the same emergency story, that is different.

If each person is being given a different version of your life, trust eventually collapses.

Again:

The issue is not the number of people.

The issue is whether the people involved understand the truth.

Patterns Matter More Than One Mistake

Everybody makes mistakes.

Someone forgets something.

A story gets told badly.

A message sounds strange.

A person reacts badly one time.

That does not automatically make the relationship unhealthy.

Look at patterns.

Does the story constantly change?

Are boundaries repeatedly ignored?

Are emergencies constant?

Does money keep becoming the center of the relationship?

Do threats appear whenever someone says no?

Does one person repeatedly punish the other for asking reasonable questions?

Patterns tell you more than one bad day.

The Relationship Should Be About More Than Prison

A good pen-pal relationship can grow because two people learn about each other.

Music.

Books.

Food.

Family.

Beliefs.

Humor.

Goals.

Fears.

Dreams.

Ordinary life.

If the entire relationship is built around:

How hard prison is

and

What the person outside needs to send

there may not be much relationship underneath the circumstances.

Ask yourself:

Would we still have things to talk about if money and prison were removed from the conversation for an hour?

That can tell you something important.

Be Careful With Promises About Release

It is easy to imagine the future.

Living together.

Marriage.

Jobs.

A house.

Travel.

Family.

There is nothing wrong with dreaming.

But release creates real-life pressure that letters and calls cannot fully reproduce.

If the relationship is becoming serious, talk honestly about:


	expectations

	housing

	money

	work

	boundaries

	privacy

	children

	family

	independence

	how much time you expect to spend together

	what happens if reality feels different from the fantasy



Hope is good.

A plan is better.

If the Relationship Ends

Not every pen-pal relationship lasts.

That does not automatically mean it was fake.

People change.

Circumstances change.

Feelings change.

Someone may decide they cannot continue.

Someone may discover dishonesty.

Someone may simply realize the relationship is not right.

Ending a relationship can hurt.

That does not give either person the right to threaten, extort, harass, expose private information, or use money as retaliation.

A relationship can end without becoming a war.

When the Dark Side Becomes Dangerous

If the relationship begins involving:


	threats

	extortion

	blackmail

	forced money transfers

	account misuse

	prohibited activity

	coercion

	identity misuse

	instructions to conceal transactions



that is no longer simply a difficult romance.

There may be legal or disciplinary consequences.

Treat serious threats as safety issues.

Do not confuse fear with love.

Two Things Can Be True

This is the heart of the chapter.

A pen-pal relationship can be one of the best things that ever happens to two people.

And it can be an environment where manipulation is easier.

Both things can be true at the same time.

The point is not to tell you whether to have a pen pal.

The point is to help you recognize what a healthy relationship looks like.

Healthy relationships make room for:


	honesty

	boundaries

	questions

	no

	separate lives

	gradual trust

	mistakes followed by accountability

	support without ownership

	hope without fantasy replacing reality



From the Other Side

Your pen pal or loved one outside has a matching chapter about the same relationship from where they are standing.

They may be asking themselves whether they are helping, enabling, trusting, being manipulated, building something real, or simply learning as they go.

You are allowed to ask those questions too.

Neither side has to prove love by turning off judgment.

HAB Reminder

What does trust look like to us—and what would make either of us feel pressured, used, controlled, or unsafe?

A real relationship can survive reasonable questions.

A healthy relationship has room for both yes and no.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 10

Relationships Under Pressure

Incarceration changes relationships.

That does not automatically mean it destroys them.

But pretending nothing has changed usually does more damage than admitting that everything feels different.

You may still love the same person.

They may still love you.

You may still be married, dating, parenting, trying to stay close to family, or holding onto friendships that mattered before you came inside.

But now the relationship is operating under pressure it did not have before.

Limited calls.

Distance.

Money.

Jealousy.

Loneliness.

Missed visits.

Different routines.

Different responsibilities.

Different kinds of fear.

That pressure can make small problems feel enormous.

And if both people are not careful, incarceration can become the third person in every conversation.

The Relationship Is Under Pressure

That does not mean the relationship is broken.

Pressure changes how people act.

You may become more sensitive to missed calls.

Your loved one may become more sensitive to money requests.

You may worry they are moving on.

They may worry you are changing.

You may feel forgotten.

They may feel overwhelmed.

You may be lonely.

They may be lonely too.

Sometimes both people are hurting and each one thinks the other has the easier side.

That usually does not help.

HAB Reminder

Pain does not need a winner.

Both people can be having a hard time at the same time.

Missed Calls Can Become Bigger Than They Are

Outside, if somebody misses your call, you may try again later.

Inside, that may have been the one chance you had.

That can make a missed call feel personal.

It may not be.

They may be:


	working

	driving

	sleeping

	with children

	in a meeting

	somewhere they cannot answer

	dealing with something you know nothing about



A missed call is information about a phone call.

Do not automatically turn it into information about the relationship.

Instead of:

“You saw me calling. You just didn't want to answer me.”

sometimes the more accurate question is:

“Were you tied up, or are we good?”

That keeps one missed call from turning into a whole story that may not be true.

Delayed Replies Can Hurt Too

Messages can create the same problem.

You send something important.

No reply.

An hour feels long.

A day feels longer.

Then the mind starts filling in the blanks.

She’s mad.

He’s ignoring me.

Something’s off.

They’re talking to somebody else.

Maybe.

Or maybe they are living an ordinary outside life that does not move on prison time.

Before turning silence into betrayal, look for facts.

Jealousy Has More Room to Grow When You Cannot See the Other Person’s Life

You cannot see where they are.

Who they are with.

What they are doing.

They cannot see your whole environment either.

That creates space for imagination.

And imagination is not always kind.

Jealousy may come from fear.

Fear that they will meet somebody else.

Fear that you are no longer part of their real life.

Fear that they are changing without you.

Fear that you are easy to replace.

Those feelings are real.

They are not proof.

Instead of:

“Who the hell were you with?”

something more honest may be:

“I’m in my head right now. Just tell me we’re okay.”

That says what is actually happening without starting the conversation with an accusation.

Do Not Make Every New Person a Threat

Your loved one outside is going to meet people.

Coworkers.

Neighbors.

Friends.

Parents at school events.

People at church.

People at stores.

People online.

People you do not know.

That is normal life.

If every new person becomes a threat, the relationship becomes exhausting.

The same applies inside.

You are around people they do not know too.

Trust cannot mean knowing every person around the other person.

Trust has to be something larger than surveillance.

Fear of Abandonment Can Make You Push People Away

This happens more than people realize.

You are afraid they will leave.

So you test them.

You start arguments.

You accuse.

You say:

“You’re gonna leave me anyway.”

Or:

“I already know how this is gonna end.”

Or:

“Might as well go be with whoever you really want.”

Then the relationship gets harder, and that struggle starts looking like proof that your fear was right all along.

Stop and ask yourself:

Am I protecting myself—or am I making the thing I’m scared of more likely?

Guilt Is Not Love

You may feel guilty for being inside.

They may feel guilty for being outside.

Both kinds of guilt can damage a relationship if they start making decisions.

You may say:

“You wouldn’t have to deal with all this if I was home.”

That may be true.

But if you say it every time they are tired, eventually it turns into another kind of weight.

They may say:

“I’m doing everything because of you.”

That may come from exhaustion.

But what you may hear is:

“My life is harder because you exist in it.”

That can cut deeper than the person saying it realizes.

A more useful version might be:

“I’m stretched thin and I need you to understand how much I’m carrying right now.”

Same exhaustion.

Less damage.

Do Not Use Love as a Weapon

Avoid:

“If you loved me, you’d answer.”

“If you loved me, you’d come see me.”

“If you loved me, you’d send it.”

“If you loved me, you’d wait.”

“If you loved me, you’d tell me everything.”

Love is not something you use to force a yes.

A person can love you and still say no.

A person can love you and miss a call.

A person can love you and need a break.

A person can love you and have a boundary.

Silence Can Become a Weapon Too

Sometimes you need space.

That is healthy.

Punishing somebody through silence is different.

Communication is already limited.

Disappearing intentionally can carry more weight when the other person has no normal way to reach you.

If you need space, say it when you can.

Instead of disappearing, try:

“I’m pissed off right now and I don’t want to say something stupid. Give me a little time. We’re still good.”

That tells the other person where they stand without forcing the argument to keep going.

Learn How to Fight Fair

You are still going to argue.

That is not failure.

The goal is not a relationship with no conflict.

The goal is conflict that does not destroy the relationship every time it happens.

Try to avoid:


	threatening to end the relationship during every argument

	bringing up every old mistake

	deliberately humiliating each other

	using children as leverage

	using money as leverage

	using visits as punishment

	using access to calls as punishment

	comparing your partner to other people

	saying the cruelest thing you can think of just because you are angry



You can be mad without trying to wound the other person.

HAB Reminder

Winning the argument and damaging the relationship can happen at the same time.

Stop Saying “We’re Done” If You Do Not Mean It

This deserves its own section.

If every serious argument ends with:

“We’re done.”

“Forget it.”

“I’m through with you.”

“Go live your life then.”

the relationship never feels secure enough to work on the actual problem.

If you are genuinely ending the relationship, that is different.

But if what you mean is:

“I’m hurt.”

say that.

If what you mean is:

“I’m angry.”

say that.

If what you mean is:

“I need a minute.”

say that.

Do not keep setting the whole relationship on fire just because one room got hot.

Apologizing Matters

A real apology is not:

“I’m sorry you got mad.”

It is more like:

“Yeah, I was wrong for saying that.”

“I was trying to hurt you because I was hurt.”

“That came out way worse than I meant it.”

“I get why that pissed you off.”

“I need to handle that better next time.”

You do not lose power by apologizing.

You gain trust when the apology is real.

Repair Matters More Than Never Messing Up

Both people are going to say the wrong thing sometimes.

The important question is:

What happens afterward?

Can you calm down?

Can you come back?

Can you say what you actually meant?

Can you listen to what the other person heard?

Can you change something?

That is repair.

Relationships can survive a lot when repair is possible.

Your Loved One Still Has a Life

This may be one of the hardest things to accept.

They are still living outside.

They still have:


	work

	family

	children

	errands

	friends

	birthdays

	emergencies

	hobbies

	responsibilities

	exhaustion

	joy



They are allowed to live that life.

They are not betraying you by laughing.

Going somewhere.

Seeing friends.

Taking a trip.

Buying something.

Enjoying a meal.

Having a good day.

Their suffering does not prove their loyalty.

Do not make them feel like they need to be miserable because you are inside.

