
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Advance Praise for 
THE CHANGE AGENT

			 

			“His story is very compelling because of the sacrifices he had to make to get his life back to where it needed to be. The message about helping other people and the power of controlling yourself, what you do and what you say, is so important. I’ve never heard it said as well as Damon.”

			—NICK SABAN, Head Football Coach, University of Alabama

			 

			“Easily one of the top most powerful messages I’ve ever heard. Unbelievable. A great story and very inspirational.”

			—DABO SWINNEY, Head Football Coach, Clemson University

			 

			“Everyone should hear Damon’s story. There’s not another one like it in the world of sports or anywhere else in the world. Period!”

			—BOB BEAUDINE, bestselling author of The Power of Who and 2 Chairs

			 

			“Outstanding. His story is a remarkable story, and I think everyone should hear it.”

			—MARK DANTONIO, Head Football Coach, Michigan State

			 

			“Damon West is one of the best, if not the best speaker we’ve ever had. His message hits home to all different types of people. His story is one that needs to be heard, one that is really remarkable. His personal battles, his personal growth, his personal fall and rise can be utilized by any organization.”

			—KEVIN SUMLIN, Head Football Coach, University of Arizona

			 

			“Wow! Very impactful. Very powerful. Very poignant. We will be displaying his messages throughout our building.”

			—TOM HERMAN, Head Football Coach, University of Texas

			 

			“WOW! He does an incredible job of telling his story and showing how the small things, socially, can lead to much larger issues.”

			—PAT NARDUZZI, Head Football Coach, University of Pittsburgh

			 

			“The Damon West story is one of perseverance, faith, and recovery against great challenges. He has become a role model of servant leadership through his tireless efforts to inspire all walks of life with a stirring account of personal growth.”

			—JOE TORTORICE, JR., Jason’s Deli Founder 
and Chairman of the Board

			 

			“Your message stirred our community beyond what you could imagine. I met with the principal from the largest public high school in our area, sharing with him the emotional and spiritual experience from which you were the impetus. I did not ask him if wanted to share the message of your life with his students; I told him he NEEDED to share it…and that some student in his school was waiting and needing to hear the message from YOU.”

			—DEACON CHRISTOPHER FONTENOT, Principal, 
St. Louis High School, Lake Charles, LA

			 

			“The more I read Damon’s story, the angrier I became at this fool’s trashing of opportunities I could only have dreamt of – athletic abilities, personality and intelligence. The further I read, the more impressed I became with God’s power to transform him. Damon let grace strengthen him to face himself more courageously and honestly than most non-criminals do. He let God lead him out of prison and then back again as a lay evangelist. God opened doors to locker rooms so he can motivate young athletes with hope to overcome life’s struggles. I love this man, his story and his book, and I hope everyone learns from him to confront all obstacles and opportunities.”

			—FR. MITCH PACWA, S.J., Ph.D. Host of EWTN Live and other shows on the Eternal Word Television Network, the Global Catholic Network

		


		
		
			[image: TheChangeAgent.OffsetDesign.title.jpg]
		


		
			
			A POST HILL PRESS BOOK

			 

			The Change Agent:

			How a Former College QB Sentenced to Life in Prison Transformed His World

			© 2019 by Damon West

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			ISBN: 978-1-64293-102-0

			ISBN (eBook): 978-1-64293-103-7

			 

			Cover photography by Justin DeYoung and Michael Orta

			Cover art by Cody Corcoran

			Interior design and composition by Greg Johnson, Textbook Perfect

			 

			All names of people incarcerated have been changed for their protection and their privacy, as have the names of many others.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 
or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author 
and publisher.

			 

			 

			[image: 10515.png] 

			Post Hill Press

			New York • Nashville

			posthillpress.com

			Published in the United States of America

		


		
			 

			This book is dedicated to my family.
Without them, there is no story.

			 

			Mom, Dad, Brandon, and Grayson,  
thank you for never giving up on me. 
I am so sorry for the pain I caused.

			 

			Mr. Walter Umphrey, Sue Greenway, Chris Kirchmer,  and the entire Provost Umphrey Law Firm:
Thank you for the amazing second chance  you all have afforded me. 
There is no possible way I can ever pay it back.

			 

			BUT I CAN PAY IT FORWARD!
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			PROLOGUE

			Rock Bottom

			Monday, May 18, 2009
Criminal District Court 7
Dallas, Texas

			 

			“MR. CHAVEZ, IT IS MY UNDERSTANDING that the jury has reached a unanimous verdict. Is that correct, sir?”

			That was Judge Mike Snipes, presiding over my Dallas County organized crime case, speaking to the jury foreman. Before Judge Snipes was a criminal district court judge, he was a federal prosecutor in the Northern District of Texas. I always knew him as Colonel Snipes. My buddy, big-time defense attorney Rankin Fulbright III, introduced us back in the late ’90s when we were all hanging out on Rankin’s yacht. The last time I saw him, in ’04 or ’05, I bought him a beer. We were at a trendy Uptown Dallas bar. That was a different life. A different Uptown.

			Neither today, nor throughout the entire trial process, going back to the search warrant Snipes signed on July 30, 2008 (the day I was arrested), had I seen any hint of preferential treatment towards me from Snipes. And rightly so; I behaved horribly. I knew I deserved to go to prison. The question was, for how long?

			How much time could a first-time felon, whacked out of his mind on meth while burglarizing dozens of homes, expect to receive?

			I only hoped the jury would consider all the positive things from my past. My attorney, Ed Sigel, was convinced (and in turn convinced me) it was prudent trial strategy to highlight my pre-meth/pre-criminal life. He sketched it all out: I grew up an All-American kid; I was a college quarterback; I worked in the United States Congress; I worked for a presidential campaign; I worked for one of the largest banks in the world (UBS); I came from a loving family, who instilled in me a value system despite my present predicament.

			Unbowed, Ed remained confident in his plan. Thus far, I was unconvinced in the effectiveness of his strategy. I mean, he refused to call character witnesses like my brothers, Brandon and Grayson, or my best friend from childhood, Danielle Delgadillo.

