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To my daughter and the rest of the future
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Par t One

Barbarism is always waiting in the wings,  
and civilization is simply ‘a thin crust over a volcano.’

—Thomas Sowell
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CHAPTER 1

Russell McCann sat at his desk rummaging through his backpack, 
feeling for the Cliff Notes to I, Rigoberta Menchu. He turned 

to Cordell on his left and lifted his chin, “Got those Cliff Notes?” 
Cordell smiled. Gleaming white teeth the size of a man’s thumbnail. 
A hard contrast to his ebony skin.

Cordell shook his head. “Tess ain’t today, bro. I was bull shittin’.” 
Russell kept on elbow-deep in his bag trying to play it off as he felt 
his ears heat up.

“I know it ain’t,” said Russell, “just trying to find ’em.”
Cordell exhaled sharply, “Pssshh.”
Russell felt something small with a smooth cover and pulled 

it out. The 2014 Football Factory Junior College program. Cordell 
said, “You still got that?” Russell slid it back in his bag ignoring the 
question. He leaned back in his chair. It was the fifth week of the 
spring semester at Northside Community College of Houston. But 
it might as well have been fifth grade all over again; Cordell pulling 
a prank about a test, the exposed fluorescent lights, the corkboard 
ceiling like they used to launch their pencils into, and the rubbery, 
ash-white tile floor and colorless walls... All of it represented a lack 
of progress at best.

Cordell cleared his throat. Russell looked up. Destiny Jenkins 
was strolling in graceful and confident. She took her customary 
seat in front of the teacher’s desk. She wore a pearl-white button-up 
blouse and a gray knee-length skirt with white stockings. Almost as 
dark as Cordell, her skin was a satiny chocolate that Russell figured 
tasted as good as it looked. He’d never seen her wear any makeup. 
No need to mess with perfection. Tall and classy, she looked like 
Gabrielle Union with short hair and a curvier body. Neither he nor 
Cordell had approached her. “She’s almost as tall as me,” was Russell’s 
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excuse. Cordell’s was, “She dark. Probably only like bright niggas.” 
But they were really just intimidated. Destiny wasn’t community 
college material. They’d learned that she’d been at Texas A&M on 
an academic scholarship, but had come home to take care of her 
grandmother. Ten-year-old Cadillacs and fifteen-year-old Mustangs 
with suped-up engines worth more than the car itself weren’t going 
to impress her.

Other students continued filing in. Russell and Cordell used 
facial expressions to grade each of the girls as they walked into the 
classroom. There were no A’s or D’s or number grades either. Just 
pass or fail. And when you’re nineteen, you don’t flunk too many 
women.

The teacher for Sociology 101, Madison Templeton, walked 
in and closed the door behind her. A pasty white face appeared in 
the door’s thin vertical window. A look of feigned outrage on the 
boy’s face. He opened the door and smiled at Ms. Templeton, who 
completely ignored him, and found his seat.

Looking down at her desk, Ms. Templeton gathered her light 
brown hair behind her head. “Okay,” she said, as she released her 
hair and looked at the class. “Everyone should be finished with I, 
Rigoberta Menchu. About 25 percent of the multiple-choice and 
short-answer questions on your test will come from Ms. Menchu’s 
book. And at least one essay question. The rest of the questions will 
come from your textbook, chapters 4–8. We’re going to spend the 
first half of class today discussing I, Rigoberta, so if there’s anything 
you didn’t understand about the book, this is your chance.”

Destiny sat with perfect posture. Her legs crossed, one hand 
in her lap, the other in the air. Ms. Templeton smiled cautiously, 
“Yes, Ms. Jenkins?”

Destiny cleared her throat, “I found some stuff on the Internet. 
This guy, I forget his name, wrote a whole book basically saying 
that Rigoberta Menchu lied. He said they found her brother alive, 
he was not burned to death by the Europeans. And that her dad 
did go to jail but it was over a disagreement on some property. Not 
for political reasons. It basically said she made the whole thing up.”
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Ms. Templeton clasped her hands in front of her, pursed her 
lips, and in the most feminine of ways, leaned her head slightly to 
the side. “Well,” she said, “I’m not sure where that... information 
originated from, but you have to remember that when the domi-
nant culture merely feels like its institutions are being threatened, 
it is often reactionary in its response. Certainly Ms. Menchu, in her 
book, causes us to question things like capitalism and private prop-
erty. But rest assured, Ms. Jenkins, that what Ms. Menchu claims 
happened to her people is very real and very true. Indigenous people 
the world over have been brutalized time and time again. Even if 
that doesn’t fit some revisionist historian’s version of the truth.”

Now Destiny pursed her lips. Russell was pretty sure she was 
not satisfied with that explanation. They went through something 
like this every time the class met. Russell yawned, regarded Cordell. 
Even though their skin colors were polar opposites, they wore iden-
tical standard-issue H-Town uniforms: ice-white t-shirts, baggy 
jeans, retro Jordans, and 10-karat gold chains—Russell’s a Figaro, 
Cordell’s a Byzantine link.

Russell was on the verge of checking out. Going through the 
usual cycle of regret that almost always centered around his time at 
Football Factory Junior College when a car backfired and grabbed 
his attention... only the parking lot was too far away for him to 
have heard a backfire. He and Cordell glanced at each other, brows 
pinched. Russell surveyed the faces of the other students. Another 
loud bang. His pulse quickened as he sat up in his chair. He turned 
and locked eyes with Cordell... Naw, ain’t no way.

Russell stood as sweat popped up on the back of his neck. A 
wave of heat passed through his chest as he headed for the door.

Russell opened the door and looked to the right. What he saw 
made his stomach flip. About fifty feet down the hallway was a dark-
haired man in a black jumpsuit pointing a gun at someone on the 
ground. The gunman looked up at Russell, and Russell recognized 
his face. The gunman left his victim on the floor and ran towards 
Russell. Russell slammed the door and threw the lock home.

“Guy’s gotta gun,” he said. He stepped back, oblivious to the 
rectangular window on the right side of the door.
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The shooter shook the door violently. Russell snapped to and 
moved out of his line of sight. Two shots burst through the window 
as Russell scrambled away on all fours. Most of the students had 
already moved to the left side of the room away from the door as 
the gunman’s hand came through the window firing repeatedly.

Russell crouched at the far end of the teacher’s desk and leaned 
his shoulder into it. An elephant roared as Russell drove the desk 
across the tile floor like a blocking sled. He squatted and jerked the 
desk up on its end, grazing the gunman’s arm in the process. The 
door rattled. The desk took a couple of slugs.

Russell turned around. Cordell had one hand under Destiny’s 
back and the other on her chest. Russell could still hear shots ringing 
out, but they were fading as the shooter abandoned his assault on 
their classroom. Russell’s hearing came back in waves of sobbing 
and screams for help.