You Are Still Allowed to Matter

The other side of that is important too.

You are not required to become emotionally invisible because you are incarcerated.

You are allowed to need:


	reassurance

	affection

	connection

	honesty

	attention

	respect

	involvement in shared decisions

	a place in the future



The goal is not for one person’s life to matter and the other person’s life to disappear.

Both people still matter.

Do Not Parent Your Partner

This applies both ways.

You are adults.

You may have rules imposed on you by the institution.

That does not mean your loved one becomes another authority figure.

They can advise you.

They can set boundaries.

They can disagree.

They can refuse to participate in something.

But they are not your correctional officer.

And you are not entitled to manage every part of their outside life just because you cannot participate in it directly.

A healthy relationship needs adults on both sides.

Money Can Poison a Relationship Fast

You already covered money in Chapter 7.

But in a relationship, money carries emotion too.

Resentment.

Dependence.

Guilt.

Control.

Fear.

If one person starts using money to measure love, the relationship gets distorted.

If the outside person starts using money to control behavior, same problem.

If the inside person uses affection to secure money, same problem.

If either person starts keeping score, pay attention.

Support should not turn into ownership.

Intimacy Changes Too

Physical separation changes romantic relationships.

People still want closeness.

Affection.

Sexual connection.

Flirting.

Reassurance.

That is normal.

But intimacy through monitored systems can feel awkward or exposed.

Both people need to agree on what they are comfortable with.

No one should be pressured into intimate conversation because:

“That’s all we got.”

Consent still matters.

Boundaries still matter.

Embarrassment still matters.

And remember:

Private feelings can still exist in a non-private communication system.

Children Need a Different Kind of Relationship

If you are a parent, your child may not understand incarceration the way an adult does.

Their needs may change with age.

Some children want frequent contact.

Some get angry.

Some pull away.

Some ask hard questions.

Some act like nothing is wrong.

Do not make children responsible for managing your emotions.

Do not make them prove loyalty.

Do not use them to carry messages between adults.

Let the relationship with your child be about the child too.

Ask about:

School.

Friends.

Sports.

Books.

Games.

What they are learning.

What they are proud of.

What is bothering them.

You are still their parent.

Not just somebody they are supposed to make feel better.

Parents and Siblings Feel This Too

A parent may feel guilt.

A sibling may feel anger.

A friend may slowly disappear.

Family members may disagree about how much support to give.

That can hurt.

Not every family relationship will survive incarceration unchanged.

But many can survive if both sides are honest about what they can actually give.

Friendships May Change

Some friends will stay.

Some will fade.

Some will swear they are not going anywhere and disappear anyway.

Some unexpected people may become important.

That can be painful.

Try not to spend years chasing people who have made clear they are no longer participating.

Pay attention to the people who consistently show up.

Do Not Compare Relationships

“His wife comes every month.”

“Her man sends way more than that.”

“Everybody else’s people answer.”

“His mom does more for him than you do for me.”

You do not know what happens inside somebody else’s relationship.

Comparison creates resentment using information you probably do not even have.

Build the relationship you actually have.

Let the Relationship Grow

The relationship may not look exactly the way it did before incarceration.

That does not automatically mean it is worse.

People change.

They mature.

They become more independent.

They discover new boundaries.

They learn different communication habits.

Sometimes relationships become stronger because people learn how to be more intentional.

Sometimes they become different.

Different is not automatically betrayal.

Do Not Make Release the Only Thing Holding the Relationship Together

It is easy to say:

“Everything’s gonna be better when I get home.”

Some things will be easier.

Other things will become harder.

Release does not automatically repair communication problems.

It does not erase jealousy.

It does not solve money problems.

It does not fix trust overnight.

The relationship you are building now is practice for the relationship you may have outside.

If every argument now ends in threats, guilt, control, or resentment, freedom by itself is not going to fix that.

Include Them in Your Future Without Making Them Responsible for It

You can plan together.

Dream together.

Make decisions together.

Talk about housing.

Work.

Family.

Money.

Release.

But your loved one should not become your entire release plan.

You still need your own responsibilities.

Your own goals.

Your own accountability.

A relationship is stronger when two people are building together, not when one person is dragging the whole thing.

Do Not Make Incarceration the Third Person in Every Conversation

This may be the most important part of the chapter.

If every conversation is about:

Prison.

Money.

Parole.

Problems.

Rules.

Visits.

Calls.

Complaints.

Then incarceration starts occupying the entire relationship.

Talk about your relationship too.

Talk about life.

Talk about ideas.

Talk about the future.

Talk about ridiculous things.

Talk about nothing important.

Laugh.

Flirt.

Remember why you liked each other before the institution became the background of every conversation.

HAB Reminder

The relationship is under pressure. That does not mean the relationship is broken.

Ask What the Other Person Needs

You may think you know.

Ask anyway.

Not:

“What do you need emotionally from this relationship right now?”

That sounds like a counseling worksheet.

More like:

“What do you need more of from me?”

“What am I doing that gets on your nerves?”

“What makes you feel close to me?”

“What am I doing that makes this harder?”

Those questions sound simple.

They can open up a whole lot.

Say What You Need Too

Do not wait for somebody to figure it out.

You can say:

“I need you to tell me we’re okay sometimes.”

“I can’t have every call turn into money.”

“When we argue, we’ve got to quit saying we’re done.”

“If you need space, just tell me. Don’t disappear on me.”

“I still want to feel like I’m part of our life even though I’m in here.”

That is real communication.

Clear is better than making somebody guess.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about this same pressure from outside.

They may be carrying responsibilities you cannot fully see.

You may be carrying emotional and environmental pressure they cannot fully understand.

Neither side should have to prove that their pain is greater.

The goal is not deciding who has it worse.

The goal is keeping the relationship from turning both people into enemies.

HAB Reminder

Pain does not need a winner.

Boundaries are not abandonment.

A missed call is not automatically rejection.

A no is not automatically a lack of love.

And most importantly:

Do not make incarceration the third person in every conversation.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 11

Building a Support Circle

Doing time can make your world smaller.

That can make one person on the outside feel like your entire world.

Your spouse.

Your mom.

Your brother.

Your friend.

Whoever keeps answering.

That person may become the one you call when you are angry, scared, bored, broke, confused, worried about paperwork, trying to understand something, planning for release, or just needing to hear a familiar voice.

That connection matters.

But one person cannot safely carry everything forever.

A support system is stronger when it is actually a system.

One Person Cannot Be Every Role

Your main person may love you enough to try.

They may become:


	your emotional support

	your money person

	your paperwork person

	your outside researcher

	your emergency contact

	your family messenger

	your release planner

	your transportation plan

	your housing plan

	your sounding board



That is a lot.

Even when somebody wants to help, too many roles can turn support into exhaustion.

Sometimes the best thing you can do for your strongest supporter is help build a circle around them too.

HAB Reminder

The goal is not to find more people to ask things from.

The goal is to stop one person from having to carry everything.

Different People Can Be Good at Different Things

Not everybody needs the same role.

One person may be good when you need to talk.

Another may understand paperwork.

Another may know how to research something.

Another may be reliable in an emergency.

Another may be good at talking to family.

Another may simply be the person who always answers a letter.

That is useful.

You do not need one perfect person.

You need dependable people in the places where they actually fit.

Pay Attention to Who Actually Shows Up

People will make promises.

“I got you.”

“Anything you need.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

Maybe they mean it.

But support is not measured by the promise.

It is measured by what happens afterward.

Who answers?

Who writes?

Who follows through?

Who remembers?

Who helps without turning it into leverage later?

Who tells you honestly when they cannot help instead of making promises they never keep?

Consistency matters more than big talk.

Do Not Chase Everybody

Some people are going to fade.

That hurts.

Friends.

Family.

People who swore they would stay.

You may spend a long time trying to figure out why.

Sometimes there is an answer.

Sometimes there is not.

You do not have to keep pouring energy into somebody who has made clear they are no longer participating.

Pay attention to the people who do show up.

That is where your energy is more useful.

Your Main Person Needs Backup Too

Think about what happens if your main person:


	gets sick

	loses their phone

	changes jobs

	has a family emergency

	needs a break

	cannot afford something

	simply cannot answer



If your entire outside connection depends on one person, one problem on their side can suddenly become a crisis on yours.

A backup person is not a replacement.

It is another point of connection.

You Do Not Have to Tell Everybody Everything

Building a support circle does not mean giving ten people access to your whole life.

Different people can know different things.

Your emergency contact may need certain information.

Your friend may only need your mailing address.

Your loved one may know details nobody else does.

That is okay.

Support does not require total access.

Privacy still matters.

Be Careful About Making People Choose Sides

Family relationships can get complicated.

Maybe your spouse and your mother do not get along.

Maybe your siblings disagree about your case.

Maybe friends have different opinions about how much support you should receive.

If possible, do not turn every disagreement into:

“If you’re really on my side, you won’t talk to them.”

You may need boundaries.

You may genuinely need distance from someone.

But forcing every support person to fight each other usually leaves you with fewer people, not more.

Support Is Not the Same as Agreement

Someone can support you and still tell you:

“I think that’s a bad idea.”

They can love you and refuse to send money.

They can show up and still disagree with you.

They can believe in your future without agreeing with every decision you make.

Do not mistake disagreement for abandonment.

Sometimes the people who tell you the truth are the most useful people in the circle.

Do Not Burn Out the Person Who Always Answers

This one matters.

If one person answers every call, sends every dollar, handles every crisis, and hears every bad day, it is easy to start expecting that level of access all the time.

Then the first time they cannot give it, you may feel abandoned.

They may simply be exhausted.

If somebody is carrying a lot for you, notice it.

Ask about their life too.

Let them have a bad day.

Let them say:

“I can’t deal with this right now.”

without turning that into:

“So you don’t care anymore?”

Support lasts longer when the supporter is still allowed to be a person.

Build the Circle Before You Need It

The worst time to realize you have only one contact is during a crisis.

You do not need twenty people.

A few reliable connections can make a huge difference.

Think about:


	primary support

	backup support

	emergency contact

	someone good with practical things

	someone you can talk to without everything becoming a crisis



Use your private workbook to keep that information organized.

People in the Same Facility Can Become Part of the Network Indirectly

Your loved one outside may connect with other families or loved ones connected to your unit or facility.

That can be useful.

If normal communication stops, another family may be able to ask a simple question through their person:

“You seen him?”

“She okay?”

“Did they move him?”

That can sometimes answer a basic question without immediately creating an official welfare check.

There is nothing wrong with loved ones knowing each other.

