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According to the Missouri Department of Corrections, approximately 19,000 people are released from prison every year. KBIA’s Rebecca Smith brings us the story of one’s man release from prison – after 37 years. 
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At 8:51 a.m. on March 17th, Paige Spears stepped out the front door of the Farmington Correctional Center. 

(:XX) Thank God. Thank God. Free at last. Thank God. Thank you. Hallelujah.

For the first time in nearly 40 years, he was free.

(:XX) What a blessing, man, first day of the rest of my life. 

Paige had been locked up since the 1980s - when he was given a life sentence – plus some – for an armed robbery where no one was physically injured. And due to a clerical error, his sentence was actually listed at 1,001 years. Leaving him trapped inside the Missouri Department of Corrections. 

This changed last December, when then-Governor Mike Parson commuted Spears’ sentence to the parole board. Their job – look at the person Spears had become and the work he’d done in prison, such as working in hospice care and creating programming for other inmates — to determine if he deserved a second chance. 

(:XX) And I can honestly say that Paige actually left corrections better than when he found it. 

That’s Teri Vandergriff. She’s the warden of Farmington Correctional Center and was one of the folks outside the prison congratulating Spears on his release. 

(:XX) He's been the backbone of many programs here, starting it up, helping mentor some of our guys. Get them on the right track, and, you know, we kind of joke that we are going to feel his absence at this facility, in those programs. 

Nats: Family starts to shout

Vandergriff stood talking with Spears as a large white commuter van pulled up … and out poured friends and family who’d driven from St. Louis. 

NATS: Mama, that’s my heart – Hallelujah – long time, long time, long time coming.

For the first time, in a long time, Spears and his mother, 88-year-old Betty Cummings, were able to embrace with no reservations. 

Nats: Brother! My brother… 

For years, Spears has said his goal was to be released and take care of his mom - and he began to fulfill that promise right away - helping her back into the van, so they all could head to a local catfish restaurant for their first family meal in years. 

Nats: People chattering in the restaurant, going over the menu with Paige. 

(:XX) I'm excited for him being home and being home with me and helping me as I need.

At Katfish Katy’s, the group of family and friends chatter excitedly and pick out what they want for lunch. But Spears just stares at the menu in front of him. 

(:XX} I am very overwhelmed…. the variety of food, fish, chicken, shrimp, oh, my god, wow. This is crazy.

He says it’s the simplest things he’s appreciating - a real fork and spoon and no one monitoring him while he uses the bathroom. 

(:XX) It makes me feel equal. You know, nobody is judging me or anything like that. Nobody's staring at me, you know, like, ‘Oh my god, this guy just got a prison.’

Spears says he’s excited to get back to life and to put into practice the self-discovery and skills he gained in prison. 

Nats: Fade out family chatter, talking about how good the food was.

It’s been seven weeks since Paige was released.

(:XX) Yeah, I'm trying to get back in the groove of things, you know. 

But adjustment hasn’t been without its challenges. Spears, now 64 years old, hasn’t been able to get a job yet OR a driver’s permit because once he was released – he found out that someone had been fraudulently using his identity while he’d been locked up. 

(:XX) They had to issue me a whole new social. So, now I'm waiting to get my hard copy of a social security card, and then I can kind of move forward with my life.

So, for now, he’s doing what he can to stay busy AND he’s already started thinking about how to spin this challenge as a learning opportunity for all his friends still behind bars.  I’m Rebecca Smith, KBIA News. 