			I had mixed feelings about his plan to reveal the personal details of my life during the punishment phase of this trial. Being a victim of sexual molestation was embarrassing and painful on so many levels. It happened when I was nine, and I had hoped it would never resurface again. Alas, I am on trial for my life, and I am willing to use those dark memories to mitigate the damage I have done. After all, I can absolutely trace my substance abuse back to the molestation.

			My poor parents sat in the first row of the gallery, directly behind me at the defense table. They sat through witness after witness for six days exposing their son for the crimes he committed. I was, after all, guilty—overwhelmingly so—of being involved in the Uptown burglaries. Hell, I was guilty of many more property crimes as well. What must have been going through their heads?

			The jury deliberated for less than fifteen minutes before finding me guilty. On some level, I was surprised it took them that long. I barely had time to eat the two cold bologna sandwiches the county provided prisoners for lunch. The bailiff came to get me from the holding cell for my verdict, knowing full well after sitting through the voluminous evidence against me that my fate could only be guilty. He knew it, I knew it. It was no secret.

			Now it was permanent record.

			It is funny what you remember from events in history. Well, I don’t know if “funny” is the correct adjective. Perhaps peculiar, or odd, would be more apropos. Regardless, when Judge Snipes read my conviction to the courtroom on Friday, my initial thought was not, “Holy crap! I was just convicted of a first-degree felony.”

			No, it was a more centralized, less obvious thought. “Damn, I will never be able to vote again.”

			Judge Snipes wasted no time moving into the punishment phase of the trial. In Texas, there are two trials for a criminal offense. The first is to decide guilt or innocence; the second is the punishment phase. Since I was found guilty of a first-degree felony, my punishment could be anywhere between five and ninety-nine years, or life. As a first-time felon, up to ten years of probation would be on the table. However, I knew that was highly unlikely.

			One juror in particular, the jury foreman, a younger Hispanic guy, looked at me with contempt. He hated me. That was clear. And why not? In front of him sat a guy who could have done anything, absolutely anything, he wanted to in life. Instead of living up to my potential, I’d “chosen” to be a meth addict and a thief. The prosecutor had hammered this point to the jury for over a week.

			For the record, no one dreams of becoming a drug addict, an alcoholic, a thief, a burglar, a convicted felon...

			My dreams were to play football, become a sports agent, a husband, a father, an elected official. Some of those dreams (husband and father) would be put on hold due to this prison sentence. Because of my conviction, other dreams (elected official) would never be fulfilled.

			The jurors had heard from one witness who did me in more than anyone else. That witness was me, via jailhouse recordings. I said some really thoughtless, stupid, and selfish things on those phones. I must have been one of the dumbest criminals ever. My mother always said I talked too much. That’s probably what she was thinking when she heard the prosecutors replay those tapes of me trying to get money rounded up and people to do what I wanted. I turned out to be a real piece of trash.

			I was preparing myself for the worst news possible because my co-counsel, Karen Lambert, informed me that the jurors had sent Judge Snipes a question during deliberations.

			“They wanted to know if they could sentence you to life without parole,” Karen said.

			“Are you serious? That’s stupid. These are property crimes, not capital murder,” I said.

			“Nevertheless, they seriously asked Judge Snipes if they could sentence you with an LWOP.”

			“And what did Judge Snipes tell them?” I asked, more than a little concerned now.

			“He told them, ‘You can give him life, but not life without parole,’” Karen replied.

			I remembered Ed telling me this was not an organized crime case. Apparently, the jury did not subscribe to the same definitions of criminal offenses as Ed. Not for the first time, I was feeling that sixth sense, what I call the God-wave, telling me this was going to end badly for me.

			“You need to be prepared to hear the absolute worst, the maximum, from the foreman’s mouth. I am sorry, Damon.” And with that, we ceased talking because the jury reentered the courtroom.

			Even with Karen’s warning of what was to come, my senses were on highest alert. I still hoped for a sentence of about twenty years. Given the parole laws for non-aggravated crimes (meaning no one was physically hurt), I could be eligible for parole in a few years, provided I stayed out of trouble in prison. I had been thoroughly educated on this by the guys with whom I was already locked up.

			Basically, this is how it worked on a nonviolent crime like mine. For each day I serve without getting into any trouble, I will earn an extra day of good time credit. For each day I work, I will receive a half-day of credit toward my sentence. All of this is to build up 25 percent of the total sentence I will receive, which is the point at which I become eligible for parole on a non-aggravated sentence. Twenty-five percent of my sentence is my best, first chance at freedom.

			I sat there crunching numbers in my head.

			Given what Karen shared with me, I was losing hope of that twenty-five-year sentence. What was it that “Mr. Jackson” told me about maximum sentences? The sentencing chart stopping at sixty years, and I asked why it did.

			“Sixty years is a natural life sentence. You must be seventeen years old to go to prison; add sixty to that and you have the natural life span of a man,” said Mr. Jackson, one of the more knowledgeable inmates in the jail.

			“So, when someone gets life, they are really getting sixty years?” I fired back. “Why don’t they just cap it at sixty and say that’s what you’re getting? Seems pretty misleading.”

			“West, for a college boy, you aren’t too smart. This is all about making juries feel good and justified. Victims, too. A life sentence gives them closure. Can you imagine trying to explain this chart to a jury? Prosecutors would love to do that but are prohibited from doing so. Juries would do the math on how long you would be in prison before you are eligible for parole, which, I can assure you from my own experience in TDCJ, making that first parole is not a sure thing, instead of the amount of time they feel you deserve for your crime.

			“Be thankful your jury doesn’t have a clue about how parole works. Your punishment range is the scariest because there is no cap to it. I would be nervous as hell if I were you. Anything can happen at a trial,” he told me.

			I will never forget what Mr. Jackson said to me before I left for my first day of trial, when I would experience picking my jury, or voir dire.

