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There is nothing like it. No experience known to 
mankind can compare to walking out of prison. 

 On one hand there is the excitement and 
euphoria of the freedom that awaits you: no more 
count times, no more endless concrete and razor 
wire, no more prison food and clothes. 
 On the other hand there is the anxiousness, 
perhaps even anxiety, as you consider all the 
challenges that await: reuniting with family, finding 
a job and rebuilding your financial life, becoming 
independent, making everyday decisions again. 
 This booklet will give you advice from those who 
have already navigated this experience, men who 
began their own journey from prison to freedom. 
 Your journey will be different, of course, and 
only you can determine your future, but inside this 
booklet you will find proven tips for success and 
encouragement for the road ahead. 
 From OurJourney to you, welcome home.
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INTRODUCTION

That car ride home, no matter who picks you up, isn’t just a ride down 
a road or highway; it’s also an emotional ride. The further the prison 

gates fade into the distance, and the closer you get to your destination, 
the more your thoughts turn from the past to the future. 

Prison is such a burden—emotionally, spiritually, mentally. It’s the 
toughest thing you’ve ever done and now, as you leave it behind, you 
can’t help but feel so relieved. For the first time in however long you 
were incarcerated, you won’t have to be “on point.” As the mileposts 
pass on your return trip to freedom, you’ll feel an enormous amount of 
pressure fall off you, like having the shackles on your heart drop to the 
ground.

But at some point on this trip your thoughts will turn to what’s 
ahead. Of course, this won’t be the first time you’ve had these “future 
thoughts.” For at least the last year, but certainly in the last several days 
and weeks, you’ve hardly been able to think about anything else. Even 
if your home plan was settled long ago, even if you have a job waiting 
for you when you get out, even if you know your family is all there 
with open arms, you still couldn’t help, as the clock ticked down and 
your release date got closer, thinking ahead and wondering, maybe even 
worrying. 

And those thoughts will overcome you again sometime on the return 
trip to freedom, when it sinks in that getting out of prison, while such 
a relief, is just the first chapter in a story still unwritten, one that is far 
more unpredictable than life behind the razor wire.
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We have some good news for you: Most of the situations you wor-
ried about before your release and will think about in the moments and 
hours immediately thereafter, will not be as difficult as you imagine.

You’re worried you won’t find a job…you almost certainly will, prob-
ably sooner than you expect.

You’re worried family members won’t accept you freely…some 
probably won’t but most just need (and want) for you to prove you’ve 
changed.

You’re worried people in society will shun you…most will never 
know you were ever incarcerated and while, yes, you’ll always meet 
people who hold your past against you, the vast majority of those peo-
ple will have no direct power over your life and future.

You’re worried, especially if you were locked up for any length of 
time, that society has passed you by and that the new technology will 
overwhelm you. The neat thing about new technology is that it is, for 
the most part, extremely user-friendly. You’ll probably end up loving 
it, even if you’ve never touched a smartphone or operated a smart tele-
vision.

You’re going to have challenges, no doubt, but if surviving prison has 
taught you anything it’s this: You can do it. You WILL do it. 

Our advice? In the immediate days and weeks after your release, put 
the long term goals you may have made while in prison to the side. 
You know what we’re talking about: That plan to open your own auto 
detailing or tattoo shop, that one about rebuilding the relationship with 
the child you haven’t seen in years, the one about buying your own 
home, the ones you used to think about on your bunk after lights out, 
the ones you may have even drawn out on paper and looked at over and 
over, losing yourself in hour upon hour of thought and reflection.

There’s nothing wrong with those aspirations and goals. Indeed, hav-
ing those dreams proves you’re a man of hope and ambition. It’s just 
that, well, unless you manage to leave prison with a large bank account 
and a perfect environment awaiting you, then you aren’t going to have 
time when you get out to focus on them. 

Here is the best advice we can possibly give you: Take care of all the 
little things, those immediate needs you’re going to have. Do it the right 
way and your path into the future will unfold in front of you in ways 
you never could have imagined laying on that prison bunk. You will 
never build the house of your dreams or open your own business, much 
less rebuild relationships with your family and friends, if you don’t start 
small, if you don’t take one step and then another. 

Think about it: You did this in prison. It’s how you survived! You 
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didn’t wake up every day thinking about your release date; you woke 
up every day thinking about how to get through that day, then the next, 
until your release date finally appeared. 

Remember the Two P’s: Patience and Perseverance. One of the big-
gest mistakes guys make after getting out is trying to move too fast. 
You think, “I’ve lost precious months or years from my life, so I have 
to get it all back NOW.” But you don’t. In fact, you can’t. And nobody 
expects you to—not your family, not your church, not your parole offi-
cer. What they have a right to expect, and what you should expect from 
yourself, is that you will make progress each and every day, that you 
will persevere regardless of how hard it is.

That’s what this booklet is about: how to make progress, how to cross 
the bridge from prison to freedom, written by people who have already 
crossed that bridge, people who know both the challenges and the way 
through those challenges. We’ve learned the hard way often, but we’ve 
learned, and now we want to share it with you, one step at a time.



12



RECONNECTING WITH FAMILY

Reconnecting with loved ones is usually the most anticipated moment 
for the prisoner counting down the days. It is also, conversely, the 

moment that often causes the most anxiety once that final day arrives. 
Everyone’s situation is different, of course. A man getting out of pris-

on after only one year will have much less anxiety about reconnecting 
with his children and spouse than a man getting out after a decade or 
more. But there is one thing that almost always remains the same no 
matter the situation. You will have members of your family doubt you. 
It might be a spouse, a teenage or adult child, a father or mother, brother 
or sister, aunt or uncle. They’ve heard all about how you’ve changed, 
how you’re not the same person anymore, about how this time it’s go-
ing to be different. But they doubt.

Maybe you’ve lied to them so much in the past that they simply don’t 
take your word for it anymore. Maybe during your incarceration you 
accumulated so many write-ups that they just assume you’ll continue 
disobeying the rules on the other side of the razor wire. Or maybe they 
fear that your coming home will cause disruption to the family and take 
it out on you by not accepting you with open arms.

