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What People Are Saying About 
Chicken Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul . . . 

“Chicken Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul brought out feelings and emotions I forgot I had. It had a positive influence on me and helped give me a sense of hope, self-esteem and empowerment in finding new ways to live successfully.”

Edward Smith 
inmate 

“As a wife of an incarcerated man, I found strength in the human race. When this part of my life started, I never thought I would make it through this. These stories from these authors show inmates are still humans. Chicken Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul helped me feel like there is still hope for the future.”

Jennifer Skaggs 
an inmate’s wife 

“The heartwarming stories in Chicken Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul put faces on those who are incarcerated, their loved ones and those who minister to them. Their positive strides as illustrated in this book will touch the reader and linger long after the last page is turned.”

Lana Robertson Hayes 
educator 

“Gripping insight into the triumphant spirit of the human soul in the most dismal of circumstances. These uplifting stories remind me of many inmates I met and dealt with during my father’s twenty-year tenure as a warden. I heartily endorse this book for all readers.”

William J. Buchanan 
author of Execution Eve 

“Reading these stories has reinforced my belief that there is a part within every one of us which delights in contributing to the spiritual well-being of others.”

Allen Nagy, Ph.D.
mental health professional 
author, How to Raise Your Child’s Emotional Intelligence 

“These stories filled my heart with love. Chicken Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul helps people in the mainstream realize that there are also good people inside prison.”

Frank Milano 
prisoner 

“There is much to be learned from these stories of adversity and from the growth that comes from working through pain. For those of us lucky enough to not know such suffering firsthand, these testimonials are a great gift.”

Susan Sarandon 
Academy Award-winner 
(Dead Man Walking)

“Chicken Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul provides that essential element of hope that is so needed by all of our free and non-free souls.”

J. Michael Quinlan 
president, Corrections Corporation of America 
former director, Federal Bureau of Prisons 

“This book should be in every cell nationwide. It is sure to heal hearts and uplift spirits, as well as offer important practical guidance to prisoners everywhere. Thank you for putting together this invaluable resource.”

Robin Casarjian 
author, Houses of Healing: A Prisoner’s Guide to 
Inner Power and Freedom 

“Through these moving and entertaining stories, we are given clear pictures of how lives are changed and redirected toward success and fulfillment.”

Grady Jim Robinson 
speaker and author, Did I Ever Tell You About the Time? 

“While reading a story from this book to my ninth-grade at-risk youths, our vice-principal unexpectedly stepped into the classroom for a brief visit. Later she said, ‘I was stunned at how quiet the students were for you.’ I said, ‘Ann, they were quiet because they were listening to a letter from a father they all wished they had.’”

Sue Billington-Wade 
educator 

“This book should be required reading for all high school students. I also encourage every teacher to read this book as a way of showing that they too can make a difference in the lives of their students.”

Ernie Savage 
director of chapel ministries Okinawa, Japan 

“These stories make people wake up and see that people incarcerated are human beings with feelings . . . and not just convicts.” 

Cindy Wilhite 
loved one 

“This book, along with good programs in our prison systems, can be a ripple toward the healing of the soul.”

Cata Low 
Avatar trainer 

“It is of utmost importance to remember prison inmates as sons and daughters, fathers and mothers, uncles and aunts.”

Rev. Hugh J. Daley 
chaplain 

“Chicken Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul shares a nourishing recipe of support and insightful reflection. Reading this book is time well spent. The best thing is you do not have to be in jail to enjoy it. Violence ends where love begins. Join in the Cell-Liberation and share it with a friend.”

Tom Duffy 
executive program director
 Prison SMART Foundation Incorporated 

“By reading these stories, we can gain the insight and knowledge necessary to learn more about not only prison inmates who are often not forgiven, but about ourselves.”

Kim Raiani 
volunteer who visits death-row inmates 

“Chicken Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul is a warm collection of testimonials that speak to the good in each of us and remind us of our membership in the human family.”