Russell hurried down the center aisle towards the large window 
in the back of the classroom. He snatched up a desk and spun 360 
degrees, launching it through the window.

Cordell Youngblood was tying a sweatshirt around Destiny’s 
chest when the window in the back of the classroom exploded. He 
looked up. Russell was punching out shards of glass the desk didn’t 
take with it. Some of the students were still frozen with fear. Unable 
to move. Scarcely breathing. Others were up and over the window 
sill as soon as the glass hit the ground outside. As far as he could 
tell, only Destiny had been hit.

Cordell lifted Destiny off the floor and carried her towards 
the back of the classroom. She was rasping breaths through her 
nose and clenched teeth, the sound chilling Cordell to the bone as 
he lumbered forward.

Outside, the sidewalk to the parking lot had to be about fifty 
yards long. The cool, dry air, a rarity in Houston, stung Cordell’s 
lungs with every labored breath. He laid Destiny down as gently as 
he could on the grass behind several rows of cars. Everyone in the 
parking lot was on their iPhones or Galaxies flooding the dispatch 
office at HPD.
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Cordell was scared to look down at Destiny. Shots rang out in 
the distance at a steady pace. He dug under her back with his left 
hand and covered the exit wound. He placed his right hand over the 
hole in her chest. Ms. Templeton kneeled across from him, tucking 
her hair behind her ears. Destiny’s shoulders jerked off of the ground 
and fell back flat again. She coughed and sent a spray of blood onto 
Cordell’s face. He turned away and retched. Ms. Templeton moved in 
and placed her hands where Cordell’s were. Cordell leaned forward 
dry-heaving, not sure if it was from the blood on his face or the lack 
of oxygen in his lungs. The tears in his eyes weren’t helping. Please, 
Jesus, he thought.

Russell felt a bit of relief blooming, then shame as he looked at 
Destiny. Please, God, stop this, he prayed to himself. Pacing, he tried 
to catch his breath. Fists clenched and fighting back tears, Russell’s 
shame turned to anger. Anger to rage. Like many warriors before 
him, the distance from the battlefield was emboldening.

Russell placed his hand on Cordell’s shoulder. “Dell, you 
alright?” Cordell was bent over coughing and heaving. He nodded 
his head and straightened up, sucking air hard.

“Oh my God!” cried Ms. Templeton. Russell looked down 
at Destiny. Blood erupted from her mouth as she coughed, then 
flowed down the side of her face like lava from a volcano. Russell 
and Cordell turned away, eyes closed.

Russell grabbed Cordell by the arm and said, “You gotcha 
shit?” Cordell stared. Blinked once. “Yeah.”

They stared for another moment before breaking into a jog 
for their vehicles. 

Russell reached under the driver’s seat of his gray Olds 98 
and pulled out his .40 caliber Smith & Wesson. He ejected the clip 
and thumbed a hollow-point round he and his dad had reloaded in 
their garage, then rammed the clip back in. Russell looked back at 
the crowd as he chambered the round, then tucked the pistol into 
the waistband of his jeans.

Cordell opened the console in his white Ford F-150 and 
grabbed his 9mm Beretta. Left to him by his father, the Beretta 92F 
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was a special Desert Storm commemorative edition. Identical to the 
one his old man carried in the cavalry in Iraq. He pulled the slide 
to ensure a round was in the chamber, then lifted his shirt and slid 
the pistol into his jeans waistband. He felt the reality of its cold steel, 
both comforting and frightening all at once.

The sirens from the police and other emergency vehicles were 
getting louder as Russell and Cordell navigated through the pan-
icked crowd stampeding down the sidewalk. As the herd thinned, 
Russell said, “It was one guy. One gun.”

“Yeah,” said Cordell.
Russell was careful to make sure the pistol’s grip was concealed 

from the students he was dodging, as shots continued growing 
louder.

The Northside campus is seven large, red-brick buildings that 
sit equidistant from one another. The sidewalk Russell and Cordell 
were on ran like a spine between them. Three buildings on the left, 
four on the right.

Their pace quickened as a police officer began yelling through 
a bullhorn. They were wearing their game faces—a contradiction 
Russell was sure belied the creeping doubts they both felt. Turning 
back now wasn’t an option. This had become the most righteous 
dare in the history of dares.

The shots seemed to be coming from the last building on the 
right, the one that contained the cafeteria and gymnasium. Russell 
and Cordell stepped off of the sidewalk onto the grass and headed 
for the corner of the second-to-last building. They edged along the 
west wall before coming to a halt and peering around the corner. 
The south wall of the cafeteria had lightly tinted floor-to-ceiling 
windows. They could see shadows darting back and forth through 
the glass. The gunshots, especially at this distance, were sobering. 
Russell wondered if firing a few shots in the air would distract the 
shooter from his killing spree.

Russell pulled his pistol from under his shirt. Cordell did the 
same, flicking the Beretta’s safety off, then back on again. Russell 
looked at Cordell. “S’go in by the gym,” he said. Cordell nodded.
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Russell took off running, white-knuckle gripping the pistol 
in his right hand. Cordell followed behind as they headed for the 
building’s west-side entrance.

Russell held his hand up to his brow like a visor and peered 
through the glass door into the building. The hallway to the cafe teria 
looked much shorter than he remembered—even more so as they 
inched down it, gunshots going off ahead of them.

The hallway was about ten feet wide and doorless at the end, 
where it led into the cafeteria’s south end. Russell stopped at the 
end of the hallway and squatted down. The coppery smell of blood 
was thick in the air.

Russell leaned carefully from the safety of the hallway and 
looked into the cafeteria. The gunman had his back to him. He was 
firing methodically at the thirty or so people he had corralled into 
the eating area. People were running back and forth in desperate 
attempts to avoid the shooter’s hail of lead.

Russell pulled back and closed his eyes, bowing his head 
for a beat. I gotta do this, he thought. My idea... People are dying... 
He stood, looked at Cordell and said, “Dell, I’ma go for that cash 
register.” Cordell looked away and widened his stance, then looked 
back. Jaw muscles flexing. Nostrils flaring.

“Say, man...” Cordell said.
Russell didn’t like the idea either, but it was the only one he 

had, and there was no time for talking it out.
Russell peered around the corner again. The shooter still had 

his back to them. Russell was pretty sure it was a Glock in his hand. 
Damn. Glocks were known for their high-capacity clips. They could 
hold twenty or more rounds in a single magazine. Sooner or later, 
though, he would have to reload. Russell took a deep breath and 
exhaled slowly. He dipped low and bolted for the cash register.