You’ll be tempted to do one of two things, and we strongly suggest 
you do neither: Get defensive or give up. You might think to yourself, 
“If they loved me like they’re supposed to they would’ve been more sup-
portive while I was locked up and more supportive now.” You might 
tell them how wrong they are not to believe you or openly question 
their love. 
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Remember, your incarceration was extremely difficult for them too; 
maybe even more difficult if they were left to pick up the pieces, raise 
your kids alone, settle debts you left behind, to say nothing of dealing 
with the enormous emotional and mental anguish that your incarcera-
tion caused. Put simply, they have every right to doubt you. If you get 
defensive and defiant, you’ll just prove to them that they’re right not to 
believe you’ve changed.

And giving up on them is also the wrong thing to do, even if they’ve 
made it clear that they want nothing to do with you. 

So what do you do with family members who doubt you? The Two 
P’s: Patience and Perseverance. Give them space and time and just keep 
doing what you need to do to live your Best Life. They doubt you, yes, 
but most of them don’t want to. They want to believe you! They love 
you and want the best for you, but they just need to be convinced that 
you want the best for yourself and that you truly aren’t the same man 
they watched being cuffed and hauled off to jail.

Sometimes the hurt runs so deeply that you wonder if they’ll ever be-
lieve you, no matter what you do. Maybe they won’t but probably they 
will…in time. The best advice we can give you is to focus your attention 
on rebuilding your life the right way—don’t give up but also don’t get 
distracted. That way even if they never come around, as painful as that 
might be, you will still have achieved your Best Life. 

Now a word about small children: the younger your children are 
when you get out, the more likely you’re going to feel the urge to 

reclaim your role as their father. That’s only natural. Just remember, 
your child has lived without your presence for however long you were 
incarcerated. They love you unconditionally and will almost definitely 
not have any of the doubts about you that your older children might 
have, but they’ve lived without daddy and aren’t too sure how he fits 
in now.

You might be tempted to play the role of the benevolent dad and try 
to make up for the time apart by splurging on gifts. Or you might be 
tempted to reclaim your role as the disciplinary parent, especially if you 
feel everyone has spoiled your child in your absence. Resist both temp-
tations, especially at first. You don’t have to indulge your child for him 
or her to love you; they already do. You don’t have to make up for lost 
time; they won’t hold that lost time against you. And you don’t need 
to remind them that you’re the boss; they know that instinctively. All 
they need for you is the single most important thing you couldn’t give 
them during your incarceration: Your time, your attention. Listen to 
them, play with them, help them with their homework. 

Easing back into their lives will make it less traumatic for them, for 
you and for those who have cared for them during your absence.



HOUSING

By the time you read this booklet you will either have an approved 
residence to go to or have been classified as homeless. If you have an 

approved residence to go to, whether it’s the home of a family member, 
a transitional home or perhaps even your own home, consider yourself 
blessed and feel free to skip this section.

If, however, you are currently homeless, nobody needs to tell you 
how dire your situation is. Fortunately, there is help available. It might 
just be temporary, and it might be difficult to find if you’ve been con-
victed of a sex offense, but there are organizations that will help. Our-
Journey has included as part of your First Aid Reentry Kit a Resource 
Guide specific to your county, so you should refer to it first for housing 
assistance information. 

In addition, the following organizations are either statewide or serve 
in several North Carolina counties. If you are homeless, please reach out 
to these organizations today:
• Salvation Army  800-725-2769 Statewide
• NC United Way  Dial 211 Statewide
• Crossroads Reentry 704-499-1332 24 counties

There is another housing resource that is nearly every county in North 
Carolina. It’s called Oxford House and it is mainly for those who battle 
addictions to drugs and alcohol (or both). The following information is 
from the Oxford Houses of North Carolina website:

Oxford Houses of  North Carolina, established in 1991, is a statewide network of  
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recovery residences, chartered by Oxford House, Inc., the 501(c)(3) umbrella corporation. 
Oxford Houses are peer-driven, democratically run, and self-supported group residences for 
individuals in recovery from a substance use disorder. Currently, the network of  Oxford 
Houses is over 3,300 in the United States. 

The first North Carolina Oxford Houses were established in Durham and Asheville, 
NC. As of  March 2022, there are 287 houses in North Carolina, with locations state-
wide. With an average of  8 beds per house, there are more than 2,200 available beds 
across the state. Individuals typically enter an Oxford House after completing a treatment 
program or reentering from a correctional setting.

You can check availability in your area by going to oxfordvacancies.
com and selecting your county and Male for Gender. (If you’re accessing 
the website on a smartphone, you might want to click “Show Full Grid” 
to get all of the available information about each Oxford House.) Ox-
ford House Reentry Coordinator Jesse Wilson suggests that you contact 
multiple Oxford Houses in your area that have vacancies, as each house 
decides on its own who to accept into their house. 

For more information about Oxford Houses in North Carolina, go 
to oxfordhousenc.org or call Jesse Wilson at 828-845-5788 or Barbara 
Kidder at 336-250-9370. 

If you have contacted ALL of the agencies and organizations above, 
and still have not been able to secure temporary housing, call OurJour-
ney at 252-220-9516. While OurJourney doesn’t provide housing, we 
might be able to help, depending on where you are.



CELL PHONES

You can’t function in today’s world without a cell phone. For one, 
there aren’t any public pay phones anywhere anymore, so without 

your own phone you’re stuck hoping someone or some business will let 
you use their phone to make calls. For another, phones these days are 
necessary for far more than just making calls. 

A cell phone, especially a smartphone with internet capabilities, will 
be your lifeline to finding employment, managing your money, keeping 
up with your post-release requirements and more. Put simply, getting a 
cell phone isn’t an option anymore, it’s a necessity right up there with 
getting your driver’s license. 

If you aren’t familiar with cell phones, here’s a quick primer on the 
topic.

There are two basic types of cell phones on the market today: flip 
phones and smartphones. A flip phone is a hinged cell phone that is 
more compact when closed. The cover “flips open” to reveal the screen, 
keypad, speaker and microphone. Also called a “clamshell phone,” the 
flip phone is a basic cell phone with limited or no internet access. You 
can make calls, send texts and take pictures with most flip phones, but 
not much more.