The important part is keeping the network clean.

No prohibited messages.

No hidden transactions.

No money movement.

No turning somebody else's family into a tool for business that should not be happening.

Simple support is enough.

Be Clear About What You Want Done If Communication Stops

Your support circle should know your preferences.

If you miss one call, do you want them to wait?

If nobody hears from you for several days, should they check with another trusted family?

When should they contact the facility?

When would you want a welfare check?

Those decisions are easier to discuss before there is a crisis.

Your workbook will help you build that plan.

You Still Need to Be Part of Your Own Support System

This may sound strange.

But not every difficult moment needs to immediately become somebody else's job.

Sometimes you can:


	wait

	think

	write something down

	cool off

	solve a small problem yourself

	ask a question through the normal process

	decide whether something actually needs outside involvement



Support is valuable.

Dependence on immediate rescue for every problem can make incarceration harder.

Learning when to ask for help and when to handle something yourself is a skill you will need outside too.

Support Should Not Become Control

If someone helps you, that does not mean they own your decisions.

If someone sends money, that does not mean they get to run your life.

If someone handles paperwork, that does not automatically make them your boss.

At the same time, support people have boundaries.

If they say:

“I’ll help with this, but not that,”

that is their right.

Healthy support has limits on both sides.

Some People Belong Outside the Circle

Not everybody who offers help should automatically get access.

Pay attention to people who:


	create constant drama

	repeat private information

	use help as leverage

	manipulate people against each other

	make everything about themselves

	pressure you into risky decisions

	promise far more than they ever deliver



You do not need everybody.

You need the right people.

HAB Reminder

More people does not always mean more support.

Gratitude Matters

You do not owe somebody your life because they help you.

But appreciation matters.

A simple:

“I know you’re doing a lot. Thank you.”

can go a long way.

Especially when somebody has been carrying things quietly for months or years.

Do not wait until release to notice the people who stayed.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about building support from outside.

They are learning that they need people too.

People they can call when they are scared.

People who understand the facility.

People who can help with practical things.

People who remind them they still have a life outside your incarceration.

The goal is not to create a crowd around your relationship.

The goal is to make sure neither one of you is trying to carry everything alone.

HAB Reminder

A support system is stronger when it is actually a system.

You do not need everybody.

You need the right people.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 12

When Communication Suddenly Stops

Sometimes communication just disappears.

No call.

No message.

No explanation.

That can happen even when nothing is wrong.

Phones break.

Tablets stop working.

The unit locks down.

You get moved.

You get sent somewhere else.

You lose access to the phone.

Your contact list gets messed up.

Or something changes so fast that you do not get a chance to explain it before the silence starts.

The most important thing to understand is this:

Silence is information, but it is not automatically bad information.

Your People Outside Are Going to Notice

If you normally call every day and suddenly you do not, your person outside is going to notice.

If you normally message and suddenly there is nothing, they are going to notice.

And if they do not know what is happening, their mind may start filling in the blanks.

That can turn into panic fast.

So when you can, talk about communication gaps before they happen.

Tell them:

“If I disappear for a couple days, don’t automatically assume something happened to me.”

That one sentence can help later.

Lockdowns Can Shut Everything Down

A lockdown can affect:


	phones

	tablets

	movement

	visits

	programs

	regular routines



Sometimes the outside person knows there is a lockdown.

Sometimes they do not.

Sometimes you know how long it is supposed to last.

Sometimes you do not.

If communication disappears during a lockdown, there may be nothing you can do but wait.

That is frustrating.

But it is not the same thing as an emergency.

Equipment Problems Happen

Phones break.

Tablets stop charging.

Systems go down.

Accounts stop working.

Numbers disappear from lists.

Technology can create silence that feels personal when it is really technical.

Before assuming the relationship is the problem, remember:

Sometimes the damn equipment is just broken.

You May Be Moved Without Warning

This one matters.

You may be moved to another unit or another facility without advance notice.

You may not know it is coming.

Your loved one outside definitely may not know it is coming.

Correctional systems do not generally give advance movement information because movement schedules can create security risks.

That means one minute you are where everybody expects you to be.

Then you are not.

You may not get a chance to call before you leave.

You may not get a chance to message.

You may not be able to explain anything while you are in transit.

And the people outside may suddenly have no idea where you went.

HAB Reminder

A transfer can create silence before it creates information.

The Call Usually Comes After You Arrive

Once you reach the next place and intake gets handled, you are often given some opportunity to call home and let people know you made it.

That call may not happen immediately.

There may be intake.

Processing.

Property.

Housing.

Phone access.

Approval.

So if you know transfers are possible, tell your people ahead of time:

“If I disappear out of nowhere, I might’ve been moved. Don’t freak out before you check.”

That gives them another explanation besides the worst one.

Segregation or Disciplinary Placement Can Interrupt Contact Too

If you get moved into segregation, disciplinary housing, or another restricted placement, communication may change.

Phones may be different.

Tablet access may change.

Movement may change.

Your regular routine may disappear.

The outside person may not be told exactly what happened.

That can create a lot of uncertainty.

If you know your communication is going to change and you get any chance to explain it, keep it simple:

“I’m okay. My access is different right now. Don’t panic if you don’t hear from me like normal.”

That may be all they need.

If You Can Warn Them, Warn Them

You cannot always warn them.

But if you know:


	the phones are about to go down

	you are losing tablet access

	your unit is changing

	your call schedule is changing

	something will likely interrupt normal contact



say something when you can.

You do not need a long explanation.

Sometimes:

“Calls might be messed up for a few days. I’m okay.”

is enough.

Build a Plan Before the Silence

Your loved one should know what you want them to do.

If they have not heard from you for one day, maybe nothing.

Two days, maybe still nothing.

Three days, maybe check whether phones are down.

Maybe ask another trusted family member connected to the facility.

Maybe call the facility.

Maybe request a welfare check if there is a real reason to think you are in danger.

That plan should be built when everybody is calm.

Not after three days of panic.

Do Not Take a Welfare Check Personally

You may hate it.

You may not want officers coming down looking for you.

You may feel like your person overreacted.

Maybe they did.

But remember what they had:

Silence.

No explanation.

No access to what you could see.

That does not mean they should request a welfare check every time a call is missed.

It means both sides need to agree on when it actually becomes appropriate.

If You Know They Worry Fast, Help Them With Facts

You know your person.

If they panic after one missed call, tell them what is normal.

If transfers happen with no warning, tell them.

If lockdowns are common, tell them.

If tablet outages happen, tell them.

The more ordinary explanations they know about, the less room fear has to build a story.

Do Not Use Communication Loss as Punishment

If you lose contact because the system takes it away, that is one thing.

If you deliberately stop calling or messaging to punish someone, that is different.

Restricted communication already creates enough anxiety.

Do not add extra uncertainty on purpose unless you are actually trying to create distance.

If you need space, say so when you can.

“I’m mad. I need a minute. I’m not disappearing on you.”

That is a lot different from just going silent.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about what to do when communication suddenly stops.

They are learning to check facts before assuming danger.

You are learning that your silence can feel much bigger to somebody outside who cannot see what is happening.

Neither side needs panic.

Both sides need a plan.

HAB Reminder

Before fear fills in the blanks, check what can actually be checked.

Silence does not automatically mean danger.

A transfer can create silence before it creates information.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 13

Staying Out of Extra Trouble

You are already doing time.

The goal is not to accidentally make it harder.

That sounds obvious.

In practice, it is not always simple.

Inside, one bad decision can affect more than the next hour.

It can affect:


	privileges

	housing

	programs

	classification

	disciplinary history

	jobs

	visits

	phone or tablet access

	release preparation

	parole or other future decisions



Not every mistake becomes a disaster.

But some things that feel small in the moment can grow legs later.

The purpose of this chapter is not to tell you to spend your sentence scared of doing anything wrong.

It is to help you recognize when something deserves a pause before you react.

One Bad Moment Can Create a Much Longer Problem

Sometimes trouble starts with something that lasts thirty seconds.

An argument.

A smart-ass comment.

A favor.

Holding something for somebody.

Getting involved in something that was not yours.

Reacting because you were angry.

Trying to prove a point.

Then the moment is over.

The paperwork is not.

HAB Reminder

The moment may be short.

The consequences may not be.

Write-Ups Matter

A disciplinary write-up may feel like prison being prison.

Sometimes it may seem petty.

Sometimes you may believe it is completely wrong.

Sometimes you may know exactly what you did.

Whatever the situation, do not automatically treat every write-up like it means nothing.

Your disciplinary record can matter later.

A future decision-maker may not have been standing there when it happened.

They may see a record.

That is why it matters to understand:

What were you accused of?

What actually happened?

What was the outcome?

Was there a process for responding or appealing?

You do not need to obsess over every piece of paper.

You do need to know what is going into your record.

“Everybody Does It” Will Not Help Much Later

You will hear this.

“Everybody does that.”

Maybe they do.

If you are the one who gets caught, everybody else is not the one answering for it.

That does not mean you have to become the rule police.

It means:

Make your own decision with your own consequences in mind.

Contraband Is Not Just the Obvious Stuff

People hear the word contraband and think of the biggest prohibited things.

But facilities can define prohibited property much more broadly.

Something can become a problem because:


	you are not allowed to have it

	you are not allowed to have that amount

	it has been altered

	it belongs to someone else

	it is in a place where it is not supposed to be

	you cannot show how you obtained it



Know the rules where you are.

“I didn’t think it mattered” does not always stop a consequence.

Be Careful Holding Things for Other People

This can sound harmless.

“Hold this for me.”

Maybe it is harmless.

Maybe it is not.

Before you take responsibility for somebody else’s property, understand what it is and whether you are allowed to have it.

If it is found with you, the explanation:

“It ain’t mine.”

may not solve the problem.

Do Not Borrow Somebody Else’s Conflict

You may be loyal.

You may want to back somebody up.

You may see something that pisses you off.

But before stepping into somebody else’s argument, ask:

Is this actually mine?

You can turn someone else’s five-minute problem into your own disciplinary issue.

Sometimes staying out of it is not weakness.

Sometimes it is good judgment.

Anger Makes Expensive Decisions

You are going to get angry.

At staff.

At other incarcerated people.

At your loved one.

At the system.

At yourself.

Anger is not the problem.

What you do in the next sixty seconds can be.

If you can walk away, walk away.

If you can shut up for a minute, shut up for a minute.

If you need to write down what happened before responding, do that.

Not because you have to let people disrespect you.

Because sometimes proving a point costs way more than the point was worth.

