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I have wrestled with the angel and I am stained with light and I have no shame.

			—Mary Oliver

		

		
		
			Prologue

			Chains bound my client’s feet to his hands and neck. He stood at counsel table, immobile, bent and sad, dressed in a bright yellow jumpsuit, surrounded by a small police force and a mob of reporters anxious to scribble the final words of a terrifying drama. An indignant judge would soon sentence him, a judge who hated his violence, his audacity, and the color of his skin. The judge believed Michael to be depraved and irredeemable, and almost everyone agreed. They wanted him to die in prison.

			The sentencing was a long time ago and it is strange to think that it occurred before I had lived most of my life. Now, I am nearing old age, looking back more than ahead. My client, too, is getting old—a great-grandfather, a committed, longtime man of God, and still behind bars after forty-two years, even though he has killed no one and has been a law-abiding, model prisoner for three decades. His name is Michael Anderson and he inspired me to write this book.

			Anderson has spent almost 16,000 days in a prison cell where he is officially known as Prisoner #287309. I have spent the same time practicing law, teaching law, and exploring the world. The irony is that I believe he has traveled further than I, and his reach—his potential for impacting lives, for doing good—is greater than mine. I am not envious because I would never have wanted to trade places. But I look at him with wonder, I respect him, and he has become my friend. 

			As a child, Michael never once heard anyone tell him “I love you.” For him, this is very much a story about emerging into the light out of a dark background, a story about trauma, redemption, transcendence, and learning how to love. For me, a product of privilege, the tale of our connected lives raises questions about how we become who we are. Is it our nature or is it determined by the conditions to which we are born? Can we change who we are by an act of will? And what is the role of faith? For forty years, I wondered about the consequence of our different skin colors and family histories. Most significantly, I questioned whether Michael’s spiritual and moral metamorphoses came from correctional coercion, inborn will, or divine influence.

			We imagine our paths are freely chosen. But there is a need to account for biology and history, the random intercession of other people, culture, race, and the mystery of the transcendent. The variables make it difficult to predict the course of any individual life even though there are those who claim expertise in such matters.

			This book is a collaborative account of my long journey with my old client, and what we have learned: about the effects of childhood trauma, the importance of communicating love, the pernicious effects of racism, the purpose of punishment, and the redemptive power of faith and self-knowledge.

		

	
		
					Part 1: Retribution and Redemption


			Chapter 1

			“Ring the bells that still can ring, forget your perfect offering, there is a crack in everything, that’s how the light gets in . . .”

			—Leonard Cohen

			The Franklin County Courthouse is a stately example of Renaissance Revival architecture that oddly materialized not in Florence or Rome, but in rural railroad towns of the American West. The edifice was built in 1913 after Pasco became the county seat of Franklin County and county commissioners decided to construct a public building whose appearance might conjure a world beyond the wind and dust of eastern Washington.

			The courthouse boasted two Ionic columns that supported a portico and roof. These buttressed a magnificent rotunda, the interior of which was accented in gold and inlaid with cream colored marble. If you could stand on the top of the rotunda, you could see where the Columbia River joins the Snake River at today’s Sacagawea State Park, the place where Lewis and Clark camped on their way to the Pacific eleven decades before the courthouse was built.

			The weight of the building created its own gravity. Regardless of the distractions occasioned by the day’s client or case, when called to the courthouse I was always mindful of the marble and gold, the great dome’s encompassing girth, and the palpable irony of such a structure’s existence in this provincial corner of the world. The formal elegance was not without comfort, but it occurred to me that the nature of the place produced in some people an inflated sense of self-importance.

			I walked through the courthouse’s massive front door on a bright September morning in 1979 knowing this would be the last time I saw my client outside prison walls. My brain churned with professional calculations and I was fully engaged in my role as a partisan lawyer. But I was dispirited by an uneasy feeling that I was David without so much as a slingshot, and Goliath would soon have his way. I climbed the circular staircase to a packed second-floor courtroom. People stood or sat wherever they could find space. In time, Judge Knight’s entrance was announced, and he ascended to his accustomed position. The man’s considerable physical stature complemented and enhanced his judicial prestige and he commanded the courtroom the way General Patton commanded the Third Army.

