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FOREWORD
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This is not a comfortable book to read. It was never meant to be.

It does not flatter its readers, soften its conclusions, or offer excuses for personal responsibility. It refuses the safety of abstraction and the convenience of blame. Instead, it speaks from inside the consequences most of us prefer to discuss from afar. That alone makes it rare. What makes it necessary is that it tells the truth many systems already know—but have learned to avoid.

This book confronts fatherlessness not as a talking point, but as a force. It confronts incarceration not as a moral anomaly, but as an inherited outcome, and it confronts mentorship not as charity, but as an infrastructure. These pages insist that what we call “individual failure” is often the predictable result of collective absence—and that doing nothing is not neutrality, but consent.

The voice you will encounter here is not polished by theory, but instead is disciplined by consequences. It has been refined by years of proximity to young men whose lives were shaped long before their crimes were ever committed. The authority of this book does not come from credentials alone, but from consistency—earned in classrooms, mentoring circles, and quiet moments where transformation begins without witnesses.

This is not a book of excuses. Accountability is not diluted here; if anything, it is clarified. Responsibility is not displaced; it is expanded. The author does not ask readers to absolve harm. He asks them to understand its origins well enough to prevent the cycle of harm from needlessly repeating itself over and over again. That distinction matters.

You will be challenged in these pages—whether you are a mentor, a policymaker, an educator, a father, or a reader who has never considered how deeply a father’s absence shapes outcomes. You may find yourself implicated. You may feel uncomfortable. That discomfort is not an obstacle to this book’s purpose; it is evidence that the book is doing its work.

What you will not find here are simple solutions or sentimental conclusions. You will find something far more demanding: a call to stay. To invest relationally where systems prefer efficiency-focused systems. To prioritize maturation over reaction. To believe that young men are not beyond redemption, but beneath expectation.

This book asks a simple but costly question—one that does not belong only to the author, or to the men whose stories echo through these chapters, but to every reader who turns the page: If we know what works, and we know what happens when we do nothing, what will we choose to do now?

Read this book carefully. Read it honestly. And read it as someone who understands that awareness creates an obligation. Because once you see what is written here, walking away is no longer an innocent option.
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INTRODUCTION

Why This Book Exists
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This book exists because silence has become too expensive.

For decades, we have treated the outcomes of fatherlessness, trauma, and incarceration as isolated failures—individual moral collapses rather than predictable consequences of systemic neglect. We have built entire institutions to respond after damage is done, while quietly starving the relationships and structures that could have prevented it in the first place. We talk about crime without talking about childhood. We debate punishment without addressing its formation. We measure behavior while ignoring the wounds that shaped it, and then we act surprised when the same patterns repeat themselves over and over again.

This book is written from inside that pattern.
It is not a theory. It is not speculation. It is not written from a distance or from a place of comfort. It is written by a man who grew up fatherless, made catastrophic decisions from wounded places, and now lives inside the consequences of those decisions while working every day with young men headed down the same road. It is written from prison classrooms, mentoring circles, therapeutic units, and long conversations with young boys wearing adult bodies who never had the chance to mature into adulthood before they were judged.
This is not a book about excuses.  
It does not deny personal responsibility. It does not minimize harm. It does not romanticize pain or justify violence. Accountability matters. Choices matter. Consequences matter. But responsibility without proper context becomes cruelty, and punishment without understanding becomes senseless repetition. This book insists we can hold people accountable and tell the truth about what shaped them. In fact, it argues that doing anything less guarantees failure.
At its core, this book is about adolescent development—what happens when young boys grow up without fathers, without stability, without emotional safety, and without positive role models of healthy masculinity. It is about how unprocessed trauma turns into defiance, how shame disguises itself as aggression, and how the absence of guidance leaves young men searching desperately for a sense of belonging wherever it can be found. It is about gangs that feel like a family, violence that feels like power, and criminal behavior that feels like an identity when nothing else does.
It is also about what works.
Not in slogans. Not in pilot programs that disappear when funding dries up. But in lived, relational, long-term interventions. This book documents what happens when men stay—when accountability is paired with a sense of belonging, when education repairs identity, when mentorship becomes presence rather than performance. It outlines a blueprint forged through failure, correction, humility, and endurance.
The structure of this book reflects that journey.
The early chapters are personal. They trace my path from childhood instability to incarceration, not to elicit sympathy, but to establish credibility and context. They show how trauma accumulates quietly and how decisions made in desperation rarely come from nowhere. These chapters are not confessional—they are foundational.
The middle sections move outward, examining the broader social reality: fatherlessness, adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), defiance of authority, gang recruitment, and the cradle to incarceration pipeline. This is a diagnosis, not an ideology. It names the problem plainly and refuses to soften the truth for comfort’s sake.
The latter chapters focus on intervention—what mentoring actually requires, what effective programs share in common, and why systems so often ignore what works. These chapters are practical, direct, and replicable. They are written for mentors, educators, correctional professionals, policymakers, faith leaders, and anyone responsible for shaping young men rather than simply managing them.
This book is written for several audiences at once.
It is written for the young man who still believes he is disposable.
It is written for the mentor who is tired but willing.