Cordell flipped the safety off and stepped up, both hands on 
the pistol. He aimed it at the gunman, bracing himself against the 
corner while keeping most of his body concealed in the hallway. He 
knew he could not hit him from this distance, but if Russell missed 
and the gunman turned around he’d at least be able to keep him 
from getting to Russell.
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The counter that the cash register sat on was about four feet 
high and eight feet long. As he knelt behind it, Russell swallowed 
hard and realized how dry his mouth was. He looked back at Cordell 
and saw the Beretta aimed around the corner. Russell bobbed his 
head above the countertop. Same scene. Pure carnage. A human 
turkey-shoot. I gotta do this now.

Russell rose up and laid his arms flat across the countertop. 
His heart banged hard in his chest against the gray particle-board 
of the countertop. He struggled to keep the three dots of his site 
lined up. Shallow breaths. Steady. Steady... Squeeze...

The gun nearly jumped out of his hands when it fired. The 
gunman stumbled forward as the bullet punched through the right 
side of his torso. Russell stood and started around the counter, but 
the gunman did not go down. Russell doubled back, squatted and 
aimed—and fired again. Another hit. The shooter fell to a knee, 
then flat on his face, his gun firing into the ground. Cordell blew by 
Russell, arms extended and aiming the Beretta at the floor. Russell 
stood. Cordell raised his right foot and brought it down on the gun-
man’s hand. Another shot. “Dell!” shouted Russell. Cordell lowered 
the Beretta’s barrel to the gunman’s temple and pulled the trigger.

A few days later the news media commentators were making 
their pronouncements. On American Public Radio, Nancy Garza 
filed this report: 

Another school shooting has come and gone. The lives of twenty-

six young people lost forever, including that of the troubled 

gunman, Jon Loc Tran. I must admit, when I first saw Tran’s picture, 

my heart stopped. His broad face, weary eyes, and brown skin 

made him appear Latino. And with the immigration debate raging, 

I just knew the nativists and their allies would seize upon this 

tragedy and use it to further their agenda of exclusion and bigotry 

against undocumented workers. When I saw that his name was 

Tran, I joined in with the rest of my people in a collective sigh of 

Brown relief. Knowing that the “gringo” militias along the border 

who hunt the undocumented immigrants like animals and their 

counterparts in the talk-radio world wouldn’t be able to blame 
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this one on us is cause enough for celebration. But we should also 

rejoice that three more merchants of death, handguns, are off the 

streets. One that belonged to the gunman and two that belonged 

to the two students who killed him. Some have attempted to make 

Cordell Youngblood and Russell McCann into heroes. This is folly. 

Were it not for someone carrying a gun on a school campus to 

begin with, we’d be twenty-six young people stronger today. The 

concealed-carry crowd will never understand that Youngblood’s 

and McCann’s guns also took a young life, as all guns have the 

potential to do. We all know what the Second Amendment says, 

whether we agree on what its wording means or not. But we also 

know that the Constitution was written by and for rich White men. 

Am I wrong to question whether or not such a document should 

be an authority for today’s America? Would it be wrong to ask a 

group such as gun owners, whose membership is almost entirely 

made up of the privileged, to give up so little? Can’t hunters 

slaughter enough Bambies without handguns or assault rifles? 

The N.R.A. can blowhard all they want about how a bad guy with 

a gun can only be stopped by a good guy with a gun. The truth of 

the matter is that no matter how many good guys there are with 

guns, guns allow bad guys to be much worse than they could ever 

possibly be without them. Mass shootings will continue to be a 

regular occurrence in American society until we go door-to-door 

and take up every one of these hideous creations.

Nancy Garza, American Public Radio

Brian Hunt editorialized on a cable news network:

The mass shooting at a community college in Houston last week 

took one of our worst nightmares and made it into reality. Jon Loc 

Tran, who came to America as a seven-year-old, murdered twenty-

five innocent students. We’ve since learned that he had close to a 

hundred more rounds of ammunition on his person. There is very 

little doubt what would have happened had it not been for two 

brave nineteen-year-old men and the bravado that they are so 

famous for. A bravado that those on the left are constantly trying to 

tame. Our politicians are promising they will gather and act. I thank 
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God Russell McCann and Cordell Youngblood didn’t see fit to call 

to order a committee to discuss how they should act. To Congress 

I say this: There are already millions of firearms on the streets, and 

there is a constitutional amendment protecting their being owned 

by our citizens. Grandstanding to fire up your base with impotent 

promises and idle threats about disarming the American public 

will not improve upon our very real problem: evil. It has been 

with us since the dawn of time, and like tyranny and backaches, 

probably always will be. The question is, what can we do to lessen 

the chances this particular form of evil is visited upon us again? 

Congress can meet and debate ad-infinitum. The evidence before 

us is not going to change. This madman was only stopped because 

two young men had the means to stop him. Congress has the 

ability to equip every school with those same means, whether it 

be in the form of a security guard with a gun or properly trained 

teachers or students with concealed guns. Unfortunately for the 

American public, these courses of action do not offer our pols the 

emotional satisfaction their pandering tirades do.
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CHAPTER 2

It wasn’t his gun. His daddy owned that gun. S’in his name.” Sandra 
Youngblood’s eyes sharpened as she looked at Ronald Elston across 

his huge mahogany desk. She had never seen the inside of a law 
office before. Never had reason to. Her late husband Tobias, God 
rest his soul, had seen to all the family’s legal matters. Lord, how 
she needed him now. This was definitely not income taxes or family 
budgets being dealt with here. This was serious. If only Tobias had 
not taken that security job. He would have never gone to Iraq. He 
would be here now. Together they would handle this.

“Mrs. Youngblood? Mrs. Youngblood, are you okay?” Elston’s 
voice was slow and deep.

“Yes, I’m fine,” her voice was thin and shaky.
“I was saying that this crime carries a mandatory minimum 

sentence. There is nothing I or anyone can do about it.”
Mrs. Youngblood uncrossed her legs. Recrossed them. She 

looked at Elston with cold determination. “Are you telling me, Mr. 
Elston, that my only son has risked his life to save countless people 
he doesn’t even know, and now he is going to go to prison for it?”

Elston looked at Cordell, “Yes ma’am, unfortunately, that’s 
exactly what I’m telling you.”

“Well then,” she said, fear giving way to anger, “maybe we need 
to talk to someone else. A White lawyer perhaps.”

Cordell sunk lower in his chair and closed his eyes. Tried to 
think of something he could say to calm his mother. Her fear now 
greater than his own.

Elston held his hands palms up. “If that is what you think is 
best for you and your son, Mrs. Youngblood, by all means. You’re 
going to hear the same thing wherever you go. But let me remind 
you that Cordell will be eligible for parole when he serves half of 
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his sentence, in this case eighteen months. I can represent him at 
his parole hearing, and if he stays out of trouble, I think he has a 
good shot.”