			The judge shuffled some papers, adjusted his glasses, and looked down from the Superior Court bench at the man who stood before him in yellow prison garb and chains. This was followed by a long pause as the judge shifted his focus to the assembled people squeezed together on rows of courtroom benches: sheriff’s deputies, city police officers, victims and their families, courthouse regulars. He then turned to the right, to the jury box now reserved for the press, and his gaze lingered for a moment on the squirming collection of reporters and newscasters. He nodded, almost imperceptibly.

			I stood at counsel table with my co-counsel, Tim Mahoney, our client standing between us. The courtroom was quiet, all eyes on the arresting black-robed man flanked by Lady Justice and the American flag. Behind him hung the great seal of the State of Washington. It was a setting designed both to inspire and intimidate. The judge ignored Mahoney and me and turned to the defendant.

			“Mr. Anderson, are you prepared to be sentenced?”

			I answered on his behalf. “We are, your honor.”

			Judge Knight shot me an impatient look and turned back to my client.

			“You have the right of allocution. You are probably not familiar with the term. It means that you have the right to say something on your own behalf before I pronounce sentence. Do you have anything to add to your lawyers’ plea for lenience at last week’s hearing?”

			The defendant understood his right to allocution well enough as we had discussed it in private just that morning. He had no desire to address the court.

			Again, I spoke for him: “Mr. Anderson does not wish to address the court, your honor.”

			My words provoked the judge. “I am not talking to you, Mr. Critchlow,” he scolded. “I’ll let you know when I want to hear from you.”

			“With all due respect, judge, Mr. Mahoney and I are here representing our client. We are ethically bound to speak for him if he chooses not to speak for himself.”

			A week earlier Mahoney and I had argued that our client’s serious crimes should not deprive him of a chance to someday rejoin his family and reenter society. I had urged the court to take a close and sympathetic look at the defendant’s background, especially the neglect and abuse he suffered as a child. Tim reminded the court that our client had committed violent crimes but had not killed anyone. Convicted murderers were often given a realistic chance for parole, and so should Anderson. We conceded he should not be released without evidence of rehabilitation, but we urged the court to structure a sentence that would allow at least a possibility for parole before the defendant was a doddering old man. The judge then delayed sentencing for an additional week while he reviewed the court record and the recommendations of experts.

			Now, I was not optimistic. Judge Knight continued to ignore me. He fixed his eyes on the defendant like a hunter zeroing in on a wild beast. I stood before him vibrating with the memory of what the judge had said a few months earlier behind closed doors, in chambers, during the course of an intensely combative trial. While debating technical legal points relating to Anderson taking the witness stand, the judge had struggled to compose himself. He was overcome by the dark part of his being that was supposed to be vanquished by education, discipline, and the rule of law. He might be given credit for his candor, but the words he excreted were profoundly unseemly and astonishing to the mind of a young lawyer who believed even the most conflicted judge would overcome or conceal his prejudice.

			“I am going to get that black S.O.B. whether you put him on the stand or not,” Judge Knight had said to me. “This discussion is over!”

			It was time for that promise to be fulfilled.

			Judge Knight announced: “Very well, I shall sentence you forthwith, Mr. Anderson. You are perhaps the most notorious criminal ever to be prosecuted in Franklin County. You are the most dangerous man I have ever had the misfortune to encounter. Your life is a recipe for how to inflict suffering, terrorize communities, take what is not yours, and forsake the most basic obligations that make for a decent society. I will delineate the acts and events that make up the horror story that is your regrettable life. Before doing so, I want you and the world to know that I intend to impose a sentence that will insure, as much as is possible under our laws, that you spend the rest of your life in prison and that you never again walk the streets of this or any other community.”