HAB Reminder

Not every situation needs a reaction.

Some situations need a pause.

Staff Conflict Can Snowball Too

You may believe a staff member is wrong.

They may actually be wrong.

But there is a difference between challenging something through an available process and turning one disagreement into five new problems.

If there is a request process, grievance process, appeal, supervisor, case manager, or another official avenue, learn how it works.

Using a process does not guarantee you will get the answer you want.

It does give you a record of what you did.

Sometimes that matters later.

Learn the Grievance Process Before You Need It

You do not need to file a grievance over every irritation.

But you should understand how the process works where you are.

Questions to know:


	What kinds of issues can be grieved?

	Is there a deadline?

	What form or process is required?

	Who receives it?

	Is there an appeal?

	Do you need copies?



Your private workbook is where you keep dates and records.

The circulating book is not.

Keep Copies When You Can

If you submit something important, keep a copy when possible.

Grievance.

Appeal.

Request.

Program application.

Medical request.

Anything that could matter later.

Memory is not a filing system.

Months from now, the question may become:

“When did you submit that?”

You want a better answer than:

“I don’t know. A while ago.”

Phones and Tablets Can Create Trouble Too

A communication system can feel less serious than physical property.

It is still governed by rules.

Using someone else’s account.

Letting someone use yours.

Trying to work around restrictions.

Passing prohibited messages.

Using communication systems for activity you do not fully understand.

Those things can create consequences too.

If someone shows you a shortcut, understand the shortcut before you take it.

Do Not Let Boredom Make Decisions for You

Boredom is real.

A long sentence can make bad ideas feel more interesting.

Drama can become entertainment.

An argument can become something to do.

A hustle can become excitement.

Ask yourself:

Is this worth what it could cost me?

Sometimes the answer may still be yes.

That is your decision.

But at least make it on purpose.

Your Release Future Is Being Built Now

This is where Chapter 13 starts connecting to the later part of the book.

The person reviewing you later may look at more than the person you are on that exact day.

They may look at patterns.

Have things improved?

Gotten worse?

Stayed the same?

Did you complete programs?

Keep jobs?

Handle conflict differently?

Continue getting disciplinary write-ups?

One mistake is one mistake.

A pattern tells a bigger story.

You have some influence over what that story becomes from here.

Do Not Give Up Because You Already Have a Record

Maybe your disciplinary history is already ugly.

That does not mean:

“Fuck it, it doesn’t matter now.”

It can still matter what happens next.

A bad first year does not require a bad fifth year.

You cannot rewrite yesterday.

You can change the pattern that starts today.

Do Not Let Shame Keep You From Fixing Something

If you screwed up, you screwed up.

That does not mean the only option is doubling down.

Maybe you owe an apology.

Maybe you need to stop dealing with somebody.

Maybe you need to repay something.

Maybe you need to use an official process.

Maybe you need to ask for help.

Fixing what you can is usually more useful than pretending nothing happened.

Your Loved One Outside Can Accidentally Make Things Worse

They may be angry on your behalf.

Really angry.

They may want to call everybody.

Post everything.

Demand answers.

Threaten lawsuits.

Contact staff repeatedly.

Put names all over social media.

Before they do that, ask:

Will this actually help me?

Sometimes outside advocacy is exactly what is needed.

Sometimes it creates attention or conflict you did not ask for.

Talk before they act when you can.

Do Not Use Your Loved One as a Weapon

Do not tell the person outside:

“Call up here and raise hell.”

unless you actually understand what you want them to accomplish.

If you need:


	a record created

	a welfare concern reported

	information requested

	an attorney contacted

	a formal complaint made



say that.

A targeted action is different from:

“Call everybody and make them sorry.”

Know When You Need Help

Some situations are bigger than:

“I’ll handle it.”

If you are facing a serious safety issue, disciplinary issue, legal problem, medical issue, or something that could meaningfully affect your sentence or release, get appropriate help.

That might mean:


	staff

	case management

	medical

	mental-health staff

	an attorney

	a grievance or appeal process

	another official channel



Knowing when something is above your pay grade is a skill.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about how their actions outside can either help or accidentally add problems.

They are learning that anger does not always equal effective advocacy.

You are learning that not every problem inside needs an outside explosion.

The goal is not silence.

The goal is useful action.

HAB Reminder

One bad moment can create a much longer problem.

Not every situation needs a reaction.

Some situations need a pause.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 14

Taking Care of the Person You Still Are

Prison can make your world smaller.

Same walls.

Same routines.

Same people.

Same problems.

Days can start running together.

And somewhere in that, it can become easy to forget that you are still a whole person.

Not just an inmate.

Not just a DOC number.

Not just your charges.

Not just your sentence.

Not just somebody waiting for parole.

You still have a body.

A brain.

A personality.

Beliefs.

Interests.

Things that make you laugh.

Things that piss you off.

Things you want to learn.

People you love.

A future you may still be building.

Taking care of those parts of yourself matters.

Routine Can Help More Than You Think

Inside, you do not control everything about your day.

That makes the parts you can control more important.

Maybe that is:


	getting up at a consistent time

	showering

	making your bed

	exercising

	reading

	writing

	studying

	prayer or faith practice

	working

	taking a class

	cleaning your space



Routine does not magically make prison pleasant.

It gives your day some structure that belongs to you.

HAB Reminder

Control what you can.

Do not let what you cannot control take everything else with it.

Take Care of Your Body

This sounds basic because it is basic.

Basic still matters.

Sleep when you can.

Keep yourself clean.

Move your body.

Drink water.

Pay attention to what you eat when you have choices.

Take medical problems seriously.

Do not wait until something becomes unbearable because you do not want to bother anybody.

Your body is the one thing you are taking through the entire sentence with you.

Treat it like you plan on needing it later.

Learn Your Own Warning Signs

Stress does not always announce itself politely.

Sometimes it looks like:

“Everybody’s getting on my fucking nerves.”

Sometimes it looks like not sleeping.

Or sleeping all the time.

Not eating.

Eating constantly.

Not wanting to talk to anyone.

Picking fights over little things.

Feeling like nothing matters.

Feeling like you need to stay on guard every second.

Thinking about things over and over until you cannot shut your brain off.

Pay attention to what your stress looks like.

If you recognize it earlier, you have a better chance of doing something before it runs the day.

Anger Needs Somewhere to Go

You are going to get angry.

Sometimes for good reasons.

Sometimes because five little things stacked on top of each other and the sixth one caught all of it.

You need somewhere for that energy to go that does not create a new disciplinary problem.

Exercise.

Write.

Walk if you can.

Read.

Pray.

Talk to someone you trust.

Shut up for ten minutes before you say the thing you know is going to make it worse.

Whatever works for you.

The goal is not to never be angry.

The goal is not letting anger drive the damn car every time it shows up.

Boredom Can Be Dangerous Too

Boredom sounds harmless.

It is not always harmless.

When there is nothing to do, drama can start looking interesting.

Bad ideas become entertainment.

Other people’s problems become something to watch.

A hustle can look like a way to make the day move faster.

You already saw in Chapter 13 what a thirty-second decision can cost.

Finding ways to occupy your brain is not just about passing time.

Sometimes it keeps you out of trouble.

Grief Does Not Stop at the Gate

People die while you are inside.

Relationships end.

Children grow up.

Parents get older.

You miss birthdays.

Funerals.

Weddings.

Holidays.

Things happen outside that you cannot get back.

You may grieve your old life too.

The person you used to be.

The years you are losing.

The things you thought would happen by now.

That grief is real.

You do not have to pretend it is not.

And grief does not always look like crying.

Sometimes it looks like anger.

Numbness.

Sleeping.

Not sleeping.

Not wanting to talk.

Feeling nothing when you think you should feel something.

There is no one approved way to grieve.

Ask for Help When You Need It

If you need medical care, ask.

If you need mental-health help, ask.

If you are not sleeping for days.

If you cannot get your thoughts under control.

If you are afraid you may hurt yourself or somebody else.

If you feel like you are coming apart.

Say something.

You do not get extra points for suffering quietly until you break.

HAB Reminder

Needing help does not make you weak.

Pretending you do not need it does not make the problem smaller.

Help May Not Look Perfect

You may ask for help and not like the response.

You may have to ask again.

You may get put on a list.

You may have to use a request process.

You may have to explain yourself more than once.

That is frustrating.

Keep track of what you requested and when.

If something is serious, do not let one frustrating response convince you to stop trying.

Do Not Let Prison Become Your Whole Identity

You live in prison.

That does not mean prison has to become every part of who you are.

Read something because you are interested in it.

Learn something that has nothing to do with your case.

Write.

Draw.

Study a language.

Work on your faith.

Learn a trade.

Follow sports.

Build something if your program allows it.

Whatever reminds you:

“I am still me.”

Keep some of that alive.

Your Case Is Something You Did or Something You Were Convicted Of

It is not the only sentence that can describe you.

Maybe you are:

A father.

Mother.

Husband.

Wife.

Son.

Daughter.

Brother.

Sister.

Friend.

Artist.

Mechanic.

Cook.

Reader.

Musician.

Smart-ass.

Quiet person.

Loud person.

Somebody trying to do better.

You are allowed to have an identity larger than your paperwork.

Do Not Live Only for Release

Release matters.

Parole matters.

Your date matters.

But if every day is only:

“How much longer?”

time can get even heavier.

Build things that matter now.

Finish a class.

Read a book.

Get stronger.

Repair a relationship.

Learn something.

Work.

Write letters.

Make the day count for something other than being one day closer to the end.

Your Loved One Cannot Be Your Only Emotional Outlet

You love them.

You trust them.

That does not mean every emotion has to land on the same person outside.

If every call becomes:

“I’m losing it.”

“I’m pissed.”

“Fix this.”

“I can’t do this.”

eventually that person may start drowning with you.

Your support circle exists for a reason.

Use different people appropriately.

Use available mental-health or spiritual support when you need it.

Write things out.

Not every feeling needs to be immediately transferred outside.

But Do Not Shut Them Out Either

The opposite is not healthy either.

Do not decide:

“I’m protecting them, so I’m never going to tell them when I’m struggling.”

They do not need every detail.

But if you are having a genuinely hard time, the people who love you may need to know enough to support you.

You can say:

“I’m having a rough week. I don’t need you to fix it. I just need you to know.”

That is different from dumping everything on them.

You Are Allowed to Have Good Days

You can laugh in prison.

You can enjoy a meal.

You can have a good workout.

You can make a friend.

You can be proud of something.

You can have a decent day.

That does not mean you forgot why you are there.