A smartphone is a mobile phone that performs many of the func-
tions of a computer; it typically has a touchscreen interface, internet 
access, and an operating system capable of running downloaded applica-
tions. You can do all the things with a smartphone that you can with a 
flip phone, plus send and receive email, access your bank account, play 
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games, download books and much more.
There are two main varieties of smartphones: the iPhone, made by 

Apple and powered by iOS, and Android, which is an open-source op-
erating system used by smartphones that are not made by Apple, such 
as Samsung, Google and LG. Most people have a strong preference for 
one or the other, but our advice for those just getting out of prison is to 
take whichever one you can get (Android phones generally have much 
cheaper models available than iPhones.). You can always switch or up-
grade later, but the truth is that you can do all the things you need to do 
with either iPhone or Android. 

That said, not all smartphones have the same specifications. Here are 
the two key specifications you need to understand before purchasing a 
smartphone:
• Model year. If you’re considering purchasing a used cell phone, 

which many people do these days, make sure you aren’t buying 
one that is so old that the manufacturer will stop supporting it 
soon. For example, as of this writing Apple continues to offer 
support (software upgrades and security) for the iPhone 6, but they 
won’t when the next model is released, meaning it doesn’t make 
any sense to purchase a used iPhone 6. 

• Storage space. All smartphones have a certain amount of gigabytes 
for users to store data, such as photos, videos, text messages, con-
tact information and apps. The more gigs, the more data you can 
store. A 16 GB smartphone might be sufficient for your first phone, 
but you’ll quickly fill it up and wish you’d bought one with more 
gigs. It’s impossible for OurJourney to recommend a “minimum gig 
amount,” because the technology is always advancing, but if you can 
afford a smartphone with at least 64 GBs, it should last you quite a 
while before you run out of storage space. 

One more piece of advice if you are considering purchasing a used 
smartphone: Before spending your money on a used phone you need to 
make sure it’s “unlocked.” An unlocked phone is one in which the oper-
ation of the device is not contractually bound to a carrier. If the phone 
is still under contract the carrier “locks” the phone into its network so 
that it won’t work on any other carrier’s service.

So how do you tell if the used phone you’re considering purchasing 
is unlocked? If you’re buying it from a reputable online dealer, such as 
Amazon, Best Buy, Apple or any of the major phone suppliers, they will 
tell you in the description of the phone if it’s unlocked. 

You can also call the customer service number of your preferred car-
rier to ask whether the used phone is unlocked. Here are the phone 
numbers for some well-known wireless carriers:
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• AT&T   1-800-331-0500
• Verizon   1-800-922-0204
• T-Mobile   1-877-453-1304
• Cricket Wireless  1-800-274-2538
• Mint Mobile  1-800-683-7392
• Straight Talk  1-877-430-2355
• Boost Mobile  1-833-502-6678

If you buy a phone that isn’t unlocked you can usually have it un-
locked by your preferred service provider, unless the phone has been 
reported lost, stolen or involved in fraudulent activity. To unlock a used 
phone you’ll need to physically take it to your preferred service provid-
er and request it.

Some of us had a cellphone given to us by family or friends either on 
our release date or soon thereafter. Most of the rest of us made sure 

to get a cellphone soon after our release, even if it meant spending what 
little money we had on it. Then there were those who had to go a dif-
ferent route and get their phone and phone service through the federal 
government’s Affordable Connectivity Program (sometimes referred to 
as “Obama phones” because the program was created during the Obama 
Administration). If that’s you, here’s what you need to know about 
getting a free government-provided phone:

First, you are not automatically qualified to get an ACP phone simply 
because you were incarcerated. In fact, you probably won’t be able to 
get a free phone through the ACP immediately after your release from 
prison, because you will first need to prove your eligibility. You are 
eligible if you receive benefits from any of these programs in North 
Carolina:
• Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program  

(Food Stamps or SNAP)
• Medicaid
• Supplemental Security Income (SSI)
• Federal Public Housing Assistance (Section 8)
• Veterans Pension and Survivor’s Benefit.
• Bureau of Indian Affairs General Assistance (BIA)
• Tribally Administered Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 

(Tribal TANF)
• Tribal Head Start (only those households meeting its income quali-

fying standard)
• Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR)

 You may also qualify if your total household income is at or under 
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135% of the Federal Poverty Guidelines.
You MUST have a street address to receive a free ACP phone. The 

address can be a transition home or even a homeless shelter.
 To see if you qualify or to apply for a free ACP phone, contact any 

of the three major providers in North Carolina:
• Access Wireless  www.accesswireless.com   

    1-800-464-6010
• Assurance Wireless  www.assurancewireless.com   

    1-888-898-4888
• Safelink Wireless  www.safelinkwireless.com   

    1-800-723-3546 
Keep in mind that the free phone you receive through ACP, should 

you qualify, almost certainly will not be as advanced as the latest iPhone 
or high-end Samsung Galaxy phone. It will, however, provide you with 
all the features you’ll need during your first weeks and months out of 
prison to help you get back on your feet. 



TRANSPORTATION

Do you have an automobile waiting for you when you get out? Con-
sider yourself blessed because most of us didn’t, at least not a car of 

our own. If you’re like us, then aside from reconnecting with family, 
transportation is probably the biggest challenge you’ll face in the imme-
diate days after your release. You’ll need a ride everywhere: to check in 
with your parole officer, to see your grandma, to talk to someone about 
a job, and, yes, even to get to the DMV to get your Driver’s License. It’s 
like you’re a teenager again.

And also like a teenager, getting your own car will be a huge deal for 
you. But that might take time, so until you get your own set of wheels, 
here’s our advice for your transportation needs:
• Family and friends. Sure, they have their own busy lives and some-

times can’t give you a lift when you absolutely need it, such as to 
see your parole officer, but your best means of transportation until 
you get your own vehicle is from those who love you and want 
to see you succeed. Just don’t abuse it and, when possible, offer to 
pay for their gas.

• Use public transportation if available. Due to Covid, several North 
Carolina cities are offering free fares for their intercity bus services, 
including Raleigh and Durham. Contact your local city bus service 
provider to see if they’re doing the same or to see if you qualify for 
discounted fares. 