She shrank into the rustic brown-leather chair. Reality rushing 
in. Fear and pain finally winning out. She tried to speak. Instead of 
words, Sandra Youngblood found only tears. Cordell leaned down 
and wrapped his arms around his mother’s shaking body.

Julisa Washington-Kenyetta, czar of the Houston Police Depart-
ment’s Office of Community Relations and Outreach, sat alone in 
her office clicking through interdepartmental memos dealing with 
the recent mass shooting at the Northside Community College of 
Houston. Police interviews with individuals who knew Tran painted 
a picture of a young man who was resentful and contemptuous. 
Writings of Tran’s recovered by investigators were filled with anti-
American invective. Releasing this information isn’t going to improve 
the relationship between communities of color and the majority, she 
thought. It would only subject those who were already marginal-
ized to adverse treatment. On the other hand, maybe Tran’s writings 
could be used to increase awareness about the plight of people of 
color in America. But no, she decided, whitebread world still was 
not ready for this. She began typing an e-mail to the chief, advising 
him about the potential ramifications of releasing this information.

The McCanns lived in a three-bedroom house off of Aldine West-
field in a neighborhood bookended by two trailer parks. It was a 
real improvement over their first home in Cloverleaf on the east 
side of town. Darren McCann, Russell’s father, was a private man, 
especially when it came to his religious beliefs. His family attended 
a small Presbyterian church sparingly. Mostly around the holidays. 
When his wife, Judy, told him earlier in the week that she’d invited 
their church’s youth minister and his wife over for a visit, Darren 
planned to be in the garage reloading shotgun shells full-bore after 
dinner. Since his memory was not what it used to be and he’d gotten 
caught up in a really good rerun of Duck Dynasty, Darren was jarred 
from his Lazy Boy by the knock at the door. Scrambling to reach 
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the garage from where he sat, he realized he was too late. His wife 
was already welcoming in Tom and Patricia Doyle.

Darren and Tom shook hands. Tom pointed to one of the many 
trophies mounted on the dull brown wood-paneled walls. “Darren,” 
he said, “that rack looks a little too big for that buck.”

“Buddy of mine did that one before he finished taxidermy 
school.”

“Oh, well, I guess that explains it.” Tom thrust his hands into 
his pockets and looked admiringly at the rest of the mounts.

Judy said, “Patty brought peach cobbler,” and held up a dish 
covered in Saran Wrap.

Darren smiled, “Boy, howdy, I bet it’s good.”
Judy yelled down the hail, “Russ, the Doyles are here!”
Russell was sitting on his weight bench, wearing his battle-red 

Rahim Moore jersey, listening to some old Slim Thugga when he 
heard his mom’s voice. He had the Football Factory Junior College 
program opened to page 14, the defensive backs. Number 34, Russell 
McCann, six foot three inches tall, 210 pounds, North Side High, 
Houston, Texas. Like so much else at the school, those numbers 
were a willful exaggeration. He was barely six foot even and only 
200 pounds. His was the only White face on the page. Small green 
eyes far apart and wolf-like. Just a year ago he was going to be the 
next Pat Tillman—a safety who tackled like a linebacker. Now he 
was a hero unable to talk, thanks to a gag order from the judge, and 
on his way to prison for three years. Russell tossed the program on 
his unmade bed and stood. Better to go on out there before his dad 
started calling for him.

Russell smiled as he walked in to the living room. Mr. and 
Mrs. Doyle stood up to greet him. Mrs. Doyle hugged him tightly 
and Mr. Doyle shook his hand and clapped him on the back like the 
good ol’ boy he was. “How are ya, sir?” said Russell.

“You know, Russ, I’m only about five years older than your 
brother.”

Still standing, Tom offered up a brief prayer. Russell bowed 
his head and looked at their yellow-brown shag carpet, forty years 
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old and flattened out like those fake alien crop circles. He closed his 
eyes and prayed in earnest. Tom finished and everyone said amen.

“Well, Russ,” asked Tom, “you talked to Cordell lately?”
“Yessir.” Russell hoped the shorter his answers, the shorter the 

visit. He knew there was a God and that the Bible was His written 
word, but he wasn’t looking for any spiritual guidance or support.

“He doing all right?” asked Tom.
“Oh, yeah. Yeah, he’s a’ight.”
Mrs. Doyle and his mother were smiling and nodding approv-

ingly. Darren looked like he was contemplating an attempt at turning 
Duck Dynasty back on.

Mr. Doyle looked at his wife and grinned. “Patty, why don’t 
you tell Judy what you found out.”

“Well,” Patricia said proudly, “I got ahold of the head chaplain 
in Huntsville. Real nice man. He said Russell would be able to keep 
a Bible, and that most units have at least one Protestant service a 
week. I asked about the all-Christian unit we talked about last time. 
The one we saw on the Internet? And basically he said that there’s a 
real long waiting list for that one, but that most units have a separate 
area—he called it a faith-based wing—and that it was the warden’s 
discretion who got to live there.”

Judy nodded. “That’s about what I got from that ombudsman 
person I talked to. They can’t tell us what unit Russell will go to, but 
we’re hoping that because the D.A. is writing a letter on his behalf, 
he will go somewhere decent.”

Darren chimed in, “We’re hoping they will put him and 
Cordell at the same one.”

Russell winced. Every time his dad said that, it was as if he 
thought Russell couldn’t handle himself—a sentiment Russell had 
felt often enough throughout his life. His dad and older brother 
Mitch were every bit of six foot three inches tall and 230 pounds. 
Despite this Mitch was never an all-district first team selection after 
leading the team in total tackles. Mitch played tight end and didn’t 
even start until his senior year, never making much of an impact 
on the game. And yet, Russell could not help but think if he were 
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working on a drilling rig out in the gulf and Mitch was on his way 
to prison...

Mr. Doyle started a lecture on the book of Job. It wasn’t 
supposed to sound like a lecture, and actually it wasn’t half bad. 
Eventually they got into a conversation that was only a few clicks 
short of gossip about other members of the church, and Russell was 
able to excuse himself. Darren had already made his escape to the 
garage, using a trip to the bathroom as his exit strategy.

Sandra Youngblood sat in the same seat in the same pew that she’d 
been sitting in since the family joined Northside Baptist Church 
over fifteen years ago. She watched the pastor intently as he gave his 
sermon but her mind was elsewhere. It had been over a month since 
her visit to the attorney’s office and she still had not accepted the fact 
that her son was going to prison. She reflected on everything she 
and her husband had done in an effort to spare their son from this 
particular fate. She thought of all the difficulties in their lives they 
had overcome. Tobias joining the Army to get out of Brewster Park 
in Fifth Ward. How she had joined the National Guard to escape 
Garden City apartments (a.k.a. the bricks) in Acres Homes. The 
sense of accomplishment she felt when she got her degree from U 
of H and they had left Havastock Hills apartments in Greenspoint 
and bought their home on Veterans Memorial. There were still 
White folks in the neighborhood then. How had they come to this?

