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Operation: My Brother’s
Keeper…So No One Has to
Fight Alone By Carey Mendiboure

T

oward the end of July, my husband
John casually mentioned that a piece
he had written was selected for

publication in Correctional Oasis. I asked him twice if
I could read it and each time, whether purposefully or

Quote of the Month

coincidentally, he put it off. On what turned out to be

In Memoriam

the day before the August volume was emailed out, I
randomly checked to see if I could find the article on
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the website. There it was: “Keeping the Demons Behind the Walls.”
Whatever I thought his article would be about, I was not prepared for what I read. The knowledge of how
deeply he was affected, and that he didn't feel able to reach out to me, absolutely gutted me. We don't have
children and as far as couples go, we are very closely connected, more than most others I know. He mentioned in
the article that I knew things were wrong, and I did, but I didn't fully comprehend the extent to which it was
affecting him. I love my husband dearly, which means I am well aware of his stubbornness, but until that moment,
I fully believed that he would have felt he could open up to me in his own time.
John gives a lot of himself to more people than I can count. He's the one people trust and confide in.
Unfortunately, it can be lonely at the proverbial top. He takes on the burdens of so many other people without
question. It's my belief that he doesn't feel that it's right to lay his troubles back on them. That's huge. It's an
obvious issue. I KNOW my husband. After reading the article, I knew that I couldn't push him to do anything...I
couldn't push him to find a therapist, or try any specific kind of a therapy, or find a new way to practice self-care.
John's going to do what John's going to do. At the same time, I'm a problem solver and this was a problem that I
needed a solution to...and my fingers were crossed that I'd figure out the RIGHT solution. I realize that seems
incredibly ignorant, or perhaps arrogant, to think I could solve the problem, but when you have such deep love and
respect for someone, standing by and letting the status quo continue is not an option.
I gave it a lot of thought in very little time, a day or two really. I came up with an idea: create a Facebook
group for employees of corrections and law enforcement departments that could be a kind of an online peer
support program and resource hub. The theory being that people are often able to open up more through the
anonymity afforded by being online. Those who need to reach out, like John had been in need, might feel more
comfortable doing so in a protected social media platform. My plan formulated, I floated the idea to John one day,
mentioning that it would complement his suicide awareness and prevention seminar at the upcoming CPOF
Project 2000.

He liked it! We went back and forth on names, ultimately deciding on Operation: My Brother's
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Keeper (OMBK). We also quickly agreed that the group had to be private and members had to be vetted to the
greatest extent possible to ensure privacy of such sensitive topics.
I spent the whole of August 1 creating the page and setting up the "skeleton" for it. I didn't want to put too
much out there too quickly for fear of overwhelming people right off the bat. I also didn't want to have too little and
turn people off believing there wasn't anything there for them. The next day, August 2, John invited the first official
member, a dear friend of ours who is a team leader for peer support at California Men’s Colony, Daniel Umphenour.
Dan has a Facebook group of his own for CMC, and he started inviting his network of people to join OMBK. We had
over 100 members by the end of the day; more than 200 members by the end of the next day. The growth went
much more quickly than we had dared hope for. OMBK had over 1,000 members the night of August 9, just a week
after the first member joined.
The numbers indicate a need. Most of our members have joined through invitations, so networking really. A
great many still have joined through posts in other LEO-centric groups. The vetting process is time consuming and
there is resistance occasionally, however, I feel that the people that are opening up and sharing their stories need
the protection of ensuring their audience is who we say it is. And people ARE starting to share. Each day more
members are coming forward, some giving voice to their battles for the first time, others doing so out of relief that
they finally have somewhere that offers support from those who understand the demons they are fighting. I am not
surprised to hear over and over again that those outside the field don't understand what these warriors are going
through. The thread that is tying everyone together, the shared experience in serving in a niche professional area, is
what allows the group to function, in my opinion.
Each day I try to create a post that gives a resource or article on relevant topics, and I encourage others to
post those that they have encountered as well. The resources and stories that are shared in individual posts are
tagged with a topic. New topics are added as necessary or as I think of a need for them. Current post tags include
Suicide/Crisis; PTSD/PTSI; Peer Resource (those who have offered to talk to anyone in need); COVID-19 (shout out to
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the Desert Waters coping with COVID series); Links; International support; Book Recommendations; CA Resources;
Humor; Member Pics.
Yes. You read that right. "International support." OMBK is predominately American, however, there are
members from Canada, New Zealand, and Britain as well (that I know of). Attempting to find relevant resources for
those outside the United States is something I need to tackle soon. In addition to being an international group,
OMBK members represent the rank spectrum in its entirety, from officers to wardens and chiefs. The experience
level of the members runs the gamut from a few months to 35+ years of service. Sworn officers make up the bulk
of the membership, but there are civilian employees, like me, as well.
The group is still young. It's still relatively small, considering how many people are out there that are
dealing with issues brought on by their career in law enforcement and/or corrections. There is a lot I want to do and
it's just going to take time. This is my labor of love for John. My gift to him, the only way I could think of to help
him and others like him who felt unable to speak up about needing help in their battles. It is my contribution to my
law enforcement family that I love and believe in and whom I have seen suffer.
Through this group, we are meeting some amazing people who are just as passionate about mental health
in law enforcement as we are.