			“West, keep in mind you are putting your life in the hands of twelve people who either could not figure a way out of jury duty like everyone else seems to be able to do, or they did not want to get out of jury duty, my biggest fear. Who wants to sit on a jury for ten dollars an hour, a meal, and a parking pass?” Mr. Jackson asked, one eyebrow raised.

			The gravity of that final conversation a week ago weighed down on me like an anvil.

			“Please stand to receive the verdict,” Judge Snipes said, glaring at me.

			I stood on wobbling legs, took a deep breath, and exhaled.

			The verdict was read. “We, the jury, having unanimously found the defendant guilty of engaging in organized crime as charged in the indictment, assess his punishment at sixty-five years’ confinement in the Texas Department of Criminal Justice, and a fine of ten thousand dollars.”

			I was stunned.

			Did he just say sixty-five years?

			Oh, no, my poor parents. What have I done to them?

			 

			Please, God, let them survive this. I have no right to ask anything of you, oh Lord, but I am, nonetheless. Please limit their suffering. Forget everything I have asked about my survival. Help them through this….

			 

			What should I call this? A phase? A period?

			This was a life sentence.

			Everything slowed down; time stood still. I wanted to scream, but at who? I’d done this to myself. I did this to them. I did this to the victims of these burglaries as well. But sixty-five years? What the hell? I didn’t kill or rape anybody; no one was ever home during these burglaries. Ol’ Jackson was right about trusting my life to a jury.

			And I had paid counsel. Perhaps I am one of the few people who would have been better off with a court-appointed attorney. I couldn’t have gotten more time had I represented myself.

			Judge Snipes looked me in the eyes. “The defendant having nothing to say, it is the order of the court that you, Damon West, being judged to be guilty of the offense of organized crime, a felony, in Case Number F09-00248, and whose punishment has been assessed at sixty-five years in prison at the Texas Department of Criminal Justice Institutional Division and a fine of ten thousand dollars, be delivered by the sheriff of Dallas County to the director of the Texas Department of Criminal Justice Institutional Division.”

			He continued. “You shall be confined for sixty-five years in accordance with the law and governed by the Texas Department of Criminal Justice Institutional Division. Also, Mr. West, you will be eligible for parole in fifteen years.”

			Then, he thanked the jury for faithfully and dutifully fulfilling their constitutional obligations to serve and added that the state or the defense might have questions for them that they might or might not answer at their discretion.

			“We’re in recess,” Snipes said, banging the gavel.

			“All rise,” said the bailiff. His deputies were on me quickly, handcuffing me.

			Everything sped up now. The slow motion/shock effect was over. This was happening in real time. I glanced at my lawyers, Ed and Karen. No help there. Ed wouldn’t even make eye contact with me; Karen had a look of disgust, defeat, or both. Of the two, I knew Karen took this defeat more seriously than Ed. The entire trial, Ed appeared detached, clumsy, aloof.

			The jury members were being congratulated by both assistant district attorneys who tried the case. The only thing missing from their celebration was the popping of champagne corks. The State got a life sentence; they must have been ecstatic.

			My parents and my little brother, Grayson, looked destroyed. I found it difficult to look at them. I saw the fear in their faces.

			Three deputies whisked me away, hands shackled behind me. “Wait!” I said, startling them. Everybody was tense.

			Say something, I thought. This was my last chance.

			“I’m sorry, Mom.”

			The deputies didn’t let me stick around to hear a reply. They took me to a holding area, a prisoner of both the state of Texas and the thoughts racing through my head. The former was not nearly as scary as the latter.

			I had hit rock bottom.

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

			The Escape

			Prison Diary
Thursday, March 10, 2011

			 

			Yesterday, an inmate named David Puckett escaped from the Mark Stiles Unit, where I am currently serving my sixty-five-year sentence.

			Although I’m not sure of all the details, the entire unit is on lockdown. This means there is zero offender (that is what inmates are referred to as in the Texas Department of Criminal Justice) movement. All three thousand of us are locked in our cells. The guards will bring us three sack meals, called Johnny Sacks, each day, usually consisting of two sandwiches, some raisins, and a hard-boiled egg.

			 

			WHAT IS AMAZING ABOUT THE ESCAPE is the fact Puckett was housed in Ad-Seg, the most secure part of the prison. Administrative Segregation is basically an island unto itself on this maximum-security unit. The hardest cases live there, locked in their cells for twenty-three hours a day. Anytime they leave their cells, they are shackled, handcuffed, and escorted by two guards. They are transported like this to the showers, infirmary, and recreation. Apparently, Puckett sawed his way through the recreation cage he was in and made it over all the razor-wire fences.

			What little information I had came from radio news reports and the few guards who would discuss it. When mail call came, I would hopefully get my copy of The Port Arthur News, where I was sure to find something.

			Experience had taught me to make the most of my situations. Ever since that awful day two years ago when I was sentenced to this hell on Earth for sixty-five years, I had taken the position that this was more of an opportunity than a punishment. Because of my actions, the great state of Texas had given me ample time and opportunities to work on me.

			What a gift, right?

			Position determines perspective. My current position required some serious out-of-the-box perspective if I was to not only survive this ordeal, but also come out on the other side as something I and everyone else recognized. The last thing my mother and father said to me before I came to prison was, “Damon, don’t come back to us as someone we won’t recognize.” That basically meant don’t go into prison and get sucked into one of the myriad white supremacy gangs and get a bunch of swastikas tattooed all over myself.

			Check and check. No gang affiliations and no tattoos. The former was, literally, a battle when I first arrived. But, I am getting ahead of myself….

			In the spirit of making the most of my new “opportunities,” I decided to take advantage of this recent escape, and the subsequent lockdown it had imposed on me, and begin writing to chronicle what had transpired in my life.

			Convicted felon. That was my reality. Conviction, in my eyes, was more than just this felony. My conviction was a wake-up call. With this epiphany, I was making the most of this opportunity, this second chance in life. You see, I firmly believed I would turn this whole thing around and return to a new life like a phoenix rising from the ashes. Call it an extreme makeover. My eventual freedom would be a testament to the power of God, and the love of family and community. Once the drugs, alcohol, and criminal behavior were removed from my life, I was a man of good character, an upstanding citizen. Also, I was a fighter, a scrapper. Nothing had ever kept me down permanently. This incarceration, and all the pain and misery it entailed, would not make history and break me.