Jim Mustin 
president, Family and Corrections Network 

“Chicken Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul gives voices to the men, women and children incarcerated in silence. Its mere presence in the public eye is a conscious wake-up call that prisoners do have souls.”

Penny Rayfield 
founder, C-Cubed Institute 

“This book helps all those involved with someone who has been incarcerated to keep their vision of faith and success.”

Elizabeth Sabo 
Designing Success 
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How This Book Came to Be

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.

Margaret Mead 

During my engineering career, I joined Toastmasters International to improve my public speaking abilities. In June 1992, I brought their magazine to read on a business trip. It was an evening flight with few passengers aboard, and the cabin lights were out. Midway through the flight, I began to read an article, “Walking Tall in Toastmasters,” that deeply touched my soul and changed my life forever. An inmate from Oklahoma, Rex Moore Jr., wrote the article. By the end of his story, tears streamed down my face. I whispered to myself, “Wow!”

I decided to write to the author immediately. I pulled out a pad of lined paper and wrote Rex a short note followed by a letter to the editor of the magazine.

About a week later, Rex responded with a touching letter and thanked me for my comments. My letter appeared in the September 1992 issue. At the end of the letter, I mentioned that some day I looked forward to  attending a meeting in prison. I don’t know why I even said that; after all I had absolutely no connections to inmates or prison work.

Totally unrelated to Rex’s article and my letter, Toastmasters headquarters in California had received two letters from an inmate, Robert Squeeky Saunders, who requested that a prison club be started in Delaware, and no one had responded yet. Our regional representative approached me and said, “I have a letter for you to answer. You don’t have to go to the prison—just answer the letter.” I sent the inmate a note right away.

A few weeks later, I received a call from program coordinator Fran Cockroft at Gander Hill Prison. She requested that I go to the prison and explain the Toastmasters’ program to the inmates and prison staff. I recruited five others to assist me and scheduled a demonstration meeting for mid-December 1992. The prison happened to be only a mile from my office. Was this a coincidence?

Six of us conducted a meeting for this project we called “Walking Tall Toastmasters,” based on the title of Rex’s inspiring article. More than fifty inmates and several staff members attended our first meeting, and our weekly program was born. In March 1993, we chartered the group with thirty-six dedicated members.

This was a major milestone in many of our lives— getting to know some people who would ordinarily be labeled as worthless. Why did these men want to join our group? Was it just an opportunity to socialize with people from the outside? Some of these men had a sincere desire to change. Inmates have the opportunity to speak to the parole board. Others addressed youth in an attempt to persuade them not to make the same mistakes they did. Fellow inmates taught others to help them earn their GEDs, break compulsive behaviors, find alternatives to violence, prepare for release and spread  the word of God. These men took positive steps to become effective communicators.

The inmates who attended our meetings were involved in other prison programs, and I received many requests to present seminars and mentor inmates throughout the prison.

In early 1995, I was downsized after more than thirty years with one corporation. I took another engineering position and realized it was time to do something else in life. Thanks to my speaking experience I fulfilled a goal to become a Seminar Leader. I began working part time in my engineering job in September 1996 and became an independent trainer.

The warden at Gander Hill Prison asked me to present a series of seminars for a group of one hundred men in the spring of 1997. These inmates didn’t have an existing program and would be released soon. Over an eight-week period, I scheduled the prison seminars between my part-time engineering job and public seminars. I went to a bookstore in search of resources to inspire the inmates. I noticed books similar to the Chicken Soup for the Soul series and decided to start my own book of touching stories about inmates.

During these eight weeks, my engineering project ended, and I was downsized a second time. Before the prison seminars were completed, I had the opportunity to attend Jack Canfield’s eight-day Facilitation Skills Seminar (FSS) in Santa Barbara, California. During one of the breaks, I asked Jack for some advice about working with the prison population. Then I told him I had started a Chicken Soup–type book of stories for inmates. Jack said, “Mark and I have been talking about putting together a Chicken Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul book, but we don’t have anyone who is willing to own the project.”

