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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

Loved-one companion

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, somebody you care about is inside.

Maybe this is new.

Maybe you have already been doing this for years.

Maybe you are a spouse, girlfriend, boyfriend, parent, sibling, adult child, friend, or simply the person who decided not to walk away.

Whatever your relationship is, this book is for the person on the outside who is trying to understand what comes next.

Hell and Back was built around a simple idea:

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

That applies to you too.

This book is not here to tell you how much you should sacrifice.

It is not here to tell you whether you should stay in a relationship.

It is not here to tell you how much money to send, how often to answer the phone, how many visits to make, or what your boundaries should be.

Those decisions belong to you.

What this book will do is give you information.

The kind people often wish they had before they learned everything the hard way.

The kind that helps you separate a normal delay from a real problem.

The kind that helps you understand what may be happening on the other side of the wall without requiring you to become an expert on prison.

The kind that helps you recognize when something deserves your attention before it turns into something much bigger.

Throughout this book, there will be practical information, uncomfortable conversations, warnings, relationship questions, and things people do not always say out loud.

That is intentional.

Loving someone through incarceration can be complicated.

There can be fear, loneliness, anger, guilt, loyalty, resentment, hope, exhaustion, laughter, intimacy, disappointment, pride, and love.

Sometimes all in the same week.

We are not going to tell you which of those feelings you are allowed to have.

You are allowed to be a whole person.

This Book Has a Partner

There is another version of this book written for the person on the inside.

The chapters match.

When you are reading about communication problems, they are reading about communication from their side.

When you are reading about money, relationships, privacy, programs, or preparing for release, they are learning about the same subject from where they are standing.

The goal is not to make your experiences identical.

They are not.

You are living two different versions of the same separation.

The goal is to help each of you understand more of what the other person may be dealing with.

Sometimes the best way to use these books is simple:

Read the same chapter.

Talk about it when you can.

Ask what stood out.

Ask what felt familiar.

Ask what did not.

Ask what each of you needs from the other.

And understand that the answer may change over time.

You Can Write in This Book

Unlike the version designed to circulate inside, this companion belongs to you.

Use it.

Write in the margins.

Answer the questions.

Cross something out if your answer changes.

Come back six months later and see whether you still feel the same way.

Some chapters will end with questions about your expectations, boundaries, fears, communication, money, or relationship.

Those questions are not tests.

There is no correct answer.

They are there because sometimes the most important thing a book can do is make you ask a question before life forces you to answer it.

The Workbook on the Inside Is Different

The person you love may also have a separate workbook.

That workbook is private.

It is where they can keep information that should not be written into a book meant to move from person to person: names, dates, account information, contact lists, plans, records, release preparation, and other personal material.

You may occasionally be working on opposite halves of the same plan.

That is intentional.

Your person may be writing down what they want you to do if communication stops.

You may be deciding what you are actually comfortable doing.

They may be identifying the documents they need.

You may be keeping copies outside.

They may be thinking about release.

You may be asking what release would actually mean for your household.

The two sides should eventually meet in the middle.

The Website Goes Deeper

This companion is also connected to Hell and Back, the website behind this series.

The website can hold far more information and tools than a printed book reasonably can.

Depending on what you need, it may include resource directories, forms, planning tools, communication guidance, release-preparation materials, practical helpers, and information that changes too often to print once and forget.

The book helps you understand.

The questions help you think through what that information means for your life.

The website helps you act on it.

And because the person inside may not have reliable access to that website, you may sometimes be the bridge.

That does not mean becoming their secretary, case manager, lawyer, banker, or parent.

It means that when access is unequal, sometimes the person on the outside can reach information the person inside cannot.

Use that access wisely.

A Word About Correctional Systems

Facilities are not identical.

States are not identical.

Rules change.

Phone providers change.

Mail rules change.

Visitation procedures change.

Housing units can operate differently even within the same facility.

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

If a current facility policy conflicts with something printed here, verify the current policy.

This book is a guide.

It is not the rulebook for every prison in America.

A Word About Privacy

One of the biggest adjustments is realizing that communication with your loved one may not happen in a private space.

Phone calls will be monitored and recorded. Messages will be reviewed. Mail will be inspected. Conversations can also be overheard.

That includes ordinary conversation.

It can also include conversations that are emotional, intimate, private, or embarrassing.

You do not need to become frightened of every phone call.

You do need to understand where you are talking.

A useful rule is simple:

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

That does not mean you stop being close.

It means closeness now happens in a different environment, and both of you deserve to understand that before something private becomes unexpectedly public.

A Word About Money

Money is going to come up.

Commissary.

Phone calls.

Messages.

Packages.

Catalog orders.

Visits.

Travel.

Legal expenses.

Release planning.

Sometimes emergencies.

Sometimes things that are presented as emergencies.

This book is not going to tell you what you should spend.

It is going to help you recognize what you are being asked to pay for, what channels are official, what risks exist with unofficial transactions, and where healthy financial boundaries may matter.

You are allowed to help.

You are allowed to say no.

You are allowed to change what you can afford.

Money is not a measurement of love.

A Word About the Things You Cannot Fix

There will be moments when your person tells you something difficult and there is nothing you can immediately do about it.

That can be one of the hardest parts of being outside.

You have access to cars, phones, the internet, stores, offices, money, and freedom of movement.

And sometimes none of those things can solve the problem they are describing.

You may feel helpless.

That does not mean you are useless.

Sometimes helping means making a call.

Sometimes it means finding information.

Sometimes it means keeping a document.

Sometimes it means listening.

Sometimes it means saying:

I cannot fix this, but I am still here.

And sometimes helping means knowing when something is beyond you and needs to go through an official process.

You do not have to carry the entire correctional system on your back to prove that you care about one person inside it.

Your Life Still Belongs to You

This matters enough to say plainly.

Their incarceration does not require you to become incarcerated on the outside.

You still have a job.

Children.

Friends.

Family.

Bills.

Health.

Sleep.

Plans.

Birthdays.

Bad days.

Good days.

A future.

There may be times when enjoying something makes you feel guilty because they cannot be there.

There may be times when you avoid going somewhere because telling them about it feels cruel.

There may be times when you start organizing your entire life around the possibility that the phone might ring.

Pay attention when that starts happening.

Supporting somebody is not the same thing as disappearing yourself.

You are allowed to love them and still live.

Both things can be true.

You Are Not Responsible for Every Choice They Make

This book will talk about scams, relationships, discipline, money, programs, release preparation, and choices that can carry consequences.

You can provide information.

You can encourage.

You can ask questions.

You can set boundaries.

You can help somebody think.

You cannot make every decision for another adult.

And you should not have to.

The same thing applies in the other direction.

Your loved one does not get to decide every part of your life simply because they are incarcerated.

Healthy support is not control from either side.

The Goal Is Not Just Getting Through This

Getting through incarceration matters.

But eventually, the question becomes:

What are we building toward?

Maybe release.

Maybe parole.

Maybe rebuilding a family.

Maybe rebuilding trust.

Maybe learning that the relationship looks different than either of you expected.

This series is designed to move with you through those stages.

Before incarceration.

Life on the inside.

Preparing for the outside.

Staying outside.

The hope is not simply that somebody survives a sentence.

The hope is that both people have better information, stronger plans, healthier boundaries, and fewer things they have to learn the hardest possible way.

One More Thing

You do not have to read this book straight through.

Start where you need it.

Write in it.

Come back to a chapter when circumstances change.

Talk about what helps.

Question what does not make sense.

Use the website when you need more.

And remember:

You are not standing outside the story.

You are living your side of it.

Your experience matters too.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 1

The First 48 Hours — From the Outside

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

You know where your person is supposed to be.

You may even know they arrived.

But knowing where somebody is and actually hearing from them are two very different things.

You may be staring at your phone.

Checking messages.

Wondering whether they have eaten.

Wondering whether they have what they need.

Wondering whether something went wrong.

And if this is your first time loving somebody through incarceration, the silence can feel enormous.

So the first thing to know is this:

Silence does not automatically mean something is wrong.

Sometimes it simply means the system is moving slower than your fear is.

That First Call May Be Very Short

When your person first arrives, they may get an opportunity to call and let you know they made it.

That call may not sound like the phone call you have been waiting for.

It may be rushed.

They may sound tired.

They may sound distracted.

There may be noise around them.

They may not be able to explain much.

The most important information may simply be:

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

Take that for what it is.

It is not the full story.

It is a lifeline.

And if they tell you they made it and they are okay, try not to use those few minutes forcing them to answer twenty questions.

There will be time for questions later.

Right now, both of you may simply need to hear the other's voice.

The Second Call May Take Longer Than You Expect

This part catches people off guard.

Your person may call once and then disappear again.

That does not necessarily mean anything bad happened.

Their phone list may need approval.

Your number may still need to be added.

Accounts may need to be activated.

The facility may be locked down.

They may be moved.

The phones may not be available when they expected.

There may be technical problems.

It can take a couple of days.

Sometimes longer.

If you know that before it happens, you are less likely to spend those days imagining the worst.

HAB Reminder

One call does not mean regular calls have started.

The first call may simply mean:

I got here.

The rest of the communication process may still be catching up.

Your Brain Is Going to Try to Fill in the Silence

This is where the outside gets hard.

When you do not have information, your brain will often create some.

Usually the scary kind.

Maybe they are hurt.

Maybe they are in trouble.

Maybe they are angry with you.

Maybe something happened on the unit.

Maybe they forgot about you.

Maybe somebody told them something.

Maybe the relationship has changed.

Maybe.

Maybe.

Maybe.

Most of those thoughts are not information.

They are fear trying to explain an empty space.

That does not mean you should ignore real warning signs.

It means you should learn the difference between something you know and something you are afraid might be true.

That distinction is going to matter a lot throughout incarceration.

What You Can Do While You Wait

There are things you can control.

Make sure your phone account is set up correctly.

Learn which company handles calls and messaging.

Check whether your number needs approval.

Write down the facility's main number.

Learn the mailing rules.

Find out what information you need before sending money or property.

Keep important names and numbers somewhere you can find them.

And then, once you have done what you can do, try not to spend every minute refreshing a screen.

Your life has not stopped just because their communication temporarily has.

That may feel strange at first.

It is still true.

Welfare Checks Exist — But Use Them With Purpose

If you truly believe something may be wrong, you can contact the facility and ask for a welfare check.

That option matters.

But it is not always the first move.

A welfare check can mean staff physically go looking for your person.

Depending on the environment, your person may not appreciate that attention if nothing is actually wrong.

That does not mean you should never request one.

It means use it for what it is for.

If normal communication simply has not started yet, there may be other steps to try first.

Check known facility information.

Look for announcements about lockdowns or phone problems.

If you have a trusted network of other loved ones connected to the same facility, someone may be able to ask their person whether yours is okay.

Keep it simple.

Is he okay?

Have you seen her?

Do you know whether they moved him?

That is very different from asking people to pass prohibited messages, move money, hide transactions, or handle business that does not belong in that network.

Know the Consequences

Support networks can be useful.

They can also become dangerous very quickly when people start passing money, account information, prohibited messages, or instructions involving illegal activity.

Official channels may feel slower.

They are also much less likely to create legal or disciplinary problems for either one of you.

We do not tell you what choice to make.

We make sure you know what can come with it.

You May Not Get Every Detail

Your loved one may not tell you everything they see or hear.

That can be difficult.

Especially if you are used to knowing everything about each other's day.

You may hear:

Today was rough, but I am okay.

And every part of you may want to ask:

What happened?

Who did what?

Who was there?

Why was it rough?

Are you safe?

Sometimes those are fair questions.

Sometimes your person may decide that giving you every detail would leave you frightened about something you cannot change.

That is not automatically dishonesty.

It may be a boundary.

It may be protection.

It may simply be that they are still learning what is safe and useful to discuss.

This relationship is going to need a new kind of communication.

Not less honest.

More intentional.

The Phone Is Not a Private Living Room

When that first real conversation finally happens, remember where it is happening.

Phone calls will be monitored and recorded. Messages will be reviewed. Mail will be inspected.

That means a conversation that feels private may not actually be private.

You do not need to become paranoid.

You do need to become aware.

Do not casually discuss other people's private information.

Do not pass messages involving prohibited activity.

Do not agree to move money through unofficial channels because somebody says it is harmless.

Do not assume that because nobody interrupted the conversation, nobody can review it later.

There will be an entire chapter about privacy and communication.

For now, simply begin with this rule:

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

You Are Allowed to Be Upset Too

A lot of attention is naturally going to your person right now.

They are entering prison.

That is a major event.

But something major just happened to your life too.

You may suddenly be sleeping alone.

Parenting alone.

Paying bills differently.

Explaining things to children.

Answering family questions.

Managing accounts.

Trying to understand a system you never expected to need to understand.

You may feel sad.

Angry.

Relieved.

Guilty for feeling relieved.

Scared.

Resentful.

Protective.

Numb.

Sometimes all of those in the same day.

There is no single correct emotion for this.

And loving someone does not require pretending this is easy for you.

Tonight May Feel Different

There may be an empty chair.

An empty side of the bed.

A quiet house.

A routine that suddenly does not make sense anymore.

Sometimes the practical parts are easier than that.

You can set up an account.

You can learn a mailing address.

You can make a phone call.

But nobody can complete a form that makes the absence disappear.

The first night may hurt.

Let it be the first night.

You do not need to solve the next five years tonight.

Eat something.

Charge your phone.

Write down the questions you want to ask later.

Take care of whatever has to be handled today.

Then get through tonight.

Tomorrow can be tomorrow.

Do Not Make Promises You Cannot Keep

Fear can make both sides say things they mean deeply in the moment:

I will always answer.

I will send whatever you need.

I will never miss a visit.

Nothing will change.

Those promises may come from love.

But incarceration can last a long time.

Money changes.

Jobs change.

Children change.

Schedules change.

People get sick.

Cars break.

Life happens.

A realistic promise is often stronger than an impossible one.

I will do my best to stay connected.

I will tell you when I cannot do something.

I will not disappear without explanation.

I will be honest with you.

Those are promises people can actually build on.

You Are Not Their Entire Support System

You may become the most important person on the outside.

That does not mean you should become the only person.

Trying to carry every phone call, every financial problem, every emotional crisis, every piece of paperwork, every family update, and every future plan by yourself can wear you down fast.

If there are safe, dependable people available, let them be part of the support system.

A parent.

Sibling.

Friend.

Pastor.

Mentor.

Another trusted loved one.

Community support.

You do not have to hand over private information or give everybody a role.

But one person carrying everything is fragile.

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

The First 48 Hours Are Temporary

Right now, everything may feel upside down.

Eventually, you will learn the rhythm too.

You will know approximately when calls happen.

You will understand the accounts.

You will learn how visits work.

You will know what silence usually means.

You will learn which problems you can help solve and which ones you cannot.

You will build routines on the outside just as your person builds routines inside.

That does not mean you have to like this.

It means unfamiliar does not stay unfamiliar forever.

For now:

Get the facts you can get.

Handle what actually needs handling.

Do not let fear invent the rest.

And when that phone rings, answer if you can.



From the Other Side

Your person has a companion chapter covering these same first 48 hours from inside: arrival, orientation, that first phone call, communication delays, property, social realities, and learning the environment.

You are living two very different versions of the same first two days.

Neither version is the whole story by itself.



HAB Reminder

You do not have to fix everything today.

You only need enough information to handle the next thing.

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

Reflection and planning

What do I actually know right now, rather than what I am afraid might be happening?

What are the three most important things I want to ask when they call again?

If communication stops, what will I do before assuming something is wrong?

What is one realistic promise I can make to my person right now?

Are there personal or embarrassing things I would rather not discuss on a monitored or recorded call?

What topics should we save for another form of communication, when possible?

Have we both accepted that even deeply personal conversations may not be completely private?
Chapter 2

Learning the Place — From the Outside

By now, you may have heard enough to realize that the place your person is living in has its own rhythm.

Some of that rhythm is official.

Count times.

Phone rules.

Mail rules.

Visitation procedures.

Commissary.

Movement.

Programs.

Those are the parts you can usually look up, ask about, or find in a handbook.

But your person is also living inside a social environment you cannot fully see from where you are standing.

That matters.

And one of the hardest things about being on the outside is accepting that you may not understand every part of what they are dealing with.

You do not have to.

There Are Two Sets of Realities

There are written rules.

And there are human realities.

The written rules tell you what the institution officially expects.

The human realities come from putting a large number of people together in a restricted environment for long periods of time.

People develop routines.

Expectations.

Boundaries.

Relationships.

History.

Tension.

Ways of doing things that may never appear in a rulebook.

Your person is learning both.

You may only be able to see one.

That does not mean the other one is imaginary.

HAB Reminder

You do not have to understand every unwritten rule in order to believe that unwritten rules exist.

Your Person May Sound Different

You may notice your person becoming more careful about how they talk.

They may stop using certain names.

They may become vague about things that happened around them.

They may say:

“I can't really talk about that.”

Or:

“It's handled.”

Or:

“Don't worry about it.”

That can feel frustrating.

Especially if you are used to knowing everything.

But caution is not automatically secrecy from you.

Sometimes it is adaptation.

Sometimes they are learning that certain information does not need to travel.

Sometimes they are protecting somebody else's privacy.

Sometimes they are protecting their own.

And sometimes they genuinely do not know enough yet to explain what is happening.

Do Not Force an Explanation They Cannot Safely Give

If your person tells you that something is difficult to explain, consider whether you actually need the full explanation.

There is a difference between:

“Are you safe?”

and

“Tell me exactly who said what, who was standing there, what happened next, and why.”

The first question may help you understand whether action is needed.

The second may simply create pressure for them to describe something that does not need to leave the unit.

That does not mean you should accept obvious dishonesty.

It means understanding that prison communication has limits that ordinary relationships may not have had before.

Sometimes “I Don't Know” Is the Honest Answer

You may ask:

Why did they move you?

Why is the unit locked down?

Why can't you call?

Why did somebody tell you that?

Why does that person matter?

Why can't you just do this instead?

And your person may genuinely not know.

Correctional environments are full of incomplete information.

Sometimes staff do not explain something.

Sometimes rumors spread before facts do.

Sometimes one person has half an answer and another person has the other half.

Do not assume that your loved one is withholding information simply because they cannot answer immediately.

Nobody Tells You This

Outside, we are used to being able to Google something, call somebody, ask a supervisor, or check an account.

Inside, getting a clear answer can take much longer.

Your person may be operating with less information than you are used to.

Be Careful About Becoming the Outside Investigator

When you love somebody, you may want to solve everything.

You may start searching names.

Calling people.

Joining groups.

Reading old posts.

Trying to figure out who somebody is.

Trying to reconstruct every event your person mentions.

Sometimes research is useful.

Sometimes it becomes another form of anxiety.

Before digging into something, ask:

Will knowing this help me do something useful?

If yes, keep going.

If no, consider whether you are trying to solve your fear instead of the problem.

Facility Family Networks Can Help

Other loved ones connected to the same facility can be incredibly useful.

They may know:


	whether phones are down

	whether the facility is locked down

	whether visitation changed

	whether mail is delayed

	whether a unit was moved

	whether other families are experiencing the same issue



That kind of shared information can reduce unnecessary panic.

It can also help you learn things the facility does not communicate very well.

But support networks work best when they remain support networks.

Be careful about gossip.

Be careful about repeating rumors as fact.

Be careful about sharing private information about your person.

And be very careful when conversations drift into moving money, passing prohibited messages, or handling business for people you do not know.

Useful information and risky involvement are not the same thing.

You May Hear Things That Scare You

Your person may eventually tell you something about life inside that you did not want to know.

Maybe somebody got hurt.

Maybe there was a fight.

Maybe the unit was tense.

Maybe they witnessed something disturbing.

Maybe they tell you that a situation felt unsafe.

Your first instinct may be:

Get out of there.

Tell somebody.

Call the facility.

I am fixing this right now.

Sometimes action is appropriate.

Sometimes immediate outside intervention can make a complicated situation more complicated.

The first question should usually be:

“Are you in immediate danger right now?”

Then:

“What do you need me to do?”

Those two questions can keep you from turning fear into action before you understand whether action is actually needed.

If They Tell You They Need Protection

Take that seriously.

If your person says they believe they are in danger or need to speak privately with staff about another housing option, that is not something to brush off.

At the same time, understand that they may need to handle the initial request carefully from inside.

You do not need to know every unwritten reason why.

What matters is this:

Safety concerns can be sensitive.

If they tell you they are trying to speak privately with staff or ask about checking into segregation or another protective option, do not pressure them to announce details over the phone.

Ask what they need from you.

Document important information if necessary.

And if you believe there is an immediate emergency and they cannot access help, use the official channels available to you.

You Cannot Manage Their Reputation From Outside

This one can be difficult.

If somebody inside says something about your person, you may feel an overwhelming urge to defend them.

Call somebody.

Post something.

Message another family.

Explain the whole story.

Correct the record.

But you are not living in that housing unit.

You may not know the full context.

And public involvement from outside can sometimes create attention your person did not want.

Before stepping in, ask:

Did my person ask me to do this?

Will this help them?

Could this make the situation worse?

Not every insult needs an outside response.

Not every rumor needs an outside campaign.

Sometimes support means letting your person handle what belongs to their environment while you handle what belongs to yours.

Their Case May Affect How They Are Treated

This is uncomfortable, but important.

Information about a person's case can affect how other incarcerated people view them.

Your loved one may be asked questions about their case or their paperwork.

We are not going to explain the social rules behind that.

What you need to understand is that case information can have social and sometimes safety consequences inside.

That is one reason your person may become very particular about their paperwork, what information they discuss, and how they handle certain conversations.

If they tell you that something connected to their case creates a safety concern, listen.

You do not need to understand the entire social structure before taking the concern seriously.

Do Not Fill in Their Blanks Either

The same rule applies to you.

When your person gives you incomplete information, resist the urge to invent the missing pieces.

If they say:

“There was an issue, but I'm okay.”

Your mind may immediately build the worst possible version of “issue.”

Ask what you reasonably need to know.

Then distinguish between what they actually told you and what fear added afterward.

HAB Reminder

Missing information is uncomfortable.

It is not permission for fear to write the rest of the story.

Respect Goes Both Ways

Your person is learning how to live around other people inside.

You are learning how to support them from outside.

Both of you are going to make mistakes.

They may tell you too little.

You may ask too much.

They may assume you understand something you do not.

You may assume something should be easy because it would be easy outside.

Talk about those misunderstandings.

You do not have to win every disagreement.

You are trying to build a communication style that can survive a very unusual environment.

You Are Still Allowed to Have Boundaries

Understanding that prison has unwritten realities does not mean accepting everything without question.

You can still say:

“I don't understand what you're asking me to do.”

“I'm not comfortable with that.”

“I need more information before I agree.”

“I cannot be involved in that.”

Supporting somebody does not require abandoning your own judgment.

That is true on both sides of the wall.

Give Yourself Time Too

Your person is learning a new environment.

So are you.

You are learning new systems, new vocabulary, new routines, and new kinds of uncertainty.

You are probably going to misunderstand things at first.

That is okay.

Learn the official rules you can learn.

Accept that there are unwritten realities you may never completely understand.

Ask useful questions.

Do not turn every unknown into a crisis.

Take real safety concerns seriously.

And remember that you do not have to become an expert on prison to love somebody who is living in one.

You just need enough information to make better decisions than fear would make for you.



From the Other Side

Your person has a companion chapter about learning the facility from inside: written rules, social realities, paperwork, safety, respect, debts, favors, and the importance of watching before reacting.

You cannot see everything they can see.

They cannot see everything happening in your life either.

The goal is not total access.

The goal is enough understanding to keep both of you safer, more informed, and connected.

Reflection and planning

Learning the Place From the Outside

These stay directly in the companion book because that book belongs to the loved one.

Questions for You

Can I accept that my person may understand parts of their environment that I cannot fully understand from outside?

Am I asking questions because I need useful information—or because uncertainty makes me uncomfortable?

What information do I genuinely need in order to support them?

What information might I want simply because not knowing makes me anxious?

Can I allow them time to learn their environment without expecting them to explain everything to me?

If they tell me something difficult, can I ask “Are you safe?” before asking for every detail?

Can I ask “What do you need me to do?” before deciding what I think should happen?

Is there a situation where I need to trust their judgment about an environment they can see and I cannot?

If they tell me they have a safety concern, can I take it seriously without immediately turning it into a public crisis?

Am I comfortable hearing “I can't explain all of that right now” without automatically assuming dishonesty?

What would help me separate a real safety concern from fear caused by incomplete information?

Facts vs. Assumptions

What do I actually know about their current situation?

What have I assumed because information was missing?

What do I need to ask before I act?

Before You Turn the Page

What did this chapter make me realize that I need to talk about with my person?

HAB Reminder

You do not have to understand every part of their environment to take their experience seriously.

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

Getting Connected — From the Outside

Communication can become one of the biggest parts of loving somebody through incarceration.

The phone rings differently now.

A message feels more important.

A letter can carry more weight than it ever did before.

And when none of those things happen, silence can start to feel like a problem all by itself.

That is why learning the communication system matters.

Not because you need to organize your entire life around every call.

Because confusion creates stress, and stress can turn a system problem into a relationship problem very quickly.

You May Have Setup Work to Do

Your person may be waiting for access from inside.

At the same time, you may be trying to figure out the outside half.

You may need to:


	create an account

	verify your phone number

	add funds

	download an app

	learn the messaging system

	figure out the mailing address

	understand which name or identification number needs to be used

	learn what the facility allows and does not allow



That can be frustrating.

Especially if you have never used any of these systems before.

You are not behind because you do not already know how prison communication works.

You are learning it.

HAB Reminder

Both sides can be confused at the same time.

That does not mean either one of you is failing.

The First Call Does Not Mean Regular Calls Have Started

This catches a lot of people.

You hear their voice.

They made it.

You breathe.

Then nothing.

A day passes.

Then another.

That can feel terrifying if nobody explained that the first call may happen before the regular phone list or account process is fully active.

There may still be approvals.

There may be delays.

There may be technical problems.

There may be a lockdown.

There may be a housing move.

There may simply be no available phone when your person expected one.

Silence after the first call does not automatically mean something happened.

Sometimes the system just has not caught up yet.

A Missed Call Is Not Automatically Rejection

This matters on the outside.

You may be at work.

Driving.

Sleeping.

In the shower.

Talking to your child.

Standing in a checkout line.

In a meeting.

Your phone rings.

You miss it.

And suddenly you feel terrible.

Or your person becomes angry.

Or both.

You cannot live with your phone in your hand every second.

And you should not have to.

That does not mean the call is unimportant.

It means your life is still happening while they are trying to reach you.

This needs to become a conversation, not a source of punishment.

What times are usually best?

If you miss one call, should they try again?

How many times?

What happens if you genuinely cannot answer?

What should either of you avoid assuming?

The goal is not perfect access.

The goal is realistic expectations.

Do Not Let the Phone Run Your Entire Day

This can happen slowly.

You start carrying the phone everywhere.

Then you stop doing things because you might miss a call.

Then every appointment is scheduled around the possibility of a call.

Then you feel guilty if you go somewhere without good reception.

Then you realize the phone has become the center of your life.

Pay attention to that.

Supporting someone does not require becoming permanently on-call.

There may be times when you choose to prioritize a call.

There may also be times when you cannot.

Both things can be true.

The Cost Adds Up

Communication costs money.

Calls.

Messages.

Photos.

Media.

Visits.

Travel.

Sometimes multiple accounts.

Sometimes fees.

One small charge may not feel like much.

Repeated every day, it can become a real household expense.

Know what you are spending.

Decide what you can actually afford.

And do not let guilt make your budget for you.