			Okay, so here are the rules. You, the reader, will get every bit of Damon West. The good, the bad, and the ugly.

			It is my hope that my story can be a warning to those who need it, a message of hope for those who are looking for it, and a tribute to the awesome power of faith.

			The best place to start any story is at the beginning.

		


		
			CHAPTER 2

			Innocence Lost

			MY PARENTS, BOB AND GENIE WEST, welcomed me into the world at 4:16 A.M., Tuesday, October 21, 1975, at St. Mary’s Hospital in Port Arthur, Texas.

			Also waiting at the hospital was my older brother, Brandon. Our family would be complete five years later when my brother Grayson was born.

			My hometown is a petrochemical giant. By far the largest employer in the area, the refineries made Port Arthur a “company town.” In its heyday, it was a thriving city on the Gulf Coast.

			The Port Arthur News, the newspaper where my father has written for over forty years, used to be a decent-sized paper for a decent-sized town. My father has helped hold up the subscribership for years with his witty, on-point sports columns and commentary, along with his semi-famous “I Beat Bob West Contest.” He has spent a lifetime building up his name and reputation in a profession where there are few dinosaurs like him left.

			Above all, he is known for being bold and fair. Like when in 1971, he and my late godfather, Bill Maddox, decided to defy the local “rules,” which said a black athlete does not belong on the front page of the Football School-Boy Preview that comes out every August. Their decision to run with Joe Washington Jr., an All-American running back from the all-black school, Port Arthur Lincoln, outraged many in Port Arthur and Southeast Texas. Washington went on to play at Oklahoma University and a had a solid eleven-year career in the NFL with the Chargers, Colts, Redskins, and Falcons. My father still has a box full of all the hate mail he received for taking that against-the-grain approach.

			Dad didn’t go through it alone. My mother, a home economics teacher, went to work at Charlton-Pollard High School in the south end of Beaumont in 1968. That was one of the all-black campuses (remember, this is before forced integration in Texas). It was also where Coach Willie Ray Smith and his wife, Georgia Smith, were employed. The connection with the Smith family was a bond forged in courage and timing.

			Coach and Mrs. Smith had three boys, Willie Ray Jr., Bubba, and Tody. The last two of them went on to play in the NFL. Bubba was also well-known as an actor after his playing days.

			As a coach at an all-black school, Coach Smith recognized immediately the rare bird my father was: a white sportswriter in Southeast Texas who was willing to give coverage to the best players, regardless of their race. The black communities in Southeast Texas welcomed my parents with open arms, inviting them into their homes and their lives.

			My parents raised us with the principle that our Founding Fathers wrote about but did not always practice: All men (and women) are created equal. We grew up without prejudice, xenophobia, or fear of people and cultures that were different than ours. My hometown was a melting pot of many races, cultures, and ethnicities. I would not trade growing up in Port Arthur with anybody else’s experience.

			Having a sportswriter father, and all the extra exposure to sports it provided, wasn’t a guarantee I would be good at sports. I wasn’t, at first. Just like my mother being a registered nurse didn’t guarantee I would be good at science. I wasn’t, ever. All things being equal, I was a fairly intelligent kid. My parents pulled Brandon and I out of Catholic school to attend public schools in the Summit Program, Port Arthur’s answer to integration. They would take the “gifted and talented” students in the city and bus them across town to the schools where the population was majority African-American. The year was 1983 and I was beginning third grade at Franklin Elementary.

			I cried that first day of school. The place was huge. Multiple stories, a gymnasium, an auditorium, and hundreds of children. It was scary to a kid who just left a private school where you knew every student from kindergarten to the eighth grade. But, like with all things, I faced my fears and found my way up the stairs to Ms. Woodall’s class.

			That wasn’t the first time I had problems concentrating or behaving. Few people back then knew what Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) was. Today, I would have been diagnosed before the lunch bell rang on the first day of school. Back then, no amount of scolding or threats of trouble could keep me in my chair. Ms. Woodall improvised a string-tied seatbelt, so to speak, to my school desk. Basically, she tied me into my seat.

			I did well in academics. School was always easy for me when I applied myself. My conduct grades, however, were often a point of contention at home. I suffered many punishments and spankings over my poor behavior. The principal’s office was not unknown to me, and I could count on being grounded from time to time.

			But, I wasn’t a bad kid. I was not the kind of kid who picked on others. To the contrary, I was the kid who took up for other kids and stood up to bullies. I hated bullies then, and I hate them now.

			Our family’s foundation of faith was as solid as they come. My mother was a devout Catholic who, like her mother, had a strong devotion to the Blessed Mother. My father did not identify with any religion, but you would never have known it because he was always at mass on Sundays and was at church for every baptism, communion or confirmation. If it was church-related, he was there. Rumor has it, my mother made marriage contingent on his being fully supportive of raising their children Catholic.

			My older brother Brandon and I were altar boys. This was a pretty cool setup because we often served mass together. Brandon and I did a lot together. Although he was much more intelligent than I–he has a genius IQ–he always had a way of making things understandable to me. Grayson, on the other hand, was an altogether different fascination for me. In him, I found a miniature playmate who would do practically anything I wanted. This privilege was most frequently abused in the form of me getting him to do things for me under the guise of something else. Between Grayson’s fourth and sixth years on this planet, I do not think I ever got off the couch to get the phone, a snack, anything.

			Most frequently, the charades I had to use with him involved making him feel as though we were in a race. A common ruse would entail me sitting on the couch watching TV with him and betting him he could not go and get me a glass of milk before I could count to ten. Sometimes he would win, sometimes he would lose. It was always a photo finish, so as to keep it interesting.

			Our brotherly bond was a hierarchy of love and admiration. I looked up to Brandon, and Grayson looked up to me.