I didn’t know what “owning” the project meant, but  that didn’t matter. I quickly said, “Well, I will. What do I need to do?”

Jack told me to write him a note, and he would contact me after the seminar. The next morning, I gave Jack a brief note (from my pad of lined paper) that simply reminded him of our conversation and my interest in “owning” the project. A week after FSS, I received a letter from Jack Canfield on Chicken Soup for the Soul letterhead stating that he and Mark Victor Hansen would love for me to do this project with them.

For nearly three years, we wrote, collected, edited and had more than five hundred stories (out of the six thousand submitted) scored by a diverse group of reviewers from across the world. We have written to thousands of inmates, exinmates, their loved ones, prison staff, prison volunteers and victims of crime. Almost every morning after breakfast, my wife, Laura, and I lingered at the kitchen table for half an hour longer. While she read the newspaper in search of prison-related stories, people and organizations, I read the new stories that arrived and wrote to inmates.

In January 1999, we had enough highly-rated stories to place the project on “the front burner.” We obtained permissions from the contributing authors and edited the best stories to send to forty reviewers across the world in April 1999. Our final reviewers included inmates and ex-inmates, their respective loved ones, prison staff and volunteers, a judge, an ex-senator, and victims of crime. As new stories arrived, they made their way through the same process until the final selection and editing in January 2000.

We are committed to putting this book into the hands of all prisoners in the U.S. and hopefully in many other parts of the world. Our goal is to make a significant difference in the lives of millions of people to nourish hope,  promote healing and facilitate forgiveness. We thank you and appreciate you for being a part of this process.

Tom Lagana 





Introduction

From our hearts to yours, we are delighted to offer you Chicken Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul. This book contains stories that we know will inspire and motivate you to love more fully and unconditionally, live with more passion and compassion, and pursue your heartfelt dreams with greater conviction, bolder action and stronger perseverance.

Everyone has a story. No matter what we do for a living, how much we have in our bank account or our skin color, we have a story. Each one of us has a story, whether it is visible to the eye or locked inside us. We are encouraged to believe that our past, our circumstances, both physical and emotional, and our experiences are that story. Our mental picture of our life’s story encompasses what we perceive to be true about ourselves and our possibilities.

The life one is born into is not necessarily our destiny. All of us have the power to rewrite our story, to recast the drama of our lives and to redirect the actions of the main character—ourselves. The outcomes of our lives are determined mainly by our responses to each event. Do we choose to be the hero or victim in our life’s drama?

Good stories, like the best mentors in our lives, are door openers. They are unique experiences containing insights tied to emotional triggers that get our attention and stay  in our memories. These stories can free us from being bound to decisions of the past and open us to understanding ourselves and to the opportunities that present themselves. A really good story allows us to recognize the choices that are open to us and see new alternatives we might never have seen before. It can give us permission to try (or at least consider trying) a new path of action.

Many of the people you will meet in these pages provide a model of unconditional acts of kindness and love. You will find great courage and foresight, belief when cynicism would be the norm, a sense of hope in what the world has to offer, and the inspiration to seek that hope for ourselves.

Some of the stories you will refer to again and again because the message is one of comfort and encouragement. Other stories will inspire you to share them with your family, friends and associates.

Here is what one of our initial reviewers wrote after reading the manuscript:

I just wanted to thank you for allowing me to be a reader for the Chicken Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul book. It has been a wonderful, uplifting experience.

I personally do not know anyone who is in prison. I can only try to imagine what those who are incarcerated, their families and their friends must be going through. The stories have made me take a closer look at their lives and my own. It seems there is hope in a hopeless place. It seems there is activity in a place where there might not be. It seems there is growth in a place where there isn’t any room to grow.

Over the past several months, my personal introspection has given me some doubts with respect to my religious faith. I have questioned the importance of God and faith to a limited extent. However, that has all changed . . . with many of the stories in the book about people who have used religion to better themselves, to make sense of their world and to get through years of incarceration.