It does not mean you are not taking your sentence seriously.

Human beings are allowed to experience good moments in bad places.

Protect the Things That Make You Human

Humor.

Faith.

Curiosity.

Creativity.

Love.

Goals.

Kindness.

Music.

Learning.

Whatever those things are for you.

Hold onto them.

You are going to need them now.

And you may need them even more when you get out.

Start Building the Person Who Is Going Home

Eventually, if you are released, you are going to take yourself with you.

Not just your paperwork.

Not just your parole plan.

You.

The habits you build now matter.

How you deal with stress.

How you communicate.

How you handle anger.

How you take care of your health.

How you fill your time.

How you ask for help.

Those things cross the gate with you.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about taking care of themselves outside.

They may be exhausted.

Guilty.

Losing sleep.

Organizing their life around calls and visits.

Forgetting they still have hobbies, friends, health needs, and a future too.

Neither one of you stays strong by disappearing inside the other person’s needs.

HAB Reminder

You are still a person.

Not just a prisoner.

Not just a case.

Not just somebody waiting for release.

Take care of the person you are now while you build the person you want to become.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 15

Programs, Work & Education

Time inside can either feel like something happening to you or something you are still doing something with.

You do not control every opportunity.

You may not get into the program you want.

There may be waitlists.

Staff shortages.

Limited seats.

Transfers.

Eligibility rules.

Programs that disappear.

Programs that look better on paper than they feel in real life.

That is all true.

But when there is something useful available, it is worth asking:

What can I get out of this?

Not just:

“How does this look?”

But:

“What can I actually learn?”

Do Something With the Time When You Can

You do not have to turn your sentence into some inspirational movie.

You do not have to pretend prison is a gift.

It is not.

But if you are going to be there anyway, anything you can build that belongs to you matters.

A GED.

A certificate.

A trade.

A work history.

A skill.

A class.

A treatment completion.

A new way of handling anger.

A better understanding of money.

Something you did not know before.

That is still yours.

HAB Reminder

Do something with the time when you can.

Education Still Counts

If you do not have your GED, that may be one of the most useful places to start.

If you do have it, look at what else is available.

Depending on the facility, there may be:


	basic education

	GED preparation

	college courses

	correspondence programs

	literacy programs

	computer or digital-literacy training

	vocational education

	trade certifications

	life-skills classes



Not everything will fit your goals.

That is okay.

You do not need every program.

You need useful ones.

A Certificate Is Useful. A Skill Is Better.

A certificate can matter later.

It can show completion.

Consistency.

Effort.

Participation.

But the paper itself is not the whole point.

Ask:

Can I actually do something now that I could not do before?

If yes, that matters.

If you leave with a stack of certificates and no usable skill, the stack is less useful than it looks.

HAB Reminder

A certificate is useful.

A skill is better.

Having both is best.

Work Assignments Matter Too

A prison job may not feel like a career.

It may not pay much.

But it can still teach things that matter:


	showing up

	following a schedule

	taking direction

	working with people you do not like

	completing tasks

	learning equipment

	food service

	maintenance

	cleaning

	warehouse work

	clerical work

	other practical skills



And later, being able to say:

“I worked consistently for two years.”

can matter more than:

“I sat around waiting for release.”

Keep Track of What You Actually Did

Do not wait until years later to remember.

Write down:


	program name

	start date

	completion date

	certificate earned

	skills learned

	work assignment

	supervisor if appropriate

	hours or length of participation

	anything important about the program



Your workbook is where the details go.

Your loved one outside may also keep backup copies when possible.

Waitlists Are Not Failure

You may want a program and not get in.

That does not mean you did nothing.

If there is a waitlist, get on it.

If there is another option, ask about it.

If you are transferred, find out whether you need to apply again.

Keep track of what you tried to access.

Sometimes the record that you kept trying matters too.

Do Not Let One Bad Program Sour You on Everything

Some programs will be badly run.

Some may feel pointless.

Some may not teach what you expected.

That happens outside too.

Take what is useful.

Leave what is not.

Then look for the next thing.

Treatment Is Still a Program

Substance-use treatment.

Anger management.

Behavioral programs.

Mental-health treatment.

Trauma-related programs.

Relationship or parenting classes.

Those are not “less than” academic or vocational programs.

If something addresses a real issue in your life, it may be one of the most useful things you do inside.

The point is not to collect respectable-looking paperwork.

The point is to become more capable of staying outside later.

Do Not Pick Programs Only Because They “Look Good”

Parole and release matter.

Yes, some programs may help demonstrate progress.

But if you only choose things because you think someone wants to see them, you may miss the program that would actually help you.

Ask:

What problem do I need to solve?

What skill do I need?

What would make outside life easier?

What do I keep screwing up that I could work on now?

That is where the useful choices usually are.

Know What Programs Matter for Your Own Case

Some programs may be recommended or required.

Others may affect classification, eligibility, release planning, or future opportunities.

Find out what applies to you.

Not what somebody else says applied to them three years ago.

Verify what you can.

Do Not Compare Your Progress to Somebody Else’s

Someone may have access to a program you cannot get into.

Someone may finish faster.

Someone may have more education already.

Someone may be in a different facility with better options.

Fine.

Your job is to build from where you are.

Small Progress Still Counts

Maybe the big vocational program is not available yet.

Can you:

Read more?

Work?

Take a short class?

Start GED prep?

Join treatment?

Learn budgeting?

Practice writing?

Improve communication?

Build a routine?

Small progress is still progress.

Programs Can Help With Identity Too

It matters to be able to think of yourself as more than:

“I’m doing time.”

Maybe you become:

“I’m learning culinary.”

“I’m working on my GED.”

“I’m in a welding program.”

“I’m taking treatment seriously.”

“I’m working every day.”

Those things can help rebuild identity around something other than the sentence.

Ask What Transfers Outside

When possible, ask:

Does this certification mean anything outside?

Will an employer recognize it?

Does the skill transfer?

Do I need another credential after release?

Is there an outside program that continues this work?

Not every inside program transfers neatly.

Knowing that early helps you plan.

Keep the Proof

Certificates disappear.

Paper gets lost.

People get transferred.

Property gets packed.

If you earn something important, protect the record.

Keep the original where you safely can.

Send or give a copy outside if possible.

Write down the details.

Chapter 16 is going to go much deeper into documentation.

Your Loved One Can Encourage Without Running the Show

The person outside may research programs.

Find resources.

Keep copies.

Cheer you on.

That can help.

But the program still belongs to you.

If somebody outside is more invested in your progress than you are, eventually both people get frustrated.

You have to own your part.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about helping you build without turning into your parent.

They are learning how to encourage, research, keep records, and celebrate progress without making every call:

“Did you sign up for that yet?”

Both sides need the same balance.

Support the progress.

Do not turn the relationship into supervision.

HAB Reminder

Do something with the time when you can.

A certificate is useful.

A skill is better.

Having both is best.

And:

The goal is not to look busy.

The goal is to leave more capable than you came in.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 16

Keep the Receipts on Your Progress

You can do a lot of work inside.

Finish programs.

Hold jobs.

Earn certificates.

Complete treatment.

Take classes.

File grievances.

Resolve disciplinary issues.

Apply for things.

Get denied.

Get approved.

Wait six months.

Try again.

And then later somebody asks:

“Do you have proof?”

That is where paperwork suddenly matters.

The work you did is important.

The record of the work matters too.

Memory Is Not a Filing System

You may think:

“I’ll remember when I finished that.”

Maybe.

Two years from now?

After a transfer?

After five other programs?

After a property move?

After your paperwork gets mixed together?

Probably not as clearly as you think.

Write things down.

Dates.

Names.

Program titles.

What you submitted.

What happened.

What you were told.

What you received.

HAB Reminder

Memory is not a filing system.

If It Matters, Keep Proof

Keep records of things that may matter later.

That can include:


	program certificates

	education records

	transcripts

	work assignments

	work evaluations

	treatment completions

	applications

	denials

	approvals

	disciplinary outcomes

	grievance paperwork

	appeals

	important requests

	identification documents

	correspondence connected to something important

	anything else that shows what you actually did



You do not need to keep every scrap of paper you touch.

But if something may matter later, think twice before throwing it away.

Your Future May Depend on Things You Did Years Ago

You may eventually need documentation for:


	parole

	release planning

	employment

	housing

	education

	licensing

	reentry programs

	supervision

	benefits

	identification

	legal matters



Something that feels small today may become the thing somebody asks for later.

That is why keeping records as you go is easier than trying to recreate years of history at the end.

Keep Track of Programs Even Before You Finish Them

Do not record only completed programs.

Keep track of:


	when you applied

	whether you were accepted

	whether you were waitlisted

	whether the program was unavailable

	whether you were transferred before you could attend

	whether you completed it

	why you did not complete it, if that matters



There is a difference between:

“I never did the program.”

and:

“I applied twice, sat on the waitlist, and then got transferred before a seat opened.”

Documentation can show that difference.

A Denial Is Still a Record

If you applied for something and were denied, keep the denial.

That may show:


	you tried

	why you were not eligible

	what you need to change

	whether you can apply again

	when you can apply again



Do not assume a denial is worthless paperwork.

Sometimes it tells you exactly what needs to happen next.

Keep Disciplinary Outcomes, Not Just Accusations

If you receive a write-up, keep track of the final outcome.

Was it sustained?

Dismissed?

Reduced?

Appealed?

Modified?

Do not let the only record you keep be the original accusation if something later changed.

The outcome matters.

Grievances Need a Paper Trail Too

If you submit a grievance or appeal, record:


	what you filed

	when you filed it

	who received it if known

	response date

	outcome

	appeal deadline

	next step



If you can keep copies, keep them.

If you cannot keep a physical copy, at least record the important information in your private workbook.

Work History Counts

A prison job may not feel like something worth documenting.

Document it anyway.

Write down:


	job

	department

	dates

	duties

	skills

	evaluations

	supervisor information when appropriate

	any certificate or training connected to it



Later, you may be trying to explain what you did for three years.

“I worked in the kitchen”

is useful.

“I worked in food service from March 2025 through August 2027, handled inventory, sanitation, prep, and daily production”

is much more useful.

Education Records Matter

If you earn:


	GED

	credits

	certifications

	transcripts

	college coursework

	vocational education



keep the proof.

Ask how records can be obtained later.

If there is a transcript, know who maintains it.

Your loved one outside may be able to keep a backup copy where appropriate.

Send Backup Copies Outside When You Can

Paper gets lost.

Property gets moved.

People get transferred.

Things get damaged.