			Our family was not wealthy, but we were definitely not poor. We were a normal, middle-class family. Both of my parents worked their butts off to provide for us. With both parents working, this created an obvious need for help caring for us in the form of a sitter, but one who was old enough to drive and could help shuttle us around to and from things like baseball practice and games. This job was filled by a high school senior named Cathy.

			Cathy was nondescript. She went to school, she smoked cigarettes, she talked on the phone to her friends. Definitely not a shy person, she made friends with other parents wherever we went. Specifically, she had fallen in with the team moms and other family members at my games as if she were one of them.

			Cathy made me feel very at ease. More importantly, my parents felt very comfortable with Cathy taking care of the three of us. It was as if she were becoming one of our family members, like an older sister I never had. I trusted her.

			I cannot remember how it all began. Did she touch me initially or reveal parts of her anatomy to me? Looking back on it through the lens of decades, it is difficult to remember because there was so much of both going on. Eventually, it would cross nearly every line, short of intercourse.

			Coming out to my parents about being sexually abused caused a crisis in our home. For the longest time I thought I was the reason why everyone was so upset. My parents did everything they thought was correct. They sent me to counseling, they sent me to the family priest, and they prayed, a lot. I did not fully understand what the problem was. On the one hand, I knew enough about what was going on to understand it was inappropriate because Cathy was an adult. On the other hand, I physically enjoyed the things she did to me.

			Trying to figure all this out at 9 years of age was, I now know, outside the realm of comprehension for a child. Only later in life would I be able to piece together that this was what is known in addiction lingo as my “activating event.” This was the starting point for me putting chemicals into my body to change the way I felt. First came beer and smoking cigarettes at ten, and pot by age twelve.

			As an adult, I understand how destructive this whole episode was to my emotional growth and maturation, grossly affecting my perceptions about sex and relationships. By the time I was twelve, I was fully sexually active, pursuing the girls I thought would be open to having sex. There were always girls who were willing. Mostly, these girls were older.

			 

			* * *

			 

			To this day, as I sit in my prison cell writing this, I think back to every relationship I have ever had, and in not a single one can I claim to have been mature. I honestly think it is a textbook case of arrested development. I stopped maturing emotionally around the time I became a teenager. This is definitely something I am working on now that I am in a 12-step recovery program and letting God carry me in life.

			Some days I look at the task of putting my life back together from in here as daunting to the point of being impossible. Other days, I am thankful for the seclusion prison offers because I have no other demands on my time and on my life. In that regard, this sentence is truly a blessing. One day I will walk out of this place, and I will be a better man spiritually, emotionally, and physically than the one who the police arrested on July 30, 2008.

		


		
			CHAPTER 3

			Better Days

			Prison Diary
Wednesday, September 7, 2011

			 

			It’s nearing the end of the summer of 2011, and there’s a record heat wave in Beaumont. People were passing out left and right because there’s no air conditioning in Texas prisons.

			My “home” is a 10-by-12-foot cell. Seven Building, G-Pod, 23 cell, bottom bunk. I definitely drew the short straw on cell assignments. My cell is on the top tier of three rows, the wall of my cell faces west, and that means the sun sets all day long on my wall. It is literally too hot to enter my cell before 10 p.m. Moreover, you cannot even touch the wall of my cell, which my bunk is against, until around midnight. It will burn you. I understand this is a punishment, but living in an environment where there is little to no moving air is ridiculous.

			 

			SINCE COMING TO PRISON, it has been my observation that violence escalates in the hotter months simply because the comfort level in extreme heat is minimal. The guards are also under the intense pressure created by this atmosphere. They pull twelve-hour shifts in a workplace that is devoid of air conditioning. So, you have inmates and guards cooking in the uncomfortable, intense heat for months; a recipe for disaster.

			The most dangerous ingredient in this toxic soup is the difficulty in sleeping in extreme heat. My dreams are even different, almost psychedelic. I have not slept more than a few hours at a time since May. I do not expect to sleep more than that until at least October. That is five months of living in an environment where everyone is extremely sleep-deprived. Some of the inmates are armed, others are in gangs, most are going through deep, internal and personal struggles, and many are looking for any signs of weakness to exploit. Hope is in short supply, and violence is the only language in which everyone is fluent.

			We do have our little fans. However, I wouldn’t ever accuse mine of keeping me cool. It simply moves one hundred-plus-degree stifling air around if you are within two feet of it. It practically has to be within arm’s reach to be effective as an air mover. I consider myself to be fortunate because some guys do not even have that. In order to have a fan, someone must put money on your “books”—the inmate trust fund account to spend at the commissary—or you have to apply as indigent for a free fan.

			There is a third avenue to acquire a fan. My current fan isn’t the original fan I purchased when I arrived in prison. That fan saved my life in another way a few months after I touched down at the Stiles Unit. That is a story for later, though. I’ve learned, in prison as in life, there is always another option. You can buy one off the “street.” That’s the term for the prison black market, where anything and everything is for sale. When I first arrived here, I was shocked by the type of vendors who would come around selling their wares.

			You are approached to buy drugs, and I’m not talking about Advil, although there are guys who sell their prescribed Ibuprofens and Motrins. No, I am talking about the hardest drugs out there: ice (meth), cocaine, heroin, ecstasy. You can also purchase weed, wine (hooch, homemade alcoholic beverages), tobacco products, sex (from inmates and guards), appliances, artwork, tattoos, protection, weapons, and just about anything you can imagine inside of a prison, and many things you cannot imagine. Everything can be purchased with items from the commissary. So many inmates have cell phones. Upon arrival, you are approached by another inmate of your same race asking you what your inmate ID number is and what you are here for. He then whips out his phone and pulls up your info online, effectively eliminating any opportunity to hide from your crimes. In prison, there is definitely a hierarchy, or caste system when it comes to crimes. Not all crimes are created equal. More on that later.