Couple the book with the reports and interviews with family members of the students murdered in Littleton, Colorado, as they talk about God’s purpose, faith, family, hope and forgiveness. Both have strengthened my beliefs in my religion.

In closing, thank you for the experience; it has helped me more than you can ever know!

Take care, 
Neil S. Bagadiong 

We believe that this book will sustain you during times of challenge, frustration and failure, and comfort you during times of confusion, pain and loss. We hope it will truly become a lifelong companion, offering continual insight and wisdom in many areas of your life.

How to Read This Book 

We have been blessed with readers from all over the world who have given us feedback. We’ve been particularly touched by those readers who have reconnected to loved ones or old friends as a result of being inspired by one of the stories.

Some people choose to read our books from cover to cover, others pick out a particular chapter that interests them. Most people tell us that they find it works best to read one or two stories at a time, and really savor the feelings and lessons that the stories evoke. Some people read one story out loud before or after a meal with their families. Others tell us they begin their team meetings  with a story selected and read by an inmate or staffperson. Our advice is to take your time and really let each story affect you at a deep level. Ask yourself how you could apply the lessons learned to your own life.

Engage each story as if it mattered, as if it could make a real difference in your life. Some have told us they keep their Chicken Soup book at their bedside, reading one story each night, often rereading favorites.

Many times we have been approached by readers—at a presentation or seminar—who have told us how one or more stories were most valuable to them during a period of trial and testing, such as their feeling of hopelessness, the death of a loved one or a serious illness. We are grateful for having had the opportunity to be of help to so many people in this way.

Compiling these stories has taken a lot of work, and we feel we have selected 101 gems. We hope you will love these stories as we have loved them. May they bring you hope, forgiveness, laughter, insight, healing and empowerment.

We hope that we can, in a small way, contribute to your life by bringing you these models of ordinary people doing extraordinary things to guide you on your journey. We wish that, in the pages of this book, there is a story that holds the key to doors that need opening in your life.

You may choose the path of readers who have gone before you, or simply enjoy reading this book with no particular pattern in mind, letting each story guide your thoughts and your directions. Find the path that’s best for you, and most of all, enjoy!





Every day I have an opportunity to make a positive difference in someone’s life. It could be by a simple smile, a reassuring glance, or a kind word. And it may be with someone I don’t know.

Kathleen Gage 
Message of Hope 
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Reprinted by permission of Charles Carkhuff.





1 

ON FAMILY

The family is our refuge and springboard; nourished on it, we can advance to new horizons.

Alex Haley 





Even the Strong Have a Soft Spot

Reading is to the mind what exercise is to the body.

Sir Richard Steele 

When I arrived at Folsom Prison fifteen years ago, I was so much of a fish (slang for new prisoner) that I swear scales used to fall off of me as I walked. So I didn’t know any better when I had my first encounter with one of the more respected prisoners whom everyone called Scat Cat.

He lived only a few doors down the tier from my cell, and each time I saw him I would be friendly and tell him “Hello.” At first the man paid no attention to me, but after several days, he began to acknowledge and accept my new presence in his world by returning the salutations I offered.

Three weeks passed, when one day as I was making my way back to my cell, I found an envelope on the floor of the tier. Stopping, I picked up the wrinkled, dog-eared piece of mail and read the address. The name on the front didn’t strike a chord, but the cell number written on it did.

Hesitantly I walked over to Scat Cat’s cell. He was sitting on his bunk, the top half of his body bent over a  makeshift table. Stone-faced, he concentrated on what he was doing.

Unsure as to whether or not to interrupt him, I decided to press forward. “Scat Cat,” I called.

He responded with a look that resembled more of an annoyance than curiosity. I slid the envelope up onto the bars of his cell. “I found this on the floor.”

Leaping up, Scat Cat snatched the envelope off the bars, reminding me of a lion pouncing on a piece of meat. “Did you read it?” he growled, while holding the letter protectively in his hands.