• Contact nonprofit organizations for transportation. Some local 
nonprofit organizations offer free bus passes and/or free transpor-
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tation to low-income individuals, such as the Salvation Army and 
Traveler’s Aid. Refer to your Resource Guide for more information 
about charitable transportation opportunities in your area.

• Uber/Lyft. Uber and Lyft are two transportation companies with 
smartphone apps that allow passengers to hail a ride and independent 
drivers to charge fares and get paid. They operate like city-owned 
taxis but are less regulated and usually more expensive. To contact 
Uber or Lyft about a ride, download their apps to your smartphone 
and follow the instructions. You will need to have either a standard 
credit/debit card or a prepaid debit card to book a ride with either 
service as neither takes cash. However, both do offer free rides to 
get to job interviews or job training, and sometimes for the first two 
weeks of employment. 

• Traditional taxis. Every major city has at least one traditional taxi 
service that, like Uber and Lyft, will pick you up and take you 
wherever you want to go for a fee. Their fees are typically lower 
than Uber’s and Lyft’s, and they often take cash, but you can’t al-
ways schedule them to arrive exactly when you need transportation 
like you can with Uber or Lyft. Refer to your Resource Guide for 
more information about taxi services in your area. 

Getting Your Driver’s License

The first step to regaining your independence, and a necessity before 
you can even think about getting your own car, is to have a current 

Driver’s License. If you aren’t staying in North Carolina after your re-
lease, you’ll need to investigate the requirements for obtaining a driver’s 
license in your new state, but for those who will remain here in North 
Carolina and don’t already have a current Driver’s License, we have 
some advice.

First, North Carolina has a policy requiring you to prove you have 
automobile insurance before you can get your Driver’s License. The 
catch is, most insurance companies won’t issue you a policy unless you 
have a Driver’s License. This puts many newly-released prisoners in a 
tough spot. 

There are, however, a few of solutions that we’ve discovered.
Get a Learner’s Permit instead of a Driver’s License when you go to 

the DMV. This isn’t the best option, obviously, and will make you feel 
even more like a teenager again, but it is a possibility. The DMV will 
issue you a learner’s permit without requiring proof of insurance, and 
you can then get insurance using your Learner’s Permit. You won’t be 
able to drive without a licensed driver in the car with you, so this won’t 
necessarily solve all your transportation issues, but it might work for 
you if you don’t have access to a car to drive anyway.
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Another solution is to have someone add you to their insurance cover-
age as a driver of their vehicle. To take advantage of this option you will 
need to have had a Driver’s License at some point, even if it has expired. 
Adding you on an insurance policy may increase the premium for that 
policy, so you should be prepared to pay the difference if possible. Once 
you’ve been added to the policy, you can take proof of that to the DMV 
and get your Driver’s License.

Finally, North Carolina allows drivers to get what’s called “non-own-
er’s insurance,” a policy for those who don’t yet own a vehicle but need 
to get their Driver’s License. Remember, in North Carolina you are 
required to have automobile insurance whether you own a vehicle or 
not. Call your preferred insurance provider to ask about “non-owner 
insurance.”

Once you have automobile insurance, and assuming your Driver’s 
License has expired, the next step is to head to the DMV, but there 

are two things you should definitely do before you go to get your Driv-
er’s License.
• Study the DMV Driver Handbook so that you’re ready for the 

written test. If you didn’t get a DMV Driver Handbook in your 
OurJourney First Aid Reentry Kit, you can access it free of charge 
at MyNCDMV.gov. There are also numerous sites that let you test 
your knowledge by offering free tests similar to the ones you’ll see 
at the DMV, such as www.dmv-practice-test.com/north-carolina. 

• If you even suspect that you might have outstanding traffic fines 
or court fees, you should call the DMV Helpdesk at 919-715-7000 
and ask before you head to the DMV. Several of us can testify how 
disheartening it is to get all the way to the DMV, pass the vision, 
written and driving tests, then find out that before the DMV would 
issue us our Driver’s License we had to pay several hundred dollars 
in back fees that we’d forgotten we owed. Our advice: Call first!
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EMPLOYMENT

You need a job. But you already know that, don’t you? A job is the 
one thing that will make almost everything else possible, from get-

ting your own place to getting your own car, from providing for your 
kids to paying for your own groceries. 

The bad news is some companies won’t give you the time of day be-
cause of your felony conviction. The good news is there are less and less 
of those companies nowadays. You’re getting out of prison at a good 
time. For one, while society isn’t exactly excited to have you back, most 
people today realize that the best way for you not to be a burden any-
more to your community is to remove many of the obstacles that could 
prevent you from finding employment. 

In other words, you’ll have options, which comes as a surprise to most 
guys getting out of prison. You’re probably not going to land a job right 
out of prison in upper management or as a CEO, but you also don’t 
need to settle for anything offering only minimum wage. Employers 
these days are desperate for workers and even fast-food restaurants are 
offering as much as double the minimum wage (or more), depending on 
location. 

And companies today actually have an incentive to hire the formerly 
incarcerated. The federal government has a program called the Work 
Opportunity Tax Credit that rewards companies for hiring targeted 
groups of job seekers, including former prisoners. Mentioning this tax 
credit to a prospective employer could help land you a job.

In addition there are many other programs that help ex-felons find 
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employment, such as the Salvation Army, Goodwill (who actually pro-
vides former prisoners with CDL training), and local recruiting and 
placement services. Many temp agencies are also great places for the job 
seeker just getting out of prison. You may also check with the following 
two websites: 
• hirefelons.org and 
• ncesc.com/companies-that-hire-felons 
Refer to your Resource Guide for more information about job place-
ment services in your area. 

You may have heard about “Ban the Box,” which is the slogan for 
efforts across the country and here in North Carolina to remove the 
box on the typical job application that asks an applicant to check if he’s 
ever been convicted of a crime. We want to discuss this because there is 
widespread misunderstanding amongst prisoners and former prisoners 
about Ban the Box. 

In 2019, then-president Donald Trump signed into law the Fair 
Chance Act, which prohibits federal agencies and government contrac-
tors from asking about an applicant’s criminal history before making a 
conditional employment offer (with some exceptions). Then, in August 
of 2020, North Carolina Governor Roy Cooper signed Executive Order 
158, which applies the standard of the Fair Chance Act to state agencies 
and state-government contractors. 