HAB Reminder

A communication budget is still a budget.

You can love somebody deeply and still have a limit.

Every Call Does Not Have to Be About Prison

This matters just as much on the outside.

If every call is about money, problems, paperwork, discipline, court, or release, communication starts to feel like work.

Tell them ordinary things too.

What the kids did.

What happened at work.

What the weather was like.

What you cooked.

Something stupid the dog did.

Something funny somebody said.

A television show.

A song.

A family story.

Normal conversation reminds both of you that the relationship is still made of more than incarceration.

Messages Can Be Easier — and Harder

Electronic messages can be useful because you do not both have to be available at the exact same time.

That can take pressure off the phone.

But written communication creates its own problems.

Tone is easy to misunderstand.

A short answer can sound angry.

A delayed answer can feel intentional.

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

Do not assume prison messaging works like ordinary texting.

If something sounds strange, ask before building a whole argument around the tone of one message.

Mail Is Still Useful

A paper letter may feel old-fashioned outside.

Inside, it can be completely different.

A letter can be kept.

Read again.

Held onto when phones are down.

That makes mail valuable.

But mail rules can be extremely specific.

Paper.

Ink.

Photos.

Cards.

Stickers.

Return addresses.

Envelope types.

What seems harmless to you may violate a facility rule.

Before sending anything unusual, check the current policy.

There is no point creating a beautiful package that never reaches the person you sent it to.

Communication Is Not Private

This needs to be understood early.

Phone calls will be monitored and recorded. Messages will be reviewed. Mail will be inspected. Conversations can also be overheard.

That includes ordinary conversation.

It can also include conversations that are personal, intimate, emotional, or embarrassing.

You do not need to become afraid of every call.

You do need to remember where the conversation is happening.

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

That does not mean you stop being close.

It means both of you understand that the communication environment has changed.

Do Not Pass Messages You Do Not Understand

You may eventually be asked to tell somebody something.

Send something to somebody.

Give somebody a number.

Receive a message for another person.

Move money.

Create an account.

Use an app.

You may be told it is no big deal.

Maybe it is not.

Maybe it is.

Before doing something on behalf of someone else, understand exactly what you are being asked to do.

If you do not understand it, slow down.

If someone pressures you to act immediately, slow down more.

If you are being told to keep the transaction secret, pay attention.

You are an adult.

You can make your own choices.

The point is to understand the choice before you make it.

If Communication Suddenly Stops

Start with information.

Ask yourself:

Is the phone system having problems?

Are other families reporting the same thing?

Is the facility on lockdown?

Was there a housing move?

Did an account stop working?

Did your number change?

Was there an approval issue?

Is the problem technical?

Sometimes the answer is boring.

Boring is good.

If you have a trusted facility-family network, this is one of the times it can help.

A simple:

“Has anybody heard from their person today?”

may tell you whether the issue is bigger than your relationship.

When to Worry

There is a difference between an inconvenience and a real concern.

You know your person.

You know their patterns.

If something is truly unusual, if there were prior safety concerns, or if you have specific information that makes you believe something may be wrong, take that seriously.

Use the steps you and your person have agreed on.

Check what information is available.

Use trusted contacts if appropriate.

Call the facility if necessary.

Request a welfare check when there is a genuine reason to do so.

Do not ignore your instincts.

Just try to separate instinct from panic.

Do Not Use Silence as a Weapon

This applies to both sides.

There may be arguments.

You may be angry.

You may need space.

That is normal.

But deliberate silence can become especially powerful when communication is already restricted.

If you need a break, say so when possible.

“I am upset. I need tonight. We can talk tomorrow.”

That is different from disappearing to punish somebody who has no normal way to reach you.

Your person should not use limited access to control you either.

Restricted communication already creates enough uncertainty.

You do not need to add avoidable uncertainty to it.

Learn How to End a Call Well

Sometimes a call ends in the middle of a conversation.

Sometimes in the middle of an argument.

Sometimes the warning comes too fast.

If possible, agree on a few things that help close a call clearly.

“We're okay.”

“We will finish this next time.”

“I need time, but I am not disappearing.”

“I understand what you need.”

“Do not panic if you don't hear from me tomorrow.”

Those small sentences can carry a lot of weight after the line disconnects.

Communication Should Fit Into Your Life

The goal is not to answer the maximum number of calls.

The goal is not to send the maximum number of messages.

The goal is not to prove your loyalty through availability.

The goal is useful, honest, sustainable connection.

That may mean daily calls.

It may mean fewer calls and more letters.

It may mean messages during the week and longer calls on weekends.

It may change over time.

Find what works for both of you.

And revisit it when it stops working.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about learning communication from inside: phone approval, contact lists, delays, missed calls, messages, mail, backup contacts, and not mistaking system problems for relationship problems.

You may be waiting for the phone to ring.

They may be waiting for permission to make the call.

Neither person can see the whole communication problem from their side alone.

HAB Reminder

Communication problems are not automatically relationship problems.

Learn the system.

Set boundaries.

Talk about expectations.

And do not let a broken phone system decide what the relationship means.

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

Reflection and planning

Getting Connected From the Outside

Questions for You

What kinds of communication work best for my life right now?

What times am I realistically available for calls?

What do I want my person to understand about times when I cannot answer?

If I miss a call, what do I want both of us to avoid assuming?

How much am I realistically comfortable spending on communication each week or month?

Can I say “I cannot afford that right now” without treating it as a statement about how much I care?

What kinds of conversations feel better by phone?

What kinds of things are better saved for messages or letters?

Are there personal, intimate, or embarrassing things I would rather not discuss on a monitored or recorded system?

Have I accepted that even deeply personal conversations may be heard, recorded, reviewed, or overheard by other people?

If communication suddenly stops, what will I check before I panic?

How long am I generally comfortable waiting before I take another step?

Who can I contact for information without creating unnecessary attention or problems?

When would a formal welfare check feel justified to me?

Am I beginning to organize my life around the possibility of a phone call?

If yes, what boundary would help me stay connected without putting my whole life on hold?

Do our calls still include normal life, or have they become entirely about prison, money, and problems?

What ordinary parts of my life do I want to keep sharing with my person?

Before You Turn the Page

What did this chapter make me realize that I need to talk about with my person?

HAB Reminder

The goal is not constant contact.

The goal is connection that both people can actually sustain.

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

Visitation: Before, During & After — From the Outside

A prison visit can become the center of your whole week.

Sometimes your whole month.

You plan for it.

Count down to it.

Drive for it.

Spend money on it.

Think about what you are going to wear.

Think about what you are going to say.

Think about that first moment when you finally see them.

Then the visit happens.

And afterward, you walk back out without them.

That whole emotional cycle matters.

The build-up.

The visit.

The goodbye.

And the crash in the parking lot afterward.

The Visit Starts Before You Ever Leave Home

A visit is not just the hours inside the visiting room.

It starts when you begin planning.

Maybe days ahead.

Maybe weeks.

You may be thinking about:


	approval

	scheduling

	dress code

	identification

	travel

	fuel

	hotel

	childcare

	pets

	time off work

	weather

	what you are allowed to bring

	whether the visit could be canceled

	whether the car is going to make the trip

	whether your person is going to be okay when you get there



That is a lot of emotional energy before you even start driving.

HAB Reminder

A visit can start emotionally long before you reach the facility.

Check the Rules Every Time

Visitation rules can change.

Facilities can differ.

Something you wore last time may suddenly become a problem.

A visiting schedule may change.

Identification requirements can change.

A lockdown can cancel everything.

Do not assume that because you have done it before, everything will be exactly the same this time.

Check current facility rules when you can.

Especially if you are traveling a long distance.

There are few things more frustrating than driving for hours and getting turned away over something you did not know.

Dress-Code Anxiety Is Real

You may find yourself standing in front of your clothes thinking:

“Is this too tight?”

“Is this shirt gonna get me turned away?”

“Are these pants okay?”

“Can I wear this bra?”

“Are these shoes allowed?”

That can make something as basic as getting dressed feel ridiculous.

Have a backup outfit when possible.

If you have a long drive, keeping extra clothes in the car can save the whole visit.

You should not have to become a wardrobe expert just to see somebody you love.

But until the rules change, preparation can protect the visit.

Do Not Build a Perfect Reunion in Your Head

You have been waiting.

Maybe you have imagined the moment a hundred times.

Then you get inside and it is... awkward.

That can happen.

You talk constantly on the phone.

But sitting face-to-face is different.

Maybe neither one of you knows what to say at first.

Maybe they look different.

Maybe you do.

Maybe both of you are nervous.

Do not panic.

An awkward first ten minutes does not mean something is wrong.

Sometimes your bodies are just catching up to a relationship that has been happening through a phone.

The First Sight Can Hit Hard

You may think you are completely prepared.

Then you see them.

Actually see them.

Not a picture.

Not through a screen.

Standing there.

And suddenly every emotion you were managing on the drive comes up at once.

You may cry.

Laugh.

Freeze.

Smile like an idiot.

Feel angry that this is where you have to see them.

All of that can happen at the same time.

There is no correct reaction.

You Are Still in a Prison

For a while, the visit may start feeling almost normal.

You talk.

Laugh.

Eat something if the facility allows it.

Touch in whatever way is permitted.

Then something reminds you:

You are sitting inside a correctional facility.

A rule.

An officer.

A count.

A limit on physical contact.

A time announcement.

That can be emotionally strange.

You can feel close to somebody and very aware that you cannot simply leave with them.

Both things are true.

Do Not Spend the Entire Visit Solving Problems

You may have a list.

Money.

Paperwork.

Family.

Prison problems.

Release.

A form that needs doing.

Something they asked you to research.

Those things may matter.

But if the entire visit becomes:

“Okay, next item…”

you may get back to the parking lot and realize you never actually visited.

Talk about the important stuff.

Then talk about ordinary life too.

Tell stories.

Laugh.

Remember why you actually like each other.

Let the visit be a relationship sometimes, not just a meeting.

Physical Contact Can Hit Hard

Depending on the facility, you may get a hug.

Maybe another at the end.

Maybe limited hand-holding.

Maybe less.

Whatever is allowed, physical contact can carry way more emotion than you expect.

You may think:

“It was just a hug.”

It was not just a hug.

If you have not touched the person you love in weeks or months, your body knows the difference.

That is one reason the goodbye can hurt so much later.

If You Are Bringing Children

Now you are not only managing your own emotions.

You may be managing theirs too.

Preparing a child for prison visitation deserves more than:

“We’re going to see Daddy.”

or:

“We’re going to see Mom.”

They may need to know, in age-appropriate language, that:


	there will be security

	there may be waiting

	they may not be able to bring certain things

	physical contact may have rules

	the visit will end

	their parent will not be leaving with them



Do not scare them.

Do not surprise them unnecessarily either.

Children May React Completely Differently Than You Expected

You may picture a child running straight into their parent’s arms.

Maybe they do.

Maybe they hide behind you.

Freeze.

Cry.

Refuse to hug.

Get bored after ten minutes.

Want a snack.

Ask when they are leaving.

Talk nonstop.

Act like the whole thing is completely ordinary.

None of those reactions automatically means the child does not love the incarcerated parent.

Kids process strange situations in strange ways.

Let them.

Do Not Force the Emotional Moment

If the child does not want to hug, do not turn it into:

“Go hug your dad. He misses you.”

If the teenager is quiet, do not demand:

“Talk to your mom. We drove all this way.”

The relationship belongs to them too.

Let it happen at a pace the child can handle.

A forced emotional performance helps nobody.

Prepare Yourself for the Child’s Goodbye Too

The end of the visit may hit the child after you leave.

Not in the visiting room.

In the hallway.

The parking lot.

Halfway down the road.

At bedtime.

They may suddenly cry.

Get angry.

Act out.

Go quiet.

Ask:

“Why couldn’t they come with us?”

You may already be trying to hold yourself together.

Now you are helping them too.

That can be exhausting.

It does not mean bringing them was wrong.

It means goodbyes can land late.

Your Child Should Not Have to Take Care of You

You may cry.

That is okay.

But try not to make the child responsible for holding you together.

They are already processing their own version of the visit.

You can be honest:

“I’m sad because I miss them too.”

Without making them feel like they need to fix you.

Teenagers Need Their Own Room Emotionally

A teenager may be angry at the incarcerated parent.

Angry at you for making them visit.

Happy to see them and embarrassed to show it.

Confused.

Protective.

Detached.

All of those things can live in the same teenager.

Do not demand the visit you imagined.

Give them room to have the relationship they actually have.

Bringing an Elderly Parent or Grandparent Changes the Day Too

You may be helping someone who:


	cannot walk long distances

	needs a cane, walker, or wheelchair

	takes medications on a schedule

	needs frequent bathroom access

	struggles with hearing

	gets tired easily

	cannot tolerate heat or cold well

	finds long drives difficult



That visit may require much more planning.

And you may be the person coordinating all of it.

The Emotional Weight May Be Different for an Older Loved One

An elderly parent may be trying very hard to act like everything is fine.

They may not want their incarcerated child to worry.

Your person may be sitting there noticing:

Mom looks older.

Dad moves slower.

Grandma lost weight.

The person inside may be thinking:

“How many more of these do we have?”

The elderly visitor may be thinking the same thing.

You may be thinking it too.

Nobody may say it.

That does not mean it is not sitting in the room.

Let Older Loved Ones Have Limits

If an elderly parent cannot make the long trip as often anymore, that is not abandonment.

If they need to leave earlier, that is not rejection.

If they are wiped out afterward, that makes sense.

Do not make them prove love by pushing their body beyond what it can reasonably handle.

You May Be Carrying Everybody on Visit Day

This is especially true if you are the spouse or partner.

You may be:

driving.

keeping track of IDs.

watching the kids.

helping an older parent.

remembering the rules.

trying not to cry.

making sure everybody eats.

watching the clock.

trying to enjoy the visit yourself.

That is a lot.

Give yourself credit for the fact that getting everyone into that visiting room may have taken more work than anybody else saw.

Visits Can Be Canceled

This is brutal when you have already traveled.

Lockdown.

Staffing.

Weather.

Illness.

Scheduling problems.

Facility decisions.

Something changes.

Now everybody is upset.

Your incarcerated person may think:

“You didn’t come.”

You may be sitting forty miles away thinking:

“They won’t let us in.”

Whenever possible, make sure your person understands that a canceled visit is not automatically a canceled commitment.

Sometimes nobody involved had a choice.

One Rough Visit Does Not Define the Relationship

Maybe you argue.

Maybe your person seems distant.

Maybe the kids are a disaster.

Maybe you are exhausted.

Maybe everybody is emotional.

Maybe there is no big romantic moment at all.

That does not automatically mean the relationship is failing.

Sometimes a rough visit is just a rough visit.

Do not make one day carry the meaning of the entire relationship unless there is actually something bigger happening.

The Goodbye Is Coming Even on a Great Day

This is the part you know is coming and still cannot fully prepare for.

The visit ends.

You stand up.

Maybe you get the goodbye contact the rules allow.

Then you walk one direction.

They walk another.

You are the one who gets to walk out.

That does not always feel like winning.

Then Comes the Parking Lot

You may make it all the way through security.

Out the doors.

Across the parking lot.

Into the car.

Close the door.

And then lose it.

That is normal.

For a few hours, you got something close to normal.

You saw their face.

Touched them.

Talked without a phone in your hand.

Maybe watched them play with the kids.

Maybe watched them hug their mother.

Then you walked out without them.

The contrast can hit all at once.

HAB Reminder

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

The Parking-Lot Crash Does Not Mean You Regret Visiting

You may sit there thinking:

“Why do I feel worse now than I did this morning?”

Because this morning you were missing them from a distance.

Now your body just had them back for a few hours.

Then lost them again.

That can hurt.

It does not mean the visit was a mistake.

HAB Reminder

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

Give Yourself a Minute Before You Drive

Especially after an emotional visit.

You do not have to turn the key the second you get in the car.

Cry.

Sit there.

Drink some water.

Call somebody if that helps.

Let your hands stop shaking if they are shaking.

Give your brain a chance to catch up.

Then drive.

You May Be Driving Home With Everyone Else’s Emotions Too

If children are with you, they may fall apart.

If an elderly parent came, they may go silent.

You may be worried about them.

You may still be processing your own goodbye.

That ride home can carry a lot.

You do not need to fix every feeling before you leave the parking lot.

Sometimes the ride home is just quiet.

That is okay.

Your Person May Go Quiet Afterward Too

This is important.

You may get home and think:

“Why hasn’t he called?”

Or:

“She seemed weird after I left.”

Remember what just happened on their side.

You got into a car.

They went back to the unit.

Back to count.

Back to the bunk.

Back to prison routine.

The same visit that filled you up may have left them emotionally wrecked too.

Do not automatically make their silence about you.

Talk About the After-Visit Plan Before the Visit

This can help a lot.

Ask:

Do we want to talk that night?

Would the next morning be better?

If I cry in the parking lot, who can I call?

If they need space when they get back to the unit, can I understand that?

What do the children usually need afterward?

What does Mom need after the drive?

A little planning can stop an emotional crash from becoming a relationship argument.

Do Not Make Them Feel Guilty for Staying Behind

This can come out strangely.

You are hurting because you had to leave them.

They are hurting because they had to stay.

Avoid turning that into:

“Do you have any idea how hard it is driving away from you?”

as if they chose to remain there.

They did not get the easier half of the goodbye.

Neither did you.

Pain does not need a winner.

Do Not Let Them Make You Feel Guilty for Leaving Either

You may hear:

“Must be nice to get to go home.”

“Have fun out there.”

“You get to go back to your life.”

They may be hurting.

That does not make using your freedom against you okay.

You can understand where the feeling came from and still say:

“I know this hurts. Don’t take it out on me for having to leave.”

A Good Visit Can Strengthen the Relationship

There are things you learn face-to-face that do not come through a phone.

Expressions.

Body language.

Comfort.

Tension.

Affection.

How they interact with your kids.

How you feel sitting next to each other.

Visits can remind you:

This is still real.

A Visit Can Show You Something Is Wrong Too

Sometimes physical presence exposes problems.

Maybe they are cold.

Controlling.

Dismissive.

Maybe you feel uncomfortable.

Maybe something you could ignore on the phone is harder to ignore face-to-face.

Pay attention.

Do not force yourself to call every visit wonderful because you worked hard to get there.

Information is information.

One bad moment does not define the relationship.

Patterns still matter.

Visits With Children and Elderly Family Are Not Just “Your Visit Plus Extra People”

They are different events.

There are more emotions.

More physical needs.

More people watching each other.

More opportunities for joy.

More opportunities for exhaustion.

You may need to lower expectations.

The goal does not need to be:

“Everybody has the perfect family visit.”

Sometimes the goal is simply:

We got to be together today.

That is enough.

Afterward, Everybody May Need Something Different

You may need to cry.

Your child may want ice cream and act completely fine.

Your teenager may want headphones and silence.

An elderly parent may need sleep.

Your incarcerated loved one may need to be alone for a while.

None of those reactions cancel out the others.

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

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about the same visit from inside.

They are dealing with the build-up.

Seeing how children have grown.

Watching parents age.

Touching the people they love.

Then watching everyone leave while they return to the unit.

You are both living the same visit.

You are not living the same goodbye.

Understanding that difference can keep the aftermath from becoming another thing you hurt each other over.

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 have their own reaction.

Let older loved ones have their own limits.

Let yourself have the parking-lot moment.

And remember:

You do not have to fix everybody’s feelings before you leave the parking lot.

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

Reflection and planning

Visitation: Before, During & After — From the Outside

Before the Visit

What am I most excited about?

What am I most anxious about?

What practical thing am I worried could go wrong?

What do I need to check before I leave?

☐ Approval

☐ ID

☐ Dress code

☐ Schedule

☐ Weather

☐ Travel plan

☐ Hotel

☐ Children’s needs

☐ Elderly visitor needs

☐ Other: ____

Expectations

Am I picturing a perfect reunion?

What would still make this visit meaningful if it is awkward, emotional, or imperfect?

If I Am Bringing Children

What does the child understand about where we are going?

What do I need to explain without frightening them?

How can I prepare them for the fact that the parent will not leave with us?

What reaction am I secretly hoping the child will have?

Can I let them react differently without forcing the moment?

If I Am Bringing a Teenager

Does the teen actually want to go?

What feelings might they be carrying that they are not saying?

Can I let them be quiet, awkward, angry, or embarrassed without turning it into disrespect?

If I Am Bringing an Elderly Parent or Grandparent

What physical limitations do I need to plan around?

Medication needs?

Mobility?

Bathrooms?

Travel endurance?

What am I doing to make the trip easier on them?

Am I asking them to push harder physically than they really should because the visit matters so much?

During the Visit

What do I want to talk about besides prison?

What problem can wait until a phone call or another day?

Can I let an awkward first few minutes just be awkward?

Physical Contact

What permitted contact matters most to me?

Am I prepared for that contact to hit harder emotionally than I expect?

If the Visit Is Rough

What actually happened?

Was it one bad moment or part of a larger pattern?

Do I need to talk about it later instead of deciding everything in the visiting room?

If the Visit Gets Canceled

What is my first emotional reaction likely to be?

What facts do I need before I decide what happened?

Can I keep the cancellation from turning into blame?

The Goodbye

What part of leaving is hardest for me?

Do I tend to hold it together until I reach the car?

What do I need from myself in that moment?

My Parking-Lot Plan

When I get back to the car, I am allowed to:

☐ Cry

☐ Sit quietly

☐ Call someone

☐ Drink water

☐ Take a few minutes before driving

☐ Let the kids have their reaction

☐ Let an elderly loved one rest

☐ Other: ____

Who can I call if I need someone?

HAB Reminder

You do not have to fix everybody’s feelings before you leave the parking lot.

After the Visit

What do I usually need after I leave?

What does my person usually need after they go back to the unit?

Have we actually talked about whether they should call that night or wait until the next day?

After a Child Visit

How did the child react during the visit?

How did they react afterward?

Am I letting them have their own feelings instead of telling them how they should feel?

What questions may come up later?

After an Elderly Loved One Visits

How did the trip affect them physically?

What did they seem to feel emotionally?

Is there anything I should help them process or prepare differently next time?

Do Not Take Their Crash Personally

If my person goes quiet afterward, what am I likely to assume?

What else could that silence mean?

Can I remember that they went back to the unit while I went back to the car?

One Visit Is Not the Whole Relationship

Did I leave disappointed because the visit itself was bad—or because the goodbye hurt?

What was actually good about the visit?

What, if anything, really needs to be addressed?

Before You Turn the Page

What do I want from the next visit?

What does the child need?

What does an elderly loved one need?

What does my person inside need?

What do I need?

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 have their own reaction.

Let older loved ones have their own limits.

Let yourself have the parking-lot moment.

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

Nothing Is Completely Private — From the Outside

One of the biggest changes in communicating with somebody who is incarcerated is realizing that the conversation does not happen in the same kind of private space it did before.

You may be sitting alone in your kitchen.

Driving.

Lying in bed.

Walking through a store.

To you, it may feel like a private conversation between two people.

It is not.

Phone calls will be monitored and recorded.

Messages will be reviewed.

Mail will be inspected.

And conversations can also be overheard by people physically near your loved one.

That does not mean you need to become afraid to talk.

It means you need to understand where the conversation is happening.

Your Side May Feel Private When Theirs Is Not

This is easy to forget.

You may be sitting somewhere completely alone.

Your person may be standing near other people.

They may have limited physical privacy.

They may have someone waiting for the phone.

They may be speaking from a space where other people can hear pieces of the conversation.

So when they suddenly become vague, change the subject, or tell you:

“I'll tell you later.”

that does not automatically mean they are hiding something from you.

Sometimes it simply means:

This is not the place for this conversation.

HAB Reminder

Where you are talking from and where they are talking from are two different environments.

Personal Does Not Mean Private

You are still going to have personal conversations.

You may talk about your relationship.

Your family.

Your fears.

Your future.

Your body.

Your emotions.

Things that embarrass you.

Things you would never normally say in front of another person.

Understand that those conversations are happening through a monitored system.

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

That does not mean intimacy disappears.

It means you get to decide what level of privacy risk you are comfortable with.

You Are Allowed to Have Privacy Boundaries

Supporting somebody who is incarcerated does not mean they automatically get access to every detail of your life.

You are still allowed to say:

“I don't want to talk about that on this phone.”

“I would rather not put that in a message.”

“That's somebody else's private information.”

“We can talk about that another time.”

That is not rejection.

That is a boundary.

And you are allowed to have one.

Protect Other People's Information Too

Your loved one may ask about family.

Friends.

Children.

Other incarcerated people.

Other families.

That does not mean every detail needs to be shared.

Be careful with:


	addresses

	workplaces

	children's information

	financial information

	medical information

	relationship problems

	private family matters

	information another person trusted you with



If it is not your information to give away, stop and think before sharing it.

Sometimes:

“That isn't my story to tell.”

is enough.

Money Conversations Need Extra Attention

Money is one of the easiest subjects to become complicated without realizing it.

Your loved one may ask you to put money on an approved account.

That is one thing.

You may also eventually hear requests involving:


	somebody else's account

	sending money to a third person

	receiving money for somebody

	a new payment app

	a person you have never met

	instructions that seem more complicated than they need to be

	requests to keep a transaction quiet



Before doing anything, understand what you are being asked to do.

Do not assume that because your loved one understands the arrangement, you understand it too.

You are the person whose name, account, phone, or money may be involved.

You get to ask questions.

Know the Consequences

If a money request involves unofficial channels or people you do not know, possible consequences can go beyond losing money.

They can become disciplinary or legal problems.

That does not mean every unusual request is automatically criminal.

It means:

Understand the transaction before you become part of it.

Do Not Pass Messages You Do Not Understand

This one can sound harmless.

“Tell so-and-so this.”

“Message this person for me.”

“Give them this number.”

“Ask them to send something.”

Maybe it is harmless.

Maybe it is not.

The problem is that you may not know the context.

If somebody wants to use you as the bridge between people, you are allowed to ask:

Why?

What exactly am I passing?

Who is involved?

Could this create a problem for me or my person?

If you do not understand what you are participating in, slow down.

Recorded Arguments Can Outlive the Argument

Every relationship has bad conversations.

People get angry.

They say things badly.

They swear.

They exaggerate.

They say something they regret.

Then they calm down and move on.

A recording does not move on.

One sentence can remain long after both of you have forgotten the argument.

That does not mean you need to censor every emotion.

It means anger deserves a little more care when the conversation is being recorded.

Sometimes:

“I am too angry to have this conversation right now.”

is healthier than saying the next ten things in your head.

Written Messages Last Too

Messages create a record.

That can be useful.

It can also matter when you are angry, emotional, embarrassed, or discussing something sensitive.

Before you hit send, reread it.

Ask:

Would I still send this if I knew another person might read it?

If the answer is no, maybe that message needs to wait.

Ordinary Mail Is Not a Private Diary

A handwritten letter can feel more private than a phone call.

It is physical.

It has your handwriting.

You seal the envelope yourself.

But ordinary correctional mail is inspected according to facility rules.

That means you should not assume a sealed envelope creates complete privacy.

Legal or otherwise privileged communications may have different rules and protections, depending on the system.

For ordinary personal correspondence, write with the understanding that the institution handles and inspects the mail.

Be Careful With Case Information

Your person may talk to you about their case.

That can be necessary.

There may be paperwork to find.

Dates to remember.

Questions to research.

Documents to preserve.

But not every communication channel is the best place for every legal conversation.

If something genuinely needs confidential legal advice, that belongs with the appropriate attorney or legal process.

You can support your person without trying to become their lawyer.

Intimacy Still Belongs to Both of You

This part matters.