I assured him I hadn’t and busied myself with looking at the various pieces of artwork that lined his cell walls. Changing the subject, I began complimenting him on the drawings.

Off-guard now, Scat Cat eased up a little. He told me he had done the work and showed me the picture he had been busy with when I interrupted him. It was a beautiful collage of bits of prison life melding into a scenic view of the outside world.

Somehow we buried ourselves in conversation, and we found we each had so much in common with the other. We must have spoken for half an hour straight, and would have continued except that the floor cop came by and chased me back to my cell.

The next day when I went outside, I eyed Scat Cat sitting alone at one of the cement tables that dotted the yard. He signaled for me to join him, and I made my way over.

After sitting down we spoke for a while, when I noticed his hand slide underneath the table out of sight. Not knowing what to think, I tried to remain calm. I had no idea what he was reaching for. It crossed my mind that maybe it was a shank, but I couldn’t think of anything I had done to offend Scat Cat, so I hopefully pushed that thought out of my mind.

Imagine my surprise when he pulled his hand back up and placed the envelope I had found on the tier onto the table. He looked at me as if attempting to determine his next step. Then almost shyly, this proud man explained to me that he had received the letter, but that he could not read.

At first I didn’t comprehend the meaning of his words.

He sat there with his granite stare, eyeing me. Then out of nowhere, “I’ll read it to you if you want me to” popped out of my mouth.

Without a word Scat Cat pushed the envelope closer to me. I picked it up and pulled the letter out. Unfolding it, I looked at the date it bore and took note that the letter was three months old. A quick peek at the postmark on the front of the envelope confirmed the fact, and I realized that Scat Cat must have been carrying this letter with him for all that time.

The letter was from his daughter, and as I read it Scat Cat’s face softened with each word I relayed. Soon he was sitting with an ear-to-ear smile.

In that instant I realized just how powerful love is. It had transcended the miles, endured the distance of time and come to rest in this man’s heart. I spent the rest of that yard time rereading the letter to my new friend as he shared stories with me about his daughter.

Later he did a drawing for her. Having found out that he hadn’t seen the girl in eight years, I took it upon myself to write a short poem for him to give her, carefully choosing words I believed he felt for her. It may have been the lighting, but I thought I spotted a tear as I read it to him.

I may never find out what she thought of these things Scat Cat sent, because he was transferred to another prison before receiving a reply. But I like to think that his daughter was as happy to hear from her father as he was to hear from her.

I didn’t ask Scat Cat what possessed him to open his world to a guy who had just fallen off the bus, but the reason really isn’t important. What mattered was that within the land behind the walls, two men found an odd thing— trust.

Since then, I cherish every letter I receive even more. It’s so easy to take our loved ones for granted. I saw, in Scat Cat’s case, words from friends and family are what help keep the torch of the soul afire with hope and life. I pass this message on to others every day.

Robert Fuentes 





The Sunray Catcher

Sometimes the heart sees what is invisible to the eye.

H. Jackson Brown Jr.

Today, in the prison chow hall, I overheard a young female officer talking to another officer. She was talking about her special little girl. Seems this little girl was standing on the front seat of her car the other day, grabbing at the sunrays as they reflected off the windshield. When her mother asked her what she was doing, the little girl said she was trying to catch a sunray for her mom as a present. Both officers agreed on how special moments like that were. The other officer then asked if this mother got to spend time with her special little girl.

“No, but when my career gets back on track, I’ll have more time to spend with her, when she is older,” said the young mother.

I wanted to scream and tell that mother to spend every single second she possibly can with her child, but I couldn’t. Maybe after you read what follows, you will better understand.

It’s the awful truth, as it happened to me. It starts with an unwritten letter—a letter I can never send:

Dear Kent, 

As I look at you, I see your hair is nicely combed. I remember the hours and gallons of water we used, trying to train your hair. It always seemed to have a mind of its own. I can see that scar on your lip; hardly shows now, too. We were worried about that. You were such a brave little man when I took you to Dr. Nordquist to get those three stitches in it. I was the one who almost fainted when they started sticking you with that needle. The nurse even made me leave the room.