One incredible person who has joined us is Chris Thorp with Operation

Enduring Warrior/Task Force Sentinel, who said it best: “If we all decided to take on the task to ensure our own
personal responsibilities to give ourselves, and others, the place to freely discuss these topics, we'd shatter the
stigma forever.” Operation: My Brother’s Keeper strives to be that place.
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STAFF STORIES!

We all have a stor y,
especially if we work in
corrections. Click here to
visit our new resources
page on our website.
These stories are written
by corrections staff and
correctional spouses.
They are brave, real,
transparent stories of
struggle, hope, healing
and recover y. Check
them out!
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Continued from the August Issue of The Correctional Oasis
Reprinted with permission for Counseling Today, the magazine of the American Counseling Association.
This article helps demystify the process of mental health treatment for first responders. Even though corrections professionals are not included here on the list of
first responders, custody staff operate as first responders.

Tailoring counseling to fit first responders

P

rochniak, the mental health professional for American Medical Response in the Portland/Vancouver
metro areas, finds that mindfulness, focused breathing and meditation techniques all work well to
reduce first responders’ anxiety and stress levels and build their stress resilience. Sometimes,

however, these clients can be hesitant to try such techniques, either because they perceive some stigma attached
to the techniques or because of the way that counselors present them.
One approach that can help break through this hesitation is finding concrete ways of translating clinical
speech into first responders’ everyday language, Prochniak says. For example, if he’s working with a paramedic, he
will discuss how mindfulness techniques strengthen the parasympathetic nervous system. If he’s working with a
client in law enforcement, he will reference combat breathing, which is how these professionals already describe
the use of deep breaths to calm down or reduce stress.
Dakin frequently convinces first responders to give mindfulness and yoga a try by explaining the science
behind the exercises. She often compares how the brain processes trauma with what happens with diabetes: Just
as elevated levels of glucose in the body worsen when the pancreas does not work correctly, experiencing too
much trauma causes an overload of chemicals to be dumped into the brain. Then the brain responds by releasing
cortisol. Breathing and mindfulness exercises help reduce that response and regulate chemical levels.
Similarly, the traditional way of presenting and explaining yoga doesn’t match with the culture of first
responders, Dakin notes. When she first encourages these clients to try yoga, the response is typically along the
lines of, “I’m not going into a studio wearing spandex and meditating.”
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To counter this negative perception, Dakin recommends a yoga program designed specifically for first
responders (yogaforfirstresponders.org). The program gears its language to fit the culture, she says. For example, it
renames child’s pose as a warrior’s pose, which is a more strength-based term. Dakin now knows some first
responders who practice yoga on the job to regulate their breathing and avoid going into fight-or-flight mode as
quickly.
Smith has discovered that some of his clients find it helpful to conceptualize grounding techniques as a
workout. They have a “grounding buddy,” and together they work on their awareness, he says.
Dakin also uses familiar language to help first responders get more comfortable with mindfulness. For
example, rather than having firefighters use a numerical scale to describe how upset they are, she uses the fire
danger warning scale, which estimates the existing and expected fire risk for an area. The scale is color-coded,
moving from red (extreme danger) to green (low danger).
If a client says they are in the red, then Dakin has them breathe deeply while imagining their arrow moving
into a safer level. She explains how each breath is calming their nervous system. This skill has become a special
language that she shares with her clients. A client may start a session by saying, “I was in the red a couple of times
this week, but I breathed and at least got myself into the yellow.”
Dakin also explains to clients that mindfulness doesn’t have to be limited to sitting still and taking deep
breaths. It can take the form of something they normally enjoy doing, such as fishing, taking a walk, kayaking or
hiking, as long as they are doing it mindfully.
Managing anxiety
First responders often get anxious anticipating what their day might hold. “Schedule and routine are the