People do not stop wanting closeness because one of them is incarcerated.

You may still flirt.

Say private things.

Talk about your relationship.

Miss each other physically.

Want intimacy.

None of that is strange.

What changes is the environment.

You may be comfortable with certain conversations.

You may be completely uncomfortable with others because you know somebody else could hear them.

Both answers are okay.

Your loved one does not get to pressure you into a level of intimacy you do not want on a monitored system.

And neither should you pressure them.

Consent still matters when the communication is limited.

Do Not Confuse Privacy With Secrecy

This is important.

Having boundaries does not mean hiding things from each other.

You can say:

“I want to talk about this. I just don't want to talk about it here.”

That is different from dishonesty.

A healthy relationship needs both honesty and boundaries.

Those things can exist at the same time.

Protect Yourself Too

There may be a temptation to think:

They are the one inside.

They are the one whose communications are being watched.

But your side of the conversation is part of the same communication.

Your words matter too.

Your information matters.

Your finances matter.

Your family matters.

Your privacy matters.

Before giving out information, ask whether it is necessary.

Before agreeing to something, ask whether you understand it.

Before saying something deeply personal, ask whether you are comfortable with someone else possibly hearing it.

You are not being disloyal by thinking first.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about the same thing from inside: recorded calls, reviewed messages, inspected mail, other people's information, money conversations, arguments, legal subjects, and intimacy.

Neither of you needs to become paranoid.

Both of you need to become intentional.

HAB Reminder

You can still be close.

You can still be honest.

You can still have privacy boundaries.

Understanding that communication is monitored does not weaken a relationship.

Used well, that understanding can protect it.

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

Reflection and planning

Nothing Is Completely Private — From the Outside

Questions for You

What subjects am I comfortable discussing on a monitored or recorded call?

What subjects would I rather save for another form of communication?

Are there personal, intimate, emotional, or embarrassing things I would rather not discuss if someone else may hear them?

Have I accepted that even conversations that feel private to me are not truly private?

What information about myself should I protect?

What information about my children, family, workplace, finances, or friends should I protect?

Have I ever shared somebody else’s private information because I did not stop to think about whether it was mine to tell?

What sentence can I use when something is not my information to share?

If I am asked to move money, pass a message, use an account, or contact someone I do not know, do I understand exactly what I am being asked to do?

What would make me slow down before agreeing?

Would I still send this message if I knew somebody else might read it?

When I am angry, what usually makes me say something I regret?

What can I say when I need to stop a conversation before it gets worse?

What kinds of legal or case information should probably be handled through an attorney or official process instead?

What privacy boundary do I need my person to respect?

What intimacy boundary do I need them to understand?

Can I say, “I want to talk about this, but not here,” without feeling guilty?

Before You Turn the Page

What did this chapter make me realize that I need to talk about with my person?

HAB Reminder

Privacy is not secrecy.

Boundaries are not rejection.

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

What to Share and What to Keep to Yourself — From the Outside

Honesty matters.

So does knowing what actually needs to be said.

When somebody you love is incarcerated, you may feel like you should tell them everything.

Every problem.

Every bill.

Every family argument.

Every bad day.

Every worry.

At the same time, you may want them to tell you everything happening inside.

That can feel like closeness.

Sometimes it is.

Sometimes it is just two people carrying more information than either one of them can do anything with.

The goal is not secrecy.

The goal is purposeful communication.

Ask Yourself What the Information Is For

Before telling your person something difficult, ask:

Do they need to know this?

Can they do anything about it?

Does this affect them directly?

Am I asking for support, advice, action, or just a listening ear?

Those are different things.

If you know what you need from the conversation, it is easier for both of you.

You Are Their Connection to the Outside

This matters more than people sometimes realize.

Your person is already living inside the prison.

They already know what the unit looks like.

They already know what happened at chow.

They already know what the dayroom sounded like.

They already know what the tension felt like.

Sometimes when they call you, they do not want to spend the entire conversation revisiting all of that.

They may want to hear about outside.

Your day.

Work.

The kids.

The dog.

The weather.

What somebody cooked.

What happened at the store.

Who said something ridiculous.

What song you heard.

What changed in the neighborhood.

The ordinary things may feel boring to you because you are living them.

To somebody inside, those same details can be a connection to the world beyond the walls.

HAB Reminder

They already know what prison looks like.

Sometimes what they want from you is a reminder of what the rest of the world feels like.

Ordinary Life Is Not Trivial

You may think:

Why would they care what I had for dinner?

Why would they care that the washing machine broke?

Why would they care that the dog stole a sock?

Because ordinary life is still life.

Those small stories help keep the relationship connected to something besides incarceration.

If every call becomes about prison, money, problems, or release, the relationship can start to feel like one long administrative meeting.

Tell them normal things too.

Laugh when you can.

Let life still exist in the conversation.

Let Them Still Have a Say in the Life You Share

One of the easiest ways to help your person feel connected to the outside is to let them still participate in ordinary decisions when it makes sense.

That does not mean asking permission for every choice you make.

It means remembering that if you still see yourselves as building a life together, they can still have a voice in parts of that life.

If you are buying a new couch, show them the choices.

If you are changing something in the house, ask what they think.

If you are picking between two paint colors, two phones, two furniture arrangements, or two ways to handle something that affects both of you, let them be part of the decision.

Sometimes something that feels small to you can feel huge to somebody who has very little control over their daily environment.

Being asked:

“Which one do you like?”

can mean:

“You still matter here.”

HAB Reminder

Participation creates connection.

If a decision affects both of your lives, give them a voice when you reasonably can.

That does not mean they get to control the outside from prison.

It means they are still part of the life you are building together.

Small Decisions Can Carry Big Meaning

You may think:

It is just a couch.

It is just a lamp.

It is just where I put the desk.

But the object is not always the point.

The point may be that your person still gets to imagine the room.

Still gets to picture home.

Still gets to contribute.

Still gets to feel like they have a place in the future you are building.

The goal is not to let incarceration control the outside household.

The goal is to make sure your shared life does not become something built entirely without one of the people who hopes to return to it.

Small shared decisions now can make release feel less like entering somebody else’s life and more like returning to a life you both continued building.

Those little choices can help keep the outside world from becoming something that simply happens without them.

You Do Not Need Every Detail From Inside

This works both ways.

Your person may say:

“Today was rough, but I'm okay.”

You may want the whole story.

Who?

What happened?

Why?

Was there a fight?

Did somebody threaten you?

Are you in trouble?

Sometimes those questions matter.

Sometimes they do not.

Ask yourself:

Does knowing more help me help?

Or:

Will knowing more only give me something else to worry about?

That distinction matters.

Ask Useful Questions

Instead of asking for every detail, try asking:

“Are you safe?”

“Do you need me to do anything?”

“Is this something I need to know more about?”

“Do you want advice, or do you just want me to listen?”

Those questions give your person room to tell you what actually matters.

Do Not Force Them to Revisit Something They Are Trying to Leave Behind for an Hour

Sometimes the phone call is the one part of the day when your person gets to mentally leave the unit for a few minutes.

If they do not want to spend those minutes retelling everything that happened inside, that does not automatically mean they are hiding something.

They may simply want to hear your voice.

They may want to laugh.

They may want to hear about home.

They may want to feel normal.

Let the conversation have room for that.

Some Outside Problems Need to Be Shared

Do not take this so far that you hide important things.

If something affects:


	the relationship

	children

	shared finances

	housing

	legal matters

	visits

	release planning

	a serious medical issue

	a decision they need to make



then your person probably needs enough information to understand what is happening.

The question is not:

“Will this upset them?”

The question is:

“Do they need this information to understand their own life?”

If yes, tell them.

Some Outside Problems Can Wait

Not every inconvenience needs to become their emergency.

A small argument with a relative.

A frustrating day at work.

A problem you have already solved.

Something that will be over before the next call.

You are allowed to decide:

This does not need to become one more thing they are carrying today.

That is not necessarily dishonesty.

Sometimes it is judgment.

Do Not Use Outside Problems to Punish Them

There is a difference between being honest and making somebody feel helpless on purpose.

Be careful with statements like:

“You would know this if you were here.”

“I'm doing everything because of you.”

“Look what I have to deal with while you're in there.”

There may be real frustration underneath those words.

Talk about the frustration.

But using outside problems to make somebody feel guilty does not solve the problem.

It just adds another injury to the relationship.

Do Not Protect Them From Things They Need to Know

The opposite can happen too.

You may decide:

They have enough to worry about.

So you do not tell them that money is running short.

Or the housing plan changed.

Or the relationship is struggling.

Or something important happened with the children.

Then months later, they discover that the situation is completely different from what they believed.

That is not protection.

If the information changes their decisions or their future, they need enough truth to respond.

HAB Reminder

Protection should not require deception.

Tell Them What You Need

Your person cannot read your mind from prison any better than they could outside.

Sometimes say exactly what you need.

“I need you to listen.”

“I need reassurance.”

“I need advice.”

“I need you to understand that I cannot fix this.”

“I need you not to ask me for anything else this week.”

“I need us to talk about something difficult.”

Clear communication saves both people a lot of guessing.

Ask Before Dropping Something Heavy

Your person may be calling from an environment you cannot see.

They may have only a few minutes.

They may be around other people.

They may already be having a hard day.

If something is not an emergency, you can ask:

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

That gives them a chance to say:

Yes.

Not right now.

Tell me the short version.

Let's talk about it next time.

You deserve the same courtesy.

You Are Allowed to Say You Cannot Handle Something Right Now

Sometimes your person may want to talk about something difficult inside.

You may already be overwhelmed.

You are allowed to say:

“I care, but I don't have the capacity for the full version right now.”

That is not abandonment.

That is honesty.

You can still ask:

“Are you safe?”

“Do you need action from me?”

Then decide whether the rest can wait.

Do Not Demand Proof of Love Through Information

You do not need access to every thought, every conversation, every event, or every person around them in order to prove the relationship is real.

They do not need access to every detail of your outside life either.

Healthy relationships still have privacy.

They still have boundaries.

Incarceration does not erase those things.

Share Enough for Honest Decisions

If you need your person to make a decision, give them the information that actually matters.

Do not leave out something because you are afraid they will disagree.

Do not exaggerate something because you want a particular answer.

Give them enough truth to make their own decision.

The same should be expected from them.

Do Not Let Fear Turn Every Conversation Into an Interrogation

When you are scared, questions can come fast.

Where were you?

Who was there?

Why didn't you call?

What happened?

Who said that?

What aren't you telling me?

Slow down.

Sometimes fear asks questions that trust would ask differently.

You can still ask for clarity.

Just remember that the purpose is understanding, not interrogation.

Bring the Outside With You

Your voice may be one of the strongest connections your person has to ordinary life.

Use that.

Tell them about things that remind them the world still exists.

Birthdays.

Weather.

Music.

Food.

Family.

Work.

Neighborhood gossip that actually is harmless.

Sports.

Movies.

Something funny.

Something stupid.

Something beautiful.

You do not need a major event to have something worth talking about.

Sometimes the ordinary story is the important one.

And when there are decisions about the life you still share, let them participate when you reasonably can.

That shared life is part of what they are eventually hoping to return to.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about sharing with purpose from inside.

They are learning that they do not need to give you every disturbing detail of their environment just to prove they are being honest.

You are learning that you do not need to give them every outside problem just because you love them.

Both sides are learning the same thing:

Honesty does not require overload.

And connection does not require control.

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?

And remember:

Sometimes the most valuable thing you can bring into a prison phone call is a little piece of ordinary life.

Sometimes the most valuable thing you can give your person is a voice in the life you are still building together.

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

Reflection and planning

What to Share and What to Keep to Yourself — From the Outside

Questions for You

When I tell my person something difficult, what am I usually hoping they will do with that information?

Am I asking for advice, action, reassurance, or just a listening ear?

What outside problems genuinely affect my person and need to be shared?

What problems have I already handled that do not necessarily need to become their emergency too?

Am I sharing something because they need to know—or because I feel guilty keeping it to myself?

Do I ever tell them about outside problems in a way that makes them feel helpless or guilty?

Have I ever said something like “I am doing everything because of you,” or something similar, when what I really meant was that I felt overwhelmed?

If I feel that way again, what could I say that explains my exhaustion without making them feel like they are the burden?

What ordinary parts of my life do I want to keep sharing with them?

What stories from home seem to make them feel most connected to the outside?

Do I give them room to hear about ordinary life, or do I spend most calls asking what happened inside?

What decisions about our shared life could I reasonably include them in?

What is one small decision coming up that we could make together?

Am I including them because their opinion matters—or asking permission for things that are actually mine to decide?

What decisions belong to me alone?

What decisions genuinely belong to both of us?

Do I understand the difference between giving them a voice and giving them control over my outside life?

If they come home someday, what parts of our shared life do I want them to feel they helped build rather than simply inherited?

When they tell me “Today was rough, but I’m okay,” can I accept that answer when there is no reason to believe they are unsafe?

Does knowing more help me help—or does it only give me more to worry about?

Before You Turn the Page

What did this chapter make me realize that I need to talk about with my person?

HAB Reminder

Honesty does not require overload.

Connection does not require control.

Sometimes sharing ordinary life is one of the most meaningful ways to help somebody stay connected to it.

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

Money on the Inside — From the Outside

When somebody you love becomes incarcerated, your finances change too.

Sometimes immediately.

Sometimes slowly enough that you do not realize how much has changed until you are already stretched thin.

There may be one less income in the household.

Bills that used to be shared may now be yours alone.

You may be paying for phone calls, messages, commissary, packages, visits, travel, postage, legal costs, and things you never had to budget for before.

That is why money needs to become a conversation early.

Not an argument.

Not a test of loyalty.

A conversation.

Your Household Budget Changed

Even if your person never asks you for money, incarceration may have already changed your finances.

Maybe they used to contribute to rent.

Utilities.

Food.

Transportation.

Childcare.

Insurance.

Debt payments.

Now that income may be gone.

At the same time, new expenses may have appeared.

That means your budget is not simply:

What can I send inside?

It is:

What does my whole financial life look like now?

HAB Reminder

Supporting somebody inside starts with keeping the outside household stable.

If you cannot keep your own lights on, rent paid, food in the house, and transportation running, the support system eventually breaks for both of you.

There Are Two Budgets Now

Your person has a budget inside.

You have a budget outside.

Those two budgets affect each other.

Maybe they see twenty dollars on commissary.

You may see:


	commissary money

	phone deposits

	message credits

	media expenses

	an Access Pack

	catalog spending

	postage

	fuel for a visit

	a hotel

	childcare

	missed work

	a household bill due the same week



The amount they receive may be only one piece of what supporting them actually costs you.

That does not mean they are wrong for needing things.

It means both of you need to see the whole picture.

Budget Together When You Can

One of the best ways to reduce conflict around money is to let your person understand the budget with you.

Not every account balance.

Not every private financial detail.

Enough to understand shared decisions.

If there is only twenty dollars available for commissary this week, it can help for both of you to know why.

Maybe the phone account needed funding.

Maybe an Access Pack was due.

Maybe a visit is coming.

Maybe the electric bill jumped.

Maybe the car needed repair.

When both people can see the same numbers, the conversation changes.

It becomes:

“This is what we have.”

instead of:

“Why won't you send me more?”

Budgeting together can also become another way of keeping your person connected to the outside life you still share.

They are not controlling the household.

They are understanding it.

Make the Costs Visible

Do not lump everything into one category called:

Prison money.

Break it apart.

Track:


	commissary

	phone

	messages

	media

	approved package or Access Pack spending

	catalog orders

	postage

	visits

	travel

	hotels

	childcare related to visits

	missed wages

	legal or administrative costs

	other approved expenses



Why?

Because small charges disappear when they are not written down.

A few dollars at a time can become hundreds over a month.

You deserve to know where your money is going.

Commissary Needs Its Own Limit

Commissary is often the easiest expense to see.

That can make it the easiest one to argue about too.

Decide what you can realistically contribute.

Weekly.

Monthly.

Whatever works for your household.

Then talk about what happens when the amount changes.

If this week is twenty dollars instead of seventy-five, that should not automatically become a relationship crisis.

Sometimes the budget changed.

That is all.

Phone Time Is Not Free Just Because the Call Feels Necessary

Calls matter.

Hearing somebody's voice matters.

But phone deposits are still part of the budget.

If you are spending heavily on calls, look at the whole communication picture.

Phone.

Messages.

Media.

Maybe one can be reduced without cutting connection.

Maybe certain times or days work better.

Maybe there is a monthly amount both of you can live with.

The goal is not to talk less just for the sake of spending less.

The goal is to make communication sustainable.

Access Packs and Approved Packages Count Too

If the facility allows an approved package program or Access Pack, that spending belongs in the budget.

Do not treat it like surprise money.

If a typical monthly amount is around fifty dollars in the system you are using, put that fifty dollars on paper before you decide what is left for everything else.

The exact rules and limits vary.

The financial principle does not.

If you know it is coming, budget for it before it arrives.

Catalog Spending Can Sneak Up on You

Catalog orders may not happen every week.

That can make them feel separate from the regular budget.

They are not.

A larger purchase every few months is still money leaving the household.

If your person wants a catalog item later, plan for it together.

Save toward it.

Decide whether it is a need, a want, or something that can wait.

That is much easier than being handed a large request with no warning.

Visits Cost More Than the Visit

Sometimes the most expensive part of incarceration is not money sent inside at all.

It is getting there.

Fuel.

Hotel.

Food.

Parking.

Childcare.

Time away from work.

Vehicle maintenance.

Sometimes airfare.

A visit can become a major household expense.

That does not mean visits are not worth it.

It means their real cost belongs in the budget.

Otherwise, both of you can underestimate what maintaining contact actually takes.

Money Is Not Proof of Love

This needs to be said plainly.

Sending more money does not mean you love somebody more.

Sending less money does not mean you love them less.

You are allowed to say:

“I cannot afford that.”

You are allowed to say:

“Not this week.”

You are allowed to say:

“We need to plan for that first.”

You are allowed to help within your means.

You are also allowed to stop helping in a way that is damaging your household.

HAB Reminder

A financial boundary is not abandonment.

Guilt Is an Expensive Budgeting Tool

Be careful when you notice yourself sending money because you feel guilty.

Guilty that you are outside.

Guilty that you ate something they cannot have.

Guilty that you missed a call.

Guilty that you cannot visit.

Guilty that they asked and you have the ability to say yes.

Guilt can spend money faster than almost anything else.

Before sending money, ask:

Can I afford this?

Not:

Will they be upset if I say no?

Those are different questions.

Do Not Skip Your Own Bills to Avoid a Hard Conversation

If you are paying commissary while your electric bill is overdue, something has gone wrong.

If you are using credit cards for regular support you cannot afford, something has gone wrong.

If you are borrowing from other people to avoid telling your loved one the budget is tight, something has gone wrong.

If you are skipping medication, groceries, childcare, or transportation expenses to keep money flowing inside, the system is no longer sustainable.

Tell the truth earlier.

It is easier to say:

“We have to cut back this month.”

than to explain later why the household is in financial trouble.

Know What You Are Funding

If your person asks for money, you are allowed to ask what it is for.

That does not mean interrogating them over every dollar.

It means understanding the larger categories.

Commissary?

Phone?

Media?

Catalog?

Package?

Something else?

If you are funding multiple things, both of you should know that.

Otherwise the same twenty dollars can feel available in three different places at once.

Use Official Channels

When you send money, use the official systems approved by the facility whenever possible.

If you are suddenly asked to send money to:


	another person's account

	a new payment app

	a stranger

	somebody else's family member

	an account you have never used before



slow down.

Ask questions.

You do not need to accuse anybody of anything.

You do need to understand where your money is going and why.

Chapter 8 will go much deeper into money pressure, scams, favors, debts, and third-party transactions.

For now:

Know where the money is going before you send it.

Emergencies Need a Definition

If everything is an emergency, eventually nothing is.

Talk about what actually counts.

No hygiene?

Maybe.

A medical or legal need?

Possibly.

A phone account running low?

Maybe not.

A catalog item?

Probably not.

The two of you can decide together what an emergency means for your situation.

The important part is having the conversation before somebody is upset.

Decide What Gets Funded First

There may be months when you cannot afford everything.

That is normal.

So what comes first?

Household necessities?

Commissary basics?

Phone time?

A planned visit?

An Access Pack?

Catalog?

Savings?

There is no single correct order for every family.

The useful part is deciding intentionally instead of reacting one request at a time.

Let Your Person See the Real Numbers

This can be powerful.

If they see that there is only twenty dollars for commissary because the monthly budget already includes the phone, package program, travel, and household expenses, the number makes more sense.

You are not saying:

“No because I said so.”

You are saying:

“This is what exists.”

That gives them a chance to participate.

Maybe they would rather have less phone time and more commissary.

Maybe they want to skip an Access Pack one month to save toward a catalog order.

Maybe the visit matters more than either of those.

Now you are making decisions together.

That is connection.

Your Budget Is Still Yours

Shared budgeting does not mean surrendering control of your finances.

Your loved one can have input into shared decisions.

They do not get to dictate what happens with every dollar outside.

You still have obligations they cannot see firsthand.

You still have the responsibility to keep the household functioning.

A healthy shared budget includes both voices without giving one person total control.

Budgeting Now Helps With Release Later

Eventually, if your person is coming home, money gets more complicated.

Rent.

Utilities.

Transportation.

Food.

Phones.

Clothing.

Employment.

Supervision costs.

Deposits.

Emergencies.

The budgeting habits you build now can become practice for that future.

You are not just deciding how much commissary to send.

You are learning how to talk about money without hiding, blaming, controlling, or panicking.

That skill will matter outside too.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about money from inside.

They are learning that the twenty dollars they see may be one small part of a much bigger household budget.

They are also learning that limits do not automatically mean rejection.

You are learning that helping does not require destroying your own financial stability.

The goal is not for one side to win.

The goal is for both sides to understand the same numbers.

HAB Reminder

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

Money can support a relationship.

It should not become the measure of one.

Budget together when you can.

Set limits before resentment sets them for you.

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

Reflection and planning

The Real Cost of Supporting Someone Inside

1. What Changed Financially When They Went Inside?

Income that disappeared or changed:

$____

Bills I now carry alone that used to be shared:  

New expenses caused by incarceration:  

The biggest financial change I did not expect was:  



2. My Household Comes First

Monthly take-home income:

$____

Housing:

$____

Utilities:

$____

Food:

$____

Transportation:

$____

Insurance:

$____

Childcare / children’s expenses:

$____

Debt payments:

$____

Medical / prescriptions:

$____

Other necessary household expenses:

$____

Total essential household expenses:

$____

Amount left after essentials:

$____

HAB Reminder

Supporting someone inside starts with keeping the outside household stable.



3. Incarceration-Related Monthly Costs




	Category
	Planned
	Actually Spent





	Commissary support
	$_____
	$_____



	Phone
	$_____
	$_____



	Messages/media
	$_____
	$_____



	Access Pack/package
	$_____
	$_____



	Catalog savings/orders
	$_____
	$_____



	Mail/postage/photos
	$_____
	$_____



	Legal/admin costs
	$_____
	$_____



	Other approved support
	$_____
	$_____





Monthly subtotal:

$____



4. Visit Costs

Fuel:

$____

Hotel:

$____

Food:

$____

Parking/tolls:

$____

Childcare:

$____

Missed wages:

$____

Vehicle maintenance related to travel:

$____

Airfare/bus/rental car if applicable:

$____

Other:

$____

Real cost of one visit:

$____

How many visits can I realistically afford each month/year?  



5. What They See vs. What I Actually Spend

Amount they receive directly this month:

$____

Total amount I spend supporting incarceration this month:

$____

Difference:

$____

What expenses do they probably never see?

This is one of the most important pages in the section.



6. What I Can Afford vs. What I Am Willing to Do

What can I realistically afford to contribute each month without harming my household?

$____

What am I actually willing to contribute each month?

$____

Are those two numbers different?

☐ Yes

☐ No

If yes, why?

Being able to pay for something does not automatically make me responsible for paying for it.



7. What I Am Willing to Fund

☐ Commissary

☐ Phone

☐ Messages/media

☐ Access Pack/package

☐ Catalog

☐ Visits/travel

☐ Legal/admin costs

☐ Mail

☐ Other: ____

What I am not willing to fund:

What I will only fund occasionally:

What would make me reconsider one of those boundaries?



8. My Hard Limit

The amount I will not go above in a normal month:

$____

The point where I need to say no even if I technically have the money:

What household expense must never be sacrificed for prison-related spending?



9. Commissary Agreement

Normal weekly/monthly amount we agree on:

$____

What happens if I can only send less one week?

What counts as a genuine commissary emergency?

What does not count as an emergency?



10. Phone and Communication Budget

Phone budget:

$____

Messages/media budget:

$____

Total communication budget:

$____

If we go over, what gets reduced?

Am I spending more on communication than I can comfortably afford?

☐ Yes

☐ No



11. Access Pack / Package Budget

Typical monthly amount:

$____

Is this something I am willing to fund every month?

☐ Yes

☐ No

☐ Sometimes

If not this month, where does that money go instead?



12. Catalog Planning

Item they want:  

Estimated cost:

$____

Can I afford it now?

☐ Yes

☐ No

Am I willing to buy it now?

☐ Yes

☐ No

If not, can we save toward it?

☐ Yes

☐ No

Monthly amount to set aside:

$____



13. Emergency Spending

What counts as a real financial emergency for us?

What kinds of requests are urgent but can still wait for the next budget period?

What requests should never be treated as emergencies?



14. Guilt Check

Have I sent money because I felt guilty rather than because I could afford it?

☐ Yes

☐ No

What was I feeling guilty about?

Have I ever skipped something I needed in order to send money inside?

☐ Yes

☐ No

If yes, what?

Would I make that same choice again?



15. Debt Check

Am I using credit cards to support incarceration costs?

☐ Yes

☐ No

Am I borrowing money from other people?

☐ Yes

☐ No

Am I paying bills late because of prison-related spending?

☐ Yes

☐ No

Am I taking money from savings I cannot replace?

☐ Yes

☐ No

If any answer is yes:

What needs to change first?



16. Before I Send Money

What is this money for?

Is this an official channel?

☐ Yes

☐ No

☐ Not sure

Do I understand exactly who receives it?

☐ Yes

☐ No

Can I afford it?

☐ Yes

☐ No

Am I willing to pay for it?

☐ Yes

☐ No

Am I agreeing because I want to—or because I feel pressured?



17. What Gets Funded First?

When there is not enough money for everything, our priority order is:


	




	




	




	




	






What gets cut first when the budget is tight?



18. Shared Budget Conversation

What does my person need to understand about the outside budget?

What do I need to understand about their actual needs inside?

What do we disagree about financially?

What can we agree on before the next month starts?



19. Before / After Snapshot

Before Incarceration

Household income: $__

Shared expenses: $__

Savings: $__

Debt: $__

Now

Household income: $__

Expenses I carry alone: $__

Incarceration-related spending: $__

Savings: $__

Debt: $____

The financial change I need my person to understand is:



20. My Boundary Statement

Complete this sentence:

“I love you, and the amount I can realistically and willingly contribute is ___ because _________.”

And:

“If I say no to a request, I need you to understand that it does not automatically mean ______.”



Chapter 7 Workbook Check-In

The biggest thing I learned about what incarceration is costing me is:

One expense I need to reduce:

One boundary I need to set or strengthen:

One thing I want my person to understand before our next money conversation:

HAB Reminder

What you can afford and what you are willing to contribute are two different questions.

A financial boundary is not abandonment.

There are two budgets now, and neither one exists in isolation.
Chapter 8

Scams, Pressure & Expensive Lessons — From the Outside

Some of the most dangerous financial problems connected to incarceration do not start with anything that looks dangerous.