On the way home, I told you that you could have any treat you wanted, for being so brave. You wanted a cup of coffee, “Like big men drink,” you said. My five-year-old little brave man, drinking coffee in the Rainbow Restaurant, just like big men. It was our secret; lucky Mom never found out, huh?

You have grown tall and nice looking. Grandpa always said you were going to be a big man. Guess what I’m proudest of in you? It’s your kindness to all things. When we found out that your little dog, Porkchop, was epileptic, you were so happy that you cried. You had seen Porkchop have fits many times, and we were sure he would die. For three years after that, you faithfully gave Porkchop his pill every day.

I remember the day you helped me fix my pickup. We sure got greasy—Mom wouldn’t even let us in the house for lunch, but we fooled her. We went to the store and got a pizza, then lipped off to Mom and your two brothers, while eating it, still dirty. Yes, that was fun. We laughed a lot that day. I found out later that you did save a piece of pizza for your little brother; it was our secret too.

I’ve always been proud of you for so many reasons, Kent. Your silent kindness and strength, your loyalty, your soft heart and secrets you shared with me. I remember how you used to lay across my lap with your shirt pulled up, exposing your bare back. I would trace my fingers lightly over your skin; it seemed to almost hypnotize you. I had done it many times when you were a baby, to get you to sleep when you weren’t feeling good. Guess you just never grew out of liking it. I liked it too.

I remember the day I came to tell you that I was going away for a long time—going to prison. You stood silently, listening with your head bowed and tears in your eyes, asking why. You hugged me and ran up into the woods, to your secret fort, crying. I cried too that day, Kent. I was ashamed of myself, and of breaking your heart.

You did write me and send the colored pictures you drew in school. I had them on my cell wall for years, and yes, I bragged about them to my friends. I have lain awake many nights wondering who was teaching you to drive, who was your first girlfriend, and how I would tease you about her, as if I were right there with you. I’m sorry for missing so much of you, Kent.

Love, 
Daddy 

As I stood looking at my special little boy, in a light gray coffin, I was dressed in bright orange coveralls. Prison guards were beside me. I wanted to reach out and touch him just once more, but the chains on my wrists wouldn’t allow it.

It took a mortician to cover that cut on Kent’s lip and get his hair to lay down. I’m so awfully sorry for missing the last eight years of Kent’s life. If only I could have  another chance to be the daddy he wanted me to be—the daddy he deserved. If I could just tickle Kent’s back once more, or share some secret with him, or tease him and hold him for just a few minutes. God, I would gladly die for the chance.

Kent was killed when he was crushed under a tractor in an accident near Kelso, Washington. He is buried in Mt. Pleasant Cemetery, near the only tree there. So, if you are ever near that cemetery, and see a six-foot, five-inch, 270-pound beat-up old man on his knees beside that grave, praying to God in shame, you will know why.

Hopefully you will better understand why I wish he could have read this letter while he was alive. There are so many things I should have told him. So much time I should have spent with him.

If you have a special child in your life, please don’t, for any reason, miss one single second with that child. Don’t let what happened to me happen to you. Those moments are so awfully important.

To the lady officer with the special little sunray catcher— please believe me when I say, “For God’s sake, spend every single precious moment with your child, now! This could be your last chance, because sometimes very special children don’t get any older.”

Ken “Duke” Monse’Broten 





Light Came and Went and Came Again

When you make the finding yourself—even if you’re the last person on Earth to see the light—you’ll never forget it.

Carl Sagan 

This title came from Light in August by William Faulkner and did, at one time, describe my life in jail. It was day then night then day again. It was simply a life of nonexistence, waiting to see how long they would keep me this time.