enemy of anxiety,” says Smith, who specializes in trauma, mood management, addiction, and LGBTQ-specific needs.
First responders can incorporate comforting activities such as walking their dog or calling a family member at
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certain times throughout the day. “Having that kind of expectation in life leaves less room for anxiety to happen,”
he explains.
He encourages his clients to make grounding a part of their daily routine. They can ground themselves
when they wake up, when they shower or when they go to bed. They can also ground themselves on the way to
work, Smith points out, taking a few minutes when they are at a red light and noticing what’s happening around
them: “I’m stuck in traffic. A kid is riding a bike beside me. It’s raining. A song I like is playing on the radio.”
Smith advises clients to set phone reminders to ground themselves. Even if they can’t check their phones
that minute, they will be reminded later. Then they can take two minutes before going back to work to breathe and
be aware of the way their body feels, their surroundings and their emotions.
Grounding can also be a preventive measure, Smith adds. “If you walk into an emergency and you’re
already grounded, then you’ll be better off on the back end of that emergency,” he says.
As clients progress with their grounding skills, Smith asks them to visualize grounding
themselves during an emergency on the job. This involves visualizing the person in front of them who is having
the emergency, as well as all the chaos and turmoil unfolding around them, while also being aware of their body
and their role in the situation.
“It sounds counterintuitive to have them visualize chaos, but first responders are going to experience that
during their day, and then they can ground themselves in the midst of this chaos,” Smith says. This is an advanced
grounding skill and not appropriate for first responders who have just started therapy, he points out.
Processing the trauma
Trauma is no stranger to first responders. They see people die and watch people suffer, all while working
long hours. And they often feel unable or powerless to help, Smith says.
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Some first responders also wrestle with guilt over choices they made during an emergency. “When you have
to make a decision in a split second, that’s something that can be really haunting. It might mean saving your life or
saving someone else’s life but sacrificing something or someone else,” says Whittaker, who specializes in working
with trauma.
“Trauma makes us think horrible things about ourselves and our own abilities,” Smith says. For example, a
highly skilled emergency room nurse may suddenly doubt their skills if multiple people die during their shift one
week. The nurse may suddenly feel out of control or useless.
Smith finds trauma-processing therapies such as eye movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR)
and trauma-focused cognitive behavior therapy effective with the first responder population. These therapies help
clients process their feelings about the trauma while learning to separate themselves from unhealthy thinking.
Because emergency situations are filled with chaos and unpredictability, it is often difficult for first responders to
slow down and think about what they can realistically control, Smith says. He often has clients journal about what
they can and can’t control.
“They can have control over their own beliefs about themselves and what their own purpose is. And that can
be enormously helpful in a trauma environment,” Smith says. With EMDR, clients are able to look at a task that gives
them anxiety, reduce that anxiety, and feel more confident to perform that task, he adds.
To be continued in the October 2020 issue of the Correctional Oasis.
Lindsey Phillips is a contributing writer to Counseling Today and a UX content strategist. Contact her
at hello@lindseynphillips.com or through her website at lindseynphillips.com.
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By Ron Mason

S

heepdog: Certain special people who

wolves from other wolves. And hope to impart some

watch over the rest of the people. The rest

knowledge about how to be a better person.

are called sheep. Sheepdogs prevent the

What happens when the correctional officers

“wolves” or bad people/things from hurting the sheep.

return home, when they return from the flock that

Sheepdogs understand violence is sometimes

they watch over and return to the flock they really care

necessary in order to protect the sheep. The

for—the people not in prison?

sheep really don't like the sheepdog. Sheep prefer to

What happens when they return to a home

go along their merry way, oblivious to the perils of life.

that is empty? When no one is there upon arrival?

Sheep tolerate sheepdogs' existence in order to keep

When no one is there to greet them and welcome

the wolves away.

them back from that world?

