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A Bible on one end of Chris Wills’ tiny kitchen table is open to the book of Job — a story about a man who loses
everything.
It’s Wills’ favorite book because he feels he can relate.
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Through poverty and addiction, pain and failure, loneliness and prison and despair, Wills has traveled a bumpy
road during his 40 years.
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Just ask him what it was like to spend four years apart from his son Maddox Miracle, now 11, while in prison:

“Hell. Miserable,” he’ll say. “It’s a pain you can’t really describe.”
There were undoubtedly milestones missed: First day of kindergarten. First lost tooth. First sporting event.
But Wills didn’t let prison stop him from being a dad.
He spent his evenings drawing on fabric squares cut from bedsheets to make hankies that Maddox still keeps in a drawer at home. Sometimes a tattoo
artist in the prison would write words on them; often, Wills would ask his son for requests.
“I used to talk to him on the phone and say, ‘What do you want me to draw?’” Wills said, recalling their time apart.
One Easter, Maddox sent Wills a card with the outlines of his small hands traced on the inside; Wills had the handprints tattooed onto his side. His hands,
too, are tattooed with “Maddox” and “Daddy’s boy” — left and right, respectively.
His son is always with him.
“Everything I do is pretty much to give him a better life than I had,” Wills said.
Born and raised in Newark, Wills spent his childhood in various schools and began having runins with the law, he estimates, around the age of 10.
He played sports and counted his coaches among his role models; nonetheless, he did not graduate from high school, though he earned his GED in
prison.
Wills spent most of his early adulthood doing things he now finds himself protecting Maddox from.
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Chris Wills holds an Easter card his son Maddox sent hime while he was in prison, where his son had traced his handprints. Maddox puts his hands on the old trying to
see how much he had grown since those days. (Photo: Jessica Phelps/The Advocate)Connect Now
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After his prison time, Wills attempted multiple times in court to earn time with his son; eventually, he was granted Wednesdays and every other weekend.
“I did whatever it took for me and him to be united again,” he said.
During those precious hours, they do things that guys normally do: Play video games. Toss the football around in the front yard. Play cards.
Spend time together.
One of the greatest rewards of fatherhood, Wills said, is “seeing a little ‘me’” — and the greatest challenge, “to steer him away from the things I did.”
Of course, though he considers himself at least partially responsible for the trajectory of his son’s life, he knows that Maddox has been instrumental in the
direction of his own.
When Wills thinks about the worst times — the darkest days in prison; the most difficult moments; the times when he wondered if he’d really make it —
thoughts of Maddox and his faith in God were what got him through.
And now, they are what give him strength.

Chris Wills in entirely dedicated to being good father, so much so he tattooed his son's name on his hands. (Photo: Jessica Phelps/The Advocate)

“He’s like my backbone right now,” Wills said.
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Wills has been through a number of parenting classes and now helps those who were once in his shoes to be better parents and reenter society after
prison.
“Because I’ve been there, I know how hard it is,” he said. “I just feel like that’s where I belong.”
He works in Denison University’s building services department and also takes classes there.
In May, he won the United Way of Licking County’s Hope Award for overcoming so many odds, working to better himself and giving back to his
community.
Currently in transitional housing, Wills hopes one day to have a place of his own; to remain sober; to have a job in whatever field best suits him.
He has found a network of people who care for him, who he considers his family.
And though he may not be spending Father’s Day with his son, Wills is treasuring the time they have together — because he knows what it’s like to be
without.
“I know that no matter what, I have to be a father to him and I’m no good to him anywhere but here,” he said.
The book of Job concludes with Job’s possessions being restored; in the end, he is given more than he began with.
Wills has read it.
He likes that ending.
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