In my heart I’d once perceived a light that shone with love. Yet in jail that light seemed to fade as I centered on myself: shame, disgrace, anger, all those emotions that erupt when we perceive ourselves as “nonpersons.” Life had no meaning. I wanted out.

Yes, to take the easy way out would hurt a few others, but they could overcome it and probably be better off in the long run. I’d reached the point where all my mental energy was directed toward devising a quick, easy and painless transition from this world to the next. I even felt a small twinge of joy at the prospect of being free from jail.

Yet on December 17, 1991, just one day before the forty-first anniversary of my own birth, God sent me an angel. I hadn’t seen the angel’s face yet, but I could feel a spark where the light once had been. Inside of me there was a growing new desire for life that I wanted to share.

Just two months after the birth of my granddaughter, the angel, my wife Connie and our daughter Missy came to visit. Missy held the angel in her arms. Her name was Chelsea Nicole. Soft, downlike hair made the crown of her head look dark brown. Brown eyes, and skin the color of fresh cream told me that this Angel was alive—she was real! She was doing what all of humanity does naturally in the presence of unconditional love. She was smiling—and she was looking at me, her Paw-Paw Willie!

Later in my cell I tried to put my feelings in writing. Our language didn’t seem to have the words. I know well how my love for Connie made me ache inside for the privilege to hold her close. Even my love for my children made sense when I thought of always wanting to be on hand as their calm in the storm of life.

But what was this new love that made me ache to hold the little bundle in my arms, to caress those little cheeks, to sniff the down on her head? I felt a love building in me without bounds; a love that said I want to live, to love, to overcome whatever evil lurks in my heart, stealing my freedom again and again.

In the months that followed, my wife became what all parents claim they’ll never be: a baby-sitter on twenty-four-hour, no-warning call. And neither Connie nor I would have had it any other way. Chelsea’s presence seemed to work as a bonding agent, and a whole new relationship was being born.

Every Sunday morning I called home to talk to Connie, and I always said a prayer that Chelsea would be there too. At first Connie would hold the phone to Chelsea’s ear  so I could tell her how much I love her. As the months passed, she began to coo and laugh into the phone. It shocked me that so much time had passed when Chelsea said, “I love you, Paw-Paw.”

On Thanksgiving Day 1997, twenty days before my angel Chelsea would be six years old, I dialed my wife’s number. Chelsea was there!

With a heart full of love for a family I couldn’t even see, I asked to speak to Chelsea. “Hello, Chelsea baby,” I said.

“Hello, Paw-Paw Willie.”

“I love you, Sweetie.”

Chelsea didn’t answer.

“Chelsea baby?”

“Paw-PawWillie, why did you leave us and go to prison?”

My heart seemed to stop. Tears of shame flooded my eyes as I groped around in my mind for words. “I’m sorry” was all I could find.

“Paw-Paw Willie, will you come home soon?” she asked, and then added, “I love you a lot.”

“I’ll come as soon as I can, Sweetie.”

Chelsea’s question didn’t come as a surprise. I knew I’d be in prison for the first nine years of her life. But in my limited intelligence, I expected one day she would ask something like: “Why did they put you in prison?” The wisdom of my angel’s questions left no doubt who is responsible for this mess. Six-year-old Chelsea knows what we prison inmates seldom know at forty-six. No one took her Paw-Paw away. He left on his own.

The light came with my angel, went with the shame, and came again with the love of this angel.

Willie B. Raborn 
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“Louie here was framed, and I was set up.”

Reprinted by permission of Christian Snyder.





Being a “Souper” Parent

Whether it’s raising a child or running a corporation or molding the character of a cellmate, everyone has the opportunity to impact life.

Greg Barrett 

Raising a child is never an easy task. Many times during the early years when I was raising my son alone, there simply was not enough money to pay the bills and buy nourishing food for a growing boy. So many of the evenings our meal consisted of what I called “combination soup.” If we had corn, beans or other vegetables left from previous meals, we couldn’t afford to waste anything. We were the original Tupperware family, and whatever was left over in the refrigerator would magically evolve into what we called our “souper dinner.” We managed to live healthily on our meager income, and dinner was always interesting.