They start with a favor.

A money request.

A new account.

A person you have never met.

A message passed through somebody else.

A story that sounds urgent.

A promise that it is “no big deal.”

Sometimes it really is harmless.

Sometimes it is not.

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

It is to help you recognize when something stops being simple.

You Are Allowed to Ask Questions

If somebody asks you to send money, move money, receive money, create an account, use an account, or contact someone you do not know, you are allowed to ask:

Who is this person?

Why are they involved?

Why can’t the normal approved method be used?

Who is actually receiving the money?

What am I being asked to do?

What happens after I do it?

If the answers are vague, changing, or designed to make you feel guilty for asking, slow down.

HAB Reminder

Questions are not disloyalty.

Third-Party Money Is a Different Kind of Risk

Sending money directly through an official facility-approved system is one thing.

Being asked to send money to someone else’s account is different.

Being asked to receive money and pass it along is different.

Being asked to use Cash App, Venmo, another payment service, or an unfamiliar account for someone you do not know is different.

Being told:

“It’s for my friend.”

does not automatically explain what you are becoming part of.

You may have no idea what happened before the money reached you or what happens after it leaves.

That matters.

“I Was Just Helping” May Not Be Enough

This is important.

If a transaction is unlawful, the fact that you were helping someone you love does not automatically erase your involvement.

You may still be questioned.

Accounts may be reviewed.

Money transfers may be traced.

Depending on what actually happened and what you knowingly participated in, consequences can become serious.

That does not mean every unusual transfer is a crime.

It means you should not become part of a financial arrangement you cannot explain clearly.

A useful test is:

Could I calmly explain this entire transaction to someone official from beginning to end?

If the answer is no because you do not understand it yourself, stop there and find out more.

New Payment Accounts Deserve Attention

One day you may be sending money the normal way.

Then suddenly:

“Send it here instead.”

New Cash App.

Different Venmo.

Different name.

Different relative.

Different friend.

Different account.

That change may have an innocent explanation.

Ask for it.

You do not need to accuse anyone.

You do need to understand why the method changed before attaching your name and money to it.

Being Asked to Receive Money Is Still Being Involved

Sometimes nobody asks you to send anything.

They ask you to receive it.

That can sound safer.

“Just let it hit your account.”

“Hold it for me.”

“Then send it somewhere else.”

But once your account becomes part of the chain, so do you.

Do not assume receiving money is passive.

If you are asked to receive and redirect funds, understand exactly why.

Secrecy Is a Warning Sign

Privacy is normal.

Secrecy around money can be different.

Pay attention to:

“Don’t tell anybody.”

“Don’t mention this on the phone.”

“Use a different name.”

“Don’t say what it’s really for.”

“Just trust me.”

One of those sentences by itself does not prove criminal activity.

But if a financial arrangement depends on you hiding what you are actually doing, stop and ask why.

Urgency Is a Warning Sign Too

Pressure often comes with a deadline.

Right now.

Before tonight.

Before somebody finds out.

Before the account closes.

Before something bad happens.

Sometimes emergencies are real.

Sometimes urgency exists to stop you from thinking.

If somebody does not want you to have time to ask questions, that itself is information.

Repeated Emergencies Are Still a Pattern

Everybody has emergencies.

But if every week brings a new emergency that requires money immediately, stop looking at each request individually.

Look at the pattern.

Ask:

What keeps happening?

Why does every problem require money from me?

Why is there never time to plan?

Why does saying no always create a crisis?

Patterns tell you things one isolated request may not.

Guilt Is One of the Strongest Forms of Pressure

You may hear:

“If you loved me, you would help.”

“Everybody else’s people do it.”

“You have money.”

“You’re leaving me hanging.”

“I guess I know how much I matter.”

That changes a money decision into a test of love.

Pause.

You can love someone and still say no.

You can afford something and still not be willing to participate.

You can want to help and still refuse a particular method.

HAB Reminder

What you can do and what you are willing to do are not the same thing.

A No to the Arrangement Is Not Always a No to the Person

This distinction matters.

You may trust your loved one.

You may not trust the transaction.

You may believe they have good intentions.

You may still be uncomfortable with the account, third party, secrecy, or payment method involved.

You can say:

“I am not accusing you of anything. I am not willing to be part of this arrangement.”

That is a complete answer.

Do Not Let Your Account Become Somebody Else’s Tool

Your name matters.

Your bank account matters.

Your payment apps matter.

Your phone number matters.

Your address matters.

Your identity matters.

Once you let someone else regularly use those things for transactions you do not control, you may lose track of what your own identity is attached to.

Protect it.

You do not need to let anybody borrow your financial identity to prove that you support someone.

Message Passing Can Create the Same Problem

Money is not the only way someone outside gets pulled into something.

You may be asked:

“Tell his girlfriend…”

“Message this person…”

“Give them this number…”

“Tell them to send it here…”

You may not know the context.

If you are becoming the bridge between people who cannot or should not communicate directly, understand why before participating.

Especially when the message involves:


	money

	accounts

	prohibited items

	threats

	hidden transactions

	instructions you do not understand



Slow down.

Social Media Can Make This Messier

Facility-family groups and social media can be incredibly useful.

They can also create opportunities for strangers to reach you.

Someone may claim they know your person.

They may claim your person owes money.

They may claim they have a message.

They may claim something happened and money is needed.

Verify before acting.

A profile picture and a name do not prove who somebody is or why they are contacting you.

Romance and Emotional Manipulation Can Be Part of It

Sometimes the pressure is coming directly from the person you are emotionally attached to.

Sometimes it comes from someone you met through a pen-pal relationship.

Sometimes it comes from a third party claiming to speak for them.

Love can make people lower defenses they would normally have.

That is human.

It is also why Chapter 9 will look directly at the bright side and dark side of pen-pal relationships.

For now, remember:

Trust does not require turning off judgment.

You May Be Asked to Hide the Real Recipient

This is where you need to pay particular attention.

If the name on the account is not the person you believe you are helping, ask why.

If you are told to send money to one person for the benefit of another, understand the arrangement.

If you are told to describe a payment differently from what it actually is, stop and ask why.

If the transaction only works because the real purpose is being concealed, that is not a small detail.

Keep Records

If you send money, keep the confirmation.

Know:


	how much you sent

	where you sent it

	when you sent it

	who you understood it was for

	what you were told the money was for



That is useful budgeting.

It is also useful protection.

Do not delete records because somebody tells you to.

If Something Feels Wrong After You Already Agreed

You are allowed to stop.

Maybe you said yes before you fully understood.

Maybe the story changed.

Maybe you noticed something afterward.

Maybe you became uncomfortable.

You do not have to keep participating because you already participated once.

Sunk cost is not consent for the next transaction.

If You Believe You Are Being Threatened or Coerced

Treat that differently from an ordinary disagreement about money.

If someone threatens you, your children, your family, your job, your safety, or your loved one in order to force compliance, that is a serious issue.

Save communications when possible.

Do not escalate a threat just to prove you are not afraid.

Use appropriate official or legal channels if necessary.

Your safety matters too.

You Do Not Have to Finance Something You Do Not Understand

This is the simplest version of the chapter.

You can ask questions.

You can wait.

You can verify.

You can decline.

You can change your mind.

You can say:

“Not until I understand this.”

You do not owe immediate access to your money, identity, accounts, or communication tools because someone asks.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about debts, favors, unofficial transactions, pressure from other people inside, third-party money, secrecy, urgency, and the possibility that a decision made inside can pull you into consequences outside.

They may be experiencing pressure you cannot see.

You may be seeing financial warning signs they cannot see.

That is why neither side should be afraid to stop and ask questions.

HAB Reminder

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

Questions are not betrayal.

A no to a transaction is not automatically a no to the person you love.

And most importantly:

Love does not require you to participate in something you do not understand.

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

Reflection and planning

Scams, Pressure & Expensive Lessons — From the Outside

Questions for You

Have I ever been asked to send money to someone other than my person or an official account?

Have I ever been asked to receive money and then send it somewhere else?

If yes, did I completely understand why?

Have I ever been given a new Cash App, Venmo, payment account, or unfamiliar name without a clear explanation?

Would I be able to explain the entire transaction from beginning to end if somebody official asked me about it?

Has anyone ever told me to keep a transaction secret?

What did they say was the reason?

Have I ever felt rushed into sending money before I had time to think?

What happens inside me when someone says something is an emergency?

Do repeated emergencies form a pattern I need to look at more closely?

Have I ever sent money because I was afraid of what would happen if I said no?

Have I ever sent money because I was afraid my person would question my love or loyalty?

What can I afford to do?

What am I willing to do?

Where are those answers different?

What kinds of transactions am I absolutely unwilling to participate in?

If my person asks me to pass a message, do I understand exactly what I am passing and why?

If a stranger contacts me claiming to know my person, what will I verify before responding or sending anything?

Am I comfortable saying, “I trust you, but I do not trust this arrangement”?

What would make me stop a transaction even after I had originally agreed?

Do I keep records of money I send, where it went, when I sent it, and what I understood it was for?

If somebody asked me to delete those records, how would that make me feel about the transaction?

If I am threatened, pressured, or coerced, do I know who I would contact for help?

Before You Turn the Page

What did this chapter make me realize that I need to talk about with my person?

HAB Reminder

Questions are not betrayal.

A no to a transaction is not a no to the person.

Love does not require you to hand over your money, identity, accounts, or judgment.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 9

Pen Pals: The Bright Side and the Dark Side — From the Outside

A pen-pal relationship can start with one letter.

That letter can become a friendship.

That friendship can become a relationship.

That relationship can become a marriage.

Or it can stay exactly what it started as.

There is no one guaranteed outcome.

A relationship that starts through a letter is not automatically less real than one that starts at work, online, through friends, or anywhere else.

What matters is what the two people build from it.

A Quick Primer

People use the phrase pen pal pretty loosely.

Sometimes it means someone who writes occasionally.

Sometimes it means a regular friendship.

Sometimes it means a romantic relationship.

Sometimes it becomes a serious partnership.

Sometimes people use terms like:


	pen pal

	prison pen pal

	correspondence friend

	girlfriend or boyfriend

	partner

	fiancé or fiancée

	spouse



The label matters less than whether both people understand the relationship the same way.

That is the important part.

HAB Reminder

Two people can use the same word and mean two completely different things.

Make sure you are talking about the same relationship.

The Bright Side Is Real

Pen-pal relationships can be deeply positive.

You may become:


	a source of encouragement

	a connection to ordinary life

	a trusted friend

	emotional support

	a person they can laugh with

	somebody who sees more than their case

	a partner

	eventually, family



And you may receive just as much in return.

Friendship.

Support.

Perspective.

Loyalty.

Love.

A relationship is not automatically one-sided just because one person is incarcerated.

Do Not Let Other People Define It for You

People may have opinions.

Strong ones.

Some people will assume anyone incarcerated is manipulating you.

Others may romanticize the relationship and tell you everything will work out.

Neither extreme is particularly useful.

You are the one living the relationship.

Look at what is actually happening.

Not what strangers assume must be happening.

Loneliness Can Make Things Move Fast

This applies to both sides.

Someone inside may have limited contact with people they trust.

You may also be lonely.

Maybe the letters become the best part of both of your days.

Maybe things become emotionally intense quickly.

That does not automatically mean the feelings are fake.

But strong feelings and deep knowledge of another person are not always the same thing yet.

Let trust develop over time.

Look for Consistency

Healthy trust usually looks boring in the best possible way.

The story stays mostly the same.

Promises are realistic.

Questions can be asked.

Boundaries can be discussed.

Someone can say no without being punished for it.

Mistakes can be admitted.

You do not have to keep solving contradictions.

Green Flags

Look for things like:


	consistent stories

	patience

	respect for your boundaries

	willingness to answer reasonable questions

	no punishment when you say no

	genuine interest in your life

	conversations that are not always about money or prison

	accountability when something goes wrong

	realistic future plans

	room for both people to have separate lives



None of these guarantee a perfect relationship.

They are simply healthy signs.

Red Flags Matter Too

Some things deserve attention.

Not panic.

Attention.

Watch for patterns like:


	stories that constantly change

	repeated emergencies

	escalating requests for money

	anger when you say no

	pressure to keep things secret

	different versions of the relationship being given to different people

	promises that seem impossible to keep

	requests for account access

	pressure involving your identity or financial information

	guilt being used as leverage

	threats when you ask questions



One red flag does not automatically define an entire relationship.

Patterns matter more.

Money Can Complicate Things

You may choose to send money.

That is your decision.

Helping financially does not automatically mean you are being used.

The problem starts when money becomes the center of the relationship.

Ask yourself:

If I stopped sending money for a while, would the relationship still exist?

That question can be useful.

Not because you need to test anyone.

Because it helps you understand what the relationship is built around.

Helping Is Not the Same as Becoming Financially Responsible

You can help.

You can send commissary money.

You can pay for calls.

You can buy books or packages.

You can help with approved expenses.

But helping somebody does not automatically make you responsible for every need they have.

Your own household still exists.

Your own bills still exist.

Your own future still exists.

HAB Reminder

You can care deeply and still have a budget.

Protect Your Information

Trust grows over time.

Do not feel pressured to immediately share:


	banking information

	account passwords

	Social Security numbers

	identity documents

	information about your children

	your workplace

	private family information

	anything you are not comfortable giving someone yet



You do not need to assume bad intent.

You just do not need to skip normal caution because someone is incarcerated.

Your Children and Family Deserve Extra Thought

If you have children, family members, or other people who may eventually become part of the relationship, go slowly.

You are allowed to decide when someone gets information about them.

You are allowed to decide when introductions happen.

You are allowed to keep parts of your family life private until trust is stronger.

A serious relationship can eventually include family.

That does not mean everybody has to be involved immediately.

Ask Reasonable Questions

Questions are healthy.

How long is the sentence?

What are the release possibilities?

What does life look like now?

What does the person imagine after release?

What does the relationship mean to both of you?

You are not conducting an interrogation.

You are learning who you are building a relationship with.

A healthy relationship can survive reasonable questions.

Verification Is Not Betrayal

If the relationship becomes serious, verifying basic facts can be responsible.

That does not mean turning into a detective.

It means making sure important parts of the story line up.

You can verify things like:


	identity

	basic case information

	marital status

	release information when publicly available

	facts that materially affect your life



The goal is not to catch somebody in a lie.

The goal is to make major decisions with accurate information.

Do Not Confuse Privacy With Secrecy

Everybody gets privacy.

That includes the person inside.

That includes you.

But secrecy is different.

If important information is being hidden because revealing it would change your decisions, that is a problem.

You deserve enough truth to make informed choices.

So do they.

Love-Bombing Can Happen From Either Side

Big promises can feel good.

Immediate declarations of forever.

Talking about marriage almost immediately.

Constant attention.

Huge future plans.

None of that automatically means manipulation.

Some people fall fast.

But ask:

Is trust growing along with the intensity?

If the relationship is moving faster than the truth can keep up, slow it down.

Do Not Build the Relationship Around Rescue

This is one of the biggest traps for the person outside.

You may start thinking:

I am going to save them.

I am going to fix everything.

I will provide the house.

The job.

The transportation.

The money.

The parole plan.

The emotional support.

Everything.

That is too much for one person.

Support is healthy.

Rescue becomes unhealthy when the relationship depends on one person constantly solving the other person’s life.

Let Them Be a Whole Person

They are incarcerated.

That is one part of who they are.

It is not all of who they are.

Talk about:


	music

	books

	food

	family

	beliefs

	humor

	work

	goals

	memories

	dreams

	stupid everyday things



If the relationship only exists around prison, it may struggle when prison is no longer the center of it.

Let Yourself Be a Whole Person Too

You are not just:

the person on the outside.

You still have:


	work

	friends

	family

	hobbies

	goals

	responsibilities

	a future



Do not erase yourself to prove the relationship is real.

A healthy relationship should make room for both people.

The Future Needs More Than Fantasy

Talking about release can be exciting.

Home.

Marriage.

Trips.

Family.

A new life.

Dreaming is not the problem.

The problem is treating the dream like a plan.

If the relationship gets serious, eventually talk about:


	housing

	money

	work

	transportation

	family expectations

	children

	privacy

	independence

	parole or supervision requirements

	how much time you expect to spend together

	what happens if release feels harder than expected



Hope matters.

Planning matters too.

When the Relationship Becomes Real-Life Serious

At some point, the relationship may stop feeling like “a pen-pal relationship.”

It may simply become your relationship.

That can happen.

Marriage can happen.

Long-term partnership can happen.

Real family can happen.

There is nothing strange about that.

What matters is whether the relationship is built on honesty, boundaries, shared expectations, and enough reality to support the feelings.

If It Ends, That Does Not Automatically Mean It Was Fake

Some relationships end.

That does not mean every good moment was false.

People change.

Feelings change.

Circumstances change.

Something may be discovered.

Someone may simply decide it is not right.

A relationship can end without turning into revenge.

Threats, blackmail, harassment, public humiliation, or financial retaliation are not healthy endings.

If Money or Threats Take Over

If the relationship starts involving:


	extortion

	threats

	blackmail

	forced transfers

	identity misuse

	prohibited activity

	coercion

	hidden transactions



that is no longer just a difficult relationship.

Treat serious threats as safety issues.

Keep records when appropriate.

Do not confuse fear with love.

Two Things Can Be True

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.

The goal of this chapter is not to tell you whether to have the relationship.

The goal is to help you build it with your eyes open.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about pen pals from inside.

They are being asked to think about honesty, money, loneliness, boundaries, multiple relationships, trust, and what happens when a pen-pal connection becomes something real.

You are asking many of the same questions from the other side.

That is good.

Healthy relationships are allowed to examine themselves.

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 relationship that begins through a letter can still become a real life.

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

Reflection and planning

Pen Pals: The Bright Side and the Dark Side — From the Outside

Questions for You

What do I believe this relationship is right now?

What do I think my person believes it is?

Have we actually said those things out loud to each other?

What originally drew me to this person?

What keeps me in the relationship now?

What are the strongest green flags I see?

What red flags, if any, have I noticed more than once?

Am I looking at patterns—or reacting to one bad day?

Can my person hear “no” without punishing me emotionally?

Can I hear “no” from them without treating it as rejection?

If I stopped sending money for a while, do I believe the relationship would still feel the same? Why or why not?

Am I helping because I want to—or because I feel responsible for solving their life?

What am I willing to help with?

What am I not willing to become responsible for?

Have I shared personal information faster than I normally would outside?

What information about my children, finances, workplace, family, or identity should stay protected until trust is stronger?

Have I verified the important facts that materially affect my future?

Can I ask reasonable questions without feeling like I am betraying them?

Does this relationship make room for my life outside prison?

Do we talk about things besides incarceration, release, and money?

What do we genuinely enjoy talking about together?

Am I building a relationship—or trying to rescue someone?

What responsibilities belong to them even if I love them deeply?

What future have we talked about that is realistic?

What future expectations have we avoided discussing?

If release happened tomorrow, what parts of our relationship would suddenly become real-world decisions instead of letters and calls?

What does trust look like to me?

What would make me feel pressured, used, controlled, or unsafe?

Before You Turn the Page

What did this chapter make me realize that I need to talk about with my person?

HAB Reminder

A relationship that begins through a letter can still become a real life.

Healthy trust makes room for questions, boundaries, yes, and no.

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

Relationships Under Pressure — From the Outside

Incarceration changes relationships.

That does not automatically mean it ruins them.

But it does change the pressure on them.

You may still love the same person.

You may still feel married.

Committed.

Close.

Protective.

In love.

But now there are things between you that were not there before.

Calls that come when they come.

Visits that take planning.

Money that suddenly matters more.

Long stretches of not knowing.

More responsibility on the outside.

Less control for the person inside.

Different fears.

Different frustrations.

Different kinds of loneliness.

That pressure can make a small problem feel enormous.

And if you are not careful, incarceration can become the third person in the relationship.

You Are Allowed to Admit This Is Hard

You do not have to pretend you are handling everything beautifully.

You may be tired.

Lonely.

Angry.

Resentful.

Scared.

Overwhelmed.

You may love your person deeply and still think:

“I am so tired of dealing with this.”

Both things can be true.

You do not have to hate them in order to hate parts of what incarceration has done to your life.

HAB Reminder

Pain does not need a winner.

You do not have to prove that your side is harder.

Neither do they.

You May Be Carrying More Than You Used To

Maybe you are doing everything at home now.

Bills.

Kids.

Cars.

Pets.

Work.

Repairs.

Family emergencies.

Appointments.

Paperwork.

Visits.

Phone accounts.

Money.

And then the phone rings and your person is having a bad day too.

That can create resentment fast.

Especially if you start thinking:

“You have no idea how much I’m doing out here.”

That feeling matters.

But be careful how you say it.

“I’m doing everything because of you”

may come out of exhaustion.

What they may hear is:

“My life would be better if you weren’t in it.”

A more useful version is:

“I’m overwhelmed. I need you to understand how much I’m carrying right now.”

Same truth.

Less damage.

Do Not Make Suffering a Loyalty Test

You are allowed to have good days.

You are allowed to laugh.

Go out.

See friends.

Eat somewhere nice.

Take a trip.

Buy something.

Enjoy your children.

Enjoy a quiet night.

Your person being incarcerated does not mean you are required to become miserable outside.

Do not punish yourself because they cannot be there.

Your suffering does not help them.

And your happiness is not betrayal.

Guilt Can Quietly Take Over Your Life

You may feel guilty for things that used to be completely normal.

“I shouldn’t tell him I had fun.”

“I don’t want her to know I went out.”

“I feel bad eating this because he can’t.”

“I shouldn’t go because she’s stuck in there.”

Pay attention to that.

You can be sensitive without making your life smaller and smaller.

A healthy relationship should have room for the truth:

“I wish you were here. I still had a good time.”

Those two things can exist together.

Missed Calls Are Going to Happen

You will miss calls.

At some point, you probably will.

Maybe you are driving.

Working.

Sleeping.

In the shower.

With your kids.

In a place where you cannot answer.

That missed call may have been their only opportunity.

So yes, they may be upset.

But you are still allowed to have a life where the phone is not physically attached to your hand.

Talk about it before it becomes a fight.

Instead of:

“Why the hell didn’t you answer me?”

you want to get to something more like:

“I was worried when you didn’t pick up. We good?”

And from your side:

“I wasn’t ignoring you. I just couldn’t answer.”

That is usually the whole truth.

Do Not Let the Phone Control the Relationship

This can sneak up on you.

You begin arranging everything around the possibility of a call.

You stop going places.

You avoid taking showers at certain times.

You keep the phone beside you every second.

You panic when the battery gets low.

You get angry at anybody who interrupts a call.

Eventually, the communication system is running your household.

That is not sustainable.

Your person matters.

So does your life.

The goal is connection.

Not permanent readiness.

Jealousy Happens on the Outside Too

You may worry about people inside.

A friend they talk about constantly.

Someone who helps them.

Someone they spend time around.

A pen pal.

Someone whose name keeps coming up.

You may start thinking:

“Who is this person, really?”

That does not make you irrational.

It makes you human.

But do not turn every unfamiliar name into betrayal.

Ask what you need to ask.

Watch patterns.

Do not invent the rest.

The same rule applies to them when it comes to people around you.

You Should Not Have to Prove Where You Are Every Minute

Location checks.

Pictures.

Constant explanations.

“Who’s there?”

“Who was that?”

“Why were you gone that long?”

“Send me a picture.”

Some reassurance is normal.

Constant surveillance is not trust.

If you find yourself spending your entire relationship proving where you are and who you are with, something deeper needs attention.

Love should not feel like reporting to another supervisor.

Fear Can Sound Like Control

Sometimes they are not trying to control you.

They are scared.

Scared you will leave.

Scared somebody outside will replace them.

Scared the world is moving on without them.

That fear can come out as:

“You don’t need to be going out.”

“Why are you hanging around them?”

“I don’t like you talking to that person.”

“You should be home.”

Fear explains behavior.

It does not automatically excuse it.

You can acknowledge the fear and still say:

“I get that you’re worried. But you can’t run my life from in there.”

Both things can be true.

Do Not Parent Your Partner

Your person already lives in an environment where people tell them what they can and cannot do.

You do not need to become another authority figure.

You can say:

“I’m not comfortable with that.”

“I’m not paying for that.”

“I think that’s a bad idea.”

“I’m not getting involved in that.”

Those are boundaries.

Different from:

“You’re not allowed to do that.”

You are their partner, spouse, family member, or loved one.

Not their correctional officer.

But They Do Not Get to Parent You Either

Being incarcerated does not give someone authority over the life you are living outside.

They can have opinions.

They can have feelings.

They can be part of decisions you share.

But they do not get final say over:

Your friends.

Your clothes.

Your schedule.

Your work.

Every dollar you spend.

Where you go.

Who you talk to.

Shared life is not the same thing as control.

Shared Decisions Still Matter

The person inside can still be part of the life you are building together.

Ask their opinion about things that actually belong to both of you.

The couch.

The car.

The kids.

A move.

A future plan.

Something in the home.

A financial decision that affects both of you.

Being part of those choices can remind them:

“I still have a place in this life.”

But remember the distinction.

You are giving them a voice.

Not turning over control of the outside household.

Stop Saying “We’re Done” Unless You Mean It

Arguments happen.

But if every argument ends with:

“I’m done.”

“I can’t do this anymore.”

“Forget it.”

“Go find somebody else.”

eventually both people stop feeling secure enough to solve anything.

If you genuinely mean the relationship is over, say it.

But if what you mean is:

“I am exhausted.”

say that.

If you mean:

“I’m pissed off.”

say that.

If you mean:

“I need an hour before I say something I regret.”

say that.

Do not threaten the whole relationship every time you are trying to express one bad feeling.

You Have More Power in an Argument Than You May Realize

You can hang up.

You can block a number.

You can stop answering.

You can refuse a visit.

You can walk away from the phone.

Your person may have very limited ability to reach you again.

That means some things carry more weight than they would in an ordinary argument outside.

This does not mean you are required to stay on a call where you are being mistreated.

Hang up if you need to.

Take space if you need to.

But if the goal is space rather than punishment, say it when possible.

“I’m too mad to keep talking. I’m getting off here. We’ll talk later.”

That lands very differently than disappearing and making the other person wonder if the whole relationship just ended.

They Can Use Communication as a Weapon Too

Your person may stop calling.

Refuse messages.

Use scarce phone access to make you anxious.

Make you chase them.

That is not healthy either.

Limited communication should not become leverage for either side.

If somebody needs space, say so.

Do not make uncertainty do the hurting for you.

Fight Fair

Do not use:


	children

	money

	commissary

	visits

	calls

	release plans

	family members

	somebody’s past

	freedom itself



as ammunition.

You may be able to say something that cuts deeper because of where they are.

“Well, at least I’m free.”

Maybe true.

Also cruel when used as a weapon.

They may have things they know will hurt you too.

The goal of an argument is to address the problem.

Not find the sharpest object in the room.

HAB Reminder

You can be right and still be cruel.

Learn How to Apologize Without Defending Yourself

A real apology is not:

“I’m sorry, but you made me mad.”

Try:

“Yeah, I said that to hurt you. That wasn’t okay.”

Or:

“I meant the part about being overwhelmed. I didn’t mean it the way I said it.”

Or simply:

“I was wrong.”

That can be hard.

It is also how trust gets rebuilt.

Repair the Fight

After an argument, do not just pretend it never happened.

Ask:

What actually started it?

What was I really upset about?

What did they hear me say?

What did I hear that they may not have meant?

What do we need to do differently next time?

Sometimes the problem was not the thing you were arguing about at all.

