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For Velma,

who stayed up at 3:24 a.m. so her children could dream.

I got it done, Mom.
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This book would not exist without the people who believed in me when I did not believe in myself, who stood by me when others walked away, and who showed me that redemption is not just possible, it is worth fighting for.

To God: Thank you for never giving up on me, even when I gave up on myself. You lined up every connection, every opportunity, and every second chance. My life is a testimony to Your grace. From the time I was born until now, You have protected me. You have guided me. You have shown me that I was chosen for something greater. My faith has never been shallow, it has always been deep because I have always known You had my back. This is Your plan, not mine.

To my mother, Velma Williams: You are the foundation of everything I have become. You worked three jobs to keep us fed. You stayed up at 3:24 AM sorting through bills so we would have a roof over our heads. You believed in sevens, in second chances, and most importantly, in me. Everything I am, everything I have accomplished, starts and ends with you. I love you, Mom. I got it done.

To my sister, Kenya Williams: You were my second mother, my protector, and my example of what hard work and determination look like. You have been working since you were 12 years old and never stopped. Thank you for always pushing me to be better. And thank you for supporting the Area 143 dream with me and Papa, you gave us credibility and connections in the community that we would not have had otherwise.

To my children—Travon, Amoni, and Amare: You are my purpose. Everything I fought for, everything I rebuilt, was so I could be the father you deserved. Travon, I am proud of the man you have become, a homeowner with a successful career, traveling the country, building your life. Amoni, watching you thrive as a married woman pursuing your master’s degree in business fills my heart with pride. I am grateful I was able to visit you in Jacksonville and see you recover from your car accident with grace and strength. Amare, you are my constant reminder of why I can never quit. I love all three of you more than words can express.

To Officer Michele Dobson: You are the reason I am a police officer today. You saw potential in me when others saw a criminal record. You protected me through the application process, believed in my story, and made sure I got a fair shot. You volunteered to be my background investigator when anyone else would have used my past to disqualify me. You are a guardian angel, and I will never forget what you did for me. Thank you. You saw me as a son, and I see you as family.

To my cousin, Joseph "Mighty" Jackson: We walked a hard road together, made mistakes together, and learned lessons together. You served 14 and a half years of a 25-year sentence, came home in April 2025, and immediately got to work rebuilding your life. Now we are business partners at M.E.G.A. Inc. and co-founders of MEGA Motors and Mighty Deals LLC. We are proof that it is never too late to turn your life around. We used to bat second and third in baseball under Uncle Eddie’s coaching. Now we are batting second and third in business and life. I am grateful for our bond and proud of the man you have become. Let’s keep building, cuz.

To Uncle Eddie Jackson: Thank you for coaching us in baseball when we were kids. You gave Mighty and me structure, discipline, and a love for the game. Those lessons stayed with us through everything. You showed us what it means to work as a team and to never give up. I am grateful for everything you taught us.

To Charles Grady: You are my mentor and someone I look up to with the deepest respect. As a retired FBI public affair specialist and retired Hamden police officer, you have shown me what it means to serve with integrity. You founded Hang Time in December 2014 and created the Connecticut Hall of Change in 2020, giving people like me a platform to tell our stories and be recognized for our transformation. When you first called me, I blew you off, I had heard promises before that never materialized. But your staff member Chrissy called and explained what Hang Time and the CT Hall of Change really were. Then you called again, and we hit it off. It was not one moment, it was just knowing what you were doing and seeing your deep, deep-rooted attachment to people who come home from prison and are trying to do the right thing. You want to showcase them for the things they are doing. You are a pretty cool dude, and I am honored to know you. You are the reason I am featured in the documentary "Us vs Them," you gave me a platform to tell my story and amplify the voices of people like me. Your belief in redemption and second chances has opened doors I never thought possible. Thank you for seeing my potential and giving me opportunities to shine. Being recognized as a 2023 CT Hall of Change "Great 8er" and having my photo displayed in Old New-Gate Prison is one of the greatest honors of my life.

To Chrissy (Charles Grady’s staff member): Thank you for calling me and explaining what Hang Time and the Connecticut Hall of Change were really about. You knew who I was as a person because you had heard about me, and you helped me understand why Charles was reaching out. You are part of the reason I gave him a second chance when he called again. Thank you.

To Edward Taylor: We have known each other since I was 12 years old, and you have been more than a friend, you are a brother. As a New Haven firefighter, you have shown me what it means to serve your community with honor. You never went to prison, but you never judged me for going. You stayed by my side through everything, and that loyalty means the world to me. Thank you, brother.

To Paul Cynkovic: I met you in prison in 2000, and we have been like brothers ever since. We talk daily, and that bond has never wavered. I was honored to help you get your pardon in 2025, and watching you rebuild your life has been one of my greatest joys. Thank you for your friendship, your loyalty, and your belief in me.

To Zayid Sam-Sudeen: I met you at the halfway house in 2003, and from that moment, we became brothers. I was proud to help you get your pardon in 2021, and I am even prouder to see you thriving today. Thank you for your friendship and for showing me that the bonds we build in the hardest times are often the strongest.

