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It is with profound respect and deep admiration that I write this for EJ. I first met him shortly after his release from prison, and before officiating his marriage. From the very beginning, three things about EJ struck me with undeniable force.

First, his unwavering determination to never return to prison. Second, his steadfast commitment to Giena and their family, including her three daughters, whom EJ embraced as his own. And third, his relentless drive to prevent others from facing the same fate he once endured, helping those who have been incarcerated find a way forward without falling back into the system.

As a judge with over three decades on the bench, I have witnessed countless individuals pass through the revolving door of our justice system. Yet, EJ has ignited in me a renewed sense of purpose, a commitment to not only administering justice but also to ensuring that those who encounter the justice system have the tools and opportunities they need to avoid returning to it.

This book is more than a story. It is a roadmap. It will serve as an essential tool for criminal justice professionals. More importantly, it is a tool for those who are at risk of incarceration, are currently incarcerated, or are navigating life after release. It is a testament to resilience, hope, and the possibility of real change.

Congratulations, EJ, on this extraordinary work and for your unwavering dedication to helping others forge a better path.


Judge James E. Green, Franklin County Municipal Court 



Judge Green has been a Franklin County Municipal Court Judge for more than 25 years and is the most senior Judge on the Municipal Court Bench. Prior to becoming a Judge, he served as an Administrator with the Ohio Supreme Court and as an Assistant Franklin County Prosecutor. 

Judge Green has degrees and certificates from The University of Akron, The Ohio State University College of Law, Northwestern University School of Law, and the Columbus Police Academy. 

Growth and Transformation


By Shadue ~ 2023



Life is complicated,

Stress is a distraction

Words like bullets 

piercing through my Black skin.

I’m not good at giving negative feedback,

pointing out your flaws of others

I’m not good at treating you like an enemy

When I see you as my brother

I suffer from introvert anxiety,

I suffer from mental abuse delivered by society.

I suffered silently through my teenage years,

Pretending to be strong, hiding all my fears.

Another mistaken identity

I carry post-disloyalty syndrome silently.

Growing up in the ’70s, life wasn’t easy,

Especially when broke felt like a daily identity.

Not knowing how to read 

was its own kind of fight,

Stumbling through words, 

chasing the light.

Nobody cares about the weight I bear,

Endless possibilities 

led straight to prison daycare.

Nightmares haunt my humanity,

A bird in one hand is worth more than fantasy.

A blunt in my other hand, inhale, exhale

I push forward through this broken insanity

“Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”

Just words.

In the hood, it’s betrayal, backstabbing, 

and dreams deferred.

Small joys in being home,

Big dreams drowned in three shots of Patron.

Still, I chase a learned, misguided reality,

Searching for a way out

Or am I just the product of my environment’s unspoken formality?

The joy of waking next to my wife,

Her imperturbable presence calms my life.

God, grant me serenity

to change the things I still witness at night.
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Transformation is rarely a single event. It’s an ongoing, often grueling journey of facing yourself, confronting your past, and owning your choices. When I first entered prison, I was overwhelmed with disappointment and hurt. I blamed the person who snitched on me, the teacher who kept me from graduating, my brother for introducing me to the streets, and my basketball coach for not supporting me. At first, all I could think about was how others had wronged me. But as time passed, I began to ask myself: Why was I letting someone else control my future? Why was I allowing their actions to dictate my destiny?

As the years went by, I realized I wasn’t just a victim of betrayal, I was a victim of my own choices. Until I owned them, I would remain stuck. 

Forgiveness became less about others and more about freeing myself from the bitterness holding me captive. 

Five years into my sentence, I experienced a turning point. During a visit, my son asked me to take him to the vending machine, not understanding why I couldn’t. A yellow line on the floor separated us, a symbol of everything I had lost. That day, I cried and prayed, vowing never to let anyone or anything put me in that position again. It didn’t change everything overnight, but it was the first step toward reclaiming my life.

Prison wasn’t just a place of punishment; it became the forge for my transformation. I started teaching fitness classes, devouring self-help courses, and writing eight books and over 300 poems. I learned that if I wanted others to invest in me, I had to invest in myself. Forgiveness wasn’t just about healing; it was the beginning of my journey of transformation.

When I was released in 2012, I moved back to Cleveland to live with my mother. I took any job that came my way: working at a homeless shelter in the winter and landscaping in the summer. Eventually, I secured a job at US Foods, gaining stability and rebuilding my life. Then I met Giena. She had just come out of a 14-year marriage, and I had just finished 14 years in prison. Together, we found strength in our shared struggles, building a new life for her daughters and my son and daughter.

Life has a way of coming full circle. I never imagined I would return to prison, not as a prisoner, but as someone offering light in the darkest of places. Walking back into those same halls, no longer bound but standing as a mentor and guide, speaks to the incredible power of transformation. What once held me back now stands as a reminder of how far I’ve risen.

What started as a personal mission has grown into a commitment to helping others break free not just from incarceration, but from any struggle, pain, or circumstance that keeps them from living fully. Whether it’s fear, doubt, or the weight of the past, this journey is about showing that transformation is possible for everyone. This book isn’t just about my journey. It's a testament to the possibilities that exist for anyone willing to embrace change. 
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To Giena:

When I think of everything we’ve been through, one moment that burns brightest in my memory is the time you saved my life. For a week at home, I was trapped in a body that betrayed me, unable to eat, unable to sleep, with pain that felt like a weight pulling me under. Each hour stretched endlessly, as if life itself was slipping away. But even in those dark moments, you stood by me, unwavering, refusing to let me fade. You fought for me when I couldn’t fight for myself, and when I was ready to give in, you made sure I got the help I needed.

For the next 13 days in the hospital, you never left, not for a single moment. Day and night, you stayed sleeping beside me in the bed or on the couch, wherever you could. You were my strength when I had none. You challenged the doctors, asked all the right questions, and never accepted anything less than the best care. You were relentless. But you were also my comfort, bringing me moments of laughter and light even when things felt impossible. It wasn’t just your courage and love that saved me, it was your joy, your belief that we would get through it together.

Your smile doesn’t just light up a room, it changes the atmosphere. Those pretty, tantalizing brown eyes, full of life, still draw me in just as deeply as they did the first time I saw you. There’s a gravity about you, a warmth that people can’t help but be pulled toward. It’s not just your beauty on the outside that captivates, it’s the kindness, strength, and unwavering spirit inside you that makes everyone feel seen, valued, and loved. You bring light wherever you go, and the world feels brighter with you in it.

Those 13 days are only a piece of our story. They reflect the 13 years we’ve shared since I came home. Through every struggle, every victory, and every beautiful, joyful moment, you’ve been by my side. You’ve celebrated with me, lifted me up when I was down, and given me the strength to keep pushing forward. When I had nothing, no money, no strength, no hope, you gave me everything. You reminded me how to laugh, how to dream and how to live.   

This book is for you, Giena. You are my greatest blessing, my protector, my joy, my strength, and the most beautiful soul I have ever known. Without you, none of this would exist. You saved me not just once, but again and again, so I will forever be thankful for you, and the life we continue to build together; filled with love and laughter, wrapped with an unbreakable bond.
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