If you have someone trustworthy outside and it is allowed, send or provide copies of important documents.

That does not mean giving them every paper you own.

It means creating a backup for the things that would be hard to replace.

HAB Reminder

One copy is a document.

Two copies is a plan.

Organize It So You Can Find It

A pile of paperwork is better than nothing.

An organized pile is better.

Use simple categories.

For example:

Education

Programs

Work

Medical

Disciplinary

Grievances

Legal

Identification

Release

Whatever makes sense for you.

The goal is not to build some perfect filing system.

The goal is to be able to find the damn thing when somebody asks for it.

Write the Date on Everything

If something does not already have a clear date, write one in your private record.

When did you submit it?

When did you receive it?

When did the program start?

When did it end?

When did you ask?

When did they answer?

Dates turn vague memories into usable information.

Keep Important Names Too

Who told you?

Who signed it?

Who was your instructor?

Who supervised the job?

Who handled the request?

You may not need every name forever.

But sometimes the person connected to the record helps establish what happened.

Do Not Assume the Facility Will Always Have It Easy to Find

Maybe the facility has a copy.

Maybe the system has a record.

Maybe somebody can pull it up later.

Maybe.

You do not control that.

Keep what you reasonably can control.

If something matters to your future, do not rely entirely on:

“They should have it somewhere.”

Progress That Is Hard to Document Still Matters

Not everything comes with paper.

Maybe you:

stopped getting write-ups.

handled conflict better.

became more responsible.

rebuilt a relationship.

developed a routine.

became dependable at work.

Those things still matter.

But when progress can be documented, document it.

The harder-to-measure changes can be supported later by the records that show the overall pattern.

Build the File Before You Need the File

Do not wait until six weeks before parole.

Do not wait until release is suddenly possible.

Do not wait until somebody says:

“We need everything by Friday.”

Build the file as you go.

A little at a time.

That is much easier than trying to rebuild your entire incarceration history at the last minute.

Your Loved One Outside Can Be the Backup, Not the Whole System

If you have somebody trustworthy outside, they can help keep copies.

That is useful.

But do not make them responsible for remembering every date and every document you ever received.

You should know your own record too.

The strongest system is:

you keep track inside

and

they keep backup outside.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about keeping backup records without becoming your full-time secretary.

They are learning how to organize what matters.

You are learning how to make sure the work you did does not disappear just because the paperwork did.

HAB Reminder

If it matters, keep proof.

Memory is not a filing system.

Build the file before you need the file.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 17

Preparing for Release Starts Now

You may still have a long way to go.

That is exactly why this chapter matters.

Release preparation should not begin when somebody hands you a hearing date.

It should not begin ninety days before you walk out.

And it definitely should not begin when the gate opens.

By the middle of your sentence, you should already be asking:

What is going to have to be true for me to actually make it outside?

Not just get out.

Stay out.

That is a different question.

Release Is Still Far Away—Until Suddenly It Is Not

For a long time, release can feel abstract.

Someday.

Later.

Eventually.

Then one day somebody gives you a date.

Or a hearing gets scheduled.

Or your mandatory release gets close enough to see.

And suddenly all the things that felt like “later” become:

“We need this now.”

That is how people end up scrambling.

You do not have to know every answer yet.

You do need to start identifying the questions.

HAB Reminder

Release preparation does not start at the gate.

Start With What You Already Know

By now, you should have some idea of:


	your sentence

	important dates

	possible parole or release eligibility

	what programs you have completed

	what is still unfinished

	your disciplinary history

	what documentation you have

	who is still in your support circle

	what problems keep following you



That is your starting point.

Not somebody else’s sentence.

Yours.

Know Your Dates

You do not need to stare at the calendar every day.

But you should know the important dates connected to your case.

What date matters next?

When can you become eligible for something?

When might a hearing happen?

When does a program requirement need to be completed?

What document expires?

When can you reapply for something you were denied?

Put the important dates somewhere you can find them.

A future plan is hard to build around:

“I think it’s sometime next year.”

Get Your Identification Situation Straight

Coming home without identification can make almost everything harder.

Work.

Housing.

Banking.

Benefits.

Medical care.

Transportation.

Phones.

School.

Other services.

Start finding out what exists.

What is expired?

What is missing?

What can be handled while you are still inside?

What will have to happen after release?

Do not assume you can fix every ID problem in one afternoon after you walk out.

Keep Building Your Record

Chapter 16 was about keeping the proof.

Now ask what the proof is actually showing.

Programs completed.

Work.

Education.

Treatment.

Reduced disciplinary problems.

Consistency.

Skills.

Improved behavior.

The record does not need to show perfection.

It should ideally show movement.

If there is still something in your record that keeps hurting you, you have time to work on the pattern now.

Housing Is More Than an Address

Eventually somebody may ask:

“Where are you going to live?”

You need a better answer than:

“My girl’s house.”

Or:

“With family somewhere.”

Start thinking realistically.

Is the housing actually available?

Will the person still be willing years from now?

Are there supervision restrictions?

Does everybody in the household agree?

Is there enough space?

What happens if that plan falls through?

You do not need a signed lease at the midpoint of your sentence.

You do need to understand that housing is something to build toward, not something to invent the week before release.

Release May Mean a Halfway House First

This is important.

Release does not always mean:

“I walk out and go home.”

Sometimes the path is:

halfway house first.

That can mean another application.

Another packet.

Another approval process.

Another set of rules.

Another waiting period.

And another place you may have to live before you can move into the home you ultimately want.

If halfway housing or community corrections may be part of your release path, start learning the process early.

Ask:


	what paperwork or packet is required

	who submits it

	what facilities or programs are possible

	what acceptance criteria matter

	what can cause a denial

	whether interviews are required

	what documents you need

	what happens if the first placement says no

	whether you can apply somewhere else

	what rules you will have once you get there

	what happens before you can transition to another residence



Do not assume halfway housing is automatic just because you are otherwise eligible for release.

And do not assume one denial means there is nowhere else to go.

HAB Reminder

Getting released and getting home may be two different steps.

A Halfway House Is Still Part of the Release Plan

If that is the path available to you, treat it like part of the plan.

Not like a failure.

You may still be:

working.

saving money.

attending treatment.

meeting supervision requirements.

building routine.

earning trust.

working toward the home placement you actually want.

The point is movement toward stability.

Not whether your first night outside happens in the bedroom you imagined.

Employment Is More Than “I’ll Get a Job”

Maybe you have work experience.

Maybe you do not.

Maybe your record limits certain jobs.

Maybe licensing matters.

Maybe transportation matters.

Maybe the job you want requires training you still need.

Start asking:

What can I realistically do when I get out?

What skill am I building now that helps with that?

What barrier do I already know I am going to face?

“I’ll work” is a goal.

A plan is:

what kind of work, what do I need for it, and what can I start building now?

Transportation Matters More Than People Think

How are you getting to:


	work

	parole or supervision

	treatment

	medical appointments

	court

	the store

	job interviews

	school



Do not assume:

“Somebody will take me.”

Maybe they will.

For a while.

What happens after that?

Transportation is one of those little things that can become a huge problem after release if nobody thought about it beforehand.

Money Starts Before Release Too

You do not need the full release budget yet.

That belongs in Volume 3.

But you should start thinking about:


	what money you may have

	what you will need immediately

	what the person outside can actually help with

	what they are willing to help with

	what expenses will become yours

	what financial habits you need to learn now



If you have never managed a real outside budget, admit that.

There is no shame in needing to learn.

There is a problem with pretending you already know.

Healthcare Does Not Disappear at the Gate

If you take medication, need ongoing treatment, have a chronic condition, need mental-health care, or have another health issue, release planning eventually needs to account for that.

Who will provide care?

How will medication continue?

What paperwork will you need?

What happens if there is a gap?

Again, you are not solving all of this today.

You are identifying what cannot be forgotten later.

Your Loved One Is Not the Release Plan

This needs to be said plainly.

Your loved one may help with:

Housing.

Research.

Money.

Documents.

Transportation.

Clothes.

Phone.

Applications.

Halfway-house information.

Support.

But they are not the plan.

If the entire release strategy is:

“My person will handle it.”

you do not have a release plan.

You have a person carrying one.

HAB Reminder

Support is part of the plan.

Support is not the whole plan.

Ask What They Are Actually Willing to Do

Do not assume.

Maybe your loved one can let you live with them.

Maybe they cannot.

Maybe they can afford to help with a phone.

Maybe they are not willing to pay for one long-term.

Maybe they can drive you for the first month.

Maybe they cannot become your permanent transportation.

Maybe they can help research halfway houses.

That does not mean they can complete the entire process for you.

Have the conversations early.

Not because everything needs to be decided today.

Because assumptions get expensive later.

Talk About Home Before You Come Home

If you are returning to a spouse, partner, parent, sibling, or family household, things changed while you were gone.

Routines changed.

Furniture moved.

Kids grew up.

People got used to doing things their own way.

You changed too.

Do not assume coming home means stepping back into the exact life you left.

And if you may go to a halfway house first, understand that homecoming may happen in stages.

You may be released.

Then transition.

Then finally move home.

Start talking now.

What does everyone expect?

What privacy does each person need?

What household responsibilities will you have?

What does money look like?

What happens if you disagree?

You do not need to solve every argument years ahead of time.

But pretending none of those things will matter is not a plan either.

What Skills Are You Still Missing?

By the midpoint, you have enough time to ask honestly:

What am I not ready for yet?

Maybe it is:


	budgeting

	technology

	anger

	relationships

	parenting

	work

	transportation

	recovery

	cooking

	paperwork

	scheduling

	asking for help

	being alone

	making decisions without somebody telling you what to do



That is not a list of failures.

That is a list of things you still have time to work on.

“I’ll Figure It Out” Is Not a Complete Plan

You will figure some things out.

Everybody does.

But there are things you do not want to improvise if you can avoid it.

Housing.

Halfway-house placement.

Identification.

Medication.

Employment.

Transportation.

Supervision.

Basic money.

Those deserve more than:

“We’ll see.”

The Relationship May Start Feeling Different as Release Gets More Real

You may notice something changing.

You may get more excited.

More scared.

More irritable.

You may want to talk about release constantly.

Or you may suddenly not want to talk about it at all.

Your loved one may notice too.

That does not automatically mean something is wrong with the relationship.

Sometimes the possibility of release brings pressure that neither person expected.

We are going to talk much more about that in the next chapter.

For now, just notice it.

Hope Needs Somewhere to Land

Hope matters.

You need it.

The person outside may need it too.

But hope works better when there is something under it.

A document.

A plan.