It is written for the father who wonders if his presence really matters.

It is written for policymakers and administrators who shape systems that either transform or fracture lives.

And it is written for anyone who has the influence to stay—and is deciding whether they will.

The tone of this book is intentionally heavy. The subject demands it. There is no room here for platitudes or sentimental fixes. The lives at stake are too real, the costs too high, and the consequences too permanent. This is advocacy rooted in experience, not outrage. It is an invitation to responsibility, not an argument for pity.
You will encounter discomfort in these pages. You should. Comfort has not solved this problem. Avoidance has not solved it. Indifference has not solved it. Only presence has ever interrupted the cycles of harm described here—and presence is costly.
If you are looking for simple answers, this book is not for you. If you are looking for someone to blame, it will disappoint you. If you are willing to confront hard truths and even harder responsibilities, it will meet you there.
This book exists because too many young boys are being lost long before they ever break a law—and because too many men are willing to intervene only after the damage is done. It exists to argue, without apology, that we can do better—and that doing better begins with staying.
Read these pages not as an observer, but as a participant. Read them not to agree or disagree, but to decide. Because the question this book ultimately asks is not whether the problem is real. It is whether you are willing to be part of the solution.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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I don’t remember what year it was when I first saw the documentary. Time blurs in prison. Days stack on top of one another like cinder blocks, indistinguishable and heavy. What I remember clearly is where I was sitting: a hard plastic chair, my back pressed against a wall that still held the chill of winter. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, and somewhere around me men shifted in their seats, pretending not to be bored, pretending not to be tired, pretending not to be broken. I remember thinking I was just killing time. I had no idea that something ancient and buried deep inside me was about to wake up.

The documentary wasn’t about prisons, crime, or men. It was about elephants. In Africa, a wildlife preserve faced a problem that seemed purely logistical—too many elephants and not enough land. The solution, decided from a distance and wrapped in the language of management and efficiency, was to eliminate the older bull elephants. The plan was to reduce the population and restore the balance. On paper, it made sense. It always does. What no one accounted for was what happens when you remove fathers from the herd.
The camera followed a group of adolescent elephants—teenagers, really—who had grown up without older males in their herd. In elephant society, adolescence is marked by a stage called musth, a period of hormonal surges, confusion, aggression, and boundary-testing. Normally, young bulls pass through it with guidance. Older elephants keep them in check, model behavior, enforce limits without cruelty, and show them how to be elephants. But these elephants had no one to show them how to be anything. Their musth cycle never ended.
They roamed the wildlife preserve in a permanent state of agitation, tearing up vegetation, charging without warning, killing animals they had no reason to kill. One scene has never left me to this day. A young bull walked up to a rhinoceros resting in a mud pool and speared it with his tusks, holding it under the water until it drowned. There was no provocation. No survival need. Just rage without direction. The narrator didn’t use the word evil. He didn’t need to. What he described was something far more unsettling: misdirected development. The elephants weren’t monsters. They were orphans.
The solution didn’t come from tranquilizers, fences, or punishment. Scientists went and found older bull elephants—fathers, elders, animals who had already survived their own musth cycles—and relocated them into the preserve. The change was immediate. Within days, the adolescent elephants calmed. Their aggression subsided. Their bodies literally changed—biochemically. The presence of older males did something no barrier ever could. It restored order by restoring relationships.