Please note that both the Fair Chance Act and Executive Order 158 
apply ONLY to government agencies and contractors working on be-
half of the government. They DO NOT apply to private corporations 
or businesses. Many larger companies have followed the lead of the fed-
eral and state governments and made Ban the Box their own policy, but 
certainly not all. 

This means there’s a good chance you will be asked about your crimi-
nal history on job applications. Obviously, you should answer truthful-
ly. Your criminal history will come up when the prospective employer 
conducts a routine background check anyway, so lying about it on the 
application won’t get you anywhere but out the door. However, most 
applications allow space for you to explain your criminal history. We 
suggest that you be honest but concise and, if you really have learned 
from your mistakes, to end your explanation with something like, “I 
paid a heavy price for my bad decisions and now want to demonstrate 
how much I’ve changed. I am not the same man that committed that 
crime.” 

That won’t necessarily guarantee you a job, but from our experience 
if you’re honest and humble, many people will give you a fair chance. 
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Earlier we said you shouldn’t settle for just any job, and that’s good 
advice in today’s workforce environment. However, the flip side to that 
is you shouldn’t turn down a good paying job just because it’s a job you 
won’t enjoy. To get where you want to go, especially coming right out 
of prison, you sometimes need to do what you don’t want to do. Just 
tell yourself: “This doesn’t have to be a forever job.” Plenty of us took 
jobs right out of prison that we then left months later once something 
else better came along. Just remember: You owe a debt of gratitude to 
a company for taking a chance on you coming right out of prison, so 
make sure you leave on good terms. Work a notice of at least two weeks, 
if not a month, and say thank you even if you didn’t particularly enjoy 
the work.

Before we move to the next section, we should mention ways to make 
a little income until you get a job or in addition to having a job.

• Craigslist day jobs. You can find people looking for one-day jobs 
in your area on craigslist.com, mostly manual labor jobs such as 
helping people move or harvesting crops at local farms. The pay is 
usually decent and in cash. 

• Plasma donation. Donating plasma can pay up to $1,000 per month. 
Just beware that some plasma collection companies might discrimi-
nate against ex-prisoners, especially sex offenders. If you encounter 
such a place, just try another company. 

• MTurk. MTurk, which stands for Mechanical Turk, is an online 
marketplace that makes it easier for individuals and businesses to 
outsource their processes and jobs to a distributed workforce who 
can perform these tasks virtually. This could include anything from 
conducting simple data validation and research to more subjective 
tasks like survey participation. MTurk is offered by Amazon. The 
pay isn’t much, and you have to fill out an application and be ac-
cepted into the program (don’t worry, they don’t even ask if you’re 
an ex-felon), but MTurk is a viable way to make some side mon-
ey. There are dozens of places online that say they’ll pay you to 
take surveys, but in our experience most of them are either outright 
scams or don’t live up to their promises. MTurk does, and all you 
need is a free Amazon account to apply. For more information go 
to mturk.com.
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HANDLING MONEY

Getting a job is great, but what you do with your money is just as im-
portant. Our first advice when it comes to managing your money 

is to avoid the mindset where you think you have to get the latest and 
greatest of everything. It’s tempting to get those first few paychecks and 
splurge, but do you really need a 72” TV or a brand new PlayStation? 
Rebuilding your life the right way means you will need to make wise 
decisions with your money.

If you’re able to live rent-free with family or friends, we suggest you 
adopt the 50/50 Principle when it comes to your paycheck: Spend 50% 
on essentials, such as clothing and gas, and save the remaining 50%. Do 
this until you get your own place and you’ll have a nice start down the 
path to independence. If you have so many financial obligations that this 
isn’t possible, such as restitution or child support, come up with your 
own formula for saving money, even if it means going without certain 
things.

You’ll need to open a checking account at some point, and the good 
news is you’ll have a lot of options, more than were available just 10 
years ago. In addition to traditional banks with lobbies and drive-
throughs, there are dozens of online-only banking options. Let’s look at 
the pros for both traditional banking and online-only banking.
Traditional Banking
• Cash deposits. While some online-only banks work with places 

like CVS and Walmart to allow cash deposits, there are usually fees 
for that service, so if you plan to deposit a lot of cash into your 
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account, traditional banking is your best option.
• Cash withdrawal. Most online-only banks offer access to ATMs, 

just like traditional banks, but they also usually set strict limits on 
how much you can withdraw at one time, while a teller at a bank 
might be able to give you more cash.

• In-person customer service. Because traditional banks do maintain 
branches, you can get help from a banker in person during normal 
business hours.

• Broader range of accounts and products. Traditional banks general-
ly provide a wider array of accounts and products than online-only 
banks, such safe deposit boxes or check-writing privileges. 

Online-only Banking
• Lower fees. In many cases, account fees at online-only banks are 

lower than they are at traditional banks. For instance, most digital 
banks don’t charge a monthly account maintenance fee, whereas 
many traditional banks do. A number of online-only banks also do 
not require a minimum deposit to open an account.

• Better Interest Rates. At a lot of online-only banks, you’ll earn 
a higher interest rate on checking and savings accounts than you 
would at traditional banks, sometimes by significant amounts. 

• Large ATM networks. Many online-only banks provide access to 
networks with thousands of ATMs—perhaps more ATMs than tra-
ditional banks. A digital bank might even reimburse the fees you 
pay to use those ATMs.

• Convenience. You can conduct business on any day, at any time and 
from any place, as long as you have a computer or a digital device. 
No need to head to a bank branch.

If you decide to open an account with a traditional bank, your options 
will vary depending on where you live. However, if you decide to go 
with an online-only bank, you can pick whichever one you like best. 
Here is a partial list of current online-only banks:
• Ally  ally.com
• Axos  axos.com
• Citi   citi.com
• Chime  chime.com
• Aspiration  aspiration.com
• Upgrade  upgrade.com
• Varo  varo.com
• Discover  discover.com

Regardless of which type of bank you choose, you should make sure 
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it offers free checking. One of the best pieces of financial advice we can 
give is never pay anybody a monthly fee to hold your money, especially 
when so many banks today offer free checking.

