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We need to start by telling you what this book is not.

It is not a book about death row. It is not a true crime narrative, a memoir of suffering, or an argument about capital punishment. It is a wellness guide. The fact that it was born inside one of the most restrictive and psychologically brutal environments a human being can occupy is precisely the point...because if the practices we are going to describe work there, they will work anywhere. Including wherever you are right now.

One of us is a spiritual advisor who has spent years accompanying incarcerated people through the hardest passages of their lives. One of us has spent more than two decades on death row, building...against every conceivable pressure...a life of extraordinary interior freedom. Together, we have had hundreds of hours of conversation about what it actually takes to stay well. Not well in the spa-weekend sense. Well in the sense of remaining a whole human being when your circumstances are doing everything they can to reduce you to something less.

Those conversations produced this book.

Reframing Wellness

Wellness, as it is most commonly sold, is a product. It arrives in the form of expensive equipment, subscription services, curated meal plans and retreats designed to help you find yourself over a long weekend. Embedded in all of it is a quiet and corrosive assumption: that wellness is something you access when you have enough money, enough time and enough comfort to make it a priority.

We reject that assumption entirely.

Real wellness...the kind that holds when your life falls apart, the kind that keeps you human when your circumstances are trying to make you something less...has nothing to do with any of those things. It is, at its core, a daily practice of remaining whole inside whatever container your life has placed you in. It requires no equipment. It requires no particular income. It requires no external validation and no favorable conditions.

What it requires is decision. Repeated daily. In exactly the circumstances you actually have.

One of us makes that decision every morning in a cell the size of a parking space, in a facility whose institutional purpose is eventual execution. He has been making it for over twenty years. The practices he has developed in that time...around his body, his mind, his relationships and his spirit...are not theoretical. They have been tested under conditions most people will never face and they have held.

That is the proof of concept this book rests on.

Why Death Row

You might reasonably ask why a wellness book should come from death row. The answer is the same reason stress-test engineers push a bridge far past normal load before they certify it safe for traffic: extreme conditions reveal what holds and what doesn't. Most wellness practices are designed for people who already have the basics...safety, food, community, autonomy. Strip all of those away, as death row does and you learn very quickly which practices were luxuries and which were necessities.

What we found, through years of conversation and reflection, is that the necessities are surprisingly few. And they are available to everyone.

There is also an honesty that comes from the extreme. In a place where there is no performance to maintain, no career to protect, no social image to curate, a man eventually gets very clear about what actually works and what he was only pretending worked. That clarity is one of the most valuable things we can offer you. The wellness practices in this book have not been filtered through marketing departments or focus groups. They have been filtered through the lived experience of a man with nothing to gain from telling you anything other than the truth.

The Four Pillars

Throughout this book, we will return to four organizing principles that emerged from years of practice in conditions of radical deprivation. We did not begin with these principles and then find evidence for them. We began with the evidence...with what actually kept a man well in a place designed to destroy him...and found that the evidence organized itself naturally into four categories.

We call them the four pillars: simplicity, reflection, connection and purpose.

Simplicity is the practice of stripping life down to what is essential. Not as an aesthetic choice and not because circumstances have taken everything else...though in some cases they have...but because the noise of a modern life, left unmanaged, drowns out the signal of your actual existence. Most people are so overwhelmed by what is unnecessary that they can barely hear what is real. Simplicity is not poverty. It is discernment.

Reflection is the practice of looking honestly at where you are, who you have been and who you intend to become. It is not rumination, which circles the same painful territory without resolution. It is not self-criticism for its own sake. It is the deliberate act of sitting with yourself ...with your choices, your patterns, your losses, your strengths...without flinching and then deciding, on the basis of what you see, what comes next.

Connection is the practice of building and sustaining relationships that hold you when everything else gives way. Not networks. Not followings. Relationships...the kind built on genuine knowledge of each other, sustained through effort and attention over years, capable of surviving silence and distance and disagreement. These relationships are built the same way in a cell as they are in a suburb: slowly, through accumulated honesty and the willingness to show up when it would be easier not to.

Purpose is what emerges when the other three are in place. Not a mission statement. Not a brand. The daily sense that what you are doing today has some bearing on something larger than your immediate comfort...that your life is aimed at something and that the aim is yours. Purpose does not require grand ambition. It requires only that you know, each morning, why you are getting up.

These four pillars, practiced daily under conditions of extraordinary deprivation, constitute a life well lived. We believe they can do the same for you, under whatever conditions you currently face.

A Word About Paul

Paul has been on death row for more than two decades, incarcerated for something he maintains he did not do. He maintains, by any observable measure, a level of psychological health, relational depth and purposeful engagement with life that most people living in full freedom never achieve. He is not a saint. He will tell you that himself, at length, without prompting. He is a man who did the work...not because he had good options, but because he understood, early and clearly, that doing the work was the only option that led anywhere worth going.