Police, Correctional Officers, Soldiers,

They cross the threshold of their front door and

Firefighters. A Sheepdog protects sheep from wolves.

breathe a sigh of relief. The day has ended. They’ve

The sheepdog desires to protect the flock from the

come home the same way they left, just a little battle

wolves of society.

weary. How do I unwind from that world I was in? How

Correctional officers are a different breed of

do I decompress? No one here to hear about my day. I

sheepdog, different than the other sheepdogs. They

am left to my own devices. It is quiet. The silence and

walk into prison every day and are charged with the

solitude are comforting compared to the noise of

incarceration of felons (wolves). As felons (wolves)

prison, and yet empty. I think too much. Sleep, I know

serve their time for the crimes that they have been

will be interrupted. The thoughts never end, and will

convicted of, the sheepdogs must now serve as

cause dreams to turn to nightmares.

sheepdogs to the felons that they watch over. Protect

Tomorrow the lone sheepdog will return for
another day of watching over their flock.
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Supporting Corrections Staff During
This Extremely Stressful Season
Support staff and coworkers in tangible and helpful ways by offering them the booklets:

Staying Well

More on Staying Well
by Caterina Spinaris

When Home Becomes a Housing Unit
by William Young

Perhaps you can use them to form peer support groups, where you all read a chapter and then
discuss it. (Click the title above to get it.)
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Reprinted with permission form Counseling Today, the magazine of the

From the living room window of that home, the boy

American Counseling Association.

watched as all three victims were loaded into an

O

ne of the hardest stories I have heard
belonged to a man in his early 40s
whom I first met on suicide watch. He

was arrested for being rogue and vagabond, was
intoxicated during his arrest, and had a history that
included a suicide attempt.
The man’s story unfolded in fragments over the
weeks and months that we worked together. It was like
slowly gathering the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle until a
full picture emerged. As an 8-year-old boy, he had
been held by one of his father’s hands while his father
used his other hand to pull out a pistol and unload
five bullets into the boy’s mother. A cousin heard the
commotion, came around a corner and shot the boy’s
father. The father then turned the pistol on the cousin
and shot him, still holding the hand of his son who
was frozen beside him in shock. Another cousin
grabbed the boy and took him to her home next door.

ambulance. Remarkably, each of them survived.
The boy was deeply scarred from witnessing
the scene, however. Nightmares of what had
transpired continued throughout his life, including
during his time of incarceration.
The boy grew up, eventually married, and had
a son. One evening, while arguing with his wife, he
pulled out a pistol and would have shot his wife in a
reenactment of his nightmares had his mother-in-law
not intervened and stood between them. Unable to
control himself, he took the pistol and aimed it at
himself, shooting into his abdomen. This was the
suicide attempt noted on his record.
The man’s life was marked by episodes of
violence, as was his son’s life. The son got involved
with gangs and was murdered in a gang fight, having
his neck sliced nearly through.
When I met the man on suicide watch, he had
a new girlfriend, and a second son had been born to
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him. He had a second chance at fatherhood. He could

I have heard such stories over and over again.

determine to live in the past or in the present. His

There was a young man who was a bully and was

newborn son needed him.

shuttled from one juvenile facility to another until, at

I said to him, “You can’t drive a car with your

age 19, he landed in an adult jail. He shared with me

eyes firmly fixed on the rearview mirror. At some

the story of witnessing, when he was 12, his cousin

point, you have to look forward.” He later told me that

gunned down in the street and the life of fighting and

comment was the turning point for him. He realized

violence that had followed him ever since.

that he had to stop looking backward constantly. If he

I have worked with people who were pimps

wanted his newborn to have a chance at life, he had to

and people who were prostitutes, people who had

look forward.

molested others and people who had been molested,

He worked hard on his issues and took the

people caught in unhappy marriages who had

recovery program. Over our months of working

assaulted their spouses, and countless people with

together, he grew able to speak openly about the

addiction or alcoholism. With each, I have heard a

events he had suffered. Recently, he was released to a

similar story of unresolved grief, tragedy and trauma.

halfway house. Maybe the demons within him have

Sometimes I can help them. Sometimes that is limited

finally been exorcised.

to helping them maintain their emotional balance

To the police, he was a drunken man on a park

while they do their time in lockup. Most seem grateful

bench. To me, he revealed a life of trauma and tragedy

to meet someone who will at least listen to their story.

that was the underlying cause for his behavior. That is

Sometimes giving them a chance to vent is all that I

our work as counselors - to help people understand

can do.

the dark forces that drive them to behaviors that they
know are harmful to themselves.

At 5 o’clock, I pass through the three steel
doors and walk out of jail. I am free to drive to my
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apartment and wonder about the impact I may have

In the evening, I am free to have dinner with

had. I think of the Parable of the Sower found in three

my kids, play my guitars, sleep in a comfortable bed. I

of the four Gospels in the New Testament. Some of the

can go shopping when I want, soak in sunshine,

seed from the sower lands on rocky soil or other

breathe fresh air, go to yoga classes.

inhospitable places. But some of the seed falls on
fertile soil and takes root.