Maybe it was fear.

Money.

Loneliness.

Feeling ignored.

Feeling controlled.

Feeling taken for granted.

Find the real argument when you can.

Money Carries Emotion

Money has already had two chapters for a reason.

Inside a relationship, money can become:

Love.

Guilt.

Control.

Resentment.

Proof.

Punishment.

Do not let it.

If you send money, it should not buy obedience.

If you cannot send money, you should not have to beg forgiveness.

If they need something, they should be able to ask without turning it into:

“If you cared, you’d send it.”

And you should be able to say:

“Not this week.”

without turning it into:

“You’re ungrateful.”

Money is money.

Try not to make it carry every emotion in the relationship.

Intimacy Still Matters

You may miss your person physically.

They may miss you.

You may want intimate conversations.

You may not.

You may be comfortable with some things and deeply uncomfortable with others because communication is monitored.

Both answers are okay.

Nobody gets to say:

“If you really loved me, you’d talk like that.”

Or:

“This is all we’ve got, so you owe me this.”

No.

Intimacy still requires consent.

Even through a prison phone.

Your Relationship With the Kids Matters Too

If there are children involved, incarceration affects them differently.

Do not make children responsible for maintaining the incarcerated parent’s emotional health.

A child should not hear:

“Why didn’t you answer Daddy?”

like they committed some offense.

Kids may pull away.

Get angry.

Become confused.

Ask the same question repeatedly.

Or seem completely fine until suddenly they are not.

Let them have their own relationship with the person inside.

Do not force closeness.

Do not block healthy closeness out of anger between adults either.

And do not turn children into messengers.

“Tell your dad…”

“Tell your mom…”

No.

Adult problems stay with adults.

You May Be Managing Other Family Relationships Too

Parents.

Siblings.

Friends.

In-laws.

Some will support you.

Some will criticize you.

Some will think you are doing too much.

Some will think you are not doing enough.

Some will tell you to leave.

Some will tell you that you owe your person everything.

Everybody gets an opinion.

You get the decision.

Friends May Get Tired of Hearing About Prison

This can hurt.

Your life may be consumed by something your friends barely understand.

They may stop asking.

Change the subject.

Get awkward.

That does not automatically mean they do not care.

Not everybody knows how to participate in this part of your life.

Keep relationships that let you still be something other than:

the person with somebody in prison.

You need that.

Do Not Compare Yourself to Other Loved Ones

“She visits twice a month.”

“His wife puts way more money on his books.”

“She answers every single call.”

“Their marriage seems perfect.”

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

Maybe they have more money.

More time.

Live closer.

Have different responsibilities.

Maybe their relationship is a disaster and social media looks great.

Build what works for yours.

The Relationship Is Going to Change

You will change.

Your person will change.

Time does that.

Incarceration does that too.

The goal is not to freeze both people exactly where they were when the sentence started.

That would not be healthy anyway.

The question is:

Can we keep learning who each other is becoming?

Different does not automatically mean worse.

Do Not Put Your Entire Relationship on Release

You may both say:

“When you come home, everything will be better.”

Some things probably will be.

You can touch.

Sit together.

Go somewhere.

Talk without a timer.

But release also brings:

Bills.

Jobs.

Transportation.

Parole or supervision.

Shared space.

Sex.

Housework.

Family.

Schedules.

Habits.

Expectations.

The problems you refuse to work on now may be waiting at the front door when they come home.

Let Them Be Part of the Future Without Making Them Your Project

Plan together.

Talk about home.

Work.

Money.

Family.

What release might look like.

But you are not responsible for turning another adult into a successful human being.

Support them.

Do not become their entire plan.

They need goals and responsibilities of their own.

You need a life that is not built entirely around managing theirs.

Do Not Make Incarceration the Third Person in Every Conversation

You already know they are incarcerated.

They definitely know.

You do not have to spend every conversation proving it.

Talk about the prison when you need to.

Then talk about something else.

Tell them about your day.

Ask about a book.

Argue over a movie.

Talk about food.

Plan something ridiculous for someday.

Laugh.

Flirt.

Talk about absolutely nothing.

Relationships need ordinary space.

Not every conversation has to carry the weight of the whole sentence.

Ask What They Need

You may think you know.

Ask anyway.

“What do you need more of from me?”

“What am I doing that’s making this harder?”

“What makes you feel like we’re still us?”

And be ready for an answer you did not expect.

Tell Them What You Need Too

You are allowed to say:

“I need you to quit making me feel guilty every time I can’t answer.”

“I need you to ask about my life too.”

“I need one phone call where we don’t talk about money.”

“When we get mad, we’ve got to stop threatening to end everything.”

“I need you to understand I’m tired without taking it as me leaving.”

Those are real needs.

Say them before resentment says them for you.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about relationships under pressure from inside.

They are learning that your life outside continues.

You are learning that their emotional needs did not disappear because they became incarcerated.

Neither side gets to own the pain.

Neither side gets to control the other one because they are afraid.

You are trying to keep a relationship alive in circumstances that put pressure on almost every weak spot it has.

That is difficult.

It is also possible.

HAB Reminder

Pain does not need a winner.

Your freedom does not make their feelings less real.

Their incarceration does not make your life less important.

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.

Reflection and planning

Relationships Under Pressure — From the Outside

Questions for You

What has changed most in our relationship since incarceration?

What still feels solid between us?

What feels fragile?

When I miss a call, do I immediately feel guilty?

Do I let that guilt control my day?

What would a healthier expectation around calls look like?

When my person gets jealous or insecure, can I hear the fear underneath it without letting them control me?

Do I ever use my freedom as a weapon during an argument?

Have I ever said something like “at least I’m free” because I knew it would hurt?

Do I ever say “I’m doing everything because of you” when what I really mean is “I’m overwhelmed”?

What could I say instead next time?

Do I make myself feel guilty for having fun, going out, traveling, eating well, or enjoying my life?

What part of my life have I made smaller because I feel guilty that they cannot participate?

What do I need to give myself permission to keep doing?

Do we threaten the relationship every time we get mad?

If I say “I’m done,” do I actually mean it?

What can I say when what I really mean is “I need a minute”?

What do I use during fights that I need to stop using as ammunition?

☐ Money

☐ Visits

☐ Calls

☐ Children

☐ Their incarceration

☐ My freedom

☐ Their past

☐ Silence

☐ Threats to leave

☐ Other: ____

When I apologize, do I apologize—or immediately explain why they deserved it?

What is one thing I owe a cleaner apology for?

Am I trying to be their partner, or have I started parenting them?

What boundaries do I need without turning them into rules for another adult?

Do I let my person have a voice in shared decisions without handing them control of my outside life?

What decision coming up genuinely belongs to both of us?

What decision belongs to me alone?

Do I use money to control behavior, even unintentionally?

Do I ever think, “after everything I pay for…” during an argument?

What would it look like to keep money from becoming emotional leverage?

What does intimacy look like for us now?

What am I comfortable with?

What am I not comfortable with?

Have I clearly said those boundaries instead of assuming they know?

If children are involved, are we letting them have their own relationship with the person inside?

Are we ever using them to pass adult messages or manage adult emotions?

What relationships outside prison do I need to protect so I am still a whole person?

Do I compare myself to other prison wives, husbands, partners, parents, or families?

What do I actually know about those relationships besides what I can see from outside?

What relationship problem am I secretly assuming release will fix automatically?

What can we start working on before release instead?

Before You Turn the Page

What do I need more of from my person?

What do I need less of?

What am I doing that may be making this harder for them?

What are we doing right that I do not want to lose?

HAB Reminder

Pain does not need a winner.

You can love someone and still be tired.

You can set boundaries and still stay.

You can enjoy your life without betraying somebody who cannot be there.

And:

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 — From the Outside

When someone you love becomes incarcerated, people may start treating you like the person who handles everything.

Sometimes you start treating yourself that way too.

You answer the calls.

Fund the accounts.

Research the rules.

Track the paperwork.

Explain things to family.

Plan the visits.

Handle problems.

Listen when your person is upset.

Try to keep everybody calm.

And somewhere in all of that, you can start becoming the entire support system by yourself.

That is not sustainable.

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

You Are Not Supposed to Be Every Role

You may be the spouse.

Partner.

Parent.

Sibling.

Friend.

That is already a role.

You do not also have to become:


	case manager

	lawyer

	therapist

	banker

	investigator

	secretary

	travel coordinator

	family spokesperson

	parole planner

	emergency response center



You may do some of those things because somebody has to.

But if you are doing all of them, pay attention.

You may need help too.

HAB Reminder

Supporting someone does not mean becoming the entire infrastructure around them.

Figure Out Who Is Good for What

Support people do not all need to serve the same purpose.

Maybe one person is who you call when you are upset.

One understands prison systems.

One is reliable when you need someone to feed the dog during a visit.

One can help with kids.

One knows how to research.

One will sit with you without trying to tell you what you should do.

That is a support circle.

It does not have to be large.

It needs to be useful.

Find Other People Who Understand the Facility

One of the most useful connections can be another loved one with someone at the same facility.

They may know things a general support group does not.

Phones are down.

The unit is locked down.

Visits were canceled.

Tablets are having problems.

Mail is backed up.

Someone was moved.

You can learn a lot from:

“Has anybody heard from their person today?”

Sometimes that simple question saves hours of panic.

Facility Facebook Groups Can Be Useful

There are often social media groups built around:


	a specific facility

	a state prison system

	prison wives or husbands

	families of incarcerated people

	visitation

	reentry

	general support



Those spaces can help you find people who understand exactly what you mean when you say:

“He hasn’t called in three days. Has anybody else heard anything?”

That kind of shared knowledge can be invaluable.

But use the groups wisely.

Support Group Does Not Mean Everybody Is Safe

A Facebook group can have good people in it.

It can also have:


	gossip

	rumors

	fake accounts

	people collecting information

	people trying to start drama

	people looking for money

	people repeating things that were supposed to stay private



Do not automatically hand strangers details about:


	your address

	children

	finances

	your person’s case

	private relationship problems

	account information

	travel plans



Get to know people gradually.

Build a Quiet Check-In Network

Sometimes another loved one can become your best source of basic reassurance.

Maybe their person lives in the same pod.

If you have not heard from yours, you can ask:

“When you talk to him, can you just ask if mine is okay?”

That can be enough.

You do not need a whole investigation.

You do not need a detailed report.

Sometimes all you need is:

“Yeah, he’s fine.”

That kind of network can keep you from jumping straight to a formal welfare check when the issue may simply be communication.

Keep the Network Clean

This matters.

A support network is for support.

Do not turn it into a system for:


	unofficial money transfers

	passing prohibited messages

	hiding transactions

	coordinating things you know should not be coordinated

	sending threats

	moving information between people for purposes you do not understand



Simple check-ins are one thing.

Becoming the outside middleman for prison business is another.

Know the difference.

Know When a Welfare Check Is Appropriate

Sometimes informal checking is enough.

Sometimes it is not.

If your person has been missing longer than normal, there was an existing safety concern, someone told you something specific, or you have another real reason to believe they may be in danger, use the official process.

Your support network should reduce unnecessary panic.

It should not keep you from acting when there is a real safety issue.

You Need Someone to Call Too

Who do you call when you are the one falling apart?

Not your incarcerated person.

At least not every time.

Sometimes they can support you.

They should.

But there will be moments when the problem is incarceration itself.

You may need somebody outside who understands.

Someone you can say:

“I’m exhausted.”

“I’m scared.”

“I’m so pissed off at him right now.”

“I don’t know if I can keep doing this.”

without having to protect somebody else's feelings at the same time.

Find that person.

Your Support Person Does Not Have to Hate Your Loved One

This matters.

You need somebody who can support you without every conversation becoming:

“You should leave.”

Or:

“He’s trash.”

Or:

“Why are you still doing this?”

Sometimes you need advice.

Sometimes you need somebody to tell you a hard truth.

But a useful support person should be able to separate:

“I think this situation is unhealthy”

from

“I have decided for you what your relationship should be.”

You still get to make your own choices.

You Also Need People Who Talk About Something Else

If every friendship you have becomes about incarceration, prison has taken over another part of your life.

Keep people around who ask about:

Work.

Music.

The kids.

Your hobbies.

Your ridiculous neighbor.

Your plans.

Anything besides prison.

You are still a whole person.

Your support circle should remember that.

Faith Communities, Advocates and Community Groups Can Help

Depending on your life and beliefs, support may come through:


	churches or faith communities

	advocacy organizations

	family support groups

	reentry organizations

	counseling

	community programs

	mentors

	other people with lived experience



You do not have to use every kind of support.

Find what fits.

Ask for Practical Help

Sometimes people genuinely want to help but do not know how.

Instead of:

“I’m overwhelmed.”

you might ask:

“Can you watch the kids Saturday while I visit?”

“Can you let the dog out?”

“Can you help me look up this policy?”

“Can you drive with me?”

“Can you just listen for ten minutes without trying to fix it?”

Specific requests are easier for people to respond to.

Do Not Share Everything With Everybody

One friend may know about your money stress.

Another may know about relationship struggles.

Another may simply help with visits.

That is okay.

Not everybody needs the whole story.

Decide who has earned access to which parts of your life.

Privacy still matters outside prison too.

Watch for Gossip Disguised as Support

There is a difference between:

“Has anyone heard whether the phones are down?”

and

“Let me tell you what I heard about your husband.”

The first may help.

The second may create a problem you did not have ten minutes ago.

Before repeating something, ask:

Do I know this is true?

Do I need to know it?

Does my person need to know it?

Will sharing this actually help?

Not every piece of prison gossip deserves a trip outside and back in again.

You Do Not Have to Defend Your Relationship to Everybody

Some people will not understand.

Some will judge.

Some may think you are wasting your time.

Some may think incarceration automatically defines everything about your person.

You can explain if you want.

You do not have to.

Sometimes:

“You don’t have to understand it, but I need you to respect my decision.”

is enough.

Let People Help Without Giving Them Control

Someone helping you does not get to run your life.

Someone buying you dinner does not get to decide whether you stay married.

Someone watching your kids does not get ownership of your choices.

Gratitude and control are not the same thing.

Healthy support still respects your agency.

Pay Attention to Who Leaves You Feeling Worse

After talking to someone, do you feel:

Supported?

Clearer?

Less alone?

Or do you feel:

Ashamed?

More panicked?

Pressured?

Judged?

Dragged into drama?

That tells you something.

Support should not consistently make your life harder.

Your Circle May Change

The people you need in year one may not be the same people you need later.

Someone may move.

A friendship may fade.

A new person may become important.

That is okay.

A support circle is not a permanent membership list.

It should change as your life changes.

Do Not Wait Until You Break

A lot of people wait until they are completely overwhelmed before asking for help.

Then the need is enormous.

Ask earlier when you can.

Let somebody take one small thing off your plate before you are buried under all of it.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about building a support circle from inside.

They are being asked to recognize that you cannot carry every role.

They are learning to identify backup people, appreciate consistency, and stop treating one person as their entire connection to the world.

You are learning the same thing from your side.

Neither of you needs to carry the whole thing alone.

HAB Reminder

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

You do not need everybody.

You need the right people.

And:

Support should make the load lighter, not give somebody else control of your life.

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

Reflection and planning

Building a Support Circle — From the Outside

Questions for You

Who do I call when I am overwhelmed?  

Who can listen without immediately telling me what I should do?  

Who understands the facility or system well enough to help with practical questions?  

Who can help with kids, pets, transportation, visits, or other practical things?  

Who makes me feel more supported after I talk to them?  

Who consistently leaves me feeling more panicked, ashamed, or dragged into drama?  

Am I trying to carry too many roles by myself?  

What is one task I could let someone else help with?  

Do I have another trusted loved one connected to the same facility who can help with basic check-ins?  

If I do not hear from my person, what informal steps can I take before requesting a formal welfare check?  

What would make me skip the informal steps and act immediately?  

Do I know the difference between useful facility information and gossip?  

What kinds of information about my person should I never casually share in Facebook groups or support groups?  

Have I ever repeated something I heard without knowing whether it was true?  

What can I do differently next time?  

Who in my life supports me without trying to take over my decisions?  

Who thinks helping me gives them a vote in my relationship?  

What boundary do I need with that person?  

Do I still have people in my life who talk to me about something besides prison?  

What relationship outside incarceration do I need to put more energy into?  

Do I have anyone I can say “I’m pissed off at my person today” to without them immediately turning it into “you should leave”?  

Who is good at telling me a hard truth without deciding my life for me?  

What kind of practical help could I ask for before I become completely overwhelmed?  

Before You Turn the Page

Who are the three people I most want in my support circle?


	




	




	






What role does each person actually fit best?  

What part of this am I still trying to do completely alone?  

HAB Reminder

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

Support should make the load lighter, not give somebody else control of your life.

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

When Communication Suddenly Stops — From the Outside

There may come a time when your person just disappears from normal communication.

No call.

No message.

Nothing.

If you are used to hearing from them every day, that silence can feel huge.

And your mind may immediately go to the worst place.

Something happened.

They are hurt.

They are in trouble.

They are mad.

They are in segregation.

They got transferred.

They cannot call.

Maybe.

But maybe not.

The first rule is:

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

Silence Is Information, but It Is Not Automatically Bad Information

If your person normally calls every night and suddenly does not, that matters.

It is different.

But different does not automatically mean dangerous.

Possible explanations include:


	lockdown

	phone outage

	tablet outage

	contact-list problem

	housing move

	disciplinary placement

	segregation

	transfer

	technical issue

	loss of phone access

	schedule change



Some of those are serious.

Some are just frustrating.

Your job is not to assume.

Your job is to check what you reasonably can.

Start With the Boring Explanations

Boring is good.

Ask:

Are other people getting calls?

Are other families reporting problems?

Is the facility locked down?

Are tablets down?

Did the phone system fail?

Is there some known issue with the unit?

If other families are also saying:

“Nobody’s heard from anybody today,”

that tells you something.

The problem may not be your person.

Use Your Support Network

This is exactly why Chapter 11 mattered.

If you have another trusted loved one connected to the same facility or unit, ask:

“Have you heard from yours?”

Or:

“When you talk to him, can you just ask if mine is okay?”

Simple.

No drama.

No prohibited messages.

No prison business.

Sometimes:

“Yeah, he’s fine.”

is all you needed.

A Transfer Can Happen With No Warning to You

This is one of the scariest communication gaps if you do not know it can happen.

Your person may be transferred without advance notice to you.

They may not get much advance notice themselves.

Movement information is generally not given out ahead of time because it can create safety and security risks.

That means your person can seem to disappear.

They may not call before they leave.

They may not message before they leave.

You may not know while they are in transit.

And the old facility may not immediately have useful information for you.

HAB Reminder

A transfer can create silence before it creates information.

They Usually Get a Chance to Contact Home After They Arrive

Once they reach the new facility and get through intake, they are often given a chance to contact home.

But “after they arrive” does not necessarily mean the minute they step off transport.

There may be:


	intake

	property processing

	housing placement

	orientation

	phone access issues



So there can still be a gap.

If transfers are possible, talk about this ahead of time.

Agree that if they suddenly disappear, a move is one of the first possibilities you will consider.

Colorado-Specific Tip: Check the CDOC Inmate Locator

If your loved one is in the Colorado Department of Corrections and suddenly disappears from normal communication, check the CDOC inmate locator.

The updated facility may not show immediately.

It may not reflect the move until the next day.

So if you check once and nothing has changed, check again later.

Sometimes the locator can tell you where your person went before they are able to call you themselves.

That can answer the most important immediate question:

Where are they?

This is Colorado-specific.

Other states may have their own inmate locator or offender search system, but the exact process and update timing can be different.

Segregation or Disciplinary Placement Can Change Communication

If your person is moved into segregation or another restricted setting, phone and tablet access may change.

You may not receive a call telling you:

“This happened.”

The facility may not tell you all the details.

That can feel frustrating and scary.

If you know there were no prior safety concerns and nothing else suggests an emergency, give yourself room to consider that communication access may simply have changed.

Know Your Person’s Normal Pattern

This is important.

For one relationship, two days without a call may be normal.

For another, it may be extremely unusual.

Track the pattern.

How often do they usually call?

How long do lockdown gaps normally last?

How long did transfers interrupt contact before?

What happened the last time the tablet broke?

Your own history matters.

When Does Silence Become a Real Concern?

There is no single number that works for everybody.

But concern should grow when:


	the silence is far outside the normal pattern

	you already knew there was a safety issue

	someone gave you specific concerning information

	a transfer or lockdown does not explain the gap

	you have reason to believe they cannot access help

	something else feels genuinely wrong based on facts, not just fear



That is different from:

“They missed one call.”

Call the Facility When It Makes Sense

You can call the facility and ask basic questions.

You may not get every answer you want.

They may not tell you:


	exact housing

	disciplinary details

	movement information

	confidential information



But you can still ask what they are allowed to tell you.

If you are calling because you have a real safety concern, say that clearly.

Welfare Checks Are for Welfare

A welfare check is an option when you genuinely believe something may be wrong.

It should not automatically be step one every time a call is missed.

A welfare check can draw staff attention directly to your person.

Your person may not appreciate that if nothing is actually wrong.

That does not mean never use one.

It means use it when it is actually appropriate.

Ask yourself:

Do I have a reason to believe they may be unsafe?

not:

Am I uncomfortable because I have not heard from them?

Those are different questions.

Your Person May Be Annoyed You Checked

That can happen.

Especially if they were fine and officers came looking for them because you panicked.

You can talk about that later.

But build the plan ahead of time.

Ask:

“How long do you want me to wait before I start checking?”

“Who do you want me to ask first?”

“When do you want me to call the facility?”

“What would make you want me to request a welfare check?”

That gives both of you a plan.

Do Not Let Facebook Turn Concern Into Panic

Support groups can help.

They can also make fear worse.

You post:

“Has anyone heard from their person?”

Someone replies:

“No, I heard something happened.”

Then somebody else says:

“My cousin said the whole place is locked down.”

Then ten minutes later there are six different stories.

Pause.

Separate:

confirmed information

from

somebody heard something.

Use the groups for leads.

Do not automatically treat rumors as facts.

Do Not Turn Silence Into a Relationship Story

This matters too.

If they cannot call, do not immediately decide:

“He’s ignoring me.”

“She’s mad.”

“He must be talking to somebody else.”

“She doesn’t care anymore.”

Maybe.

But first rule out the system.

A broken communication system can create a relationship fight that never needed to happen.

Keep Your Phone On—But Keep Living

When someone disappears from contact, you may start staring at the phone.

Carry it everywhere.

Stop sleeping.

Stop doing anything because you might miss the call.

You can stay alert without putting your entire life on hold.

Charge the phone.

Keep the ringer on when you reasonably can.

Then keep moving.

Panic does not make the call come faster.

When They Finally Call

You may want to scream.

Cry.

Demand answers.

That is understandable.

But maybe start with:

“You okay?”

Then:

“What happened?”

Let them explain.

If it was a transfer, lockdown, broken tablet, or some other system problem, both of you just spent days dealing with different sides of the same silence.

Try not to spend the first five minutes punishing each other for something neither one controlled.

Build the Plan Now

Do not wait until the next communication gap.

Talk about:


	what is normal

	how long to wait

	who to contact

	who in the support network can help

	when to call the facility

	when a welfare check makes sense

	what to do if they are transferred

	where to look for facility-location information



Write it down.

Fear makes it harder to think.

A plan gives you something to do besides panic.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about communication disappearing from inside.

They are learning that transfers, lockdowns, segregation, equipment problems, and moves can create silence without giving them a chance to explain first.

You are learning that silence does not always tell you what happened.

The goal is not to never worry.

The goal is to know what to do with the worry.

HAB Reminder

Silence is information. It is not automatically bad information.

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

A transfer can create silence before it creates information.

And:

Have a plan before you need one.

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

Reflection and planning

When Communication Suddenly Stops — From the Outside

Questions for You

What is my person’s normal communication pattern?

How long without contact is unusual for us?

What are the boring explanations I should check first?

Who can I ask whether other people are also having communication problems?

Do I have a trusted person connected to the same facility who can do a simple check-in?

What should I check before I assume danger?

☐ Phone outage

☐ Tablet outage

☐ Lockdown

☐ Housing move

☐ Transfer

☐ Contact-list issue

☐ Other: ____

Do I understand that transfers can happen without advance notice?

Do I understand that my person may not get to call before or during the move?

If my person is in Colorado, do I know to check the CDOC inmate locator and check again later if it has not updated yet?

How long am I generally comfortable waiting before I start actively checking?

What would make me act sooner than that?

Who will I contact first?

When would I call the facility?

What would make a welfare check feel appropriate?

What would probably not justify one?

Am I likely to confuse discomfort with danger?

What helps me tell the difference?

If Facebook or a support group starts spreading rumors, what do I need before I treat something as fact?

Do I turn communication silence into a relationship story?

For example:

“They’re ignoring me.”

“They’re mad.”

“Something must be wrong between us.”

What could I remind myself instead?

Can I keep my phone available without putting my whole life on hold?

When they finally call, what do I actually need to know first?

Can I start with “You okay?” before “Where the hell have you been?”

Before You Turn the Page

Our plan if communication suddenly stops is:

The one part of that plan we still need to talk about is:

HAB Reminder

Silence is information. It is not automatically bad information.

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

Have a plan before you need one.

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

Staying Out of Extra Trouble — From the Outside

When somebody you love is incarcerated, it is very easy to become angry on their behalf.

Sometimes you should be angry.

They may tell you something that sounds unfair.

Something may actually be unfair.

You may feel helpless.

And when people feel helpless, they often want to do something.

Call somebody.

Email somebody.

Post something.

Demand answers.

Find a supervisor.

Threaten a lawsuit.

Tell everybody what happened.

Sometimes action is exactly what is needed.

Sometimes anger creates three new problems around the original one.

The goal of this chapter is not to make you passive.

It is to help you make your action useful.

Ask What They Actually Need Before You Act

Your person calls and says:

“This place is on some bullshit.”

Your first instinct may be:

“Who do I need to call?”

Ask first:

“Do you need me to do something, or do you just need to vent?”

That question matters.

They may not want you calling anyone.

They may simply be pissed off.

Or they may need something very specific.

Get clear before you create movement outside.

Anger Is Not a Plan

You may be furious.

That does not automatically tell you what to do.

Before acting, ask:

What am I trying to accomplish?

Information?

A welfare check?

A record?

Medical attention?

A complaint?

A policy answer?

Legal help?

If you cannot name the goal yet, give yourself a minute.

HAB Reminder

Being mad tells you something matters.

It does not always tell you what the next move should be.

Calling the Facility Can Help—or Backfire

Sometimes calling is appropriate.

But calling fifteen times, cussing out whoever answers, or threatening everyone you reach may not accomplish what you hoped.

You can be firm.

You can be persistent.

You can document names, dates, and answers.

You can ask for supervisors.

You can use complaint processes.

Effective does not have to mean quiet.

But effective usually means knowing what you are asking for.

Do Not Make Staff Your Personal Enemy Before You Need Them

You may interact with:


	case managers

	visiting staff

	records departments

	mailrooms

	medical staff

	administrative staff

	officers

	supervisors



You may eventually need information or help from some of those same people.

That does not mean tolerating mistreatment.

It does mean remembering that every interaction does not have to become war.

Sometimes:

“Can you tell me who handles this?”

gets farther than:

“I’m about to make your life hell.”

Social Media Can Make a Bad Situation Bigger

You may want to post everything.

Names.

Screenshots.

Stories.

Accusations.

Details about the unit.

Other incarcerated people.

Staff names.

Maybe public attention is appropriate in some situations.

But once something is posted, you lose control over where it goes.

