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For my grandfather, Terry Thomas, Sr.

You were the first man who ever made me feel seen. Your strength was quiet, your wisdom deep, and your love unwavering—even when words were few. Though you're no longer here in body, your spirit walks with me through every battle, every chapter, every breath of this fight for justice.

This book is for you—for the example you set, the legacy you left, and the belief you instilled in me long before I believed in myself.

Rest in power, Granddaddy.

I’m still making you proud.
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"The opposite of poverty is not wealth. The opposite of poverty is justice."

—Bryan Stevenson

Blindfolded Justice: The System, the Lies, and the Fight for Truth
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I was first introduced to the American criminal justice system not as a hardened criminal, not as a convicted felon, but as a middle school kid in a school fight. A fight. Not with a weapon. Not with a plan. Just one of those scuffles that used to end with a call home to your parents, maybe a suspension. But instead, police officers were brought in. Handcuffs. Booking. A permanent record. It wasn’t just a disciplinary matter anymore—it was a criminal one.

And just like that, my childhood collided with the carceral state.

That moment marked the beginning of my relationship with a system that pretends to serve justice, but in truth, often only serves itself. I later joined the military, honorably served this country, and returned as a decorated veteran. But none of that protected me when, at the age of 24, I was arrested for two counts of first-degree murder—an accusation I maintain was rooted in a broken process and legal gamesmanship, not a pursuit of truth.

What I experienced from that point forward forever changed how I see America, its laws, and its courts.

In that courtroom, I came face to face with the fundamental unfairness of the system—something I had felt as a child, but only truly understood as a man fighting for his life. The prosecution didn’t see me as a person. I was a file, a threat, a conviction waiting to be secured. The DA threatened “no mercy” if I exercised my right to a preliminary hearing. Think about that: a right, not a privilege. Something enshrined in our Constitution, used as a weapon against me.

And because I was indigent—poor—I couldn’t have my own expert witnesses. “You’ll have to use the prosecution’s experts,” my lawyer told me. That’s like entering a gunfight with a water balloon. Justice, I quickly learned, wasn’t blind—it was bought.

What broke me wasn’t just the legal maneuvers or the cold efficiency of the courtroom. It was the fact that I had not yet been convicted, yet I was already treated like I had. When I was booked into county jail, it became painfully clear: there is no presumption of innocence. Jail wasn’t a holding space—it was punishment. Cells locked tight. Stripped of dignity. Officers treating you like you’re already guilty. Everything screamed, you are no longer human.

And if you are poor, Black, or both, good luck convincing the system otherwise.



I’m writing this book because I’m tired of the lie. I’m tired of the narrative that our system is fair, infallible, and righteous. It’s not. I’ve lived inside its belly. I’ve seen how it bends, how it breaks, how it devours the powerless and protects the privileged. And I’ve seen how easily society accepts that brutality as normal.

Especially when it comes to people convicted of violent crimes.

We are the throwaways. The “worst of the worst.” The ones who never get asked about their trauma, their context, their story. The ones no one ever sees as capable of redemption. That’s why I’m writing this—for us. And for the people who still believe that justice should mean something deeper than retribution.

Because justice isn’t vengeance. And vengeance isn’t healing.



America has a death penalty, not just in law but in spirit. Sentences like 40, 70, 100 years are handed out like parking tickets. Entire lives written off in a single afternoon by people who don’t know the person they’re sentencing, who have never stepped inside a prison, and who never ask what kind of society they’re helping to build.

We quote the Bible and call ourselves a Christian nation, but we kill in the name of justice. We turn murder into policy and call it closure. We turn human beings into case numbers and call it protection. But I ask: If we kill in response to killing, are we any different than the person we condemn?

As Bryan Stevenson once said, “The question is not whether someone deserves to die, but whether we deserve to kill.”



There are people in this country—judges, DAs, governors—who believe the system is working exactly as it should. But that’s only because it works for them. The rest of us—the poor, the marginalized, the forgotten—are expected to accept the scraps of justice, or none at all.

I know what it’s like to be punished by inconsistent rulings. To have one judge declare a witness’s statement admissible when it hurts me, and the same judge declare it hearsay when it helps me. I know what it’s like to be told that I must rely on the very experts paid by the people trying to convict me. I know what it’s like to be buried in paperwork, stripped of rights, and told that this is due process.

I also know what it’s like to be a soldier—trained in war, conditioned to kill, told that violence was necessary to protect freedom. And then, to be thrown away for the very behavior the military rewarded me for. The difference wasn’t morality. It was geography and legality.



This book is about all of that. It’s about the unspoken truths. It’s about the wrongfully convicted, the excessively sentenced, the silenced and the disappeared. It’s about the way racism is built into the DNA of our courts, from Dred Scott to modern-day sentencing disparities. It’s about the faith we place in a Supreme Court that once declared Black people property—and still, somehow, holds the final say in our lives.

But it’s also about what could be.

In countries like Norway, they ask: What kind of neighbor do we want this person to be when they return home? In America, we don’t even ask if they deserve to come home. Norway believes in rehabilitation, in reintegration, in humanity. We believe in punishment.

That has to change.



This is not a book of blame—it’s a book of reckoning. Of unmasking. Of calling things by their true names. It’s a book for those who have suffered, and for those who have sat silently, unsure of what to believe. It’s for every voter, every lawmaker, every community member who thinks “tough on crime” means safer streets.

It doesn’t.

If anything, it has made us less safe—morally, socially, spiritually.

I want to leave you with this thought as we begin:

If our justice system is flawed—and it is—then the punishments it hands out are flawed, too. And we, as a society, have a duty to fix that.

Let’s begin.
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​Chapter One: Unconstitutional by Design
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The Law Is a Weapon, Not a Shield

America loves to pretend that justice is blind. That the courtroom is a place of fairness, of balance, of dignity. That the rights written into the Constitution are more than paper promises. But if you’ve ever actually been inside the justice system—not as a visitor, not on jury duty, but as a person fighting for your freedom—you know better. The law is not blind. It sees skin color. It sees poverty. It sees class. And it punishes accordingly.

The criminal justice system in the United States is not simply flawed. It is unconstitutional by design. That may sound radical, but it’s not. It’s the truth we’ve been conditioned to ignore.



Let’s begin with the Constitution—supposedly the bedrock of American justice. It guarantees the right to a speedy trial, the right to confront your accusers, the right to a fair and impartial tribunal, the right to due process. These rights sound empowering. They sound protective. They sound like they belong to everyone.

But inside the system, especially if you are poor, Black, or both, these rights are negotiable at best—and stripped from you at worst.

Ask anyone who’s been arrested and charged, and you’ll hear a chilling reality: those rights are used against you.

I was told, like countless others, that if I dared to exercise my right to a preliminary hearing, the district attorney would “show no mercy.” Think about that. The right to a hearing, to examine the evidence against you, to challenge the accusations—that’s a fundamental legal protection. And yet it was framed as a threat. If I used the right that the Constitution gave me, the state would punish me harder.
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