To William "Papa" Hazel: I met you in prison in 2001, and you have been a brother to me ever since. You were "the chef up north," cooking for us every night, and we built the coffee ball hustle together. I helped you get your pardon in 2018, and watching you become a postal worker has been incredible. Thank you for your friendship and for never giving up. And thank you for making Area 143 a reality with me, you could REALLY cook, Papa. The food was amazing, and people saw your talent. Even though the restaurant did not work out, the dream is not dead. Hopefully in the near future, we will venture off into a food truck or something. Let’s keep building.

To Erica Tindill, former chairperson of the Board of Pardons and Paroles: You gave me a second chance when the law said I did not deserve one. You saw beyond my 13 felonies and recognized the work I had done to change. After granting me my pardon on December 12, 2012 (12/12/12), you became more than an official, you became a friend. You were amazed by my transformation, and your continued support and guidance has been invaluable. In 2019, when Amare’s mother took her to Texas and would not tell me where she was, you were a family court magistrate by then, and you walked me through the entire process of getting emergency custody orders and jurisdiction transfers. You made sure I understood exactly what steps to take and how to move quickly. You helped me bring my daughter home. That pardon did not just clear my record, it gave me my life back. Thank you for believing in redemption.

To my friends from prison—Paul Cynkovic, Zayid Sam-Sudeen, William Hazel, and the others: You know who you are. We survived that place together, stayed out of the nonsense, and built real friendships that have lasted beyond those walls. I am proud to have helped you all get your pardons, and I am even prouder to see you thriving today.

To STRIVE New Haven and The Connection, Inc.: Thank you for giving me opportunities when others would not. You taught me skills, gave me purpose, and showed me that my past could be an asset instead of a burden. Working at the Roger Sherman House, the same halfway house where I had stayed after prison, was one of the most meaningful jobs I have ever had.

To the New Haven Police Department: Thank you for taking a chance on me. I know it was not an easy decision, and I know not everyone believed I belonged. But I have earned my place, and I am honored to serve this community. To all the officers who supported me, mentored me, and treated me fairly, thank you. And to those who did not, God bless you.

To the Flaming Knights Motorcycle Club: To all my brothers from all chapters, but especially the New Haven Chapter, thank you for the brotherhood, the support, and the solidarity. Riding with you all has been an honor. The Flaming Knights were founded by Leroy Bolden (King Dragon) in 1968, and being part of this legendary "Fire Nation" family has meant everything to me. Your acceptance and respect mean everything to me. I joined in September 2015, shortly after becoming a police officer, and you gave me brotherhood after years of isolation. Thank you for showing me what loyalty and freedom look like.

To everyone who supported me, mentored me, and refused to let me quit: Bennie Ellis, May Ellis, Dollie Ellis, Jennifer Middlebrook, Jodi Middlebrook, Eddie Jackson, Jhunathyn Ellis, Karam Ameer Williams, Fantasia Rodas, Takeema Williams, Jonathan Ellis, Willie Ellis, Mary Ellis, Benestine Williams, Rayshonda Hardy, Jillian Knox, Michael Calabro, Andy Velez, Karlief Moye, Lucy Roach, Tia Williams, Roxie Joyner, Joseph Jackson Jr., Infinity Jean, Seth Roselle Jr., Samya Quinones, Nathaniel Wilson, Tony Evans, Mr. Edmund Love, Charles Gardner, Francette Ellis-Carson, Michelle Harris, Cherron Mike, Antoine Bethea, Jamie Middlebrook, Ade Deyoung, Artis Yopp, Tyrone Little, Amia Lott, Jayce Lott, Monique Moore, Marquis Santiago (New Haven firefighter who got his pardon through M.E.G.A. Inc.), Theresa Gambrell (Edmund Jackson’s mother, New Haven Public School security officer who got her pardon through M.E.G.A. Inc.), and so many others, thank you. Your support, your encouragement, and your belief in me made all the difference.

To Dr. Leslie: Thank you for believing in my recovery after the motorcycle accident. You told me from the first time you spoke with me that you knew I was going to make a full recovery, not because of the severity of my injuries, but because of my attitude. You said I was determined. You said I had the world to win. That meant everything to me. You gave me hope when I was terrified I would never walk again.

To everyone who visited me in the hospital and rehab center after the motorcycle accident: Old friends, old girlfriends, new friends, officers from the department, you all came, you cried, you smiled, and you gave me hope. You made me realize how important I was to people, and you reminded me that I needed to get back to who I was because a lot of people were depending on me. Thank you for believing in me.

To the 700+ people I have helped through M.E.G.A. Inc.: Thank you for trusting me with your stories, your hope, and your futures. Watching you receive your pardons and rebuild your lives has been one of the greatest honors of my life. You remind me every day why this work matters. Every single one of your stories inspires people. Whether you had one charge or twenty charges, having a criminal record is a burden that prevents you from getting better employment, going to school, and doing so much more. Getting that second chance through the pardon process is what inspires others. Everybody can relate to somebody who is part of the 700+ people I have helped, and they are motivated by your transformation. I could not pick just one story to highlight, every single one of you matters.
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