Before posting, ask:

Could this expose my person?

Does this include someone else’s private information?

Could I be repeating something I cannot verify?

Did my person actually want this made public?

What am I hoping this post accomplishes?

Public is hard to take back.

Do Not Post Other People’s Prison Business

Your person tells you something about another incarcerated person.

That does not automatically become Facebook content.

You may not know the whole story.

You may not know whether sharing it creates a safety issue.

You may not know whether that person’s family even knows.

If it is not your person’s information, slow down before broadcasting it.

Do Not Become a Message Runner

You have already seen this in earlier chapters.

But it matters here too.

If your person says:

“Tell this person…”

or:

“Message her and tell her…”

ask what you are carrying.

Passing harmless information is one thing.

Getting dragged into threats, prohibited transactions, conflicts, or other people’s disputes is different.

Do not borrow someone else’s trouble from outside.

Money Can Pull You Into Trouble Too

Unofficial transactions.

Third-party money.

Accounts you do not understand.

People you have never met.

Those risks did not disappear after Chapter 8.

If somebody says:

“Just send it. I’ll explain later.”

you can say:

“No. Explain it now.”

You are allowed to understand what your name and money are attached to.

Do Not Help Your Person Break a Rule Just Because You Disagree With It

You may think a facility rule is stupid.

It may actually be stupid.

That does not automatically mean helping your person work around it is harmless.

If you knowingly help with something prohibited, there may be consequences for both sides.

You can disagree with a rule and still decide not to become part of violating it.

A Disciplinary Write-Up Is Information

If your person gets written up, your first reaction may be:

“They’re lying.”

Maybe they are.

Maybe your person screwed up.

Maybe the truth is somewhere in the middle.

Ask:

What were they accused of?

What do they say happened?

What process is available?

Is there a deadline?

Is there paperwork?

Is there an appeal?

What record should be kept?

The goal is not automatically defending every accusation.

The goal is helping them respond intelligently.

Help Them Keep Records

This is somewhere you can be genuinely useful.

If your person sends you:


	dates

	copies

	case numbers

	grievance information

	disciplinary paperwork

	program records

	important correspondence



keep it organized.

You may become the outside backup copy.

Months later, that can matter.

Do Not Fight Harder Than They Want You To

This is important.

You may be ready to go nuclear.

They may be saying:

“Please don’t call anybody.”

Listen to that.

There may be things about their environment you cannot see.

That does not mean you ignore a genuine emergency.

But if it is not an emergency, ask before starting a fight they will still be living around after you hang up.

When They Do Want Help, Get Specific

Instead of:

“Handle this.”

figure out:

“What exactly do you need from me?”

Call records?

Find a policy?

Keep a copy?

Contact the attorney?

Find the grievance rule?

Check a deadline?

Send a document?

A clear job is easier to do well.

Learn the Difference Between Advocacy and Retaliation

Advocacy has a goal.

Retaliation has a target.

Advocacy says:

“I need this concern documented and addressed.”

Retaliation says:

“I’m going to make somebody pay.”

One may solve something.

The other may just create another fight.

Your Person May Have Actually Screwed Up

This can be hard.

Loving somebody does not require believing they are right every single time.

They may make a bad decision.

Lose their temper.

Break a rule.

Get caught with something.

Get involved in something they should not have.

You can still support them.

Support may sound like:

“Okay, you fucked up. What do we do next?”

That can be far more useful than pretending the mistake never happened.

HAB Reminder

Support does not require denial.

Do Not Turn Every Consequence Into Persecution

Sometimes the system is unfair.

Sometimes your person is being treated unfairly.

Sometimes they are experiencing the consequence of a choice they actually made.

Those things are not the same.

Try to figure out which situation you are looking at before deciding what response makes sense.

Your Person’s Record Matters

A write-up may affect:


	privileges

	programming

	housing

	classification

	jobs

	future reviews

	release preparation



That does not mean one disciplinary issue ruins everything.

But it may matter.

That is why documenting and understanding it is more useful than only being angry about it.

Know When You Need Professional Help

Some situations should not be handled through Facebook groups and family phone calls.

If the issue involves serious legal rights, sentence consequences, criminal allegations, serious injury, or another high-stakes problem, appropriate professional help may be necessary.

That can mean legal counsel or another qualified resource.

You do not have to become the lawyer because you are the person outside with internet access.

Do Not Let Their Crisis Destroy Your Whole Day Every Time

You care.

That is why it hits you.

But if every problem inside immediately turns your whole household upside down, you will burn out.

Ask:

Is this urgent?

Is this mine to handle?

Is there anything I can actually do today?

If no, you may need to put it down until there is something useful to do.

That is not abandonment.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about avoiding extra problems inside.

They are learning that a thirty-second decision can create consequences that last much longer.

You are learning that a thirty-second reaction from outside can sometimes do the same.

Both sides need the same skill:

Pause long enough to understand what you are about to make bigger.

HAB Reminder

One bad moment can create a much longer problem.

Not every situation needs a reaction.

Some situations need a pause.

Support does not require denial.

Advocacy does not require chaos.

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

Reflection and planning

Staying Out of Extra Trouble — From the Outside

Questions for You

When my person calls angry about something, what is my first instinct?

Do I usually ask what they need before I start acting?

Can I tell the difference between “I need to vent” and “I need you to do something”?

What question can I ask before I jump in?

Before I Call the Facility

What am I actually trying to accomplish?

☐ Get information

☐ Report a safety concern

☐ Ask about a policy

☐ Document a problem

☐ Reach a supervisor

☐ Other: ____

Do I know who actually handles the issue?

Am I calling because I have a goal—or because I am furious?

Social Media Check

Before posting about something inside:

Do I know this is true?

☐ Yes

☐ No

☐ Not sure

Does this contain somebody else’s private information?

☐ Yes

☐ No

Did my person actually want this made public?

☐ Yes

☐ No

☐ I did not ask

What am I hoping the post will accomplish?

Do I Fight Harder Than They Asked Me To?

Have I ever wanted to “go nuclear” when my person told me not to?

What might they understand about their environment that I cannot see?

What would make me override their request and act anyway?

Support vs. Denial

If my person gets a write-up, do I automatically assume they did nothing wrong?

Can I support them and still ask what actually happened?

Can I say, “Okay, you messed up. What do we do next?” without making them feel abandoned?

Helping With Records

What documents or records should I keep copies of outside?

Do I have a system for dates, grievances, appeals, disciplinary records, or important correspondence?

Message Runner Check

Am I being asked to contact somebody I do not know?

Do I understand why?

Is the message harmless—or could I be stepping into somebody else’s conflict or prohibited activity?

Money and Rule-Breaking

Have I ever been asked to help work around a rule because the rule seemed stupid or unfair?

What could happen to me or my person if I participate?

Anger Check

What do I do when I feel helpless and angry?

Do I call, post, email, or threaten before I have a plan?

What would a ten-minute pause change?

Advocacy or Retaliation?

Am I trying to solve the problem—or punish somebody?

What result do I actually want?

What action is most likely to get that result?

When Professional Help Makes More Sense

Is this problem bigger than something I should be trying to solve through Facebook, phone calls, or family networks?

Does this involve serious legal rights, sentence consequences, injury, criminal allegations, or another high-stakes issue?

Who would be the appropriate qualified person or official resource to contact?

Protecting My Own Day

Does every problem inside immediately become an emergency in my household?

What kinds of issues can I care about without dropping everything?

What actually requires action today?

Before You Turn the Page

What is one thing I need to pause on before acting?

What kind of outside action could accidentally make things harder for my person?

What does useful advocacy look like for me?

HAB Reminder

Support does not require denial.

Advocacy does not require chaos.

Being angry tells you something matters. It does not always tell you what the next move should be.

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

Taking Care of the Person You Still Are — From the Outside

When somebody you love goes to prison, it can slowly start taking over your life too.

At first, there is a lot to do.

Accounts.

Calls.

Mail.

Money.

Visits.

Questions.

Paperwork.

Family.

Trying to figure out what the hell is happening.

Then those things become routine.

And sometimes you look up one day and realize:

Everything in my life is about prison now.

That is where you need to pay attention.

You are still a person too.

Not just somebody’s wife.

Husband.

Mom.

Dad.

Sister.

Brother.

Girlfriend.

Boyfriend.

Support person.

Advocate.

You still have a life.

Supporting Someone Can Wear You Out

You may not notice it at first.

You just keep going.

Answer the phone.

Put money on the account.

Go to work.

Handle the house.

Plan the visit.

Research the problem.

Listen to the bad day.

Then do it again tomorrow.

Eventually you may start thinking:

“I am fucking tired.”

That does not mean you stopped loving anybody.

It means you are tired.

HAB Reminder

You can love somebody and still be exhausted by what this requires.

Both things can be true.

Sleep Matters

If the phone controls your sleep, pay attention.

Maybe calls come early.

Late.

At unpredictable times.

Maybe you keep the volume up all night because you are afraid you will miss one.

Maybe you wake up checking messages.

A missed call can hurt.

Chronic exhaustion will hurt you too.

You may need boundaries around when you can reasonably answer.

You are still allowed to sleep.

Eat Something

This sounds stupidly basic until stress takes over.

People skip meals.

Live on caffeine.

Grab whatever is nearby.

Stop cooking because cooking for one feels depressing.

Or eat constantly because stress wants something to do.

Your body is carrying this too.

Feed it.

Take Care of Your Own Medical Needs

Do not cancel every appointment because a visit is coming.

Do not stop buying medication so you can fund commissary.

Do not ignore symptoms because:

“I don’t have time for this right now.”

You cannot be anybody’s support system if your own health is falling apart.

And even if nobody needed you:

You would still deserve medical care because you are you.

Your Life Can Shrink Without You Noticing

Maybe you stop seeing friends.

Stop going places.

Stop doing hobbies.

Stop spending money on yourself.

Stop dating yourself if you are partnered.

Stop taking vacations.

Stop laughing without guilt.

Eventually your whole identity becomes:

“My person is incarcerated.”

That is something happening in your life.

It is not supposed to become the only thing your life is.

Guilt Will Try to Make You Smaller

You may think:

“How can I go have fun when he’s sitting in there?”

“How can I buy this when she can’t?”

“I shouldn’t complain. He has it worse.”

Stop there.

Someone else having a difficult life does not mean your needs stop counting.

And making yourself miserable does not make their sentence shorter.

You can say:

“I wish you were here.”

and still go.

You can miss them and still laugh.

You can love them and still have a good day.

HAB Reminder

Your happiness is not betrayal.

Keep Something That Is Yours

One thing.

At least.

Something that has nothing to do with incarceration.

Reading.

Music.

A hobby.

Church.

Walking.

Gym.

Crafts.

Friends.

Sports.

Gardening.

Gaming.

Travel.

Whatever.

Something where you are not:

the person dealing with prison.

You are just yourself for a while.

That matters.

Burnout Does Not Always Look Dramatic

Sometimes burnout looks like:

“I don’t care anymore.”

Sometimes:

“If one more person asks me for something, I’m going to lose my shit.”

Sometimes you stop answering messages.

Start snapping at everybody.

Cry for no obvious reason.

Cannot sleep.

Sleep constantly.

Stop enjoying anything.

Feel guilty when the phone rings because you do not want to answer.

That does not automatically mean the relationship is over.

It may mean you have been carrying too much for too long.

Ask for Help Before You Collapse

Use the support circle from Chapter 11.

Ask somebody to:

Watch the kids.

Drive with you.

Feed the dog.

Help research something.

Sit with you.

Listen.

Take one damn thing off your plate.

You do not have to wait until you are completely underwater before asking for a hand.

Your Person Can Support You Too

They are incarcerated.

They are not dead.

And they are not incapable of being part of a relationship.

They can listen.

Encourage you.

Ask about your day.

Help make shared decisions.

Tell you they appreciate what you do.

Make you laugh.

Be emotionally present.

They may not be able to fix the leaking sink.

They can still say:

“That sucks. Tell me what happened.”

Do not make the relationship so one-sided that they never get the chance to support you.

But Be Realistic About What They Can Fix

There will be things they simply cannot handle from inside.

That can frustrate both of you.

Tell them what is happening when they need to know.

But do not hand them a problem and then get angry because they cannot physically solve it.

Sometimes you are sharing because you need connection.

Say that.

“I don’t need you to fix this. I just need to bitch about it for a minute.”

That is real.

Watch the Phone

Not literally.

Watch what the phone is doing to your life.

Are you afraid to shower?

Go to the movies?

Work somewhere without reception?

Spend time with friends?

Put the phone down during dinner?

If the answer is yes, the phone may be running more of your life than you realize.

You can care about the calls without becoming available every second of every day.

Take Breaks Without Making Them Punishment

Sometimes you need a day.

Maybe you are emotionally tapped out.

That is okay.

Say:

“I love you. I’m exhausted today. I need to be quiet for a little while.”

Different from:

“I’m not answering because you pissed me off and I want you to suffer.”

One is self-care.

The other is punishment.

You Are Allowed to Be Angry at Them

You can love somebody and be pissed off at them.

You can understand why they made a decision and still hate the consequences.

You can support them and still say:

“This has been hard as hell on me.”

You do not have to pretend sainthood.

HAB is not asking you to become some endlessly patient, smiling prison spouse who never gets mad.

That person does not exist.

Be honest.

Just try not to use honesty as a weapon.

You Are Allowed to Be Angry at the System Too

Sometimes the frustration really is the system.

The phone.

The visit.

The policy.

The paperwork.

The waiting.

The lack of information.

Be angry.

Advocate when needed.

Then try to set it down when there is nothing useful left to do that day.

Otherwise the system gets to live in your house for free.

Do Not Lose Your Other Relationships

Your children still need you.

Your friends still matter.

Your family still exists.

Your coworkers may become friends.

You may have people who want time with you.

Do not let every relationship become secondary to the incarcerated person.

That is too much pressure on everybody.

You need more than one connection too.

Keep Your Own Identity

Who were you before this?

What did you care about?

What did you enjoy?

What were you working toward?

Maybe some of those things changed.

Fine.

Who are you now besides the person supporting someone inside?

That question matters.

Because when your person eventually comes home, you do not want two people standing there who have no idea who they are outside of incarceration.

Do Not Put Your Whole Life on Hold for Release

It can be tempting.

“When he gets home, then I’ll…”

Travel.

Move.

Go back to school.

Change jobs.

Buy something.

Start living again.

Maybe some decisions really do need to wait.

Not all of them do.

If release is years away, you are allowed to live those years.

Your future matters too.

Your Person Needs You Healthy More Than They Need You Destroyed

This is not about becoming useful to them.

Your health has value on its own.

But if you need another reason:

Burning yourself completely out does not make you a stronger supporter.

It eventually makes support impossible.

Rest.

Boundaries.

Friends.

Health.

Joy.

Those things are part of keeping the relationship sustainable.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about maintaining their body, brain, identity, routines, and emotional health inside.

They are learning not to make you their only emotional outlet.

You are learning not to build your entire identity around supporting them.

Neither one of you should disappear into the other person’s incarceration.

HAB Reminder

You are still a person.

Not just the person who loves somebody in prison.

Taking care of yourself is not stepping away from the relationship.

It is one of the things that helps you stay in it.

Your happiness is not betrayal.

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

Reflection and planning

Taking Care of the Person You Still Are — From the Outside

Questions for You

When was the last time I did something that had nothing to do with incarceration?

What part of myself have I neglected since this started?

What did I used to enjoy that I have mostly stopped doing?

What would I like to bring back into my life?

My Body

How am I sleeping?

How am I eating?

Am I taking care of my own medical needs?

Have I delayed or ignored something because I thought, “I don’t have time for this right now”?

What do I need to handle instead of pushing through it?

Burnout Check

When I am burning out, I tend to:

☐ Stop answering people

☐ Cry more

☐ Get angry fast

☐ Feel numb

☐ Resent the phone

☐ Feel trapped by responsibilities

☐ Stop enjoying things

☐ Feel guilty for wanting space

☐ Other: ____

My earliest burnout warning sign is:

The Phone

Is my whole day organized around the possibility of a call?

What have I stopped doing because I am afraid I might miss one?

What boundary around the phone would help me?

Guilt

What do I feel guilty doing because my person cannot do it?

Do I ever make myself smaller because they are inside?

What do I need to give myself permission to enjoy again?

My Life Outside

What relationships outside prison need more of my attention?

Who do I want to spend more time with?

What part of my future have I put completely on hold?

Does it actually need to wait?

What Is Still Mine?

What hobby, interest, routine, or goal belongs to me and has nothing to do with incarceration?

What do I want to protect about my own identity?

Asking for Help

What am I still trying to do alone that somebody could help me with?

Who could take one practical thing off my plate?

Who can I call when I need to say, “I’m tired of all of this,” without being judged?

Letting My Person Support Me

Do I let my person ask about my day and support me emotionally too?

Or have I turned the relationship into me always supporting them?

What is something I could let them be there for me about?

What They Can and Cannot Fix

What outside problem am I expecting them to solve when they realistically cannot?

What could I say instead?

Example:

“I don’t need you to fix this. I just need to bitch about it for a minute.”

Taking a Break Without Punishing Them

When I need space, how do I usually handle it?

Can I say I need a break without making them think I am leaving?

What would that sound like in my own words?

Anger

What am I angry about right now?

Is it my person, the system, the situation, or all three?

Am I aiming that anger at the right place?

Joy

What still makes me laugh?

What gives me energy?

What is something good I did recently that I felt guilty enjoying?

Can I let myself enjoy it next time without apologizing?

My Own Future

What am I still working toward for myself?

What goal have I delayed because I keep saying “when they come home”?

Could I start part of that goal now?

Before You Turn the Page

What is one thing my body or mind has been trying to tell me that I need to stop ignoring?

What is one part of my life I want back?

What is one thing I can do this week that is only for me?

HAB Reminder

You are still a person.

Your happiness is not betrayal.

Taking care of yourself is not stepping away from the relationship. It is one of the things that helps you stay in it.

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

Programs, Work & Education — From the Outside

When someone you love is incarcerated, it is easy to start seeing every program as part of the release plan.

GED.

Treatment.

Vocational training.

Work.

Certificates.

Classes.

You may start thinking:

“If they just do all of this, everything will be okay.”

Maybe some of it will help.

But there is a difference between supporting somebody’s growth and trying to manage it for them.

This chapter is about that difference.

Ask What They Actually Want

Before researching ten programs, ask:

“What are you trying to do?”

Maybe they want a GED.

Maybe they want a trade.

Maybe they need treatment.

Maybe they want to learn something that keeps them sane.

Maybe they are not ready for the program you think they should do.

You can have opinions.

But if the goal belongs entirely to you, it usually will not last.

HAB Reminder

Encouragement works better when the goal belongs to the person doing the work.

Do Not Turn Every Call Into a Progress Report

This happens easily.

“Did you sign up?”

“Did you hear back?”

“Did you finish that?”

“When does the next class start?”

One question is fine.

Every call becoming a checklist is not.

You are still their loved one.

Not their probation officer.

Talk about the program.

Then talk about something else.

Celebrate the Small Stuff

Finished a class?

Celebrate it.

Got on a waitlist?

That counts.

Passed a test?

That matters.

Worked consistently for six months?

That matters too.

Not every accomplishment needs to be huge to deserve recognition.

Sometimes:

“I’m proud of you for sticking with it.”

means more than turning everything into:

“This will look good for parole.”

Not Everything Has to Be About Parole

This matters.

Programs can help later.

Sure.

But if every accomplishment is only valuable because of what a board might think, you accidentally tell the person:

“This only matters if it gets you out.”

Some things matter because they made them better.

Stronger.

More skilled.

More confident.

More employable.

Healthier.

That has value even before release.

Research Can Be Useful

The outside person has access that the inside person often does not.

You may be able to look up:


	outside credential requirements

	whether a certificate is recognized

	continuing education

	licensing rules

	employers that use the skill

	community-college programs

	apprenticeships

	reentry programs

	scholarships or grants

	what needs to happen after release



That can be useful.

But ask first.

Do not spend six hours researching something your person does not even want to do.

Help Connect the Inside Skill to the Outside World

If they are learning culinary:

What does that look like outside?

Food-service jobs?

Certification?

Further schooling?

If they are learning a trade:

What employers hire for it?

Is a license required?

If they are working on a GED:

What comes after?

College?

CDL school?

Technical training?

The inside program is one piece.

You can help look at where that piece might fit later.

Keep Copies

If your person sends you a certificate, keep it.

If you can legally and appropriately keep a copy of:


	completion certificates

	program records

	work evaluations

	transcripts

	education records

	other proof of progress



organize them.

Do not assume they will be easy to replace later.

HAB Reminder

If it matters, keep a copy.

Do Not Assume Access Is Easy

You may say:

“Why don’t you just take that class?”

There may be:


	a waitlist

	eligibility requirements

	no seats

	a transfer

	a staffing shortage

	a program suspension

	a scheduling conflict

	a classification issue

	a facility that simply does not offer it



Ask what the barrier is before assuming they are not trying.

But Do Not Let “The System” Become the Excuse for Everything

Sometimes access really is the problem.

Sometimes your person just did not sign up.

Both can be true.

You can ask:

“Is this something you can’t get into, or something you haven’t decided to do yet?”

That is a fair question.

It lets them own the answer.

Encourage Without Parenting

There is a big difference between:

“Did you ever decide whether you wanted to try that program?”

and:

“You need to sign up for that tomorrow.”

One is interest.

The other sounds like another authority figure.

If you constantly push, they may eventually do less just because they are tired of being managed.

Their Failure Is Not Yours

Maybe they quit.

Maybe they get kicked out.

Maybe they miss an opportunity.

Maybe they refuse something you think would help.

You can be disappointed.

But another adult’s progress is not your personal report card.

You cannot want change more than they do and somehow make it happen anyway.

Their Progress Is Not Yours Either

You may have:

Found the program.

Printed the information.

Encouraged them.

Paid for something.

Kept the paperwork.

Great.

They still did the work.

Let them own that.

Support does not need to take credit.

Ask What They Learned

Instead of only:

“Did you finish?”

ask:

“Was it actually useful?”

“What did you learn?”

“Do you think you’ll use any of it outside?”

“What part was bullshit?”

That creates a real conversation instead of a status report.

Work Matters Too

Prison work may not sound impressive from outside.

But steady work can still build:


	routine

	reliability

	practical skills

	references or evaluations

	confidence

	something productive to do



Ask about the work like it is work.

“How was work today?”

Not every job needs to be part of some giant reentry strategy to matter.

Treatment Deserves the Same Respect

If they are doing substance-use treatment, mental-health work, anger management, trauma-related work, parenting classes, or anything else that addresses a real issue, do not dismiss it because it is not a trade certificate.

Sometimes the thing that keeps somebody outside later is not a job skill.

It is learning what keeps sending them back.

Do Not Use Programs as a Weapon During Arguments

Avoid:

“After everything I do, you can’t even finish one damn class?”

Or:

“Maybe if you actually did something in there…”

If there is a legitimate problem with effort, talk about it.

Do not weaponize every missed opportunity.

That turns growth into another place where the relationship gets hurt.

Recognize Progress That Is Hard to Put on Paper

Not everything comes with a certificate.

Maybe they:

Handle anger differently.

Communicate better.

Stop getting write-ups.

Start keeping a routine.

Read constantly.

Get healthier.

Take responsibility for something they used to blame on everyone else.

Those changes matter too.

They may be harder to document.

They still matter.

Ask How You Can Help

Try:

“Is there anything useful I can do from out here?”

Maybe the answer is:

Research something.

Keep a copy.

Find a school.

Send information.

Or:

“Nope. I got this.”

That is okay too.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about using programs, work, and education to build skills and a record of progress.

They are being reminded that the goal is not just to collect certificates.

You are being reminded that your job is not to manage their entire growth.

They do the work.

You support where support actually helps.

HAB Reminder

Encourage without parenting.

Celebrate progress without making every accomplishment about parole.

A certificate is useful.

A skill is better.

Having both is best.

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

Reflection and planning

Programs, Work & Education — From the Outside

Questions for You

What goals has my person actually said they want for themselves?

What goals have I decided they should have without asking them?

Am I encouraging—or managing?

Do I turn too many calls into “Did you sign up yet?”

What would encouragement sound like without parenting them?

What accomplishment have I overlooked because it seemed small?

Do I celebrate progress only when I think it helps parole?

What progress matters even if nobody ever puts it in a parole packet?

What skill are they learning that could actually transfer outside?

Do I know whether the certificate or credential is recognized outside?

What could I research that would actually be useful?

Am I researching things they do not even want to do?

What is one question I should ask before spending hours looking something up?

Have I kept copies of certificates, evaluations, transcripts, or completion records when possible?

What document should I make sure we preserve next?

Do I understand the barriers they may be dealing with—waitlists, transfers, staffing, eligibility, or unavailable programs?

Am I using “the system” as an excuse for them—or are they using it as an excuse for themselves?

What question could help us tell the difference?

Do I give them credit for work assignments and steady routine, even if the job itself does not sound impressive?

What are they learning from their job besides the job itself?

Am I treating treatment, anger management, mental-health work, or recovery programs as seriously as vocational programs?

What change in them have I noticed that does not come with a certificate?

Do I ever use missed programs or unfinished classes as ammunition during arguments?

What can I say instead if I am genuinely concerned about effort?

What is one area where I need to let them own their progress instead of carrying it for them?

Before You Turn the Page

What is one accomplishment I want to recognize the next time we talk?

What is one useful thing I can help with from outside?

What is one thing I need to stop trying to manage for them?

HAB Reminder

Encourage without parenting.

Celebrate progress without making every accomplishment about parole.

A certificate is useful. A skill is better. Having both is best.

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

Keep the Receipts on Your Progress — From the Outside

You may become the person holding copies of things your loved one cannot easily protect inside.

Certificates.

Letters.

Evaluations.

Program records.

IDs.

Transcripts.

Disciplinary paperwork.

Grievances.

Release documents.

That can be incredibly useful.

It can also turn into a pile of random papers, screenshots, emails, and photos that nobody can find when they actually need them.

The goal is not to become your person’s full-time secretary.

The goal is to help preserve the record.

Memory Is Not a Filing System

You may think:

“I’ll remember when he sent me that.”

Probably not.

Not six months from now.

Not after twenty more documents.

Not when somebody suddenly says:

“We need that by tomorrow.”

Write it down.

Date it.

Save it somewhere you can find it.

HAB Reminder

Memory is not a filing system.

If It Matters, Keep a Copy

If your person sends something important, save it.

That can include:


	certificates

	transcripts

	program completions

	work evaluations

	treatment records they are permitted to share

	grievance records

	disciplinary outcomes

	important correspondence

	identification documents

	release-related paperwork

	letters of support

	anything else that could matter later



You do not need to keep every envelope.

You do need to recognize what could be hard to replace.

Create Simple Categories

Do not overcomplicate this.

A folder system can be as simple as:

Education

Programs

Work

Legal

Medical

Disciplinary

Grievances

Identification

Release

That can be paper folders.

Digital folders.

Both.

Whatever you will actually use.

Name Files So They Make Sense Later

If you save digital copies, do not create:

IMG_4837.jpg

scan2.pdf

document-final-FINAL2.pdf

Give files useful names.

For example:

GED_Certificate_2026.pdf

Culinary_Completion_2027.pdf

Grievance_Response_2026-04-12.pdf

It takes thirty seconds now.

It can save an hour later.

Record Dates

For anything important, know:


	date submitted

	date received

	date completed

	date denied

	deadline

	next eligibility date

	appeal date



A document without context can be much less useful.

Keep the Final Outcome

If something changes, keep the updated record.

A write-up gets dismissed?

Keep that.

A grievance is appealed?