			Cell phones are the engine with which the drug market and gang operations run in prison. With these contraband phones, inmates are able to have unrestricted, unmonitored access to the free world. Members of the criminal street gangs can continue calling shots to gangs on the street from the inside. Not only are drug deals planned and executed with this system, more nefarious crimes like assaults, murders, and extortion are also carried out over these phones.

			I do my time away from all the underworld nonsense. Becoming involved is a terrific way to find yourself caught up in the drama of other inmates and gangs. Rarely do you see a guy who minds his own business and follows the rules get into a wreck. The prison term for this is “staying in your lane.”

			For the time being, it’s enough for me to anticipate the beginning of high school football. Being locked up in the same area where I grew up offers me some unique opportunities at euphoric recall. This part of September reminds me of pep rallies and practices, which I loved. Life was so much better then. Definitely better days.

			Recently, I received a letter from my favorite teacher I had growing up. Besides being my Texas history teacher in the seventh grade, he was also one of my football coaches. Now a junior high principal, Mr. Jehlen wrote me in hopes I would consider using my story as a warning to students. He talked about it like it would be within his working lifetime, even offering his school as the first place to give my presentation. His letter lifted up my spirits. It made me think there may be a future of giving back and helping others. A future where a flawed ex-con like me may actually be accepted and forgiven.

		


		
			CHAPTER 4

			Youth Is Wasted on the Young

			AS EVERY SCHOOL-AGED CHILD in Texas knows, Friday night football is the only show in town. Football is like a religion, and the best athletes receive praise and worship. Looking back on it now, it seems like an injustice that I should have received so much preferential treatment because I was blessed with a lightning bolt for a right arm. Still, the younger me ate it up.

			No one ever gets to where they are in life without a lot of help along the way. I was no different. In fact, I had more help than most.

			Having a father who was a sportswriter meant I had access to all things sports. My father would come home from work and play whatever sport was in season with me, either in our front yard or the field across from our house. We played catch all the time. We would go out in the field, and he would pitch batting practice to me for hours. He claims I never could hit him out of the park. Those are some of the greatest memories of my youth.

			You don’t have to look far to know from where my athletic ability derives. Although anyone who knows my father knows he is a golfer before anything else. He was a good athlete in general. Originally from Missouri, he began his athletic career playing multiple sports in his hometown of Centralia. From the stories told by my grandmother, anytime my father got the basketball in his hands, everyone in the crowd would say, “Two.” His athletic ability came out when we played sports too. He could pitch, catch, throw, shoot hoops, and, yes, play golf.

			To him, golf was more than just a sport; it was a tool. He wanted his sons to learn the sport at an early age because golf was something you could play for the rest of your life, and so much business is conducted on golf courses throughout America every day. The man has played more golf than some pros. He always said, “A bad day at the golf course is better than a good day at the office.”

			How many three-year olds have their own real golf clubs? My brothers and I did. My father had his old clubs cut down to the size of a child’s club and regripped. While other kids were hitting Whiffle-ball golf balls with big plastic clubs, my brothers and I were swinging heavy five-irons and hitting Titleists.

			We played in junior golf tournaments, too. While I was never that good, I loved to compete. For some reason I never fully took to golf, even though I had every opportunity and resource available to me to do so. My father’s job took him around the country playing some of the best courses. These were trips my brothers gravitated toward. My fascination was for other sports. First baseball, then football. I dreamed of being Joe Montana.

			I began realizing my ability as an athlete when I was eleven years old. That was when I met Coach John Bass. He saw something in me that I didn’t see in myself. I was always very athletic, and loved sports, but he saw untapped potential on a much higher level. When he began coaching my Little League baseball team that year, my life took on new purpose. By the time the season was over, I was an All-Star with one of the best bats in the league for my age group. The next year, I was the best bat in the league, batting cleanup and winning the titles for the highest batting average and RBIs. Had it not been for Bob Hayes outpacing me in home runs, I could have had the Triple Crown.

			Hitting was only one area where Coach Bass made me realize my potential. He saw the natural power I had in my arm and tried like hell to cultivate me into a pitcher. My fastball was something to be feared, but I never had a second pitch. Batters can adjust to a one-trick pony on the mound, and they did. I got rocked a lot as a pitcher. No sweat. My true passion in baseball was centerfield. I absolutely loved the free range of the outfield, and I could gun just about anyone out at home from anywhere.

			More than anything else, Coach Bass instilled in me a work ethic like no other. He pushed me until I couldn’t push myself. I couldn’t get enough of it. I loved being the star athlete.

			Was this ego? Pride? Yes, and yes.

			Yet it was also the beginning of a love affair I believed would last forever, the birth of a voracious appetite for sports. I used all my free time to hone my craft in whatever sport was in season. In my world, sports were king.

			Now that I was aware of the talents God had blessed me with, it was time to pick up the sport I loved the most but until then had been too young and too inexperienced to play: football.

			I used to watch college football games on Saturdays with my father, and the players were like gods. I wanted to be one of them so badly. I would often tell my father, “One day I will be playing in those stadiums.” He was very encouraging with my sports ambitions, nourishing those dreams.

			In sixth grade, I decided I wanted to be a quarterback. My calculus was pretty simple. The quarterback got all the attention, and everyone loved the quarterback. But it went further than that. Quarterback seemed like the only position that was as challenging mentally as it was physically. It was the most cerebral position in all of sports. Even a twelve-year old could see that. Playing quarterback became an obsession. In a word, it was intoxicating. Obsession and intoxication. Two words I now know go hand-in-glove with addiction.

			No matter how major a role sports were taking in my life, addiction was also assuming a position of prominence. Secretly, I was drinking all the time, getting into my father’s beer and my friends’ parents’ liquor and wine. Smoking cigarettes was pretty common. Soon, I was smoking pot.

			Why would a kid who seemingly had everything going for him in life feel the need to put chemicals into his body to alter the way he felt? Good question. Now that I understand addiction, it is obvious to me that I was in the early stages of my disease.

			During my high school years, my substance abuse was not the only problem. All too often I found myself skipping school, breaking rules, and having sex. My hormones were running wild. I not only suffered from addiction, I had major character issues.