Tomorrow, I will pass through the three heavy
steel doors again. The men and women in the orange-

We do what we can as counselors. We try to do

and-white-striped suits will still be there.

no harm and pray to do some good. There is a line in
the Talmud that says he who saves a single life, it is as

James Rose is a licensed graduate professional

if he saved the whole world. And, so, we do what we

counselor. Contact him at jrose007@comcast.net.

can inside the jail, one person at a time.

Needing to vent?
Seeking emotional support?
Email us at ventline@desertwaters.com.
HERE’s more information about the Corrections Ventline.
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Jonnie Brown, Correctional Officer,

Florida DC

Dudley Champ, Correctional Officer,

Jefferson County Jail, TX

Joseph “Joe” Foster, Correctional Officer,

Florida DC

Gavin Hall, Corporal, Lincoln Correctional Center,

Nebraska DOC

John Jeff, Correction Officer,

New York City DOC

Eric Johnson, Correctional Officer V, Byrd Unit,

Texas DCJ

Elizabeth Jones, Correctional Officer,

Carole Young Unit, Texas DCJ

Seeyengkee “Shanky” Ly, Sergeant,

Valley State Prison,California DCR

l Ou

Charles “Dan” Manrique, Nurse, Heart of Florida Healthcare, Marion County Jail, FL
Ruben Martinez, Correctional Officer IV,

López State Jail, Texas DCJ

Gilbert Polanco, Sergeant,

San Quentin State Prison, California DCR

Charles Pugh, Detention Deputy,

Santa Rosa County Sheriff’s Office, FL

Richard Rose, Analyst,

Topeka Correctional Facility, Kansas DOC

Wayne Rogers, Correctional Officer,

Jackson Correctional Institution, Florida, DC

Shelby Smith, Inmate Locator,

Mississippi DOC

Brady Sweetser, Corporal,

Lincoln Correctional Center, Nebraska DOC

Rosa Thomas, Sergeant,

Louisiana State Penitentiary, Louisiana DPSC

Sean Wilson, Youth Development Coach,

Giddings State School, Texas Juvenile Justice Department

Name withheld, Detention Officer,

East Hidalgo Detention Facility, TX
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Caterina Spinaris, PhD, LPC
Executive Director
Desert Waters Correctional Outreach, Inc.
431 East Main Street,
P.O. Box 355, Florence, CO 81226
(719) 784-4727

http://desertwaters.com
Your donations are tax-deductible.
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To promote the occupational, personal and family
well-being of the corrections workforce through the
provision of evidence-informed resources,
solutions, and support.
Desert Waters Correctional Outreach, Inc., is a nonprofit corporation which helps correctional agencies
counter Corrections Fatigue in their staff by cultivating a
healthier workplace climate and a more engaged
workforce through targeted skill-based training and
research.

MANY THANKS
Thank you for supporting the work
of Desert Waters with your contributions.

Quote of the
Month
“Returning violence for violence
multiplies violence, adding
deeper darkness to a night
already devoid of stars. Darkness
cannot drive out darkness: only
light can do that. Hate cannot
drive out hate: only love can do
that.”
~ Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

Individual donors:
Anonymous donors, TC & Joellen Brown, Jeff &
Connie Mueller, Kevin & Robin Rivard, Harold &
Carol Severson

Special thanks also go to:
Matt Andrick, Gene Atherton, Cathy Bergquist,
Jeremy Brown, T.C. & Joellen Brown, Meredith
Butler, Jean Cecile Delozier, Nancy Driver, Eileen
Dudich, Blake Kush, Laurel Larson, Ron Mason,
Jenni McMahon, John & Carey Mendiboure, Elias
Mokhriby, Jeff & Connie Mueller, Brent Parker,
Lindsey Phillips, Shirley Porter, James Rose, Jeff
Rude, Bryan & Julia Sanford, Joanie Shoemaker,
Eleni Spinari, Allan Straker, Karen Swanson, Ted
Tudor
DWCO Disclaimer

The views and opinions expressed in the Correctional Oasis are those of the authors and do not
necessarily represent or reflect the views and opinions held by DWCO Board members, staff, and/or
volunteers. DWCO is not responsible for accuracy of statements made by authors. If you have a
complaint about something you have read in the Correctional Oasis, please contact us.
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