			The judge continued but the point was already well made. Justice had been rendered. A brutish interloper from a distant inner-city jungle would never again threaten the decent folks who lived on the quiet banks of the Columbia River in southeastern Washington.

			* * * *

			For months, the local Tri-City Herald newspaper had entertained its readers with courtroom photographs of Michael Anderson’s handsome black face. Some photos showed his lean, sinuous body bent by chains that shackled his feet to his hands as he stood before different judges to answer for violence and wrongdoing. The paper reported that Anderson was the “only person in the state, perhaps the nation, to face ten consecutive life terms, two concurrent life terms, plus another forty years.”

			Under Washington law, a parole board determined a convicted felon’s actual release date, if any. In the case of a life sentence, or multiple consecutive life sentences, as in this case, the parole board could decide that the defendant should never be released. The board’s decision would ultimately be based on many factors, including the recommendation of prosecutors, sentencing judges, and victims.

			Here is what Benton County Superior Court Judge Frederick said in 1978 when sentencing Anderson to his first bundle of consecutive life sentences:

			“My goal is you be kept literally in prison for the rest of your natural life.”

			The Tri-City Herald agreed. It’s editorial at the time was titled: “Throw Away the Key” and applauded the court for rejecting Anderson’s “pathetic” plea that his sentence should reflect the fact he had not committed the ultimate crime—murder. The newspaper said:

			“Give him another chance . . . and the odds are high he will kill someone.”

			After being convicted and sentenced on the second batch of Franklin County charges in 1979, the case in which I was involved, all five Franklin County prosecutors signed off on a seven-page written recommendation to the superintendent of the Washington Corrections Center. The concluding sentence was unambiguous:

			“The below signed staff of the Franklin County Prosecutor’s Office recommend that Michael Anderson spend the remainder of his natural life behind bars.”

			Judge Parsons and Judge Knight added handwritten postscripts to the prosecutors’ recommendation. Judge Parsons said, simply:

			“I concur with Prosecutor.”

			Judge Knight wrote:

			“I specifically concur that Michael Anderson never be paroled. He should spend the rest of his life in a controlled environment.”

			A court stenographer who sat through one of the criminal trials went out of her way to record her belief that Anderson was a monster who should be locked away forever. Probation officers, crime victims, and the public agreed.

			In the eyes of the court and court-watchers in 1979, Michael Anderson would always be a dangerous, fierce-looking, twenty-five-year-old black man in chains, a man who should never be given another chance to do harm. There was no inclination or capacity to imagine an alternative picture: of Michael Anderson at age thirty or forty or fifty or sixty; of Michael Anderson praying in his cell; of Michael Anderson tending to the sick and dying; or of Michael Anderson engaged in years of hard work confronting the trauma of his own childhood as well as the trauma and injury he had inflicted on others. In time, Michael Anderson was mostly forgotten. Those few people who remembered him at all, and those responsible for determining how long he should remain in prison, pictured him as he was in 1979.

			A short ride back to the penitentiary marked the end of Michael’s youth and the end of courtroom appearances. For all intents and purposes, it also marked an end to personal autonomy for the rest of his life. Chained and alone, he rode in the same sheriff’s van that had shadowed him since he first prowled the streets of Pasco the previous year. He could not see far but what he could see looked like a long and brutal gauntlet that led to old age and death.

			* * * *

			For me, as a young lawyer, the Michael Anderson case was exciting because it was high-profile, stimulating because of the legal challenges, and professionally rewarding because of what I learned. Nevertheless, the experience deflated me. I was happy only to have it over. I was most unhappy with the fact that all our work had resulted in a real possibility that Michael would die in prison.

			I was troubled by the notion that a person could be considered irredeemable. I was not a neuroscientist or psychologist. Law school didn’t teach me much about criminology or the behavioral sciences. Still, to my mind, no one, including a judge, could definitively predict a young man’s destiny, or his potential for transformation. Who could forswear the possible triumph of a man’s battle to overcome his demons, his desire to heal, to move from brokenness to grace? Maybe it was my inherent optimism, or the influence of the Enlightenment, or my years of exposure to the Episcopal liturgy. I did not believe people were all bad or all good. I believed in human perfectibility and had a hard time accepting a court’s desire to condemn a young man to lifelong imprisonment.