His insights are not the only ones in this book. We have drawn on a wide range of sources...philosophy, neuroscience, spiritual traditions and the accumulated wisdom of many people who have faced extreme circumstances and come through them with their humanity intact. But his life is the animating example. When we describe what is possible, he is what we mean.

How to Read This Book

This book is organized around five domains of wellness...body, mind, heart, spirit and practice...followed by a practical section designed to help you translate these principles into your daily life.

At the end of each chapter, you will find a brief section called The Practice. These are not optional extras. They are the point. A book about wellness that leaves you only with ideas has not done its job. These practices are small, concrete and available to anyone regardless of resources, schedule, or circumstances. They are the minimum effective dose of each chapter's central insight.

This book was not written to make you feel better for an afternoon. It was written to change the way you live. We offer it in that spirit.
Paul Everett
Jeff Hood
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Part I: The Body...Holding Ground in Confinement
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The body is the first territory.

Before the mind can do its work...before reflection is possible, before connection can be sustained, before purpose can be felt...the body has to be claimed. Not perfected. Not optimized. Claimed. There is a difference between a body you inhabit and a body you endure. Most people in difficult circumstances begin to endure their bodies: treating the physical self as a burden to be managed, a source of discomfort to be numbed, a vehicle that is slowly failing and cannot be expected to do much about it.

That posture is a slow surrender and it costs more than most people realize.

The chapters in this section explore what it means to maintain genuine physical wellness in conditions of severe restriction...and what that practice reveals about the relationship between the body, the environment and the interior life. The lessons that emerge from a death row cell are, in this domain perhaps more than any other, immediately applicable to the body you live in right now.
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Chapter 1: Concrete and Breath
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The Engineered Environment

Every environment you live in is, to some degree, engineered. Your city was designed. Your home was designed. Your office was designed. The apps on your phone were designed...and designed, specifically, to produce predictable effects in your nervous system. Most people move through these engineered spaces without ever stopping to ask a basic question: What is this place trying to make me feel and do I want to feel that?

Death row makes this question impossible to avoid. The environment there is engineered with rare directness. The lighting is institutional...never quite right for sustained thought or genuine rest. The sound is calibrated to interrupt. The space is measured precisely enough to allow movement but not freedom. Every element is part of a system whose purpose is declared in its name: it is the place where people are held until they are killed. When the environment is that explicit about its intentions, you either figure out how to maintain your interior life in spite of them, or the place wins.

Paul figured it out early and his framing is instructive: he calls it the Department of Punishment, not the Department of Correction. The distinction matters. Correction implies a purpose beyond confinement...rehabilitation, change, preparation for a different future. Punishment implies none of that. It implies only that the environment's function is to make life harder. Naming that accurately was his first act of resistance, because you cannot push back against something you have not named.

This is the first physical lesson of this chapter and it applies far beyond death row: you cannot take care of your body in an environment you have not examined. Most people have not examined theirs. They have absorbed it instead...taken on its rhythms, its pace, its quality of rest and wakefulness...without ever questioning whether those rhythms serve them or deplete them. The environment shapes the body. The body shapes the mind. The mind shapes the life. If you want to change any part of that chain, you have to start by looking honestly at the environment you are actually in.

What does your home do to your nervous system at the end of a long day? What does your workplace do to your breathing? What does your phone, picked up first thing in the morning before your feet touch the floor, do to the quality of your first hour? These are not rhetorical questions. They have measurable answers and those answers matter enormously.

The Architecture of Isolation

The death row cell is approximately six feet wide and nine feet long. There is a bunk bolted to the wall, a toilet, a sink and a small surface that functions as a desk. The window, when present, cannot be opened. The temperature is not adjustable. The light cannot be dimmed.

For the first two decades of his incarceration, Paul spent approximately twenty-two hours of every day inside that space, with the remaining time...divided into two brief weekly sessions...available for outdoor recreation. For extended stretches, the cell had a solid steel door rather than bars, reducing even the ambient stimulation of the wing to near nothing.

And yet, by his own consistent account, he did not experience the fundamental aloneness that the architecture seemed designed to produce. This is not a claim about the absence of loneliness as a passing feeling...loneliness visited him as it visits everyone. It is a claim about his fundamental sense of belonging in the world. The cell contained his body. It did not contain his belonging.

He maintained...through letters, through phone calls, through a deliberate architecture of relationships built over years...a network of people for whom he was present and who were present for him. Certain people on the outside knew that if they didn't hear from him within a specific period of time, they would begin asking questions. That accountability was not a function of physical proximity. It was a function of investment made long before the walls went up and continuously renewed across them.