Keep the appeal response.

A program denial becomes an approval?

Keep both if they matter.

Do not let an outdated document become the only thing in your file.

Do Not Assume “DOC Has It”

They may.

That does not mean you should bet your future on being able to get it quickly.

Systems change.

People transfer.

Files are difficult to retrieve.

Requests take time.

If you have a lawful copy of something important, keep it.

HAB Reminder

“They should have it” and “I have it” are two very different situations.

Back Up Digital Records

If something exists only on your phone, ask yourself what happens if your phone breaks.

Keep important records somewhere reasonably secure and backed up.

You do not need five copies of everything.

You do need to avoid having the only proof disappear with one device.

Protect Sensitive Information

Some documents contain:


	DOC numbers

	birth dates

	addresses

	medical information

	legal information

	Social Security information

	financial information

	family details



Treat those differently from an ordinary program certificate.

Do not post them casually.

Do not send them to random people.

Do not store sensitive documents where everybody in your household can access them if that creates a privacy concern.

Useful organization still needs privacy.

Keep a Master List

A simple master list can tell you what exists.

For example:

GED — copy received

Culinary certificate — copy received

Work evaluation — waiting

Birth certificate — original at home

State ID — needs renewal

Program completion — requested

That list can save you from searching through every folder repeatedly.

Track What Is Missing

Documentation is not only what you have.

It is what you know you still need.

Keep a list:

Need copy

Need replacement

Need updated version

Need signature

Need to request

Then work through it over time.

Do Not Wait Until Parole to Start Organizing

This is one of the easiest mistakes to make.

Everything feels far away until suddenly it is not.

Then everybody is scrambling.

“Where’s that certificate?”

“What year did you finish that?”

“Did we ever get the evaluation?”

“Who has the birth certificate?”

Do not do that to yourselves if you can avoid it.

Keep the file current as you go.

Your Person Should Still Know Their Own Records

You may have the outside copies.

That does not mean you should be the only person who knows what exists.

They should know:

what they completed.

when.

what they still need.

what documents you have.

You are backup.

Not the entire memory of their incarceration.

Ask Before Becoming the Permanent Storage Unit

If your loved one starts sending every piece of paper they ever touch, you can say:

“Do we actually need to keep this?”

That is fair.

Organization works better when you are keeping what matters instead of drowning the useful records in junk.

Keep Progress Visible

There is another side to this.

A file full of certificates and accomplishments can become a visible reminder:

Look at what has actually changed.

Sometimes incarceration feels like nothing is moving.

The record may show otherwise.

Three programs.

Two years of work.

GED.

Treatment.

No disciplinary issues for a long stretch.

Those individual things together tell a story.

Documentation Can Help Tell the Story Later

A future parole board, employer, school, landlord, reentry program, or other decision-maker may not know your person.

Paper cannot tell the whole story.

But documentation can support it.

“I changed”

is one statement.

“Here is what I did over the last five years”

is stronger.

Do Not Make Every Document About Parole

This is important.

Your person’s work matters even if parole is not tomorrow.

Keep the certificate because they earned it.

Keep the transcript because education matters.

Keep the work evaluation because they built a work history.

Parole may use those things later.

That is not the only reason they have value.

Build the File Together

Every so often, compare notes.

“What do you have inside?”

“What do I have out here?”

“What are we missing?”

“What needs updating?”

That keeps one person from assuming the other has something neither one actually has.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about keeping their own records inside.

They are learning to document applications, completions, denials, work, grievances, disciplinary outcomes, and important dates.

You are the backup.

They are the primary keeper of their own progress.

Together, you create a much stronger record than either side trying to remember everything years later.

HAB Reminder

If it matters, keep proof.

Memory is not a filing system.

“They should have it” is not the same as “we have it.”

Build the file before you need the file.

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

Reflection and planning

Keep the Receipts on Your Progress — From the Outside

Questions for You

What important documents do I currently have copies of?

What am I assuming DOC has that I should probably have a copy of too?

If somebody asked for all major certificates today, could I find them?

Do I know where the originals are?

What documents exist only on my phone right now?

What should be backed up somewhere safer?

Do my digital file names actually tell me what the documents are?

What folder categories would make this easier to manage?

What important dates am I currently relying on memory for?

What should go onto a master list or calendar?

Do I have the final outcome for disciplinary issues, or only the original write-up?

Do I have records of grievances or appeals and their outcomes?

Do I know what programs were applied for but unavailable or waitlisted?

What does that show about effort that a simple “didn’t complete” might miss?

Do I have education records, transcripts, or GED documentation?

Do I have work history or evaluations?

What ID documents are already safely outside?

What ID documents still need to be replaced or updated?

What sensitive records need stronger privacy than ordinary certificates?

Who should have access to those?

Am I keeping everything just because I am afraid to throw anything away?

What can probably be discarded because it has no long-term value?

Does my person know what records I have?

Do I know what records they still have inside?

What do we both think the other person has—but nobody has actually confirmed?

Before You Turn the Page

The three most important missing records are:


	




	




	






The next record I need to request, copy, organize, or back up is:

HAB Reminder

If it matters, keep proof.

“They should have it” and “we have it” are not the same thing.

Memory is not a filing system.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 17

Preparing for Release Starts Now — From the Outside

At some point, release stops feeling like a far-off idea.

Not because it is tomorrow.

Because you realize there are too many moving parts to wait until tomorrow.

By the midpoint of a sentence, you do not need every answer.

You do need to start asking better questions.

Where will they live?

Could they be required to go to a halfway house first?

What documents are missing?

What kind of work is realistic?

How will they get around?

What medical care will continue?

What can you help with?

What are you not willing to take on?

What parts belong to them?

That is where release preparation actually starts.

You Do Not Need to Become Their Reentry Department

This is important.

You have internet.

Phone access.

Transportation.

You may understand paperwork better.

That can make it easy for everything to land on you.

“Can you look this up?”

“Can you call them?”

“Can you find housing?”

“Can you find a job?”

“Can you get my ID?”

“Can you find halfway houses?”

Some of that may be appropriate.

But if you build the entire plan while they wait for it to arrive, you are not building a shared release plan.

You are building their life for them.

HAB Reminder

Help build the bridge.

Do not carry another adult across it.

Start With the Documents

You already worked on this in Chapter 16.

Now ask:

What documents will actually be needed for release?

What exists?

What is expired?

What needs replacing?

What can be handled before release?

What will need to happen afterward?

Do not wait until somebody is coming home to discover the birth certificate has been missing for six years.

Housing Conversations Need to Become Real

It is easy to say:

“You can stay with me.”

Years before release, that may feel obvious.

But is that still the plan?

Ask again.

Who lives there now?

Are there children?

Roommates?

Lease rules?

Supervision restrictions?

Has your relationship changed?

Can the household financially support another person?

Do you actually want them living there?

You are allowed to reconsider.

And they deserve an honest answer early enough to build another plan.

They May Not Come Straight Home

This can be emotionally important to understand.

You may spend years imagining:

“The day they get out, they come home.”

Sometimes that is not what happens.

Your person may be required to go to a halfway house, community-corrections placement, transitional program, or another approved residence first.

That does not mean release failed.

It means the path home has another step.

HAB Reminder

Getting released and getting home may be two different steps.

Halfway Housing Has Its Own Process

If halfway housing is a real possibility, learn enough about the process that it does not become a last-minute surprise.

There may be:


	applications

	packets

	interviews

	acceptance criteria

	criminal-history restrictions

	program requirements

	employment expectations

	supervision rules

	waiting lists

	placement decisions

	denials

	reapplications

	alternate facilities



The person inside should be involved in understanding and completing their side of that process.

You may be able to help research.

Keep copies.

Find contact information.

Understand what a program expects.

That does not mean the halfway-house packet becomes your homework assignment alone.

A Halfway House Is Not “Not Coming Home”

This matters emotionally.

If you have pictured release as:

front door, hug, home

a halfway-house placement may feel disappointing.

Try not to turn that disappointment into:

“After all this time, you’re still not home.”

A transitional placement may be the step that makes home possible later.

They may need to:

work.

save.

complete programming.

follow supervision.

build routine.

transition gradually.

That may not be the romantic version of release.

It can still be progress.

Do Not Build the Emotional Picture Too Narrowly

If the only release picture you allow yourself is:

“They walk out and come straight to me,”

anything else can feel like failure.

Leave room for:

Plan A.

Plan B.

Halfway housing.

Another approved residence.

A temporary placement.

A different timeline.

The destination can still be home even if the first stop is somewhere else.

What Can I Do vs. What Am I Willing to Do?

That question matters here just like it did with money.

Maybe you can provide housing.

Are you willing to?

Maybe you can pay every bill for six months.

Are you willing to?

Maybe you can drive them everywhere.

Are you willing to become permanent transportation?

Maybe you can help with a halfway-house packet.

Are you willing to spend hours every week managing it?

Capacity and willingness are two different things.

Both matter.

Employment Needs Reality, Not Just Hope

You may hear:

“I’ll get a job when I come home.”

Okay.

What kind?

What record restrictions matter?

What skill do they have?

What jobs are actually available?

What transportation does the job require?

What clothing?

What documents?

What schedule works with supervision or a halfway-house program?

This is where your access to outside research can be helpful.

But do not promise a job that does not exist.

Research is useful.

Fantasy is not.

Transportation Is Going to Become Somebody’s Problem

Maybe it is you.

Maybe public transportation exists.

Maybe family helps.

Maybe a halfway house has rules about movement.

Maybe they can eventually drive.

Maybe none of those things are true.

Start thinking about it.

If you are the expected transportation plan, ask:

How long am I willing to do this?

That is not mean.

That is planning.

Money Is Going to Shift Again

You already built an incarceration budget.

Release changes it.

Some prison expenses may go away.

Other costs appear immediately.

Clothes.

Phone.

Food.

Transportation.

Medication.

Housing.

Halfway-house-related costs where applicable.

Deposits.

Supervision.

Job-search costs.

Identification.

You do not need the full release budget yet.

But you should start noticing:

What financial responsibilities are going to move from me back to them?

and

What support am I willing to provide during that transition?

Those conversations belong before release, not after the first argument over money.

Healthcare Needs a Continuation Plan

If your person has medications or ongoing care, do not assume everything automatically follows them outside.

Eventually you may need to know:


	what medication they take

	what provider they need

	how prescriptions continue

	what insurance or benefits may be available

	what records need to come with them



You do not have to become their medical manager.

But a gap in care can become a release-day crisis very quickly.

The House They Return To Has Changed

If they are eventually coming home to you, your household probably has routines they have never lived in.

Maybe the kids have rules now.

Maybe you sleep differently.

Maybe you manage money differently.

Maybe you need quiet.

Maybe you have become very independent.

Maybe you like the damn couch where it is.

Those things matter.

And if they spend time in a halfway house first, both of you may have more time to adjust before they move fully into the household.

Start talking about what “coming home” actually means.

Not the movie version.

The Tuesday morning version.

They Have Changed Too

Do not plan for the person who went in.

That person may not be the person coming home.

They have aged.

Adapted.

Developed routines.

Maybe matured.

Maybe become more guarded.

Maybe changed beliefs.

You changed too.

Release is not putting two frozen versions of people back together.

It is introducing two changed people to a shared life again.

Do Not Promise What You Cannot Sustain

You may be tempted to say:

“Don’t worry. I got everything.”

Be careful.

That promise can sound loving.

It can also create expectations you cannot realistically meet.

A stronger answer might be:

“I’ll help you get started. Here’s what I know I can handle.”

Specific beats heroic.

Ask What They Are Doing on Their Side

Release planning should have two sides.

Ask:

“What are you working on in there?”

Not:

“What else do I need to do for you?”

What programs are they finishing?

What documents are they tracking?

What halfway-house steps belong to them?

What skill are they building?

What questions are they asking?

What responsibility are they taking?

You should be able to see both sides of the bridge being built.

Start Talking About Expectations

When they come home—or eventually come home after transitional placement:

Do they expect to live with you?

For how long?

Do you expect them to work immediately?

How will chores work?

Money?

Children?

Privacy?

Sex?

Friends?

Family?

Time alone?

You do not have to solve every one of these at midpoint.

You do need to stop pretending they will magically work themselves out.

Release Can Start Affecting the Relationship Before Release Happens

As the possibility becomes more real, people can act differently.

Your person may get:

quieter.

short-tempered.

distant.

obsessed with planning.

Or weirdly unwilling to talk about it.

You may start doing the opposite.

Planning everything.

Talking about how great it is going to be.

Trying to keep everybody positive.

Neither response automatically means the relationship is falling apart.

Sometimes hope itself creates pressure.

We will deal with that directly in Chapter 18.

Do Not Turn Hope Into a Demand

There is a difference between:

“I believe we can do this.”

and:

“Quit being negative. It’s gonna be fine.”

Sometimes the person inside needs room to say:

“I’m scared they’re gonna tell me no.”

without somebody immediately trying to cheer it away.

You can still hope.

Just leave room for fear too.

That becomes especially important as parole or release decisions get closer.

Build Backup Plans Without Treating Them Like Failure

Plan A can be:

Come home to you.

Great.

What is Plan B?

Halfway house?

Different housing?

Another relative?

A reentry program?

What if the first halfway-house placement says no?

What if the job falls through?

What if transportation changes?

What if release happens later than expected?

A backup plan is not a lack of faith.

It is what keeps one setback from destroying the whole release plan.

Start With What Is Actually Knowable

You cannot predict everything.

Do not try.

Start with:


	known documents

	known dates

	current skills

	realistic housing possibilities

	halfway-house possibilities

	realistic money

	actual support

	existing medical needs

	obvious barriers



Build from facts.

Update as things change.

Hope Needs Somewhere to Land

It is okay to get excited.

It is okay to imagine the day.

It is okay to believe this can work.

But the strongest hope usually has a little structure under it.

A document.

A budget.

A housing possibility.

A halfway-house application.

A job lead.

A conversation.

A backup.

That does not make hope less hopeful.

It makes it usable.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about starting serious release preparation while there is still enough time to change things.

They are being reminded that you are part of the plan, not the plan itself.

You are being reminded that access to the outside does not make you responsible for building another adult’s entire future.

And both of you are being reminded that release and homecoming may happen in stages.

HAB Reminder

Release preparation does not start at the gate.

Getting released and getting home may be two different steps.

Help build the bridge. Do not carry another adult across it.

Hope is important. A plan gives hope somewhere to land.

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

Reflection and planning

Preparing for Release Starts Now — From the Outside

Questions for You

When I picture release, what do I automatically assume is going to happen?

Which parts of that picture are actual plans—and which parts are just hopes?

Housing

Have I said they can live with me?

☐ Yes

☐ No

☐ Maybe

Is that still what I genuinely want?

Can I realistically support another person in my household?

Who else living there needs to be part of that conversation?

What could prevent that housing plan from being approved or working?

Halfway House / Community Corrections

Could they be required to go to halfway housing before coming home?

☐ Yes

☐ No

☐ I do not know

Have I emotionally prepared for the possibility that release may not mean they come straight through my front door?

What do I need to learn about halfway-house applications or packets?

What can I reasonably help with?

What belongs to my person to handle?

If the first placement denies them, can I see that as a setback instead of the whole release plan failing?

HAB Reminder

Getting released and getting home may be two different steps.

What Can I Do vs. What Am I Willing to Do?

Can I provide housing?

Am I willing to provide housing?

Can I help financially?

How much am I actually willing to help?

Can I provide transportation?

For how long am I willing to do that?

What support am I technically capable of providing but do not want to become permanently responsible for?

Employment

What kind of work does my person realistically expect to do?

Is there actual evidence that those jobs are available?

What could I research without taking over?

Am I promising employment or opportunities that do not actually exist yet?

Transportation

Am I currently the entire transportation plan?

If yes, how long can I realistically sustain that?

What backup options might exist?

Money

What prison-related expenses may stop after release?

What new expenses will replace them?

What costs am I willing to help cover at first?

What costs do I expect my person to start taking responsibility for?

Healthcare

Does my person have medication or ongoing healthcare that needs to continue?

Do we know what happens to that care after release?

What information do we still need?

The House Has Changed

What routines have changed since my person went inside?

What household rules or expectations matter to me now?

What do I think they may assume will go back to “the way it used to be”?

What needs to be talked about before homecoming?

They Have Changed Too

Am I planning for the person they were when they went in—or the person they are becoming now?

What changes have I noticed in them?

What changes have happened in me that they need to understand?

Am I Becoming the Entire Release Plan?

How many release tasks am I currently carrying?

Which ones genuinely need me?

Which ones should belong to them?

What could I hand back without abandoning them?

Expectations

What do I expect from them during the first months after release?

Have I actually told them?

☐ Yes

☐ No

What do I think they expect from me?

Have I actually asked?

☐ Yes

☐ No

Hope and Fear

Am I trying so hard to stay positive that I leave no room for them to be scared?

Do I get uncomfortable when they talk about the possibility of a no?

Can I say “I hope this works” without promising “this is definitely going to work”?

Backup Plans

If home is Plan A, what is Plan B?

If the halfway house says no, what is the next possible option?

If the job does not work out, what is the backup?

If release happens later than hoped, what still continues?

Before You Turn the Page

The strongest part of our release plan right now is:

The weakest part is:

One thing I need to stop promising until I know it is actually possible:

One conversation we need to have before Chapter 18:

HAB Reminder

Help build the bridge. Do not carry another adult across it.

Getting released and getting home may be two different steps.

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 — From the Outside

As parole or release gets closer, you may think this is when everything should feel more exciting.

Sometimes it does.

Sometimes your person starts acting weird as hell.

Calls get shorter.

They seem irritated.

They stop wanting to talk about home.

They change the subject when you bring up parole.

They stop getting excited about things they used to talk about constantly.

And you may think:

“What the hell is happening? We’re this close.”

Sometimes they are pulling away from you.

Sometimes they are pulling away from hope.

And sometimes they are beginning to grieve a life and people you may never have thought they would miss.

Those are not automatically the same thing.

The Last Stretch Can Feel Different

For months or years, release was far away.

It was safe to talk about because it was theoretical.

Then the hearing gets close.

Now the dream has consequences.

If they believe it is going to happen and the answer is no, it is going to hurt.

So some people start protecting themselves.

They get distant.

Quiet.

Irritable.

Less interested in planning.

They may act like they do not care because caring suddenly feels dangerous.

HAB Reminder

Distance can be fear wearing different clothes.

They May Be Grieving People They Are About to Leave

This may be hard to understand from outside.

You may be thinking:

“Why would anybody be sad to leave prison?”

They may not be sad to leave prison.

They may be sad to leave people.

Your loved one may have spent years beside the same men or women.

Those people may have been there through:

Deaths.

Denials.

Family problems.

Lockdowns.

Bad news.

Good news.

Arguments.

Birthdays.

Years.

Some of those relationships become real friendships.

Some become brotherhoods.

Some become the closest thing to family available inside.

So your person can be desperate to come home to you and still be thinking:

“I’m gonna miss these guys.”

That is not rejection of you.

It is attachment to people who were part of their life.

Do Not Make Them Feel Guilty for Missing People Inside

If they say:

“I’m gonna miss him.”

try not to answer:

“Why the hell would you miss anybody in that place?”

The place and the people are not the same thing.

You would not expect somebody to stop caring about a friend just because they met under terrible circumstances.

They may be happy to leave and heartbroken about some of the goodbyes.

Both can be true.

HAB Reminder

Coming home to you does not require pretending nobody inside mattered.

Some of Those Goodbyes May Be Permanent

Your person may be leaving somebody who still has:

Years.

Decades.

Life.

They may not know whether they will ever see them again.

That can create grief before the gate ever opens.

If your person seems strange or emotional and says:

“It’s hard to explain,”

this may be one of the things underneath it.

You do not have to understand prison brotherhood to understand losing somebody matters.

Do Not Immediately Turn Distance Into a Relationship Crisis

If your person suddenly seems off, ask.

Do not immediately decide:

“He doesn’t want to come home to me.”

“She found somebody else.”

“I’ve done all this for nothing.”

Maybe something really has changed.

We will talk about that too.

But first ask:

“You’ve been kinda distant lately. Is this about us, are you in your head about the hearing, or is there something else going on?”

That gives them room to answer.

Your Positivity Can Become Pressure

You may be the cheerleader.

The person saying:

“You got this.”

“They’re gonna say yes.”

“Everything’s gonna work out.”

That may be how you survive the waiting.

But your person may hear it differently.

If every time they say:

“I’m scared.”

you answer:

“Stop thinking negative.”

they may stop telling you they are scared.

If they say:

“I’m gonna miss some people in here.”

and you answer:

“Who cares? You’re getting out.”

they may stop telling you about that too.

Toxic Positivity Can Shut Down Real Conversation

You do not have to agree with their worst fear.

You also do not have to erase it.

Instead of:

“Nope. Don’t say that. They’re gonna approve you.”

try:

“I hope like hell they say yes too. And I know you’re scared they won’t.”

And if they are grieving people inside:

“I know you want to come home. I also get that saying goodbye to people you’ve known for years is gonna hurt.”

You are not making the fear bigger.

You are making room for the truth.

HAB Reminder

Hope can sit in the same room as fear.

And joy can sit in the same room as grief.

Prepare Yourself for the Yes

If the answer is yes, what happens next?

Do not let yourself get so focused on hearing one word that you forget everything after it.

Halfway-house placement?

Transportation?

Clothing?

Phone?

Documents?

Appointments?

Money?

Work?

Supervision?

Who gets called?

What happens first?

And emotionally:

What if your person is quieter than you expected?

What if they are excited and sad?

What if they are saying goodbye to people you have never met but who mattered deeply to them?

Do not require the yes to look exactly like the celebration you pictured.

Prepare Yourself for the No

You are allowed to hate doing this.

Do it anyway.

If the answer is no:

Where are you going to be when you hear it?

Who can you call?

Can you take the rest of the day off if needed?

Do you need to be alone?

Do you need somebody with you?

What do you not want to say to your person in the first ten minutes?

What information needs to be gathered later?

What part of the plan continues regardless?

Preparing for no does not make no happen.

It means no does not get to take everything with it.

The Parking-Lot Moment

Sometimes you do everything.

Research.

Paperwork.

Support letters.

Housing.

Employment ideas.

Planning.

Calls.

Money.

Hope.

You build the best plan you know how to build.

Then the answer is no.

And suddenly you are sitting in a parking lot somewhere thinking:

“What the fuck do I do now?”

That moment matters.

Not because you failed.

Because you just discovered the difference between:

a bad outcome

and

the end of the work.

The first reaction may be:

Cry.

Scream.

Sit there.

Call somebody.

Do nothing for a while.

That is okay.

You do not have to rebuild the parole plan in the same hour you heard no.

Have Your Person Before You Need Your Person

Know who you are calling if it goes badly.

Not necessarily the incarcerated person first.

You may need someone outside who can absorb:

“They fucking denied him.”

without needing you to protect them at the same time.

Use the support circle you already built.

Your incarcerated loved one is dealing with their own denial.

You do not have to hide your pain from them.

But neither person should have to carry both people’s entire collapse at once.

When You Talk to Them After a No

You do not need some perfect inspirational speech.

Sometimes:

“This sucks. I’m still here.”

is enough.

Avoid:

“See? I knew this would happen.”

Avoid:

“I told you not to get your hopes up.”

Avoid:

“After everything I did…”

And avoid forcing positivity immediately:

“It’s fine. We’ll just do it again.”

It may not feel fine yet.

Let it hurt before you turn it into a strategy meeting.

Then Ask What the Decision Actually Said

Later.

Not necessarily that minute.

Why was parole denied?

What concerns were identified?

What was missing?

What can be improved?

What is the next date?

What paperwork is needed?

What does not need to be rebuilt because it is already solid?

A denial can provide information.

You do not have to like the information for it to be useful.

The Work Was Not Wasted

Housing research still exists.

Documents still exist.

Programs still happened.

Support letters may be updated instead of rebuilt.

Employment contacts may still matter.

Skills still matter.

The denial changed the timing.

It did not erase everything you built.

Do Not Blame Each Other

This is a dangerous time for:

“You should’ve done…”

“If you had listened to me…”

“Maybe if you hadn’t gotten that write-up…”

Some things may genuinely need accountability later.

That is different from using the first hours after a denial to stab each other with every mistake.

You both just lost something you hoped for.

Do not turn each other into the enemy.

If They Start Pulling Away Before the Hearing

Talk about it.

Do not chase harder and harder without asking what is actually happening.

Try:

“You’ve been distant. If you’re scared about parole, tell me that. If you’re sad about leaving people in there, tell me that too. And if something’s changed between us, I need you to tell me that.”

That is uncomfortable.

It is also fair.

Sometimes Distance Is More Than Fear

This part is not pleasant.

It still belongs here.

Sometimes as release gets closer, you discover the relationship was not exactly what you believed it was.

Maybe your housing is on the parole plan.

Your address.

Your money.

Your transportation.

Your support.

Your paperwork help.

And as those pieces get secured, the relationship starts changing.

That does not automatically mean you were used.

But it is fair to pay attention.

Ask yourself:

Was there a real relationship outside of what I provided?

Did they care about my life too?

Could I say no without the relationship changing?

Were we building a future together—or was I mostly building their release plan?

Look at the pattern.

Do not invent betrayal where there is none.

Do not ignore a pattern because the answer scares you.

HAB Reminder

Do not accuse somebody based on fear.

Do not ignore a pattern because the truth would hurt.

A Parole Address Is Not a Relationship

Housing someone is a major commitment.

Being somebody’s release address does not automatically mean:

Marriage.

Forever.

Love.

A future together.

Those things need their own truth.

If you are providing an address or support because you genuinely choose to, good.

If you feel like you have to keep the relationship alive because the parole plan depends on you, pay attention.

Your support is valuable.

It should not be the only thing holding the relationship together.

The Gate Opening Does Not Guarantee the Relationship Survives

This is true even in very loving relationships.

People come home different.

The outside person changed too.

Some relationships get stronger.

Some struggle.

Some end.

You cannot guarantee the outcome by doing everything perfectly.

That is scary.

It is also why the relationship itself has to be built on more than release logistics.

If the Answer Is Yes, Fear May Not Disappear

You may expect relief.

Instead your person may seem panicked.

Quiet.

Overwhelmed.

Sad about people they are leaving.

Even more distant for a little while.

You may think:

“You wanted this forever. Why aren’t you just happy?”

Because human beings rarely feel only one thing.

They can be thrilled to come home to you.

Terrified of the outside.

Grieving people inside.

Worried about failing.

Excited about freedom.

All at the same time.

Do Not Make Them Perform Happiness for You

You may have spent years working toward this.

You deserve excitement.

But do not require your person to act exactly how you imagined.

They may need time to process.

You may too.

A yes is not the end of adjustment.

It is the beginning of the next kind.

Prepare for Either Answer Without Living in Doom

There is a difference between being prepared and expecting disaster.

Keep hope.

Make plans.

Get excited.

Also know:

If they say no, I know who I’m calling.

I know what we will look at next.

I know the whole plan does not disappear.

And if they say yes:

I know happiness may not be the only thing either of us feels.

That is not negativity.

That is reality.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter about the fear, hope, distance, grief, friendships, and pressure that can build inside as a parole or release decision gets closer.

They are being reminded that pulling away may protect them emotionally but can scare the hell out of you.

You are being reminded that positivity can support them—or silence them—depending on how you use it.

And both of you are being reminded that coming home can involve saying goodbye to another life and people who mattered inside.

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.

Coming home to you does not require pretending nobody inside mattered.

Do not accuse somebody based on fear. Do not ignore a pattern because the truth would hurt.

And if the answer is no:

The timeline changed. The work did not disappear.