But do you really need a bank account these days? Why can’t you just 
use CashApp or some other type of money app? After all, CashApp 
will let you direct-deposit your paycheck and it offers a debit card to 
use for spending, even ATM withdrawals. The answer is YES you need 
a checking account. 

Why? Your checking account acts as a hub for all your financial trans-
actions and helps you stay on top of bills and in tune with your budget. 
It’s also an account with a lot of flexibility, allowing you to easily man-
age everyday finances like receiving paychecks, making purchases, and 
paying bills. Remember, a checking account isn’t just a way to spend 
money; it’s a way to manage your money.

Before leaving this topic, we should tell you that you must have a valid 
and current form of ID to open a bank account. Many of us assumed 
that we could open a bank account with the prison ID we took home 
with us, only to find out that banks (and most other places of transac-
tion) won’t accept that ID. If you need to open a bank account before 
you’re ready to get your Driver’s License, we recommend that you go 
to the DMV and get a State ID, a photo ID that you can use anywhere 
as proof of who you are. You’ll need your Social Security card and pris-
on-issued ID, plus $10. 
Using Your Debit Card

No matter what type of checking account you open, whether tradi-
tional or online-only, it will come with a debit card. Debit cards not 

only allow account access through ATMs but also allow you to pay for 
goods and services without writing a check. They are convenient and 
generally accepted anywhere Visa or MasterCard are accepted. Howev-
er, using your debit card for payment is not always your best option. In 
fact, it can be dangerous.

Why? There are several reasons, but let’s look at the main three:
• Pay now, reimburse later. If someone has fraudulently used your 

credit card, you don’t have to pay the charge. But when somebody 
has fraudulently used your debit card, the money comes direct-
ly out of your account in real time. That means you’re out the 
money while the bank does a leisurely examination of their records 
to investigate your fraud claim. Many consumers complaining to 
Privacy Rights Clearing House said they lost access to their funds 
for several weeks. In the meantime, they were caught short and 
unable to pay their bills.

• Merchant disputes. The same problem affects merchant disputes. If 
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you pay with a credit card when ordering something online, and 
that product comes damaged, broken or not at all, you can dispute 
the charge and stop payment with your credit card. If you used your 
debit card, the charge is paid when you made the order. By the time 
you find out the goods weren’t what was advertised, the merchant 
has your cash and you’re in the unenviable position of having to 
fight to get your money back.

• Account theft. Not only do credit cards offer more fraud protection 
than debit cards typically do, but when your credit card is compro-
mised, the most the thief has access to is whatever the limit is on the 
card. But if someone steals your debit card information, they can 
potentially wipe out your entire checking account, leaving you with 
nothing, at least until you can resolve the matter with your bank, 
which could take weeks or even months.

While some financial experts say you should never use your debit card 
for anything other than cash withdrawals at ATMs, that isn’t always 
practical. Other financial experts offer this advice: Never use your debit 
card to make online purchases and never use your debit card to make in-
store payments if someone (a waiter, for example) must take your card 
out of your eyesight. Avoiding both greatly limits the opportunities for 
some dishonest person to gain access to your checking account.

Of course, following this advice presents a problem for someone just 
getting out of prison, doesn’t it? If you’re like most of us, you won’t 
have a credit card in your name waiting for you when you get out, and 
getting a credit card isn’t nearly as easy as getting a debit card because all 
you have to do to get a debit card is open a checking account. 

So are we suggesting that you don’t make any online purchases? No, 
that’s hardly even preactical these days. There are actually some debit 
cards you can get that aren’t connected to your bank account.
• Prepaid Visa or MasterCard cards. You can buy these at any 

Walmart, Target, CVS or Walgreens, among countless other 
places. They come with money already loaded on them in various 
amounts. You pay whatever the amount is on the card plus a one-
time transaction fee, usually around $5. You can then use these 
cards anywhere Visa and MasterCard are accepted, including at all 
online retailers (such as Amazon and eBay). Once you’ve used all 
the funds on the card, you just toss the card because they aren’t 
“reloadable.”

• Bluebird American Express card. This card stands out from all the 
other prepaid options and is a great card to add to your wallet. Like 
a prepaid Visa or MasterCard card, you purchase a Bluebird Amer-
ican Express card. They are sold exclusively at Walmart and come 
with a one-time fee of $5. Unlike most Visa or MasterCard prepaid 
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cards, you decide how much money you want to put on your initial 
Bluebird card, from $1 to $500. You can then use your Bluebird card 
to make purchases up to that amount anywhere that accepts Ameri-
can Express, which is most places these days but not all. 

What makes Bluebird a better option than a prepaid Visa or Master-
Card card is that you can actually reload money on a Bluebird card. 
Rather than just tossing it once you’ve used the initial funds you put on 
it, you can add money back on it at whatever amount you choose, up to 
$2,500 per day. And if you add funds to your Bluebird at Walmart, there 
isn’t any fee. This makes a Bluebird American Express a great option for 
someone getting out of prison who wants to order online without the 
risk of having his debit card compromised. 

And there’s something else cool about the Bluebird. When you pur-
chase your Bluebird card at Walmart, it’s actually a “kit.” To make it 
reloadable and take advantage of all of its features, you’ll want to fol-
low the instructions in the kit to register the card online with Bluebird. 
Once you do, they will mail you an actual Bluebird card with your 
name and unique account number on it. Anyone who sees it will assume 
it’s an American Express credit card, not just a debit card, and you’ll 
never have to toss it. Plus, once you register it you’ll be able to down-
load the terrific Bluebird app and manage your card through it, even 
accept direct-deposit from your job. Until you can get a credit card, the 
Bluebird American Express card is a better option for you than your 
bank-issued debit card.