A skill.

A halfway-house application.

A backup.

A conversation.

A real next step.

HAB Reminder

Hope is important.

A plan gives hope somewhere to land.

Do Not Try to Build the Whole Thing Today

This is midpoint preparation.

Not release week.

You do not need a finished parole packet by tonight.

You do not need final housing.

You do not need every halfway-house packet submitted tomorrow.

You do not need your first-day outfit picked out.

The goal is to stop treating release like a future problem that belongs to somebody else.

Start building the pieces.

Slowly.

Correctly.

While you still have time to change them.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about beginning release preparation without becoming your entire reentry department.

They are starting to think about housing, halfway-house possibilities, finances, documents, transportation, employment, healthcare, household expectations, and what they are actually willing to take on.

Both of you are moving from:

“Someday you’ll come home.”

to:

“What would coming home actually require?”

HAB Reminder

Release preparation does not start at the gate.

Getting released and getting home may be two different steps.

Support is part of the plan. It is not the whole plan.

Hope is important. A plan gives hope somewhere to land.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 18

Prepare for Yes — and Prepare for No

At some point, parole or release stops being something you talk about in the future.

It becomes a date.

A hearing.

A decision somebody else is going to make.

And that can mess with your head in ways you did not expect.

You may have spent years saying:

“When I get out…”

Then suddenly there is a real possibility that somebody is going to tell you whether that happens now—or not yet.

Hope gets bigger.

So does fear.

Sometimes both happen at the same time.

You May Start Acting Different Before You Realize It

As the hearing gets closer, you may notice yourself changing.

Calling less.

Talking less.

Getting irritated faster.

Avoiding conversations about release.

Not wanting to hear plans.

Not wanting to look at apartments.

Not wanting to talk about the first meal or the first night home.

Maybe you do not even know why.

Part of you may be thinking:

“Why am I gonna get excited just so they can tell me no again?”

That does not automatically mean you stopped caring.

Sometimes pulling back is how people try to protect themselves from disappointment.

HAB Reminder

Distance can be fear wearing different clothes.

Hope Can Be Scary Too

People think fear comes from believing something bad will happen.

Sometimes fear comes from believing something good actually might.

If you have been inside a long time, release changes everything.

Where you sleep.

What you eat.

Who you are around.

How much freedom you have.

How many decisions you have to make.

What people expect from you.

What you expect from yourself.

You may want out more than anything and still be scared shitless of getting out.

Both can be true.

You May Be Leaving People You Love Too

This is one of the things people outside may never think about.

You can hate prison and still love people inside it.

Those are not opposites.

You may have spent years living beside somebody.

Eating together.

Working together.

Laughing together.

Watching each other go through deaths, denials, divorces, bad news, good news, lockdowns, fights, birthdays, and years nobody outside got to see.

Some of those people become friends.

Some become family in every way except blood.

Some become brothers.

And when release starts becoming real, another thought can show up:

“I’m gonna miss these motherfuckers.”

That can feel confusing.

You have wanted to leave for years.

Now leaving means losing people too.

Missing Them Does Not Mean You Want to Stay

You can be excited to go home and sad about who you are leaving behind.

You can count the days and still dread the last goodbye.

You can know prison is not where you belong and still know some of the people there mattered deeply to you.

That is grief.

It does not cancel out freedom.

HAB Reminder

You can be ready to leave the place and still not be ready to leave every person in it.

Some Friendships May Not Follow You Outside

That can hurt too.

The person may still have years left.

Life sentences.

No release date.

Different facilities.

Communication restrictions.

Maybe you know the friendship will change the minute you walk through the gate.

Maybe you do not know whether you will ever see that person again.

That loss can start before release actually happens.

Give yourself room to feel it.

You do not need to act like everybody inside suddenly stopped mattering because parole said yes.

There May Be Guilt About Leaving

You may even feel guilty.

“Why me?”

“He deserved a shot too.”

“I’m getting out and he’s still got twenty years.”

“How am I supposed to go home and leave my brother here?”

That can be real.

But staying emotionally stuck inside does not help the people you care about.

If someone you love inside wants something for you, there is a good chance it is:

“Get the hell out and don’t come back.”

Honor the relationship by doing exactly that.

The People Outside May Be More Excited Than You Are

Your loved one may be planning.

Housing.

Clothes.

Food.

Transportation.

Work.

Visits.

The first night.

The first week.

They may be saying:

“You got this.”

“They’re gonna say yes.”

“Everything’s gonna work out.”

They mean well.

They are trying to keep hope alive.

But sometimes what you actually need is room to say:

“I’m scared they’re gonna tell me no.”

Or:

“I’m happy to get out, but I’m gonna miss people in here.”

without somebody immediately trying to correct the feeling.

Toxic Positivity Is Still Pressure

Hope helps.

Pretending a bad outcome is impossible does not.

If every time you admit fear somebody answers with:

“Nope. We’re not putting that energy out there.”

you may eventually stop talking about what you are actually feeling.

That is not encouragement anymore.

That is pressure to perform confidence you may not have.

You can be hopeful and still say:

“I’m scared.”

You can be excited and still say:

“This is gonna be weird.”

You can want freedom and still grieve leaving people behind.

You can believe in your plan and still prepare for no.

HAB Reminder

Hope is not the same thing as pretending no is impossible.

Prepare for the Yes

If the answer is yes, you need a plan.

What happens next?

Where are you going?

Halfway house?

Community corrections?

Home?

What paperwork needs to happen?

Who gets called?

What transportation is needed?

What money is available?

What rules start immediately?

What appointments happen first?

And emotionally:

Who do you need to say goodbye to?

What relationships do you want to try to maintain appropriately?

What do you need to accept may change?

A yes is good news.

It is also the beginning of another process.

Prepare for the No Too

Nobody wants to build a plan for the answer they do not want.

Do it anyway.

If the answer is no:

Who do you call first?

Who should you not call while you are still furious?

How long do you give yourself before making major decisions?

What paperwork do you need?

What reason was given?

What can be improved?

What is the next eligibility date?

What continues even though the timeline changed?

A no hurts less chaotically when there is already a next step.

The First Reaction Does Not Have to Be the Final Reaction

You may be furious.

Embarrassed.

Crushed.

Numb.

You may want to say:

“Fuck all of this.”

That feeling may be real.

It does not have to become the plan.

Do not let one bad hour create a disciplinary problem that makes the next hearing harder.

Do not throw away programs.

Do not blow up the relationship.

Do not decide everything was pointless.

Give the first reaction somewhere to go that is not directly into your future.

A No Does Not Mean the Work Was Wasted

If you built housing.

Completed programs.

Improved your disciplinary record.

Worked.

Got documents together.

Built support.

None of that disappears because the board said no today.

The timeline changed.

The work did not become worthless.

Some of that work may become exactly what strengthens the next attempt.

Read What the Decision Actually Says

Once the initial emotion settles, find out:

Why?

What reason was given?

Was something missing?

Was there a concern about housing?

Employment?

Programs?

Behavior?

Risk?

Support?

Something else?

Do not build the next plan around:

“They just hate me.”

Maybe the decision feels unfair.

You still need to know what the actual record says.

Information gives you something to work with.

Do Not Let Shame Make You Hide From the People Who Helped

A denial can feel like:

“I let everybody down.”

You did not make the decision.

You may have things to improve.

That is different.

Do not disappear from the people who spent months helping because you are embarrassed.

They may be hurting too.

Let them have their feelings.

Let yourself have yours.

Then figure out what comes next.

Your Loved One May Be Falling Apart Too

You are the person who heard no inside.

They may be the person who heard no sitting alone in a car.

At work.

At home.

In a parking lot.

They may have spent months believing this was the day everything changed.

Now they have to drive home with the same life they had yesterday.

Both sides get hit.

Neither side has to carry the other person’s whole reaction in the first five minutes.

Give Each Other Room

If your loved one sounds devastated, you do not have to fix them.

If you are devastated, they do not have to magically make you hopeful.

Sometimes the first conversation is:

“This fucking sucks.”

And:

“Yeah. It does.”

That can be enough for the moment.

Do Not Turn a Denial Into a Relationship Test

Avoid:

“If you really believed in me, you wouldn’t be upset.”

Or:

“If you loved me, you’d stay positive.”

Or:

“Maybe this happened because you didn’t do enough.”

No.

A denial is hard enough without turning it into proof of who loves who correctly.

If You Have Been Pulling Away, Say Why

If you notice yourself becoming distant as the hearing gets closer, try to say something before your loved one invents a reason.

Even:

“I know I’ve been weird lately. I’m just trying not to get my hopes too high.”

Or:

“I’m excited to leave, but I’ve got people in here I’m gonna miss too.”

That can prevent a lot of damage.

They may have been thinking:

“He doesn’t want me anymore.”

while you were thinking:

“I can’t survive getting excited and hearing no.”

Or:

“I don’t know how to say goodbye to people who became family.”

Those are very different stories.

Sometimes the Relationship Really Is Changing

Not every bit of distance is fear.

Sometimes a relationship changes.

Sometimes the closer release gets, the clearer it becomes that the future two people imagined may not be the future both still want.

That is painful.

It is also possible.

Be honest when you can.

Do not keep somebody emotionally or financially committed to a future you already know you do not intend to build.

If their housing, money, address, or support is part of your release plan, that makes honesty even more important.

Support should be part of a relationship.

It should not be the only reason the relationship exists.

Do Not Use Somebody Until the Gate Opens

Some people maintain relationships because the person outside provides:


	housing

	a parole address

	money

	transportation

	paperwork help

	emotional support



and then once release happens, the relationship disappears.

That is not every relationship.

Not even close.

But it does happen.

If you know you do not want the relationship anymore, do not keep somebody planning your future under false assumptions just because their support is useful.

Give them enough truth to make their own decision.

HAB Reminder

Do not accuse somebody based on fear.

Do not use somebody because their help is useful.

What If the Answer Is Yes and You Are Still Scared?

That is allowed.

A yes can bring relief and panic together.

You may think:

“This is what I wanted. Why am I freaking out?”

Because wanting freedom and knowing how to live with freedom are two different things.

And leaving prison also means leaving routines, roles, and people you may have known for years.

That is a lot of change at once.

A yes does not mean you should suddenly know how to feel about all of it.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about what happens when hope, fear, parole, distance, denial, friendship, grief, and release all start pushing on the relationship at the same time.

They are learning not to force positivity on you.

You are learning not to shut them out because you are afraid to hope.

Both sides are preparing for either answer—and for the emotional reality that even a yes can come with loss.