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

Reflection and planning

Prepare for Yes — and Prepare for No — From the Outside

Questions for You

Has my person started acting differently as parole or release gets closer?

What changes have I noticed?

Am I automatically assuming those changes are about our relationship?

What else could be happening emotionally for them?

Distance

If they are pulling away, what am I afraid that means?

Have I actually asked them what is going on?

Can I ask without accusing?

What would that sound like in my own words?

The People They May Be Leaving Behind

Have I considered that my person may genuinely grieve people inside?

How would I feel if they told me, “I’m gonna miss these guys”?

Can I understand that missing them does not mean they want prison more than they want home?

What would I want to say that makes room for both joy and grief?

Toxic Positivity Check

Do I immediately answer fear with “Don’t think like that”?

Do I make it hard for my person to talk about a possible no because I need to believe in yes?

Can I say, “I hope like hell they say yes, and I know you’re scared they won’t”?

What does hope sound like without pretending?

My Yes Plan

If the answer is yes:

Who do I call?

What practical thing happens first?

Where do they actually go?

Is there still halfway-house/community-corrections processing to complete?

What do I need ready—but not overdone?

My No Plan

If the answer is no:

Where am I likely to be when I hear it?

Who can I call who can handle me falling apart for a minute?

What do I NOT want to say to my person in the first ten minutes?

What can wait until tomorrow?

My Parking-Lot Plan

If I am sitting somewhere afterward thinking:

“What the fuck do I do now?”

I will:


	




	




	






The person I can call is:

The one thing I do not have to do that day is:

HAB Reminder

You do not have to rebuild the plan in the same hour it broke your heart.

After the First Reaction

What information do I need from the actual decision?

What reason was given?

What can be fixed?

What is already solid and does not need rebuilding?

Was the Work Wasted?

List what still exists even if the answer is no:

What can be updated rather than started over?

Do Not Blame Each Other

What am I tempted to blame my person for?

Does that need to be discussed right now—or later when both of us are calmer?

What would hurt them right now without helping anything?

Sometimes Distance Is More Than Fear

Has the relationship changed only as release support became more useful?

Was there a real relationship before the release planning got serious?

Does my person still care about my life, needs, feelings, and boundaries?

Can I say no without the relationship suddenly changing?

Am I mostly their partner—or mostly their housing, money, transportation, paperwork, and parole address?

HAB Reminder

Do not accuse somebody based on fear.

Do not ignore a pattern because the truth would hurt.

A Parole Address Is Not a Promise of Forever

Am I providing housing because I genuinely want to?

Do I feel trapped because changing my mind could affect the parole plan?

If my feelings have changed, what honest conversation needs to happen?

If the Answer Is Yes

Am I expecting my person to be nothing but happy?

Can I make room for fear, grief, overwhelm, and missing people inside too?

What might I misunderstand if they are quieter than I expected?

Preparing for Home Without Demanding a Performance

What am I picturing the first days looking like?

Am I leaving enough room for reality to look different?

Before You Turn the Page

What am I hoping for?

What am I scared of?

What am I prepared to do if the answer is yes?

What am I prepared to do if the answer is no?

What do I need to remember about my person if their emotions do not look the way I expected?

HAB Reminder

Hope can sit in the same room as fear.

Coming home to you does not require pretending nobody inside mattered.

Prepare for the answer you want. Prepare for the answer you do not want. Then neither answer gets to leave you with nothing.

And if the answer is no:

The timeline changed. The work did not disappear.

We do not hurt. We do not judge. We help.
Chapter 19

Getting Ready for the Outside — From the Outside

You have been helping from the outside for a long time.

Calls.

Money.

Visits.

Research.

Paperwork.

Support.

Maybe housing ideas.

Maybe job leads.

Maybe halfway-house information.

Maybe just being the person who kept answering.

Now the work starts changing.

This is the point where all of those separate pieces begin turning into one actual release plan.

Not a finished plan.

Not a perfect plan.

A real one.

You Do Not Need to Have Everything Solved Today

Your person is not walking out tomorrow.

That is important.

You still have time.

The goal here is not to panic and suddenly try to solve housing, employment, money, transportation, healthcare, supervision, and every other release problem in one weekend.

The goal is to know:

What do we already have?

What are we missing?

What belongs to them?

What belongs to me?

What needs both of us?

That is enough to start.

HAB Reminder

You do not need the whole future figured out today.

You need to know what still needs figuring out.

This Is Where All the Paper Starts Becoming a Plan

Up to now, you have been collecting things.

Certificates.

Dates.

Copies.

Information.

Housing ideas.

Program records.

Support letters.

Notes.

Now start asking what those things are actually for.

A certificate may belong in the release packet.

A housing conversation may need to become a real address.

A job idea may need research.

An ID problem may need fixing.

A halfway-house possibility may need an application.

The pieces are starting to connect.

You Are the Backup, Not the Entire Release File

You may have more access than your person does.

That matters.

But be careful.

If you are the only person who knows:


	where every document is

	what every date means

	which halfway house was researched

	what housing is available

	what job leads exist

	what needs to happen next



then the plan is too dependent on you.

Your person needs to know their own plan too.

You can keep backup copies.

You should not become the only brain holding the whole thing together.

Compare What You Both Have

This is where a simple conversation can save a lot of trouble.

Ask:

“What do you have in there?”

“What do I have out here?”

“What are we both assuming the other person has?”

You may discover:

They thought you had the birth certificate.

You thought they did.

Nobody does.

Better to learn that now.

Start With Housing

Housing is one of the biggest parts of release planning.

If they expect to live with you, ask yourself honestly:

Is that still the plan?

Not what you said three years ago.

Now.

Do you still want them living there?

Can the household handle it?

Does everyone living there agree?

Could supervision rules affect the placement?

Is the lease compatible?

Are children involved?

Roommates?

Other family?

Do not keep a housing plan alive just because changing it feels uncomfortable.

Your person needs the truth while there is still time to build another option.

Home May Not Be the First Stop

You already talked about this in Chapter 17.

Sometimes release means:

halfway house.

community corrections.

transitional housing.

another approved residence.

Then home later.

Keep that in the release file.

What programs are possible?

What packets are needed?

What deadlines matter?

Who submits what?

What happens if one place says no?

Do not let:

“But you were supposed to come home”

make a transitional placement feel like failure.

Getting released and getting home may still be two separate steps.

Build the Halfway-House File Early

If that route is realistic, keep a separate section for:


	facility names

	applications

	contact information

	submission dates

	acceptance criteria

	interview dates

	required documents

	denials

	reasons for denial

	reapplication information

	alternate options



Do not wait until one placement fails to start figuring out whether another exists.

HAB Reminder

One denied placement is information. It is not automatically the end of the road.

Employment Needs More Than Good Intentions

You may believe your person will work.

They may absolutely intend to.

That does not answer:

Where?

Doing what?

What record restrictions matter?

What skill do they have?

What documents are needed?

How are they getting there?

Do they need clothes or equipment?

Will supervision affect the schedule?

Your outside access can help research those things.

But do not turn:

“I found three jobs online”

into:

“You have employment.”

A lead is a lead.

A job is a job.

Keep the difference clear.

Do Not Promise a Job That Is Not Yours to Promise

Maybe a friend says:

“Yeah, I can probably get him on.”

That is encouraging.

It is not necessarily a job offer.

If somebody is serious, eventually get clarity.

What position?

What pay?

When?

What requirements?

Is the record okay?

Is transportation realistic?

Again:

hope is useful.

Specifics are better.

Transportation Needs an Actual Answer

If the current plan is:

“I’ll drive them.”

okay.

For how long?

A week?

A month?

Six months?

Every parole appointment?

Every shift at work?

Every medical visit?

You may be able to help.

That does not mean you are willing to become permanent transportation.

Ask that now.

Not after you are exhausted and angry.

Money Is About to Change Again

You already learned how expensive incarceration can be.

Release changes the categories.

Some inside costs may disappear.

Then outside costs start.

Phone.

Clothing.

Food.

Transportation.

Medication.

Housing.

Deposits.

Work clothes.

Identification.

Appointments.

Possibly halfway-house costs or other required expenses.

You do not need to build the full release budget in this volume.

But start asking:

What am I willing to help with?

For how long?

What becomes their responsibility?

What can I afford?

What can I afford but am not willing to fund?

Those questions still matter.

Healthcare Cannot Be an Afterthought

If your person needs medication or continuing care, make sure somebody is tracking what has to happen next.

Not because you need to become their nurse.

Because a break in care can become a huge problem quickly.

What medications matter?

What provider may be needed?

What records need to come out?

What insurance or benefits need attention?

What can be handled before release?

Keep that information with the rest of the starting file.

Support Needs to Become Specific

“Family will help.”

Okay.

Who?

With what?

For how long?

Maybe Mom can help with clothes.

A brother can help with rides.

You can help with housing.

A friend knows an employer.

Another person can help with paperwork.

Specific support is more useful than vague support.

And remember:

someone agreeing to help with one thing is not agreeing to become responsible for everything.

Your Boundaries Belong in the Plan Too

This matters.

A release plan should not only say what the incarcerated person needs.

It should also account for what the outside people are actually willing to do.

You are allowed to say:

“You can live here, but I’m not paying every bill indefinitely.”

“I can drive you at first, but we need another plan.”

“I’ll help with paperwork. I’m not managing every appointment.”

“I support you, but I’m not becoming your entire life.”

Those are not hostile statements.

Those are useful planning statements.

Talk About the House Before They Enter It

If your person may eventually come into your home, discuss the boring stuff.

That is where real life lives.

Who does dishes?

Who cooks?

Who cleans?

Who pays what?

What are the children’s routines?

What are the privacy expectations?

What time does the house get quiet?

Are there pets?

Friends coming over?

Family boundaries?

Who needs alone time?

What does employment change?

What does supervision change?

Release is not only a big emotional homecoming.

It is also Tuesday morning with dirty laundry.

Plan for Tuesday too.

Talk About the Relationship Before Release Tests It

Do not save every serious relationship conversation for after they come home.

What are both of you expecting?

More time together?

Less?

Sex immediately?

Space?

Marriage?

Separate finances?

Shared finances?

Parenting roles?

Friends?

Independence?

The relationship may be strong.

That does not mean both people have been imagining the same future.

Find that out early.

Build the Starter File Together

This is where their workbook and your outside records should start lining up.

The starting release/parole file should eventually contain or track:


	IDs

	education

	programs

	treatment

	work

	disciplinary outcomes

	housing

	halfway-house possibilities

	employment

	transportation

	healthcare

	support

	important dates

	known barriers

	missing documents

	backup plans



Not everything will be complete.

That is fine.

You are creating the structure.

What Is Missing Matters

Sometimes the most useful page in the whole file is:

MISSING

Because that tells you where the work goes next.

Maybe it says:

Birth certificate.

Housing backup.

Updated support letter.

Employment contact.

Medical record.

Transportation backup.

Halfway-house packet.

That is useful information.

Do Not Hide Weak Spots Because They Are Embarrassing

Maybe the housing plan is shaky.

Maybe there is no job.

Maybe money is tight.

Maybe the relationship is under pressure.

Maybe halfway housing is the only realistic option.

Fine.

A weak spot you acknowledge can be worked on.

A weak spot everybody pretends does not exist usually shows up at the worst time.

Plan A Is Not Enough

Have backup thinking.

Not because you expect failure.

Because release planning involves other people and systems.

Housing can fall through.

A job can disappear.

A halfway house can deny.

Transportation can change.

A person who promised support can change their mind.

Ask:

What happens next if this piece falls apart?

That one question can save weeks of panic later.

Do Not Build Their Entire Packet Behind Their Back

You may be very good at organization.

You may want to fix everything.

Resist the urge to quietly build the entire release packet and then hand it to them completed.

They need to know what is in it.

Why it is there.

What it says.

What their plan is.

They may eventually need to explain that plan to somebody else.

It should sound like their life.

Not like a project you completed for them.

Your Research Is Valuable

This does not mean your work does not matter.

It does.

You can reach:

websites.

employers.

housing.

community programs.

halfway houses.

government resources.

forms.

You can find things they cannot.

That access is valuable.

Use it to increase their access.

Not replace their participation.

HAB Reminder

Help them reach information. Do not become the information.

Start Asking Hard Questions While There Is Still Time

Can the housing really work?

Can the relationship handle release?

Can the budget handle it?

Does the employment idea make sense?

What happens if halfway housing is denied?

What happens if parole is denied?

What happens if the release date changes?

What if the person comes home and struggles more than either of you expected?

These questions are not negativity.

They are preparation.

Look at the Whole Story

By now, you may have watched years of change.

Programs.

Work.

Bad days.

Good days.

Mistakes.

Growth.

Setbacks.

Improved choices.

Maybe some things still worry you.

That matters too.

The release packet should not be a fairy tale.

It should show preparation.

Real progress.

Real support.

Real plans.

And real weak spots being addressed.

Do Not Confuse Your Work With Their Work

You may have put hundreds of hours into this.

Research.

Calls.

Paperwork.

Money.

Driving.

Planning.

That work matters.

But they still need to own what comes next.

Release cannot become:

“After everything I did to get you out, you owe me.”

That turns support into debt.

You can be proud of your contribution without turning it into ownership.

This Is the Handoff Point

This book has been about living through incarceration.

Understanding it.

Maintaining relationships.

Managing money.

Building support.

Taking care of yourselves.

Using the time.

Keeping records.

Starting the release plan.

Now the work gets more specific.

Volume 3 will start taking this starter file and building the actual road toward release.

Parole preparation.

Packet building.

Housing.

Employment.

Halfway housing.

Risk and needs.

Support letters.

Hearing preparation.

Yes plans.

No plans.

The practical way out.

Before Volume 3

Sit down with your person when you can.

Compare what you each have.

Talk about what you each expect.

Identify what is missing.

Decide who is handling what.

And make sure both of you understand:

This is not my release plan for you.

This is our preparation for your release—with you responsible for your part and me responsible for mine.

From the Other Side

Your person has a matching chapter where they begin organizing:

My Release / Parole Packet — Starting File

They are being asked to own their dates, records, weaknesses, plans, and responsibilities.

You are building the outside backup and filling access gaps.

Volume 3 is where those pieces meet.

HAB Reminder

You do not need the whole future figured out today. You need to know what still needs figuring out.

If another person is part of the plan, make sure they know they are part of the plan.

Help them reach information. Do not become the information.

A backup plan is not expecting failure. It is refusing to let one failure destroy everything else.

And now:

Volume 2 taught both of you how to live through the inside.

Volume 3 is where you start building the way out together.

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

Reflection and planning

Getting Ready for the Outside

Our Release / Parole Packet — Starting File

This is where all the work you have been doing starts connecting.

You have been:


	learning how incarceration affects communication

	figuring out visits

	setting money boundaries

	protecting privacy

	building a support network

	learning when to advocate and when to pause

	keeping documents

	helping with programs and records

	preparing for release

	preparing emotionally for yes and no



Now we pull it together.


Part 1 — What Have I Learned?

1. The First 48 Hours

What do I know now that I wish I knew when my person first went inside?

What would I tell another loved one going through those first two days?

What did I learn about silence, waiting, and not automatically assuming the worst?



2. Learning the Place

What did I learn about the difference between facility rules and the social realities my person lives with?

What did I learn about not demanding every detail?

What do I understand now about trusting their judgment about an environment I cannot see?



3. Getting Connected

What communication routine actually works for us?

What communication problem used to feel personal that I now understand may simply be the system?

What boundary around calls or messages has helped me?



4. Visitation

What have visits taught me about myself?

What do I need before, during, and after a visit?

What do children or elderly loved ones need from me on visit days?

What have I learned about the parking-lot crash afterward?



5. Privacy

What do I understand now about calls, messages, and mail being monitored or reviewed?

What do I no longer discuss casually?

What privacy boundary matters most to me?



6. What to Share

What information actually helps my person stay connected to my life?

What problems do I no longer dump on them just because I am upset?

What ordinary outside-life things do I want to keep sharing?



7. Money

What have I learned about the real financial cost of incarceration?

What can I afford to do?

What am I willing to do?

Where are those answers different?



8. Scams, Pressure and Favors

What warning signs do I take more seriously now?

What kinds of transactions will I no longer participate in without understanding the whole arrangement?



9. Pen Pals and Relationships

What have I learned about trust?

What are the strongest green flags in this relationship?

What patterns, if any, still concern me?



10. Relationships Under Pressure

What do I do that makes the relationship harder?

What does my person do that we still need to work on?

What are we doing right?



11. My Support Circle

Who actually supports me?

Who helps without trying to control me?

Who do I need to stop overloading?



12. Communication Stops

What is my actual plan if I suddenly stop hearing from my person?

Who do I check with first?

When does concern become an actual welfare issue?



13. Staying Out of Extra Trouble

What have I learned about advocacy?

What do I need to pause before doing when I am angry on my person’s behalf?

What does useful advocacy look like for me now?



14. Taking Care of Myself

What have I been neglecting?

What physical or emotional warning sign do I refuse to ignore anymore?

What part of my own life am I protecting?



15. Programs, Work and Education

What progress have I seen in my person?

What progress matters even if it never gets mentioned at parole?

Where do I need to encourage without parenting?



16. Keeping the Receipts

What records do I actually have?

What am I still missing?

What do I need to back up or organize better?



17. Preparing for Release

What part of our release planning is real and documented?

What part is still mostly hope or assumption?

What support am I willing to provide?



18. Preparing for Yes and No

What am I most afraid of?

What is my yes plan?

What is my no plan?

Who is my parking-lot person if the answer is no?


Part 2 — My Outside-Life Snapshot

Where I Started

When this began, I thought supporting somebody inside meant:

Where I Am Now

The biggest ways I have changed are:

What I Have Learned About My Boundaries

What I Am Proud Of

What I Need to Stop Carrying Alone


Part 3 — Our Release / Parole Packet Starting File

For every section, mark:


	HAVE IT

	NEED IT

	NEEDS UPDATE

	INSIDE HAS COPY

	OUTSIDE HAS COPY

	NEEDS RESEARCH





1. Identification




	Document
	Have It
	Need It
	Needs Update
	Inside Copy
	Outside Copy





	Birth certificate
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐



	Social Security info/card
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐



	State ID
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐



	Driver’s license if applicable
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐



	Other
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐
	☐





Next action:



2. Education

GED / diploma:  

Transcripts:  

College or vocational credits:  

Certificates:  

Missing proof:  

Who is responsible for getting the missing item?



3. Programs

Programs completed:


	




	




	




	






Programs still in progress:

Programs they tried to access but could not:

Do we have proof of applications or waitlists?

☐ Yes

☐ No



4. Treatment / Personal Growth

Treatment completed:

Behavioral / recovery / mental-health work completed:

Changes I have actually noticed:

What still needs work:



5. Work History

Job 1: _______

Dates: ______

Skills: ________

Job 2: _______

Dates: ______

Skills: ________

Evaluations available?

☐ Yes

☐ No

Outside backup copy?

☐ Yes

☐ No



6. Disciplinary Record

Do I know the actual recent pattern?

☐ Improving

☐ Stable

☐ Still a concern

☐ I do not know

Do we have final outcomes—not just original write-ups?

☐ Yes

☐ No

What still needs clarification or documentation?


Part 4 — Support Network

Primary Support

My role is:

What have I actually agreed to provide?

What have I NOT agreed to provide?

Other Support People

Housing support:  

Transportation support:  

Employment support:  

Emotional support:  

Paperwork/research support:  

Backup if I cannot help:  

HAB Reminder

Someone agreeing to one role does not mean they agreed to every role.


Part 5 — Housing

Plan A

Where do they hope to live?

Is that my home?

☐ Yes

☐ No

If yes, am I still willing to have them live there?

☐ Yes

☐ No

☐ I need to think honestly about it

Who else lives there?

Do they need to agree?

Could lease, supervision, safety, or other rules affect approval?

Plan B

Plan C if Needed

One Question I Need to Answer Honestly

Am I offering housing because I genuinely want to—or because I feel trapped by the parole plan?


Part 6 — Halfway House / Community Corrections

Could transitional placement be required?

☐ Yes

☐ No

☐ Not sure

Programs/facilities to research:


	




	




	






Applications/packets needed:

Submission dates:

Who is responsible for each step?

Known acceptance requirements:

Known reasons for denial:

If the first place says no, what is the next option?

HAB Reminder

Getting released and getting home may be two different steps.


Part 7 — Employment

Type of work my person says they want:

Is that realistic based on skills, record, transportation, and supervision?

Actual leads:

Things I have researched:

Things they still need to do themselves:

Am I promising a job that is really only a possibility?


Part 8 — Transportation

Plan A:

Am I the plan?

☐ Yes

☐ No

If yes, how long am I willing to do that?

Plan B:

What is still unresolved?


Part 9 — Money

Immediate Release Support

What can I afford to contribute?

$____

What am I willing to contribute?

$____

Those numbers are:

☐ The same

☐ Different

If different, why?

What I Am Willing to Help With

☐ Clothing

☐ Phone

☐ Transportation

☐ Food

☐ Housing/deposit

☐ ID/document fees

☐ Medication/health needs

☐ Work clothes/tools

☐ Halfway-house-related costs

☐ Other: ____

What I Am Not Willing to Become Responsible For

How long am I willing to provide financial help after release?

What expenses should become theirs quickly?


Part 10 — Healthcare

Medication or care that must continue:

Records needed:

Provider or insurance research still needed:

What am I willing to help with?

What belongs to my person to manage?


Part 11 — Household Expectations

If my person eventually comes into my home:

Money expectations:  

Chores:  

Children/parenting:  

Privacy:  

Friends/visitors:  

Quiet/time alone:  

Work expectations:  

Substance-use boundaries if applicable:  

Other non-negotiables:  

The Question We Have Not Talked About Yet


Part 12 — Relationship Expectations

What do I expect our relationship to look like after release?

What do I think they expect?

Have we actually compared those answers?

☐ Yes

☐ No

What conversation are we avoiding?

What am I afraid might change after the gate opens?


Part 13 — Important Dates

Parole/release eligibility:  

Possible hearing date:  

Mandatory release date if applicable:  

Halfway-house dates/deadlines:  

Document deadlines:  

Program completion dates:  

Other deadlines:  


Part 14 — Known Barriers

Check anything that could still interfere:

☐ Housing

☐ Halfway-house acceptance

☐ Employment

☐ Transportation

☐ Money

☐ Documents/ID

☐ Disciplinary record

☐ Program completion

☐ Treatment

☐ Healthcare

☐ Support instability

☐ Relationship strain

☐ Household approval

☐ Other: ____

The biggest barrier I see from outside is:

Does my person agree?

☐ Yes

☐ No

☐ We have not discussed it

What can actually be worked on now?


Part 15 — Backup Plans

If my home cannot be used:

If halfway housing says no:

If employment falls through:

If transportation disappears:

If I cannot provide as much money as planned:

If our relationship changes:

If parole is denied:

HAB Reminder

A backup plan is not expecting failure. It is refusing to let one failure destroy everything else.


Part 16 — My Responsibilities vs. Their Responsibilities

My Responsibility

Their Responsibility

Shared Responsibility

Check Myself

Am I doing something for them because they truly cannot do it—or because I am faster at it?

Am I doing something because I am afraid they will fail if I do not take over?

What can I hand back without abandoning them?


Part 17 — Assumptions I Need to Verify

I assume they can live with me:

☐ Confirmed ☐ Not confirmed

I assume this housing will be approved:

☐ Confirmed ☐ Not confirmed

I assume I will be transportation:

☐ Confirmed ☐ Not confirmed

I assume someone will offer employment:

☐ Confirmed ☐ Not confirmed

I assume halfway housing is available:

☐ Confirmed ☐ Not confirmed

I assume a certain document exists:

☐ Confirmed ☐ Not confirmed

I assume I can afford this level of support:

☐ Confirmed ☐ Not confirmed

I assume our relationship will look the same after release:

☐ Confirmed ☐ Not confirmed

HAB Reminder

Assumption is not agreement. Hope is not confirmation.


Part 18 — My Outside Half of the Beginning Parole Packet

Section A — What I Have Seen Change

What changes have I personally observed in my person?

What progress can I describe truthfully?

What concerns do I still honestly have?



Section B — Support I Am Actually Offering

Housing:  

Money:  

Transportation:  

Documents/research:  

Emotional support:  

Other:  

Limits of my support:



Section C — Housing Documentation

Plan A:  

Evidence/letter/lease needed:  

Plan B:  

Halfway-house option:  



Section D — Employment

Actual employment contact or lead:  

What is confirmed?

What is still only a possibility?



Section E — Transportation



Section F — Healthcare / Treatment Continuity



Section G — Outside Support Letters

Who could honestly write a support letter?


	




	




	






What can each person truthfully speak to?



Section H — Known Weak Spots

What could make release harder?

What are we doing about it?



Section I — My No Plan

If parole is denied:

Who am I calling first?

Where do I go emotionally before I go into problem-solving mode?

What paperwork do I preserve?

What continues anyway?



Section J — My Yes Plan

If parole is approved:

Where do they actually go first?

What do I need ready?

What am I NOT responsible for handling?


Part 19 — The Parking-Lot Questions

If the answer is no:

What am I going to remind myself before I start blaming?

Who can handle hearing me say, “They fucking denied him”?

What am I allowed to postpone until tomorrow?

What work still exists even if the answer hurts?

If the answer is yes:

Am I prepared for my person to feel more than happiness?

Can I make room for fear, grief, overwhelm, and missing people inside?


Part 20 — What We Still Need Before Volume 3

The five biggest missing pieces are:


	




	




	




	




	






Which one can I work on?

Which one belongs to my person?

Which one requires both of us?


Final Volume 2 Check-In

When this started, I thought supporting somebody inside meant:

Now I understand:

The biggest thing I learned about myself is:

The biggest thing I learned about my person is:

The biggest thing I learned about boundaries is:

The biggest thing I learned about advocacy is:

The biggest thing I need to stop carrying alone is:

The biggest weak spot in our release plan is:

The strongest thing we are bringing into Volume 3 is:

HAB Reminder

You are not supposed to build another adult’s entire future for them.

You are building the outside half.

They are building the inside half.

Volume 3 is where those two halves start becoming one actual release plan.

Help them reach information. Do not become the information.

Support is part of the plan. It is not the whole plan.

Assumption is not agreement. Hope is not confirmation.

And now:

Volume 2 taught both of you how to live through the inside.

Volume 3 is where you start building the way out together.

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

Kindle edition note: Use a separate notebook for written reflections. This eBook is not a fillable workbook.

A Letter to Myself

You made it through this part.

Not perfectly.

Not without getting tired.

Not without learning some things the hard way.

But you learned.

You learned how to communicate differently.

How to set boundaries.

How to support without disappearing.

How to ask better questions.

How to live your own life while loving somebody inside.

How to prepare for release without trying to control every part of it.

And maybe most importantly, you learned things about yourself.

This page is for you.

Write it like a letter to the person you were when all of this started.

Or write it to the person you want to remember later, when your loved one is home and this part of your life feels farther away.

Before all of this, I thought:

What I understand now is:

The hardest thing I learned was:

The thing I am proudest of myself for is:

The boundary I learned I needed was:

Something I learned about my loved one that I do not want to forget:

Something I learned about myself that I do not want to forget:

If I could talk to myself at the very beginning, I would say:

When my loved one comes home, I want us to remember:

If things get hard again, I want future me to remember:

The life I still want for myself is:

The life I hope we build together is:

One thing I refuse to lose about myself is:

You were never just the person waiting on the outside.

You are doing the time too.

This is your sentence as well.

Keep the lessons. Keep the boundaries. Keep yourself.

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