We amused ourselves by recalling which evening we had the black-eyed peas or what our “corny” conversation had covered during the “corny” dinner. Once my son, Paul, said to me, “You probably know more than a hundred ways  to make soup, don’t you?” My delightful little redheaded son would often tease me because I enjoyed eating soup so much. In later years, when times were better, often I’d prefer soup to a large dinner. He’d say, “Mom, I’m going to get you a T-shirt that says ‘SOUPER MOM.’ Will you wear it?”

Of course I would have been proud to wear that shirt, but it was not to be. Paul was murdered in 1985 while he was away at college. He had offered a ride to a very troubled seventeen-year-old, who shot my son when Paul refused to give up his car.

When I had the courage to open the boxes that had been packed from Paul’s college apartment and brought to my home, I was surprised to see that he had kept all of the birthday cards I had given him since he was a child. Even though he had been away at a college only two hundred miles from home, he had kept all of the letters that I had ever mailed to him. Even more interesting were the notes he had saved through the years. Notes I had left on his door, notes left on the fridge when I had to work late, notes when he came in from school, instructions on chores he must do, what was left for him to snack on, or just little notes thanking him for things he remembered to do for me. Though the notes were not intended to be keepsakes, they were all filled with my love for Paul.

When Paul was in elementary school, he accompanied my parents on a ten-day trip from Texas to California. I knew their travel schedule, so well in advance I prepared a series of letters to Paul.We had never been apart for that long before, and I wanted him to know that even though he was away on an adventure, I still thought of him every day. In advance of the trip, I mailed letters to Paul at the motels along their route where they would be spending the night. On each letter addressed to “Mr. Paul Hines,” I had written “Hold for Guest Arrival” above his name.

I can only imagine the delight he must have felt as he was handed his letter each night when they checked into their motel. He called me every night, and I could hear the joy and excitement in his voice. He felt so very important! In some of the letters I pasted cutouts from magazines, inserted my less-than-artistic drawings and created “picture-letters” for him to read.

Other letters contained bits of history about what they would see the next day and estimated the time that he should be on the lookout for a particular historical location. He not only received my love but also a bit of history. I’m not sure if he kept every note that I ever wrote to him. What’s so precious to me now is that there are so many notes that he kept.

Parents are absent from their children’s lives for many reasons. Being away from our children doesn’t mean we stop being the parent they want and need so desperately.

The statistics are startling: Seventy percent of inmates who are incarcerated in the state of Texas, where I live, were raised without a father or father figure in their home.

For over five years, I have volunteered to speak in prisons and give inspirational and motivational talks to inmates. As I relate my painful childhood, inmates nod in understanding; we share many common bonds. Many letters I receive from them contain descriptions of the loneliness they felt during their early years due to the absence of one or both of their parents. They also express their pain of not being able to be a proper parent. My presentations include parenting skills and the importance of continuing to be a parent regardless of distance. I also leave inmates information on how to receive free literature on becoming a better parent.

Thirteen years after Paul’s murder, I arranged to meet and talk face-to-face with his murderer. It was a very powerful and life-changing experience for both of us. We  talked for eight hours. At the end of our time together, I asked my Great Creator to give me what I needed to reach my hand to him across that table. Yes, I was able to do that. When I reached out, my hand held the hand that thirteen years earlier had held the pistol, and I touched the finger that pulled the trigger to murder my son.

There was a great release of anguish as I took that step. By reaching out, our joined hands created a bridge for my son’s murderer to walk across and change his life, if he wanted to. The transition he has made since is miraculous. My son’s murderer had 148 disciplinary cases in thirteen years. In the eleven months following our meeting, he had only two. Since our meeting, every month I write him an encouraging letter or send him a card.

As parents we must be very creative in raising our children. Teens and young adults in our society are desperately searching for love.
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