Cordell saw the distance in his mother’s eyes and put his arm 
around her. Since the visit to the attorney’s office, he had taken on 
the role of comforter, as if the roles had been reversed and his mom 
was the one about to do a bid.

The pastor asked the congregation to take out their hymnals. 
The Youngbloods had no need of a hymnal, they knew every song 
in the book by heart. The organ came alive. The congregation stood 
and began singing: Trust in Him, thy Lord. Trust in Him, thy Father.

The McCann men never completely finished the deck they had 
begun building in their small backyard, but they had finished 
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enough of it to assemble a mismatched set of folding lawn chairs 
and a barbecue pit that Mitch had welded together himself.

Tonight, five young men and two young women, all friends 
since junior-high, sat around the unfinished deck. Megan Laughton 
sat to Russell’s left. She was the closest thing he had ever had to a 
girlfriend. Her eggshell cheekbones and delicate dimpled chin were 
framed by long dirty-blonde hair. She kept her hands tucked into 
the sleeves of her thin white sweater, while her legs stayed crossed 
in a pair of jeans that fit but didn’t require any gold-medal gymnas-
tics to get into. Russell had his arm around her and was planning 
on trying to pull her into his lap later. He figured that if she didn’t 
resist, she might be up for sneaking in through his bedroom window 
later that night.

To Megan’s left was Mike Ellis. He wore his hair just long 
enough to comb to the side but, of course, never parted it. This 
transgression of the Code of the Bald Fade brought numerous Justin 
Bieber barbs his way, but, just like most things with Mike, they slid 
off like water on a duck’s back. His white T wasn’t the iciest of white 
and his jeans weren’t made by a rap label. Still, the garb was techni-
cally sound, the Polo boots putting it over the top.

To the left of Mike and directly across from Russell was Ter-
rance Corbin in a deep steel-blue Deandre Hopkins jersey. He held 
his Motorola Droid with both hands. Thumbs flashing across the 
keyboard. Terrance and Cordell had been the starting wide receiv-
ers at Northside High their junior and senior years. Cordell the Z, 
Terrance the X. Criminally baggy Rocawear jeans and custom Nike 
Air Force Ones in Texans colors covered his lower half.

On Terrance’s left was Demetrius Hixon. He was brushing his 
always-fresh-from-a-wave-cap cinnamon-colored hair from back 
to front. It was said that the waves on his head would get a sailor 
seasick. Damn Chris Rock and his hatin’-ass movie, Demetrius 
had Best Hair. That hair, along with his brown eyes and square 
pit-bull jaw, attracted so many ladies that he could keep his dress 
strictly regulation. Tonight he sported a shimmering white t-shirt, 
a pair of starched and creased jeans, and the all-white ’95 patent-
leather Jordans.
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In between Demetrius and Cordell was Natasha Saunders. 
Cordell’s version of Megan. Caramel skin and braided hair in a 
bun, with two errant locks dangling beside her heart-shaped face. 
She wore a black cardigan over her Target work uniform. Red polo 
shirt and khaki pants.

Russell sensed an uneasiness in everyone there. No one 
seemed to know how to act. He couldn’t decide if it felt like a funeral 
or a going-away party. He said, “Anybody ever hear about Kelvin 
and Jason? They got five years each, right?” Kelvin Montgomery 
and Jason Larue tried to rob an armored car their junior year at 
Northside.

Terrance lifted his head, “What’s-his-name said they were in 
Indiana. You know that shit was Fed right?”

“Yeah,” said Russell, “well, whatever. Fed, state, it’s still prison. 
My lawyer said that state has parole, Feds don’t.”

Russell and Cordell spent the entire evening trying to reas-
sure their friends, and themselves, that they weren’t worried about 
driving to 1301 Franklin Street in downtown Houston the next 
morning to start their three-year sentences for possessing firearms 
in a gun-free zone.

“All’s I know,” said Cordell, “is that if Jason and Kelvin went 
in and they’re still alive, we’ll be alright too.”

Silent nods all around.
Megan asked, “Hey Russ, didn’t you say that the D.A. was 

gonna make sure y’all went to the same unit?”
“Yeah,” answered Russell, “that was one of the first things we 

discussed.”
More nods.
“And he’s gonna write a letter to the parole board as soon as 

we’re eligible. About a year,” Cordell added. It was actually a year 
and a half, but there was no need to tell everyone all that.

Natasha broke in, “Shouldn’t be going at all.”
“Already,” agreed Demetrius.
“Yeah,” said Cordell, “but it coulda been worse. They coulda 

hit us with another charge. We both underage. Supposed to be 
twenty-one.”
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Natasha put her head on Cordell’s shoulder and her hands 
around his right arm. Russell squeezed Megan’s hand, thinking this 
might be a good time to pull her into his lap. Megan placed her hand 
on the back of Russell’s and held it in her lap.

Mike said, “Didn’t y’all say they got college in the joint?”
There was a pause as Russell and Cordell enjoyed the moment 

with their ladies. Finally, Cordell answered, “Yeah. And they’re sup-
posed to have some kind of program where you don’t have to pay 
for it till you get out.”

Russell said, “See, they got different kindsa prisons. Me and 
Dell ain’t got much time, just three years, so they’re liable to send 
us somewhere where, you know, fools are playing golf and shit.”

That got everybody smiling.
Mike said, “Shit, I don’t even know how to score golf.”
“Me neither,” said Cordell and Russell simultaneously.
“Check it out y’all,” said Terrance holding up his Droid.
“What’s that?” asked Russell. “You put the pics on your Face-

book page?”
Everyone smiled. They all got the joke. No one their age used 

Facebook anymore. Even though they all still had their pages up 
from high school, it was all about Instagram now. Which was where 
Terrance had been uploading the pics he’d taken of them earlier. Ter-
rance passed his Droid to Mike who nodded his head and passed it 
to Megan. She smiled and showed it to Russell. Perfect opportunity, 
he thought. “My eyes ain’t that good,” he said as he grabbed her by 
the waist and pulled her up towards his lap. She didn’t resist, but she 
didn’t exactly jump into his lap either. She stood and gently backed 
down onto his lap.

Russell blushed at the awkwardness of his move. He looked 
to see if anyone noticed. The replay was inconclusive. Megan had 
never been much for cuddling. She settled into Russell’s lap and 
passed the phone to Cordell. Russell wrapped his arm around her. 
Inhaling the fresh smell of her hair, he was beginning to like his 
chances for tonight.