			Of course, it could be that the courts and the experts knew more than I about the prospects for rehabilitating a violent criminal who was regarded by many as a psychopath. Everyone knew psychopaths could not be fixed. But Michael was not a psychopath. He was not Ted Bundy or Charles Manson. He had what is described as an antisocial personality disorder. If I had known what scientists would later find out about criminal behavior through brain imaging, neuroplasticity, and more sophisticated diagnostic tools, I might have presented the court with evidence that certain parts of Michael’s brain were indeed working, parts that did not work in the brain of a psychopath. These are the parts that allow a person to feel guilt and remorse. They enable people to draw moral conclusions about their antisocial behavior even though they find it difficult to stop the behavior. Unlike psychopaths, whose underdeveloped brains prevent them from feeling, the antisocial personality arises from environmental conditions and is treatable.

			I might also have educated myself and the court about the likelihood that Anderson suffered the adult consequences of Reactive Attachment Disorder (RAD)—a disorder caused by an infant’s inability to form healthy attachments to parents and caregivers. The science and understanding of how the brain responds to early childhood trauma has accelerated in recent decades. There is a developing scientific consensus that the nervous system responds to trauma by creating neural responses that protect a traumatized individual from unsafe conditions even when those conditions no longer exist. A child who is neglected, abused, shamed, and rejected may, for example, grow into adulthood with a nervous system built to help an infant survive constant stress and fear. That adult may flee, fight, act out, become numb, dissociate, manipulate, or seek comfort through addictive or aggressive behaviors because the child’s brain is wired to respond in certain ways to certain stimuli. What we know today, in 2020, is that the world is filled with people haunted by trauma, people who are not fully present, who make unhealthy decisions, and who pursue behaviors unconsciously intended to fix or defend against something distressing or painful that may have occurred long ago.

			Fortunately, the brain is pliable, and the effects of traumatic events can be counteracted by new environmental stimuli and a variety of therapeutic approaches. The point is this: it is true that some people are very damaged. It is not true that they are all unsalvageable. And it is neither wise, economical, nor humane to assume that a twenty-five-year-old will be the same person at age sixty.

			To put it in a Christian context, one that is relevant to Michael’s story, shouldn’t New Testament values counteract Old Testament justice?

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Prison is a second by second assault on the soul, a day to day degradation of the self, an oppressive steel and brick umbrella that transforms seconds into hours and hours into days . . .”

			—Mumia Abu-Jamal

			Michael was now Prisoner #287309 and he would spend many years at the Washington State Penitentiary before correctional authorities trusted him enough to move him to a less secure facility. His adjustment to life in the prison would have been more challenging and severe had he not spent his youth preparing for it. He had been in and out of juvenile detention and jail since he was eleven and had previously been incarcerated for almost four years in the Illinois State Penitentiary at Joliet. The Illinois penitentiary had been no cakewalk, but Michael’s physical prowess, his reputation, and his street sense had enabled him to work his way up the inmate power structure. He was young, but not a newcomer, not a new “fish,” in prison parlance, and he befriended older inmates who ran drugs and other contraband, managed prostitution, and controlled the tactical decisions involved in inmate race relations.

			No one knew him at the Washington penitentiary in Walla Walla when he first arrived. But his reputation preceded him. Inmates watched the news and were familiar with Michael’s eastern Washington crime spree and his criminal history in Illinois. Not only that, inmates immediately started calling him “Iron Mike” even though he had not mentioned his Illinois nickname. Iron Mike had already become a legend of sorts. The legend was mostly based on false or exaggerated stories. On one occasion, he had supposedly beaten up five police officers who tried to arrest him. Another famous myth described the time when Michael, after being taken into custody, became so angry and aggressive he started salivating and used his teeth to tear off his handcuffs. While his reputation may have deterred some inmates from challenging him, other inmates and many prison guards targeted Michael precisely because of it. Like a notorious quick draw in the Old West, Michael was sought out by young guns and correction officials who wanted to prove themselves.