The lesson this offers is uncomfortable for many people living in apparent freedom to sit with. Physical isolation and the experience of aloneness are not the same thing. You can be surrounded by people...family, coworkers, hundreds of social media contacts...and be profoundly, structurally alone. You can be in a six-by-nine cell and be genuinely connected. The difference is not circumstantial. It is relational. It is the product of having built, over time, the kind of bonds that survive distance and silence and inconvenience.

Consider the question his experience raises directly: if you went silent for seventy-two hours...no posts, no texts, no calls...who would notice and who would act on the noticing? Not who might wonder. Who would actually reach out? If that number is small, you may be living in a form of isolation that no amount of external activity is masking. The solution is not more activity. The solution is the slower, harder work of genuine connection, which we will address at length in Part III.

Sound, Rest and What You Let In

Death row is largely quiet. This surprises most people. The cinematic version...constant noise, chaos, aggression...is not the reality. What is real is a particular pattern of interruption that repeats with metronomic regularity every thirty minutes around the clock.

Every half hour, a corrections officer makes rounds. The radio on their hip carries whatever transmissions come through...loud enough to cut through sleep. The front door of the wing opens. Then the back door opens and is held for fifteen to twenty seconds. Then it closes. This sequence repeats every thirty minutes, every night, for years.

The effect, experienced over decades, is a form of rest deprivation that operates not through sleep prevention but through the systematic prevention of deep rest. The body never fully settles. Sleep is taken in fragments, each one cut short before the deepest restorative phases are reached.

The adaptation developed in response is practical and immediately useful: homemade blindfolds and earplugs. Conditions that the body can actually rest in, manufactured from whatever is available, regardless of what the institution sends through every half hour. The institution was not going to provide adequate rest conditions. So adequate rest conditions had to be built.

Your sleep environment almost certainly contains its own version of the thirty-minute interruption. The phone glowing on the nightstand. The television left on in the next room. The notifications, the streaming shows, the ambient hum of a life that never quite goes quiet. None of these are as severe as what we have just described. But the principle they violate is identical: rest requires conditions and those conditions are...to a significant degree...within your control to create.

Deciding what enters the room where you sleep is an act of self-determination, not a minor preference. It is a decision about your nervous system, your cognitive function the following day, your emotional regulation and your physical recovery. Most people have abdicated this decision entirely, letting the default conditions of their overscheduled lives set the terms of their rest. The cost is paid every single day in energy not restored, in clarity not achieved, in patience not available.

Beyond sleep, there is a broader question about quiet...not just the absence of sound, but the interior condition of settledness in which you can actually hear your own thoughts. Most people in the contemporary world have not inhabited that kind of quiet in years. The arrangements of daily life are often, without conscious intention, organized around its avoidance. The moment of waking is immediately filled with the phone. The commute is filled with the podcast. Every gap that quiet might occupy gets filled, because quiet has started to feel...and this is the word people actually use when pressed...dangerous.

Quiet feels dangerous because we have lost the practice of inhabiting it. And we have lost the practice because inhabiting it requires us to be present with ourselves...with our actual thoughts, our actual condition, our actual life...without the buffer of constant stimulation. For many people, that unmediated meeting with themselves has been deferred so long that its prospect has become genuinely frightening.

The irony is that the self waiting in the quiet is not as frightening as the avoidance of it. The anxiety most people carry is not produced by silence. It is produced by the accumulated weight of everything avoided by staying loud. Sit in the quiet long enough and most of that weight becomes manageable. Not immediately, not painlessly, but progressively...and predictably, for anyone willing to try it.

Breath as the First Claim

Six years ago, when tablets became available in the facility and audio recordings became accessible, a deliberate breathing practice began. Body scans, primarily. Three different recordings in regular rotation. Every day, or as close to every day as the rhythms of institutional life allowed. A deliberate turning of attention toward the body's most fundamental act...and the slow reclamation of that act as a place of interior sovereignty.

After six years of near-daily practice, the description of its function is simple: it's how I come back to myself. When the noise has been working on the mind, when the day has been heavy, the breath practice is the reset. The return to a baseline that the environment cannot ultimately touch.

The breath is unique among the body's functions because it is the only one that is simultaneously automatic and voluntary. The heart beats without your participation. Digestion happens without your permission. But the breath responds to your attention. You can slow it, deepen it, hold it. And when you stop paying attention, it continues on its own...steady, unhurried, indifferent to whether you choose to notice it or not.

This makes the breath the hinge between what you control and what controls you. It is, as virtually every contemplative tradition across human history has recognized, the point of entry into the interior life. Not because it is magic...it is not. But because it is always available, always honest and always present in a way that nothing external to you can match.

When practiced deliberately, breath awareness does something specific and measurable: it brings the mind back into the body. Much of the anxiety that plagues modern life is, at its physiological root, a nervous system that has been running in low-grade emergency mode for so long that it has forgotten what regulation feels
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