			This would have derailed the average kid. Or at the very least it would have landed the average kid in trouble. I was not the average kid. Or so says the ego of the child addict. I suffered from uniqueness among many other afflictions.

			 

			High School Football

			I worked my butt off to be the best quarterback I could be. Devotion is too soft of a term for my commitment to the sport, the position, to my team, and to myself. The work ethic and drive I discovered through Coach Bass was put into overdrive now that I discovered my true passion. I would become damn good.

			My days started earlier than everyone else’s. Often up and running by 6 a.m., I would finish some mornings off by throwing footballs through the tire swing in the field across the street from my house. However, more often than not, it proved to be easier to throw balls through the tire in the evenings, after practice, because of the dew on the ground in the morning. During the season, I went to school early to watch film on the teams we were playing each week. I was a firm believer in film study because everyone has a tell when they play their positions, and every defense tells you what you want to know.

			Joe Montana, my idol, talked about being able to eliminate receivers and even half of the field by knowing what the defense was going to do before they did it. He said he watched hours of film each week. It sounded like good advice to me. If he could do it, so could I.

			In the summers, I drove around Port Arthur and dragged receivers out of their houses to throw routes with them. When I couldn’t find any receivers, I would find kids playing on the various city parks and throw passes until they were exhausted. I ate, drank, and slept football.

			Thomas Jefferson High School was a 5A school, the biggest classification at the time, making it all the more remarkable to be a three-year starter at quarterback. At about 5-foot-10 and 165 pounds, I was not your prototypical quarterback. What I lacked in size, however, I made up for in grit and dedication. I was scrappy and witty on the field, always looking for an angle to win. I absolutely abhorred losing. Still do.

			We had some good teams, but not my sophomore year. That was the most difficult. My junior year was great. Joey Mouton and Pearce Pegross, two of the best receivers in the state, made me look damn good. That was a team that should have done more. Our district was fierce that year, and we did not make the playoffs. My senior year was our best all-around team of all three years. While my numbers were not as high, the most important numbers were up: wins. We returned to the playoffs for the first time in five years. It was the culmination of a group of guys who had been playing together since eighth grade.

			Although my parents worked hard at trying to keep me humble, keeping my head out of the clouds was not always an easy task. I was very cocky, some would even say arrogant. However, I was not a bad guy. I detested bullies and tried to make others feel good about themselves. A cocky kid at times and a nice guy at others, I went out of my way to hang out with some of the kids who would be waiting by the gates after the game. My mother would remind me on Friday mornings, the mornings of our games, to be sure to stop and say hello to my biggest fans.

			My favorite crew, my biggest cheering section, were the handicapped kids on the front row from my school and the Hughen School. They were great. Nothing but joy and gratitude on their faces. I often thought of those kids when I felt down or cheated in life. God will put people, and sometimes events, in your life to give you perspective.

			My ego was put in check by my father if I did not perform well on Friday nights. His way of doing it was unique. He would put it in the Saturday morning paper for all the town to see. There is nothing like having to read about your shortcomings in a game. It felt awful enough letting my team down when I knew I could have done better. But having my father explain in his style of prose was a big reality check. Truth be told, it did not bother me after my rough sophomore year. His reasoning was spot on, too. No one could ever accuse my father of playing favorites when it came to him doing his job as a writer. He gave me a crash course in media coverage that made other writers’ critiques sound friendly by comparison.

			My mother thought he was too tough on me when I screwed up. I did not complain about it because he made up for it when I did well. His job could not have been easy, he loved me so much and helped nurture me to the point that I was in a position to be the star quarterback, under the microscope. I compared it to the kids whose fathers were coaches on our teams.

			I loved my father, and he loved me. We were always close.

			Football was always a vehicle for me. Sure, I loved the game and worked hard at it, but it had a definitive purpose. It was my ticket out of Port Arthur. Nothing and no one was going to get in the way of this goal.

			Every football player’s dream is to receive a scholarship and take their game to the next level. Yet the odds are stacked against you. My dream came true in the form of a full athletic scholarship to the University of North Texas. More and more, I was identifying myself by my ability to throw a football, and less by the other, more important internal qualities that truly make a person good and decent. I was setting myself up for a fall of epic proportions.

			 

			Jimmy Johnson

			I was allowed to do so many things other kids were not able to do because of my proximity to my father. While my brothers traveled with my father to some of the nicest golf courses in the country, I traveled with him to tons of Dallas Cowboys games from 1991–1993. This was right at the beginning of their Super Bowl runs.

			Jimmy Johnson is one of Port Arthur’s favorite sons. My father had always covered Jimmy closely, not just because he was from our town, but because he was one of the greatest football coaching minds ever. Dad recognized that early on. Their relationship has evolved over the years.

			While Jimmy was the head coach for the Dallas Cowboys (1989–1993), I was a teenager playing football. One week, when the Cowboys were playing the Oilers, my father surprised me for my birthday with a sideline pass. What kid gets a sideline pass to watch the Cowboys play?

			It was at that game that my life of anonymity would change. I was on the Cowboys sideline watching the game when Jimmy became tangled up in his own headphone cord. This was before wireless headsets. He grew impatient with the guy shadowing him with the cord, looked around, and saw my familiar face.

			“Damon, get over here!” he yelled at me.

			“Yes, sir!” I shouted with excitement.

			Jimmy grabbed the loop of cord extension he had just taken from the guy who tangled him up, thrust it into my hands, and said, “Take this cord and follow me. Keep up.”

			Just like that, I was holding Jimmy Johnson’s headphone cord. At every game I could travel to, there was a sideline pass waiting for me at the team hotel the night before the game. Every week, when the cameras would zoom in on Jimmy during the game, there I was, right behind him, on national TV.

			The trips to the Cowboys games are some of my best memories from high school. For example, in 1991, before the Cowboys’ playoff game against the Bears, the other sideline guys and I played a pickup game right there on Soldier Field. I was playing QB, dropping bombs from the 50-yard line into the end zone. I was hamming it up, and that’s an understatement. Thousands of fans were screaming and clapping every time I threw the deep ball. Watching from the press box, my father told me all about the scene when I saw him after the game.