Getting a credit card should be a goal of yours, and not just for the 
better fraud protection it offers over a debit card. Credit cards are 

the best way to build (or rebuild) your credit right out of prison. 
If you did more than seven years in prison, or if it’s been more than 

seven years since you last used any type of credit, your credit history, 
with some exceptions, has been wiped clean. So if you had a bad history 
with managing money and credit cards, you can take some comfort in 
knowing you will start with a clean slate. That means your credit score 
is zero, and nobody is going to issue you a traditional credit card with 
a zero credit score. The good news is that a zero credit score is actually 
better than, say, a 450 credit score. Space doesn’t allow us to explain ev-
erything you need to know about credit scores, but here are the basics:

Everyone has a credit score, and that score can range from zero to 850. 
Your credit score is based on several factors, including your payment 

history (do you pay your credit bills on time?), how much of your avail-
able credit you use each month and how much total credit you have 
available to use. Algorithms examine all of these factors and provide 
lenders with a credit score and report anytime you apply for a credit 
card or loan.
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To borrow our example, 450 is a bad credit score because it shows that 
the person hasn’t managed his credit very well, which makes him a high 
risk for lenders, while someone with an 850 credit score is low-risk.

A credit score of zero simply means that you are an unknown risk. 
Teenagers have zero credit scores. People with zero credit scores are 
actually in a better position than those with mid-range credit scores be-
cause it is much easier to build your credit from zero than it is to rebuild 
it from 450. 

You can check your credit score for free at annualcreditreport.com. 
There are also several money management apps, such as Credit Karma 
and NerdWallet, that provide you with free access to your credit report 
and credit score.

So how do you get a credit card with a zero credit score? We suggest 
you apply for a secured credit card. A secured credit card is different 
from a traditional credit card in one major way: When a credit card is 
“secured,” it means money must be deposited with the credit card issuer 
in order to open an account. That money is known as a security deposit. 
And it’s held by the credit card issuer while the account is open, similar 
to the security deposit given to a landlord to rent an apartment. What-
ever amount of money you put down to open the account becomes 
your credit limit. You can then use your secured credit card just like 
a traditional credit card. Now, if you’re reading this and thinking it 
doesn’t sound much different than a Bluebird American Express debit 
card, there is one critical difference.

Bluebird doesn’t report your activity to the credit bureaus, the orga-
nizations that generate your credit score, so it’s of no use to you when 
it comes to building (or rebuilding) your credit. Remember, your credit 
score is based solely on how you manage your credit, so if you act re-
sponsibly with a credit card, even a secured one, your credit score will 
improve over time.

And the good news is most people who have a job, regardless of their 
credit score, will qualify for a secured credit card. In our opinion one of 
the best secured credit cards on the market is the Capital One Platinum 
Secured Credit Card (capitalone.com). Not only is it with a well-estab-
lished and reputable bank, there are no monthly fees. 

This is extremely important! We urge that you never get a credit card 
that comes with an annual fee (again, why pay someone for the privilege 
of giving them your money?), but this is especially true for your very 
first credit card. Why? Because the length of your credit history plays 
a huge role in your credit score, which means you never want to close 
your oldest credit card account. So if your oldest credit card account 
comes with monthly fees, you’ll be paying that fee for the rest of your 
life and throwing all that money down the drain.
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Is it really that important to improve your credit score? It is if you 
ever plan to buy a home, get a car, get auto insurance, finance a loan—get 
the picture? Yes, you need to build your credit score. Many of us got 
out of prison with a zero credit score and rebuilt it within a year to 730 
and higher by using credit cards responsibly. There are many free online 
resources for understanding your credit score and rebuilding your credit 
using credit cards. Here are some we highly recommend:
• Clark Howard clark.com
• NerdWallet  nerdwallet.com
• Credit Karma creditkarma.com
• Experian  experian.com
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CLOTHING

You received an OurJourney t-shirt as part of your First Aid Reentry 
Kit, but obviously you’ll need more clothing than just that. The first 

trip into town after your release will most likely be to purchase clothes, 
and for good reason. Everybody who’s ever done time can’t wait until 
they no longer have to wear state-issued clothes. Sometimes, however, 
you don’t have a lot of money to spend on anything coming right out 
of prison, clothes included. 

The best place to get good clothes at cheap prices is a Goodwill Thrift 
Store. There are Goodwills in nearly every city in North Carolina. 
Goodwill accepts donations from people in the community, then sells 
those donations (mostly clothes, but other items too) at prices you’ll 
never see even at Walmart. You can often find name-brand clothes and 
they offer a wide variety of styles and sizes. It is highly likely that you 
can purchase three or four complete outfits from Goodwill with your 
$45 gate check (assuming you’re qualified to receive one). 

In addition to Goodwill your local Salvation Army is an excellent 
place to go for assistance obtaining clothing, as they offer vouchers. 
Some Salvation Army locations even have $1 Fridays and Saturdays, 
where items with the sale color for the week are just a dollar. 

Many cities have other thrift stores where you can buy clothes at a 
reduced price. Just check your Resource Guide for clothing information 
for your county.

Besides thrift stores, there are nonprofit organizations that exist solely 
for the purpose of providing clothes to those in need, such as Jails To 
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Jobs (jailstojobs.com).
If you still need clothes after trying each of these places, call Our-

Journey at 252-220-9515. We may be able to help, depending on your 
location.



MEDICAL NEEDS

Chances are you didn’t leave prison with healthcare coverage. This 
can be a problem if you have a chronic disease like hypertension or 

get in an accident after your release. Many employers offer healthcare 
coverage as a benefit, but even if you’re lucky enough to land a job at 
such a company, what do you do in the meantime? Here are some sug-
gestions:

Enroll for health coverage under the Affordable Care Act (also known 
as Obamacare.) ACA coverage isn’t free, but you may be eligible to 
receive government subsidies depending on your income level. To find 
out more about ACA, go to healthcare.gov.

You may also be eligible for assistance through a program called the 
Formerly Incarcerated Transition program here in North Carolina, also 
called NC FIT. NC FIT operates in several North Carolina counties 
with plans to expand across the state. Sponsored by UNC Family Med-
icine, NC FIT connects formerly incarcerated individuals who have a 
chronic disease, mental illness and/or substance use disorder with ap-
propriate healthcare services and other reentry resources at no charge to 
the former prisoner (up to certain levels). To learn more about NC FIT 
and see if the program is available in your area, go to ncfitprogram.org. 