			The Washington State Penitentiary was reputed to be among the worst prisons in the country, certainly the least desirable place to spend time in the Washington correctional system. It was known for assaults, rapes, murders, riots, lockdowns, violent inmates, and an impotent prison staff. It was the designated venue for execution of death row inmates by hanging. Michael knew he was destined to go there when he was screened at Shelton, the western Washington facility where psychologists and counselors determined that the most dangerous inmates would be locked up in the most dangerous and unforgiving of all prison venues—the penitentiary’s maximum-security unit. Michael remembers the six-hour ride from Shelton to Walla Walla in the Gray Goose, the armored van that shuttled new prisoners to their assigned homes in prisons throughout the state. Shackled together on metal benches, the anxious men feigned nonchalance as they expelled gas that collected in the unvented space to a degree that the men’s arrival at the penitentiary was a temporal deliverance as well as a descent into hell.

			It was a hellhole run by the condemned. Every new inmate had to find his own cell or be assigned to a segregated setting. That’s the way it worked in a society that was mostly managed by other inmates through the RGC—the Resident Government Council—which controlled everything from cell assignments to prostitution and ice cream concessions. Fortunately, Michael had made advance arrangements through prisoners at Shelton to reserve a cell. Within a month, he had his own cell, 6 Wing F-4. Cells were prime real estate bought and sold for value. The price in dollars, goods, or sexual services was a function of the value you placed on the location of your five-by-ten-foot cement cubicle—the place you might live for years, or for the rest of your life.

			He was at the prison only a few hours when he was on his way to the mess hall and witnessed a prisoner almost kill another prisoner with guards looking on. When he asked why the guards had not intervened to stop the fight, he was told that guards don’t do that at the Washington penitentiary.

			In previous decades, the prison was a “super custody” facility where the warden exercised absolute authority. One word, and a prisoner could be standing naked for months in an empty cell or sent to the mental health ward where he might be tortured using coercive therapies, including electroshock treatment. Change began in the early 1970s with well-meaning but naïve reform. Inmates were given extensive new freedoms and governing power. Chaos descended. Convicts had the only keys to certain prison areas. They had access to prison offices and telephones. Bikers roared choppers around the Big Yard. Marijuana was everywhere, and hundreds shot heroin. Convicts took lives with shanks and even bombs. Frustrated and afraid, correctional officers quit or were paid by inmates to look the other way.

			All of this meant that Michael had to earn his respect the hard way. He was not especially worried. Survival was what he knew. Plus, he was angry and had little to lose. He quickly discerned who to talk to, who to hurt, and who to befriend. The power dynamic from prison to prison was the same. Tough guys, guys with clout on the outside, and risk-takers ran the show. Tough guys who were smart had the most leverage. Iron Mike was both savvy and dangerous.

			He started planning an escape, something that had possessed him at virtually every institution in which he had been incarcerated. There was the escape in the dead of winter from the small county jail in Illinois when he sawed through metal bars with a hacksaw smuggled in by a cellmate’s girlfriend. There had been the two-day breakout from the St. Charles Boys’ Home when he was fifteen. A few years later, Cook County authorities had charged him with attempted escape and assault when he tried to take a jail guard hostage after threatening him with a shard of glass. His more recent escape from the Franklin County Jail was well known to penitentiary staff who were especially vigilant in watching Michael for any signs of an escape plan.

			Prisoners had escaped from the maximum-security unit at the Washington penitentiary. They dug tunnels, built ladders, paid off prison guards. They were almost always caught. Michael was involved in one escape attempt that was aborted after he had crawled halfway through a finished tunnel and heard a gunshot coming from the other end. A fellow inmate had been shot when he exited the tunnel and tried to run. The prison administration reinforced the message he had already gotten from inmates. You could fight, take drugs, maybe even kill—but the behavior had to be confined to the inside of the prison. You could not escape. When Michael accepted that escape was not a realistic option, he decided to become a player in the prison culture. He would become a king in this jungle where he expected to spend the rest of his life.