Demetrius asked, “That gag order shit over with yet? Y’all 
gonna talk to that writer and try to get paid?”
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Russell said, “Texas has a law where you can’t make money off 
your crime. We don’t know yet if we can do a book deal like ol’ boy 
was talkin’ about. Or even if we can do interviews.”

Natasha asked, “What about that guy who killed his wife and 
put her in the freezer? They made a movie about him.”

Mike said, “Yeah. Bernie. My dad said Hollywood likes that 
kind of story ’cause it’s weird. And they’re all weird in Hollywood.”

The screen door squeaked open, and Russell’s dad informed 
Cordell that his mother had called and that she was ready for him 
to be getting home.

Darren said to Cordell, “I would like to talk to you and Russ 
before you head out.”

Demetrius stood, brushing his hair. He and Russell began the 
slap and grab handshakes that morphed into half hugs. Promises 
to write and visit were given. Everyone drifted to the gate that led 
out front. Cordell handed Natasha his keys.

Russell whispered to Megan, “I’m gonna leave my window 
open tonight.”

“Mmm, okay,” she purred, “thank you.”
Everyone was gone and the backyard was quiet. Fireflies lit up 

the evening sky. Russell and Cordell sat down as Darren pulled up 
a chair and sat down across from the two of them. Darren looked 
at Russell and said, “Russ, your uncle Robby was in TDC for two 
years back in the Ninties. We told everyone that he was back up 
in Odessa. The oilfields. He had gotten hold of some guy in a bar 
and put him in the hospital. You know he was always a little too 
good with his hands. Anyway, wasn’t the first time, and the judge 
got tired of fiddlin’ with him and sent him to prison for two years. 
Never made parole ’cause he kept getting in fights. Did the whole 
sentence day for day.”

Russell was surprised, but not shocked. His dad went on: 
“Robby and I talked about y’all. He said when he was down there, 
the White boys and the Black boys... didn’t really...” His dad came 
as close to fidgeting as Russell had ever seen. Russell and Cordell 
looked at each other.
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“Dad, we know. Even though they kept us separated from most 
everyone else in the county, we could tell it was kinda... messed up.”

“Robby said where he was on the Ferguson Unit, they had 
separate benches for everybody to sit on. Said they had some trouble 
sometimes.”

The three of them sat silently in the dark. Moments passing. 
None of them knew how to prepare for what was coming, and cer-
tainly couldn’t express it in words.

“Mr. McCann,” said Cordell, “me and Russ been knowing each 
other, like, all our life.” Russell nodded. Cordell continued, “That’s 
them down there with that.” It was Darren’s turn to nod. Men of 
few words understand one another.

Darren said, “y’all know how to defend yourselves. Cordell, 
you better get on the road. You’ve got two women waitin’ on ya.”

They all stood and Darren shook Cordell’s hand. “Son, you’re 
a hero like your daddy was. I promise ya he’s up there watchin’ over 
ya. Over all of us. He’ll keep you safe.”

“Thank you, sir.” Russell couldn’t remember a time when his 
dad had tried harder.

Russell walked Cordell around the garage to his truck. Natasha 
leaned against Cordell’s F-150, thumbs ablaze on her iPhone. Russell 
said; “Say, Dell, you know I’m joining the Nazi Brotherhood soon 
as we get there, right?”

“They ain’t gonna let you. Done seen your picture with mine 
on the TV.”

“Oh. Yeah.”
“Yeah, you’re outta there wigga.”
“You gettin’ down with the Black supremacist gang?”
Cordell frowned, “We ain’t got them.”
Russell laughed, “Yeah, well...” They shook hands, Russell 

looking up; Cordell looking down. In a hushed tone so that Natasha 
couldn’t hear him, Russell said, “Case we don’t catch each other in 
the morning. Whatever happens down there we keep it between us. 
Like Vegas, ya feel me? I doubt we’ll get into a jam. Probably going 
to some place they send all the famous people. Martha Stewart 
and shit.”
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“Yeah,” said Cordell. “But just in case...”
“Yeah, I gotcha.”
“Alright then.”
“Alright, bro.” They shook hands again.
Russell said, “You could always tell them fools you had to start 

slingin’ dope or jackin’ ’cause they quit making Fast and Furious and 
Transformers. You can’t sing no more.”

“You back on that again?”
“Say...”
“You could say somebody jacked your grill and you shot ’em. 

Been awhile since you had a hit,” said Cordell. 
Who you think gets more cred down there, Paul Wall or Tyreese?
“What’s Wall without a grill, though?”
“We fiddin’ to find out.”



23

CHAPTER 3

Russell was in the county jail for nine days before he was hand-
cuffed to another inmate and put on what looked like an old 

school bus that had been painted white and blue. The “chain bus” 
drove them all to the Byrd Unit in Huntsville. A half-mile concrete 
corridor with perpendicular hallways or “lines” extending from it 
like vertebrae that contained three tiers of cells. Built in the 1930’s, 
the Byrd Unit was one of the only units not named after one of the 
state’s governors. It was the intake unit. Inmates were photographed, 
fingerprinted, tested for intelligence as well as a variety of diseases, 
and sheared for lice.

Strict adherence to the Code of the Bald Fade already had 
Russell’s hair so short that the clippers hummed quietly over his 
entire head without incident. After a wash off in a drizzle of cold 
water, he was sent into the main hallway. Here we go, he thought. 
His cell line and number, K111, had been written in black marker 
on the left shoulder of his white sleeveless jumper. A middle-aged 
Black woman with curly, highlighted hair sat behind a tall wooden 
desk to his right. Inmates were coming and going in both direc-
tions. The guard glanced at the writing on his jumper and thumbed 
him south without ever making eye contact. The cement floor was 
heavily waxed and lanes on each side of the hallway had been created 
by yellow striping paint. Foot traffic flowed in different directions, 
depending on which side of the hallway you were on. Only the 
guards were walking down the middle of the hall.

Russell stood in front of cell 111, on the third row of K-Line, 
almost 30 feet off of the ground. He was ready. Stomaching the 
butterflies that were rising up within him. The door slid sideways 
automatically, and he stepped in. A young Black female guard 
came down the run and slammed the door behind him. There was 
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someone on the bottom bunk, asleep under a sheet until the door 
got slammed. He jerked his head up from under the sheet and 
looked at Russell with bloodshot eyes. Russell stood stock still. A 
two-inch toothbrush in one hand and a paper cup of tooth powder 
in the other. The two bunks were against the wall to his left and a 
combination sink and toilet were directly ahead on the back wall 
of the cell. All together it was six feet by nine. Maybe.

“What’s goin’ on, man?” the guy asked.
“What’s up?” replied Russell, still standing by the door sizing 

up his potential opponent.
“Where’d you come from?” This dude is nosey, Russell thought.
He answered anyway, “Houston.”
“Harris County, huh? Heard we had it pretty bad in there.”
Russell didn’t know what to make of the “we,” or the “bad.” 