If you leave prison with a chronic condition, the prison’s medical staff 
are required to give you enough medication to last for one month. If 
you run out of your supply before you can get the prescription renewed 
by a free-world doctor, and you don’t live in a NC FIT county of opera-
tion, go to your nearest Urgent Care facility with the most recent bottle 
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of your medication and explain your need. Urgent Care won’t fill the 
prescription free of charge, but they might fill it without a renewed pre-
scription from a free-world doctor and possibly at a reduced rate. This 
is not a long term solution, of course, but it can help you in a medical 
emergency. 

You should also refer to your Resource Guide for healthcare informa-
tion for your county. 



SPECIAL SECTION FOR THOSE CONVICTED 
OF SEX OFFENSES

It is important for anyone convicted of a sex offense to be prepared for 
the public to react differently, perhaps even irrationally, towards you 

upon your release. If that’s you, you may encounter problems finding 
housing, even temporary housing, getting a job and even, as we discuss 
in this booklet, doing something as simple as donating plasma. The laws 
in North Carolina and the United States make it much easier (and legal) 
for people and businesses to discriminate against sex offenders, particu-
larly those on the state sex offender registry. Here are some key things 
you should know:

First and most importantly, if your parole officer informs you that 
you need to register on the North Carolina Sex Offender Registry, you 
MUST do so within 72 hours of your release from prison by going to 
your local Sheriff’s Office. 

If you decide to move to another residence, you MUST contact the 
Sheriff’s Office BEFORE you move. The Sheriff’s Office will determine 
if your new residence is acceptable according to the restrictions imposed 
by law. Do NOT wait until after you’ve moved to notify the Sheriff’s 
Office.

From 1-4 times a year you will receive notification from the Sheriff’s 
Office by certified mail that you need to report to the Sheriff’s Office to 
verify your registration. You MUST do this even if you still live at the 
same location. It’s YOUR responsibility to know when these dates are! 
Failure of the notice to arrive does NOT remove your requirement to 
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verify your registration.
The United States Supreme Court ruled in 2017 that the government 

of North Carolina (and all other states) couldn’t ban registered sex of-
fenders from having social media accounts. However, the social media 
sites themselves can ban registered sex offenders from having active ac-
counts. Indeed, most do, including Facebook. There is no legal recourse 
if a social media site prohibits you from having an account. If you are 
permitted by a social media platform to have an account, you MUST dis-
close to the Sheriff’s Office your identifiers, such as your profile name.

In North Carolina being on a social media site that bans sex offenders 
(Facebook) is a felony! Check the terms of use for each site. Facebook 
actually bans anyone ever convicted of a sex offense. Even after you get 
off the registry, you still cannot use Facebook. 

There are other ways the public can discriminate against you if you’ve 
been convicted of a sex offense, but you should never forget that you 
still have most of the same rights afforded to other citizens in this state. 
If you feel you’ve been illegally discriminated against, we suggest you 
reach out to the National Association for Rational Sex Offense Laws 
(NARSOL). There is an affiliate of NARSOL here in North Carolina. 
You may reach NC NARSOL by calling 919-780-4510 or by email at 
contact@ncrsol.org. 

Now for some good news for those with sex convictions: Just as most 
people will never know you were incarcerated unless you tell them, 
most people will never know you were incarcerated for a sex offense un-
less you tell them. Yes, your information, including your address, will 
be available for anyone to discover on the state sex offender registry, 
and yes, anyone who conducts a background check on you will know 
the details of your arrest and conviction. However, most people simply 
do not have the time or inclination to Google you, so unless you do or 
say something in public that raises questions or concerns you will en-
counter very little, if any, open discrimination by people in the public, 
coworkers or neighbors. 

Even better news: you’re not alone. NARSOL sponsors an online sup-
port group called Fearless. From the NARSOL website:

In September of  2016, NARSOL launched a project with the goal of  creating dynam-
ic, self-sustaining support groups around the country, specifically for registered citizens and 
their adult family members and closest friends who are impacted by our draconian sexual 
offense laws.

These groups are much MORE than support groups, however. Their goal is two-fold: 
first, to provide a strong community for persons who find themselves marginalized and 
ostracized by our society at large, bringing hope and empowerment and, second, to educate 
group members on such wide-ranging topics as advocacy, self-improvement, and civil rights. 
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The ultimate goal is to empower registrants and their loved ones to succeed in spite of  our 
society’s restraints so that they may become a part of  the solution. Meetings contain two key 
components: a presentation of  some sort that will inspire and educate Fearless members and 
a sharing/discussion component where members can apply what they have heard, connect 
with one another, and build community.

Don’t feel like you’re alone. Reach out for support. Take responsi-
bility for yourself, ask for help when you need it, offer help when you 
have it. 

• Fearless-NC Contact info: 919-391-8261 (leave a message).
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SPIRITUAL NEEDS

OurJourney is not a religious organization. However, we are founded 
by former prisoners who believe in the power of God to rebuild 

lives. We urge you not to neglect your spiritual life upon your release. If 
you would like to discuss specific spiritual needs, please call OurJourney 
at 252-220-9516 or email us at info@ourjourney2gether.org. We have a 
Christian minister on our team who will pray with you and give you 
godly counsel.
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CONTACT NAMES AND NUMBERS

Several of us want to make ourselves available to you for further ad-
vice and encouragement. Our first names and phone numbers are 

listed below. Whenever you get overwhelmed or discouraged, or need 
advice about specific issues, you may call any of the guys listed. (Please 
do not call asking for legal or financial aid.) Many of us do not answer 
our phones when we don’t recognize the caller, so you might want to 
text first or leave a message and we’ll call you back. You may be on your 
own personal journey, but you’re also part of OurJourney.
• Tate 980-925-0628
• Brian 336-209-3346
• Dwayne 704-467-3707
• Corey 336-985-6007
• Josh 980-699-8845
• Willie 252-886-0523
• James 336-590-2800
• Lee  252-290-9612
• Lewis 828-228-4598
• Justin 252-903-9178
• Sam 919-437-0487
• James 252-822-2047
• Eli  919-437-2793
• Josh 336-963-9719
• Robert 980-275-9488



P.O. Box 2862
Rocky Mount, NC 27802

ourjourney2gether.org
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