HAB Reminder

Prepare for the answer you want.

Prepare for the answer you do not want.

Then neither answer gets to leave you with nothing.

Hope is not the same thing as pretending no is impossible.

You can be ready to leave the place and still not be ready to leave every person in it.

A no changes the timeline. It does not erase the work.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 19

Getting Ready for the Outside

You are not at the gate yet.

That matters.

Because this chapter is not about pretending release is tomorrow.

It is about making sure that when tomorrow finally gets close, you are not starting from nothing.

Everything you have been doing up to this point starts coming together here.

The programs.

The work.

The paperwork.

The IDs.

The support people.

The housing ideas.

The halfway-house possibilities.

The money conversations.

The transportation questions.

The medical needs.

The lessons you learned the hard way.

This is where those pieces stop being separate.

This is where they start becoming a plan.

You Do Not Need a Finished Packet Today

You need a beginning.

That is different.

You are not expected to have every answer.

You are not expected to know exactly where you will live years from now.

You are not expected to have a job waiting before you are even eligible to leave.

But you should be able to start saying:

“Here is what I have.”

“Here is what I still need.”

“Here is what I am working on.”

“Here is what could get in the way.”

That is the beginning of a real release plan.

HAB Reminder

You do not need to be ready to walk out today.

You need to know what still has to happen before you do.

Start Building the File

Up to now, you have been collecting pieces.

Now start putting them together.

Your release or parole file may eventually include things like:


	identification documents

	education records

	program certificates

	treatment completions

	work history

	work evaluations

	disciplinary records and outcomes

	grievance records when relevant

	support contacts

	housing possibilities

	halfway-house or community-corrections information

	employment possibilities

	transportation planning

	medical and medication information

	release dates or eligibility dates

	important correspondence

	anything else that shows what you have done and what you are planning



The final packet comes later.

This is the starter file.

Build It in Categories

Do not make one giant pile.

Use sections.

Something like:

Identity

Education

Programs

Treatment

Work

Disciplinary

Housing

Halfway Housing

Employment

Transportation

Medical

Support

Release Dates

Missing Items

Simple is fine.

The point is to be able to find what matters.

Know What You Already Have

Go through the record you built in Chapter 16.

What is complete?

What is current?

What is expired?

What has a backup outside?

What still needs a copy?

What exists only in your memory?

If you cannot prove something yet, that does not mean it did not happen.

It means you need to figure out whether proof can still be obtained.

Know What Is Missing

This matters just as much.

Missing birth certificate?

Write it down.

No state ID plan?

Write it down.

No housing backup?

Write it down.

No idea whether halfway housing applies?

Write it down.

No work evaluation?

Write it down.

No transportation plan besides:

“Somebody will take me.”

Write that down too.

A missing piece is easier to fix when you admit it exists.

Turn Assumptions Into Conversations

You may think:

“I’m going home to my wife.”

Did you ask her?

Recently?

You may think:

“My brother will drive me.”

Did he agree to that?

You may think:

“My mom will help with money.”

Did you talk about how much?

You may think:

“They’ll let me use their address.”

Did they actually say yes?

Release plans fall apart when assumptions pretend to be agreements.

HAB Reminder

If another person is part of your plan, make sure they know they are part of your plan.

Start With Housing

Where are you realistically trying to go?

Home?

Family?

Halfway house?

Community corrections?

Another approved residence?

What is Plan A?

What is Plan B?

What could block either one?

Housing does not need to be finalized today.

It does need to become more real than:

“I’ll figure it out.”

Halfway Housing May Be Part of the File

If halfway housing or community corrections may be required, start a separate section for it.

Keep track of:


	programs or facilities you may qualify for

	applications

	packets

	deadlines

	required documents

	interviews

	acceptance criteria

	denials

	reapplications

	alternate options



If the first place says no, the file should help you understand what happens next instead of making you feel like the whole release plan disappeared.

Employment Starts With Reality

What kind of work can you actually do?

What skills do you already have?

What training are you still building?

What jobs may care about your record?

What employers or programs might be realistic?

What paperwork will you need?

What transportation will that job require?

You do not need a guaranteed job today.

You need to start understanding what employment will actually require from you.

Transportation Needs Its Own Section

Do not leave this buried under housing.

How will you get to:


	work

	treatment

	supervision

	medical appointments

	court

	school

	interviews

	the store



If your whole plan is one person driving you everywhere, write that down honestly.

Then ask:

How long is that actually sustainable?

Money Needs a Starter Plan Too

Volume 3 will build the full release budget.

For now, identify:


	what money you may have

	what immediate expenses you expect

	what the outside person is willing to help with

	what you will be responsible for

	what you need to learn about managing money

	what expenses may appear on day one



You are not finishing the budget here.

You are making sure money is not invisible.

Healthcare Belongs in the File

If you take medication or need continuing care, this cannot be an afterthought.

Write down:


	medication

	dosage if appropriate

	current provider information if available

	treatment needs

	mental-health needs

	records you may need

	what has to continue immediately after release



The goal is to avoid:

“I got out and then everything stopped.”

Your Support Circle Becomes Part of the Plan

Who is still here?

Who is dependable?

Who is willing to help?

With what?

Do not write:

“Family.”

Write actual roles.

One person may help with housing.

One with rides.

One with paperwork.

One with emotional support.

One with job research.

And remember:

someone being willing to help with one thing does not mean they agreed to help with everything.

Your Loved One Is Not the Packet

They may have outside access.

That is useful.

They may research.

Keep copies.

Call places.

Help organize.

That is useful too.

But the packet should not become:

“She knows all of it.”

You need to know your own plan.

You need to know your own dates.

You need to know what is missing.

You need to know what you are asking people to help with.

Volume 3 is going to expect you to own your side.

Look at Your Record as a Story

What does the whole file show?

Not one certificate.

Not one write-up.

The pattern.

Did you:

work?

complete programs?

get educated?

address treatment needs?

reduce disciplinary problems?

build relationships?

learn skills?

take responsibility?

The file should help tell the story of what changed over time.

It does not need to show perfection.

It should show something real.

Know Your Weak Spots

This part is important.

What is the weakest part of your current release plan?

Housing?

Employment?

Money?

Support?

Transportation?

Behavioral history?

Medical continuity?

Documents?

Halfway-house acceptance?

Do not hide from the weak spot because it is uncomfortable.

That is exactly where preparation needs to go next.

Build the Backup Before the Main Plan Breaks

If Plan A falls apart, what happens?

Housing denied?

Job falls through?

Halfway house says no?

Ride disappears?

Support person backs out?

Release gets delayed?

You do not need twelve backup plans.

You do need enough that one problem does not leave you with:

“Well, I guess I got nothing.”

HAB Reminder

A backup plan is not expecting failure.

It is refusing to let one failure destroy everything else.

Do Not Try to Make the Packet Pretty Yet

That comes later.

Right now, the goal is:

complete.

accurate.

organized.

realistic.

You do not need fancy language.

You do not need some perfect story.

You need the pieces.

Volume 3 will help turn those pieces into the actual release and parole packet.

This Is Where the Work Changes

Up to now, On the Inside has been about:

living there.

understanding the environment.

staying connected.

protecting relationships.

managing money.

avoiding extra trouble.

building yourself.

keeping records.

Now the question starts changing.

Not:

“How do I do my time?”

But:

“How do I build the way out?”

That is the shift.

Do Not Let the Future Erase the Present

You may start getting obsessed with release planning.

Do not stop doing the things that got you this far.

Keep working.

Keep programs going.

Keep your record clean when you can.

Keep taking care of your health.

Keep your relationships steady.

Keep documenting.

The release plan is being built on top of the life you are still living inside.

Check the Plan With the Person Outside

Compare notes.

What do you have?

What do they have?

What do both of you think exists that neither one can find?

What are they willing to do?

What are they not willing to do?

What assumptions need to become actual agreements?

This conversation may expose problems.

Good.

Better now than release week.

Start Your Release / Parole Packet File

Your private workbook will now have a section called:

My Release / Parole Packet — Starting File

That is where you begin listing:

What I have

What I still need

Who has the backup copy

What needs updating

What needs research

What I need to discuss with my support person

This is not the finished packet.

It is the beginning.

From the Other Side

Your loved one has a matching chapter about organizing the outside half of the release plan without taking ownership of your entire future.

They are looking at:

housing.

halfway-house options.

documents.

money.

transportation.

employment.

healthcare.

support.

boundaries.

You are building from inside.

They are building from outside.

Volume 3 is where those two sides start becoming one real plan.

HAB Reminder

You do not need to be ready to walk out today.

You need to know what still has to happen before you do.

If another person is part of your plan, make sure they know they are part of your plan.

A backup plan is not expecting failure. It is refusing to let one failure destroy everything else.

And now:

Volume 2 taught you how to live on the inside.

Volume 3 is where we start building the way out.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Epilogue

Kindle edition note: The Pass It On reader pages below reproduce the paperback section. A Kindle eBook does not collect or share handwritten entries between readers.

Before You Pass This On

This book was written to help.

But by the time it reaches the next person, it can contain something we could never print when it was new:

your experience.

You have lived some of what this book talks about.

Maybe parts of it helped.

Maybe parts made you think differently.

Maybe something was missing.

Maybe you know something now that you desperately wish somebody had told you when you first came inside.

Before you pass this copy on, leave a little of that behind.

Do not write anything that could put you or somebody else at risk.

You do not need to use names.

You do not need to include case details.

You do not need to explain prison politics.

You do not need to write about prohibited activity.

You do not need to tell your whole story.

Just tell the next person what you wish somebody had told you.

The next reader may be sitting where you once sat.

New.

Confused.

Trying to figure out what the hell comes next.

You may be able to make that a little easier.
Pass It On

Reader 1 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 2 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 3 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 4 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 5 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 6 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 7 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 8 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 9 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 10 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 11 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 12 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 13 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 14 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 15 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 16 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 17 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 18 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 19 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.
Pass It On

Reader 20 of 20

Before I read this book, I thought:

After reading this book, I think:

The thing in this book that helped me the most was:

Something I wish I had known before I ever picked up this book:

Something I wish people on the outside understood better:

Something this book did not cover that I think matters:

How I think this book could help you:

If I could tell the next person holding this book one thing, it would be:

One thing I hope you remember when things get hard:

Name or initials, if you want: ________

Date, if you want: ________

What you leave here becomes part of this copy’s story.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.

Read it. Use it. Pass it on.

You are holding a book that nineteen other people helped finish before it reached you.

Whatever you do with it next, remember that none of you had to figure everything out alone.
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