The guy stood up from the bunk wearing only a pair of thin white 
boxer shorts. He was pasty white, with hardly an ounce of muscle 
tone on him. He extended a hand for Russell to shake and said, 
“Yeah, we’re lucky here. They only put you in a cell with your own. 
I’m Nelson. From west Texas, but I fell outta Amarillo up in the 
panhandle. What do they call you?”

“My name’s Russell.”
Nelson rubbed his eyes as he sat down on his bunk. “I just 

came from a transfer facility. You got lucky coming here straight 
from the county. Transfer facilities suck. Like a homeless shelter, 
man.” Russell nodded his head. He’d never been in a homeless 
shelter, but Harris County wasn’t exactly a Holiday Inn. “I gotta 
dime. You gotta lotta time, man?” Russell had been considering 
telling anybody who asked him that question that he had a life 
sentence for killing a cop. He figured that would get him the most 
respect from the inmate population. But he decided against that 
here, not too worried about his chances with Nelson should they 
get into it.

“I got three years,” said Russell.
“That’s all? That’ll fly right by.” Nelson gestured to his bunk. 

“Wanna sit down, man?” Russell put his toothbrush and tooth 
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powder on the light-blue cracked vinyl mattress that lay on the top 
bunk and sat down. “That ag or nonag?” asked Nelson.

“Ag. Gotta do a year and a half before I’m eligible.”
“Yeah, when it’s ag you gotta pull half to come up. Nonag’s 

like twenty percent.”
Russell nodded. Nelson stretched; he looked comfortable, 

like all of this was no big deal. “Me and my fall partner had stole 
probably twenty-five cars. Laws only got us for eight of ’em. I was 
on probation for some pills, handlebars. D.A. offered me that nonag 
ten, and I said ‘where do I sign.’ I come up in two months. They’ll 
probably give me a set-off, but I ain’t trippin’.”

“So you’ve already done two years and you’re just now getting 
here?”

“Yeah, pretty much. I was in the county for a year and then 
Garza East and West for a year.” Russell nodded, thinking. Nelson 
pointed to a locker above the door. “I got some commissary in there, 
man. Some peanut butter and crackers. You hungry?”

“Nah, I’m cool,” said Russell.
Nelson grinned. “You know you ain’t gotta worry about me 

tryna put you up in some game, right? If you’re hungry, it’s cool.” 
He grinned wider, exposing two yellow front teeth. “I ain’t gonna 
try and tell you you owe me them same crackers back, or whatever. 
Know you probably heard stories in the county about all the game 
these dudes try to pop down here.” Russell continued looking ahead. 
He pushed down into the mattress, flexing his horseshoe triceps. 
He turned to Nelson and said, “I wasn’t worried about that. Just not 
hungry.” Nelson smirked.

Russell looked at the wall. It was covered in gang graffiti from 
floor to ceiling. Nelson said, “Where I just came from all the guards 
are Mexican. Here, they’re damn near all Black. They do feed better 
on this unit, though.”

Russell asked, “Is the food here really better than in the 
county?”

“Better than any county I was ever in.” Nelson blew his nose 
into some toilet paper. “East Texas shit messes with my allergies.” 
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Russell took in more of the cell. Nelson continued, “You must’ve 
had a high-profile case. Or you tried to escape. Something.”

Russell asked, “Why you say that?”
“Cause they normally don’t send you straight here. Most go 

to Holliday, Garza, one of the transfer facilities.” Russell knew not 
to mention the D.A.’s help. That would make him look like a snitch. 
Since he wanted the knowledge Nelson’s experience had brought 
him, he needed to keep him talking. “I got caught with a pistol on a 
college campus. Gun-free zone. I’m in...” Russell shrugged. Nelson 
looked like he wasn’t satisfied.

“You try to escape?”
“Nah.” said Russell.
Nelson shook his head. Russell wondered if Nelson might tell 

some of the other inmates that his story didn’t add up. That could 
be worse than letting everyone know he wasn’t a criminal. Russell 
said, “You remember hearing about a school shooting in Houston? 
’Bout a year ago? At a community college?”

“Yeah. Think so.”
“That was me and my boy, Dell, who shot that fool.”
“You shot who?”
“Tran. The gunman. I shot him in the back. Dell shot him in 

the head.”
“So you don’t have three years for a pistol case?”
“Yeah. We pled guilty to that.”
“Oh... So why didn’t you just say so?”
Russell held his palms up, then stood. “I don’t know,” he said, 

“shouldn’t I say something like I’m in here for beatin’ a cop?”
“Not unless you’re in here for whippin’ a law. Hell, naw. You 

know all our info is on the TDC website. All’s you gotta have is 
someone’s name and anyone can find out what you’re in here for.”

Russell’s eyes widened. Nelson said, “If what you say is true and 
all you got is a pistol case, that is all it’s gonna show when you get to 
your unit. Some of the other Whites are probably gonna check that 
out. You know, to like make sure you’re not a cho-mo or somethin’.”

“Hell is that?” asked Russell.
“A cho-mo?”
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“Yeah, what the hell is a cho-mo?”
“A child molester.”
“I sure as hell ain’t that.”
“That’s mostly what they’re looking for. Families won’t take 

rapists, either. At least they’re not supposed to. You gonna stay solo?”
Russell said, “Yeah, I guess. I’m not gonna join a gang if that’s 

what you mean.”
“Yeah. Down here they usually call them families,” Nelson 

grinned. “It’s like some politically correct penitentiary shit.”
Russell didn’t say anything. He was thinking. Cho-mos, rapists, 

families. It probably won’t be like that where I’m going, he thought. 
Me and Dell’s gonna get moved into the same cell and go to college 
for a year and a half.

Russell sat back down on the bunk. “What you said about 
the other Whites. What if I just don’t talk to anyone? The D.A. said 
he’d get ’em to put me and Dell on the same unit. Me and him will 
probably just kick it together.”

Nelson stood and reached up into his locker and took out a 
sleeve of Ritz crackers and a jar of peanut butter. “I’ve never heard 
of anybody getting sent to the same unit as their fall partner. Least 
not on purpose. Depending on what unit you go to, you might be 
able to just stay to yourself. I seen some churchy dudes do it on 
Garza, but they were older.” Nelson spread some peanut butter on 
a cracker with a plastic spoon. He offered it to Russell. “Sure you’re 
not hungry?” Russell was. He took the cracker and put the whole 
thing in his mouth while Nelson made another one.