			The ability to wield power and be perceived as powerful was easily established when the Lifers’ Club designated Michael as “facilitator” of the Club’s “ways and means committee,” meaning he had responsibility for collecting unpaid debts owed to the Club by inmates who had borrowed funds to buy everything from candy, magazines, and tobacco to drugs and protection. Iron Mike had become the center of discussion as cons debated how tough he was when he made the rounds collecting for the committee. He was afforded a late-night pass that gave him access to all the prison cell blocks. The cons might avoid him during the day but there was no hiding once they were locked down for the night. Michael would quietly enter the cell block, locate the con’s cell, and engage the individual in a quiet discussion about the consequence of defaulting on contractual obligations. The message was communicated in a way that could not be misunderstood. Michael occasionally had to employ force to collect debts that were seriously delinquent. The amount of force was dependent on the nature of the debt, the degree of resistance exhibited by the debtor, and the message the Lifers’ Club wanted to send. Any doubts about Iron Mike’s previous reputation were dispelled when Michael demonstrated the power and ferocity that had dominated his life since childhood.

			It was not long before Michael was tested by a con for whom violence was a daily and gratuitous way of life. He was regarded as among the most unforgiving and brutal men in the maximum-security unit. “Blood” was his name and he was a tall, big-boned man with a notorious knock-out punch that generally ended a fight quickly and efficiently. In addition to random violence, he had a record of fifteen wins to zero losses in bare knuckle fights organized informally by the Lifers’ Club. No one wanted to fight him, including Michael. The two had engaged in a friendly commercial transaction when Michael first came to the penitentiary and the deal had presumably provided a foundation for continued goodwill. Blood had sold Michael a beautiful handmade quilt. However, he threatened to take it back after inexplicably claiming that Michael had not paid him the agreed compensation.

			The ensuing fight took place among dozens of other cons congregated in the prison yard. It was not what Blood expected. Michael struck first, knocking Blood to the ground. Blood got up bleeding profusely from the nose and mouth. The full force of Blood’s signature punch then found its mark and Michael was momentarily staggered as he fought to keep his legs under him. He recovered and came back at Blood with a barrage that put Blood back on the ground. Blood got up and produced a “shank,” a homemade knife, with which he managed to stab Michael in the thigh while targeting his stomach. Wounded and bleeding, Michael wrestled for the knife and successfully pulled it from his leg. He propped himself with his good leg and faced his adversary with steely, unblinking eyes. Michael was ferocious now, consumed with rage, fearless, single-minded, and pitiless. His fists were fast and furious, stopping only when Blood lay on the ground bleeding and unconscious.

			Michael had validated his reputation. Word got around. Other inmates began to gravitate towards him with overtures of friendship and alliance. They did not want him as a foe. The ever-watchful prison staff started giving Michael a measure of latitude he had not previously enjoyed. All of this reinforced the negative behavior that had troubled Michael since childhood. He could now be manipulative, intimidating, and selfish with minimal resistance.

			* * * *

			One day followed the next, each filled with anxiety and intrigue about matters ranging from the trivial, like negotiating for a small quantity of marijuana, to the existential, such as fending off a random attack by a dangerous sociopath. When he was not preoccupied with scheming or worrying about the unexpected, Michael faced soul-destroying boredom, a convict’s most relentless and ubiquitous antagonist. There was nothing gentle in this world, nothing soft or heartwarming or blissful. Michael was not expecting to feel happy—ever. The most he could hope for was a measure of physical security. He had such moments, usually when he lost himself in the mindless repetition of prison labor, or when he was alone in his cell.