I sat there staring at the screen, my chest tight, my hands clenched without realizing it. The surrounding room faded. The prison disappeared. And for the first time in my life, something made sense that had never had words before. That’s us. That’s who we are. That’s who I was. That’s who fills our prisons. I wasn’t watching elephants. I was watching boys—fatherless boys—trapped in bodies too big for the pain they were carrying. Boys stuck in emotional musth, flooded with anger they couldn’t name, acting out violence they didn’t understand, punished for behaviors that grew out of wounds no one ever treated.
I thought about my childhood. The divorce. The instability. Thirteen schools before the tenth grade. The constant feeling of being temporary everywhere I went. I thought about my father leaving when I was six and the belief that quietly lodged itself into my bones: if people get close; they leave. I thought about the mask I built—the armor of confidence, perfectionism, and aggression—that kept me alive but never let me heal. I thought about the moment my life split in two, when a desperate decision and a violent confrontation ended another man’s life and effectively ended mine. I thought about how quickly the world labeled me after that: criminal, violent offender, inmate, life sentence. What no one labeled was the little boy who never learned how to regulate his fear. What no one saw was the adolescent who never learned how to be a man. What no one treated was the trauma that preceded the crime by decades.
In prison, we pretend we don’t see this. It’s easier that way. We talk about bad choices without talking about the bad foundations. We talk about accountability without talking about abandonment. We talk about punishment without talking about prevention. We build more cells, write longer sentences, and call it public safety while ignoring the cradle to prison pipeline that keeps delivering the same wounded boys to the same steel doors. By the time they arrive here, they’re already fully formed in the worst way—angry, defiant, suspicious of authority, addicted to belonging wherever they can find it. Staff often see animals. I see elephants without positive male role models.
That documentary didn’t just explain my past. It clarified my calling. I began to see prison differently. I stopped seeing the loudest, most violent young men as threats and started seeing them as adolescents trapped in adult consequences. Not innocent—but unfinished. Responsible—but not irredeemable. I saw myself in them.
I am a large man—six foot seven, over three hundred pounds. In prison, size carries weight before words ever do. What surprised me was how often my physical presence had the opposite effect of what people expected. Where others saw intimidation, I saw something else happening. Young men who couldn’t sit still would calm down. Voices would lower. Postures would soften. Not because I was dangerous, but because I wasn’t afraid of them. Fear is contagious, but I quickly learned that calm strength is too.
I realized something that day watching elephants on a screen behind razor wire: someone has to become the older bull. Someone has to step into the space where fathers were removed. Someone has to absorb the chaos long enough for it to settle. That someone was never supposed to be me. I had disqualified myself long before God ever called me. I was the last person I would have trusted to mentor anyone. I was serving a life sentence. I had blood in my past. I had failed at every version of manhood I tried to construct on my own. But prisons are full of men like me—men whose worst decision overshadows everything they could still become. God has a habit of working with leftovers.
What followed wasn’t a program, a title, or a sudden transformation. It was slow, relational, and costly. It required me to stop hiding my scars and start using them, to stop performing masculinity and start modeling accountability, to sit with young men in their rage without matching it, to listen more than I spoke, and to stay when it would have been easier to walk away. I didn’t set out to mentor the elephant. I set out to survive my sentence without becoming bitter. But once you see the root cause of the problem, you can’t unsee it.
This book is not an excuse for my crime. I don’t offer one because none exists. I am responsible for what I did. Accountability is non-negotiable. A man cannot become whole without owning the harm he has caused. But accountability without understanding produces nothing but cycles of harm. This book is about that cycle—about what happens when young boys grow up without fathers, without stability, without safety, without guidance, and how society reacts when those same young boys eventually break something we care about. It is about the cost of removing the elders. It is about how God took a man with a life sentence and gave him a life mission. And it is about a simple, dangerous idea: if we want different outcomes, we have to become different presences.
If I could speak to the younger version of myself—the young boy who kept moving, the teenager who stayed guarded, the young man who confused survival with strength—I wouldn’t start with warnings. I would start with this truth: you are not broken beyond repair. You are unfinished, and you are not meant to grow and mature all alone. That is the truth I now spend my life trying to stand close enough for other young men to hear.
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PART I—THE WOUND BEFORE THE CRIME

Memoir & Formation
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CHAPTER ONE

Appalachian Beginnings: Poverty, Instability, and the First Crack
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I was born in the rugged hills of East Tennessee, a place where beauty and hardship live side by side, where mountains rise steady and unmoved while the people beneath them often feel anything but. The land was ancient, patient, and indifferent to human struggles. It had been there long before my family’s problems and would remain long after we shattered. As a child, I didn’t have language for poverty or instability, but I understood their presence the way you understand a winter chill—by how deeply it seeps into your bones. Even before my life fell apart in obvious ways, there was a quiet tension in our home, an undercurrent of anxiety that made safety feel conditional and temporary.

My earliest memories are not of specific events but of emotional turmoil. Raised voices behind closed doors. The careful way adults spoke when they thought children weren’t listening. The feeling that something was always about to break. My brother and I learned early how to read rooms, how to sense moods, how to stay out of the way. Childhood should be a place of ease, a space where mistakes are met with correction and comfort, but mine was shaped by hypervigilance. I learned to stay alert long before I learned to feel secure.

When my parents divorced, the rupture didn’t announce itself with a single moment. It unfolded slowly, like a crack slowly spreading across a windshield. I was too young to understand the legal or relational dynamics of a marital separation, but I was old enough to internalize the fallout. Divorce, I would later learn, is not just a break-up between adults. It is a rupture in the emotional architecture of a child’s world. It changes how a child understands love, loyalty, and belonging. It teaches lessons without ever asking for permission.

Almost immediately, the aftermath of the divorce became more damaging than the divorce itself. My brother and I were no longer just children; we became leverage. Two sides of a family, locked in unresolved bitterness, used us as proof, as evidence, as tools in a conflict that had nothing to do with our well-being. Words were weaponized. Allegiances were demanded. Silence became dangerous. Every visit, every conversation, every holiday carried an unspoken pressure to choose sides. Somewhere in that tug-of-war, my sense of identity fractured. I did not know who I was allowed to love without consequence, or what version of myself would be acceptable in which house. That kind of confusion doesn’t stay external. It burrows inward and becomes shame.

The instability didn’t stop with the emotional upheaval. It followed us physically as well. We moved constantly—new houses, new towns, new schools. Between kindergarten and the tenth grade, I attended thirteen different schools. Thirteen times I walked into unfamiliar hallways, scanned unfamiliar faces, and learned where I stood in a social hierarchy I had no time to understand. Each move reset everything. Any sense of belonging I had
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