			Outside of the addiction issues, my character flaws, and the sports stuff, I had a pretty normal life. All my grandparents were still alive when I became a teenager. By the time I went to college, only my father’s mother, my Grandma Marge, was still alive. My mother’s side of the family, the Cajun side, was huge. I enjoyed a wonderful childhood with my brothers and many cousins. Holidays were so much fun, especially when my mother’s mother, my Grandma Montie, was still alive. I was particularly close to my maternal grandparents. When I was eighteen, I left home for college a few weeks after graduating high school. It was June 19th, 1994. With everything in life figured out, and a big-time college career ahead of me, I could not be bothered with the concerns my parents had for me when I drove off to a new life that day.

			“Youth is wasted on the young,” my father told me as I hugged and kissed him and my mother goodbye. As I was driving away, I realized that no matter how independent-minded I was, I was going to miss my parents very much. I loved them and did not want to let them down.

		


		
			CHAPTER 5

			Menagerie of Miscreants

			Prison Diary
Christmas Day, 2011

			 

			Today, a cloud is hanging over the entire unit. Christmas in prison is depressing.

			I get it. Most people in here probably have some genuinely good memories from this day. I had more love than a child could ask for, need, or want. I was lucky.

			Out of necessity, I’ve learned to make the best out of a bad situation. Prison is the ultimate testing ground for such a philosophy. I’ve never considered myself an optimist. Pragmatist suits me better because I’ve accepted things as they are and, therefore, I am practical about my realities. Peace comes only with acceptance. With acceptance, I can find the best outlook. That outlook is my key to escape this place mentally and spiritually every single day. My sanity demands it.

			 

			CHRISTMAS IN PRISON IS SPECIAL as far as daily ritual goes. At breakfast, each inmate is served an apple and an orange. The only other time you will receive whole fruit is on Thanksgiving. At lunch, there will be turkey or chicken, dressing, cobbler, pie, celery, pickles, and no beans for once. Beans are served a lot.

			When you leave the chow hall at lunch, you are given a sack lunch with two sandwiches and a few cookies. After that, everyone returns to their pods, and there is no more offender movement. The prison is usually short of staff on the holidays, so that means no recreation. Honestly, we are lucky to even be out of our cells, since policy dictates we be locked in our cells when there is not adequate staff to securely operate the prison.

			Nothing changes much in prison. Routine is the name of the game in here. Boring is good.

			The day room is teeming with people trying to figure out what to do to take their minds off the fact they are spending another Christmas in prison.

			As a rule, I generally pride myself on my ability to be as independent and against the grain as safely possible in here. The last thing I want to do is assimilate into this world. My family helps so much with that. They visit me nearly every weekend, which is not the norm in prison. Visits are few and far between for most guys, and they tend to fall off after the first year or two. I thank God each day for having won the “parental lottery” in life. You cannot pick your parents, but if I could, I would choose the same ones.

			Today is going to be a rough one for many. Many in here don’t have a chance because they have a problem with perception and proportion. Perception makes daily life difficult to discern in a place where so many liars and con artists are selling their worth, and proportion outsizes most problems and situations to the point of paralysis. Proportion on a daily level, I have found, is key to not only survival, but also spiritual growth.

			Like the riddle: How do you eat an elephant?

			One bite at a time.

			Proportion.

			Doing time is truly a one-day-at-a-time struggle. Time is something I have plenty of. The trick is to do your time and not let your time do you. It is imperative to have a plan, goals, and standards for yourself. Each day I awake with the same goal of improving from who I was the day before.

			Speaking of one day at a time, I began attending 12-step recovery meetings in July. The men who want to go to the chapel and work on their recovery are allowed to do so. It’s voluntary, so there are only about fifty guys in there every Wednesday. Odd when you realize that 80 percent of the people in prison are addicts of some sort, suffering from substance abuse issues. At first, I thought the meeting would be held on the rec yard, given the sheer numbers of addicts locked up, but nope. It was only a room in the Chapel of Hope. I can’t bother myself with anyone else’s recovery, though. I can only deal with my own.

			Two men from the free world, “Ray” and “Matt,” lead the meetings in here. I immediately felt a connection with these two guys, and the message of hope they brought. Because both were addicts, former criminals, and sober, they had a unique currency necessary to penetrate the facades of most men in here. A been there, done that kind of thing.

			Bill Wilson, the co-founder of Alcoholics Anonymous, knew his stuff. In AA, unlike in organized religions, they offer you the ability to choose your own Higher Power, or “a God of your understanding.” This eliminates obvious religious barriers for people of multiple faiths or no faith at all. It allows them to elect their own idea of a Higher Power to help them cope with addiction, which we addicts are powerless over. If we can find a Higher Power we believe in, who can help us stay sober, then we know we are not alone in this struggle. We know we have help, spiritually, to overcome our obsessions and desires to use.

			I realize I will always be an addict. This is a disease from which I will never be cured. Even though I will never get well, I can get better. Each day brings me another chance at sobriety and spiritual peace.

			My days currently consist of whatever positive I can pack into however many hours I am awake. I arise around 6 a.m. Most guys sleep in until much later, often claiming they have no reason to be up. I disagree.

			The way I see it, I need as many hours in the day I can find to work on myself. I have some serious issues, some serious defects of character, or I would not be living in this menagerie of miscreants, with killers, rapists, thieves, child molesters, and other criminals. I do not place myself outside the classification of being a criminal. I am a drug addict, a thief, a criminal. I’m not judging. My point is that my choices and behaviors in life have brought me into this living hell as a penance for my sins.

			I have a routine, which I stick to religiously. Establishing a routine is a must. Remember, you must do your time and not let your time do you. In an effort to grow spiritually, mentally, and physically, I pack my days full of activities. At the end of the day, I am trying to exhaust not just my body, but also my mind.
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