“Most units,” Nelson said, “somebody is gonna want to take 
a look at you. Sometimes it’s the ’woods, the independent Whites, 
sometimes it’s the Blacks, and sometimes it’s the Mexicans. Even if 
you just stayed to yourself, you’d eventually have to fight somebody. 
Whoever is doing the checkin’ on that day. Some places rotate; 
Blacks one day, Mexicans or Whites the next.”

“Yeah,” he said, working the last of the peanut butter from the 
roof of his mouth, “I heard about that in the county. If you don’t 
fight you’re a ho, can’t have nothin’ or whatever.”
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“Yup,” said Nelson. “If you catch that pussy, whoever you refuse 
to fight pretty much owns you. Some guys try to catch out, but a lot 
of the laws will tell ’em to go back and fight.”

“What’s a catch out?”
“It’s when you go to the laws and tell them to lock you up ’cause 

your life’s in danger.”
Russell was confused. “But, you’re already in prison.”
Nelson looked up at him. “They put you in another building. 

Sorta like solitary. When they let you out they put you on a different 
wing, but it doesn’t matter. Wherever you go, you’ll be a ho. None 
of the other Whites will back you, and what’s worse is that all the 
Blacks and Mexicans will know it. They’ll be able to do whatever 
they want, clique on you, steal your shit, rape you, whatever.”

“But if you fight?” asked Russell.
“The saying goes that as long as you fight, you’ll be alright.” 

Nelson handed Russell a second cracker with another generous 
dollop of peanut butter on it. Nelson had a look of deep thought 
on his face before he said, “Basically, you can whip somebody’s ass, 
get your ass whipped, or get your ass fucked.” Nelson smiled, happy 
with himself.

Over the next week Russell and the other inmates at the 
Byrd Unit were interviewed by physician assistants, psychologists, 
and chaplains. They were given IQ tests, tuberculosis, HIV, and 
hepatitis tests. Russell got a 106, negative, negative, and negative, 
respectively. He then went before a classification committee and was 
told he’d be going to the Acirema Unit in Bee Ef Eee, which was in 
deep South Texas. Nelson gave Russell his last stamped envelope 
to write home with.

Dear Mom and Dad,

They just told me I’m going to the Acirema Unit in Bee Ef Eee. I 

heard it is in South Texas, about four hours from Houston. I should 

leave here any day now. My IQ is six points higher than average and 

I don’t have AIDS, TB, or hepatitis. Have y’all heard from Cordell’s 

mom? I haven’t seen him come through here yet but this place is 
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real big. Let me know if y’all hear anything. When I get to Acirema 

I’ll be able to go to commissary and get some stamps and enve-

lopes. I’ll write y’all again then. Everything is fine. Walk in the park.

Love,  

Russ
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Par t Two

Pity the nation divided into fragments, 
each fragment deeming itself a nation.

—Kahlil Gibran
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CHAPTER 4

Bee Ef Eee, Texas, had a post office, a Piggly Wiggly, and a gas 
station. When Russell first spotted the Acirema Unit, riding 

downhill on the chain bus handcuffed to some dude that kept falling 
asleep, he couldn’t help but think it looked like a really clean version 
of some East Coast housing project. Like on that back-in-the-day 
show, The Wire, or that old school Nas cover. The four largest build-
ings were perfectly square blocks of concrete. There were several 
smaller buildings in between, all varying in size, but all made of 
the same smooth, light-gray cement that skateboarders sold their 
souls for. The ten-foot-tall chain-link fences topped with spiraling 
razor wire looked brand new in the bright, midmorning sunlight 
and wrapped around the entire compound. Twice.

That is the right word, too. Compound. Acirema looked 
more like a military base than it did a prison. Russell thought of 
Pat Tillman. Then the old familiars crept in, too. He’d gain enough 
weight to play linebacker. He wouldn’t have to hear that nonsense 
about not being able to turn and run with the receivers. He snapped 
back as the bus pulled inside the back gate.

All right, Russell thought, most of these guys on this bus ain’t 
much bigger than me... Half of them are saying this is their second 
time down... I won most of the fights I had as a kid... Kelvin and Jason 
were younger than me... but they’re not White... Christ, I’m thinking 
like one of those White supremacists already.

The Acirema Unit, and a dozen or so like it, were mostly built 
in the 1990’s under the reign of governor Ann Richards. They were 
cookie-cutter. Identical inside and out, each holding approximately 
three thousand inmates. Previous Texas prisons, like the Byrd Unit, 
were all one long hallway with smaller bisecting “rows” three or four 
tiers high. Everything was contained inside the building. Chow halls, 
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the library, et cetera. The only time an inmate went outside was for 
recreation or if his job required it. The modern units, like Acirema, 
were completely different. All the buildings were independent. There 
were buildings for housing, religious services, medical, and so on. 
To get anywhere on the unit you had to go outside. They were built 
this way in order to keep riots from spreading so quickly or easily. 
The fact that these new-styled units lead the system in riots each 
year, as well as in overall violence, is only a small disappointment 
to the politicians and administrators in Austin and Huntsville.

Russell and three others were given their housing assignments 
and escorted to four building by a portly, middle-aged Hispanic 
guard with a shiny name tag that read E. Zamora. The button-up 
jumper that Russell had worn on the Byrd Unit had been replaced by 
a white pullover shirt with a v-neck and white pants with an elastic 
waistband. The guards’ uniforms were all gray with blue piping. 
They all wore black leather belts with handcuffs, pepper spray, and 
flashlights dangling from them. Not to mention the giant brass keys 
that chimed as they walked.

Zamora strutted proudly, greeting the officers he passed as 
well as a few inmates in Spanish. The sidewalks had yellow stripes 
on them like the hallways at the Byrd Unit. Inmates were coming 
and going, seemingly as they pleased, with an occasional guard 
screaming about staying on the “right side” of the yellow line. It 
was obvious Russell had just arrived, yet the hard stares he’d been 
expecting from the Acirema veterans weren’t there. He got a quizzi-
cal glance here and there, but that was about it. None of the inmates 
he saw looked intimidating. A warm September breeze alerted him 
to the sweat on the back of his neck and on his palms.

After walking across what must have been half the unit, they 
arrived at four building. The inside looked a little more worn than 
the outside. Other than that, it was what he’d expect a modern 
prison to look like: concrete, steel, and plexiglass, all at right angles, 
everywhere he turned. The ceiling had to be thirty feet high. To the 
right of the front door was a cheap-looking desk; stained yellow and 
shaped like a horseshoe. A guard with skin as pale as Russell’s sat 
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Epilogue

Just as a physical body can continue to live, 
despite containing a certain amount of microorganisms 

whose prevalence would destroy it, so a society can survive a 
certain amount of forces of disintegration within it. But that is 
very different from saying that there is no limit to the amount, 

audacity, and ferocity of those disintegrative forces which 
a society can survive, without at least the will to resist.

—Thomas Sowell
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