			When Michael relaxed and let his guard down, let his mind wander, he would think of his girlfriend, Dee, and his two children. They were only forty miles away. It was logistically and financially difficult for Dee to visit, but she finagled and sacrificed and begged to obtain transportation for regular trips from Pasco to Walla Walla. The visits, however, were limited in number and duration. Because Michael was a lifer, the prospect of getting a time cut did not motivate him to stay out of trouble. However, he tried to avoid behavior that might result in a loss of visitation privileges. At some level, he recognized that his connection to his family was crucial to his survival, even as he berated himself for being a complete disaster as a father and partner.

			There was talk of inaugurating a new program of conjugal visits for married inmates. Michael wondered if Dee would have him as her husband.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“Faith is taking the first step even when you don’t see the whole staircase.”

			—Martin Luther King Jr.

			By 1990, Michael had spent well over a decade in constant war with prison officials, other inmates, and himself. His unceasing conflict and many life sentences produced such a fatalistic outlook that each depressing day was like the day before and the next, dismal days unbroken by moments of hope or positive growth. His pessimism was an oppressive weight that blocked any uplifting thought or emotion. For several years, Michael numbed himself by shooting heroin, a substance easily obtained in the penitentiary in the 1980s. When not using heroin, he managed his pain the same way he had throughout his youth—by acting out aggressively against those around him. The only respite was periodic conjugal visits with Dee, now his wife, and his son and daughter. And age. The passing of time slowly eroded the impulse to rebel and fight. There was a gradual calming but no fresh insight and no hope.

			No one was seriously injured in the 1989 Washington State Penitentiary riot. The ostensible purpose of the riot was to achieve better conditions for maximum security inmates. But, like most forbidden activities, it was also about the excitement of disruption and the personal pleasure derived from challenging correctional authorities. In any event, the consequence for Michael was segregation for several months even though he had not instigated the riot.

			The cell was bare. There was a toilet in the corner, a metal bed, thin mattress, a blanket, and nothing else—no reading or writing material, no news, no communication with other prisoners except for yelling from cell to cell within the tier. Michael was now thirty-eight years old, worn out, and more despondent than he had ever been. His life was either the hell of segregation or the lesser hell of monotonous days, repetitive work, watching his back, and waiting, endless waiting, for what?

			He was older now, less violent and less impetuous, but still hollow. He imagined the sole purpose of his life was to experience punishment. Some might argue it was Dante’s Contrapasso—the place in hell assigned in proportion to one’s sins. However, the punishment was not measured only, or even predominately, by the wretchedness of each day. The real measure was the fact those days would only end in death. And then Michael would have to deal with the small matter of eternity.

			Ministers were always coming by to talk to prisoners and encourage them to turn to the Lord. Some were nonsectarian and easy-going. Others were dogmatic Bible thumpers. Michael was always tolerant, but skeptical. He was open to religious conversion as a Christian because his mother was Christian, his wife was Christian, and he assumed that God, should he ever present himself, would be a Christian God. But, as much as he had hoped and prayed for some kind of divine intervention, even before he was in the Washington State Penitentiary, God had never presented himself, never made himself palpable and accessible, never manifested in the form of some indisputable and undeniable force. Michael figured either it was all a hoax, or that he was, in fact, the irredeemable person almost everyone thought him to be—so irredeemably off the charts that even God had written him off.

			He was in segregation when a minister, Ralph Thompson, came by his cell. It was January 19, 1990. The minister did not say much, and what he did say was oddly uncomplicated. It changed Michael’s life forever. The minister simply inquired if Michael had tried to embrace Yahweh, explaining that Yahweh was the ancient Hebrew term for “the Lord.” Michael answered, honestly, that he had but nothing seemed to work for him—not his prayers or his vigilant efforts to observe God’s presence. The minister asked Michael if they might grasp hands for a moment. Michael said yes and the two men reached for one another through the bars and clutched one another’s hands. The minister looked Michael in the eyes and said, “All you have to do is believe. Just believe.”

			The minister smiled and excused himself to continue his work. Michael stayed still for a moment and then heard another voice, disembodied and remote. It came from somewhere on the tier.

			“Just believe.”
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