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    What Others Say About Michael Cantrell 


    


    “With 32 years serving the law enforcement profession, I have rarely seen the gap between leadership theory and lived operational experience bridged as well as Michael Cantrell bridges it in The Weight of Justice. For anyone leading or training inside corrections, this is what no training program can fully replicate: a credible, unfiltered account of what the job actually costs and what it can produce.”


    John Bostain


    Founder and Owner, Command Presence Training 
www.CommandPresence.net


    “Michael Cantrell’s take on resilience as armor that can become your prison is excellent, and I say this as one of our nation’s leading trainers on resilience. This is one of the most powerful, brilliant, clear-eyed takes on our criminal justice system that I have ever read.”


    Dave Grossman


    Lt. Col., US Army (ret.)


    Author of On Killing, On Combat, On Spiritual Combat, among others


    www.GrossmanOnTruth.com


    “Mike, I loved working with you and I loved this book. You are one of those who walked the halls and tunnels of prisons that have broken many, or made them harder than any person should be. You walked through, and though changed, you understand, and you use that understanding to help others. This book offers stories and insights that can help those who follow a similar path walk with more understanding and arrive on the other side harder, but still intact. Thank you, Big Mike.”


    Linda Sanders


    Warden (retired), Federal Bureau of Prisons
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    Introduction


    In the summer of 2005, a lieutenant looked me dead in the eye and said, “You’re good at this job. You can’t walk away from it. You’ll be one of those guys who stays here till they kick you out.”


    The thought of spending my entire career as a correctional officer terrified me. This wasn’t my dream. This wasn’t how I wanted to be remembered. But I was forty years old, and time was running out to start something new.


    Fuming, I shot back: “You’d better hope my twenty years doesn’t come up in the middle of a shift, because I’m walking out of here.”


    Three years later, I stood in a parking lot after working four sixteen-hour shifts in four days, not knowing what day it was or where I’d parked my truck. That’s when I realized something had to change—not the job, but me.


    That parking lot moment became a turning point. 


    Over the next eleven years, I went from a burned-out correctional officer to lieutenant, then captain, and eventually to Chief of Emergency Preparedness for the Bureau of Prisons in Washington, DC. The journey wasn’t linear. It included fourteen rejections for promotion, transfers, and the slow, painful process of learning what leadership really means. This book tells that story from both perspectives: the correctional officer trying to survive, and the leader who learned to help others do more than just survive.


    Throughout this book, you’ll find poems I wrote during my thirty years in corrections. I’m not a poet by training or temperament; I’m a correctional officer who sometimes found that the only way to process what I was experiencing was to put it into words that had rhythm and weight. These poems were written in parking lots after difficult shifts, in quiet moments when sleep wouldn’t come, and during the years when I was trying to understand what the job was doing to me. They’re rough, honest, and unpolished, exactly like the experiences that produced them. I’ve included them because they capture moments and emotions that a straight narrative sometimes can’t reach.


    At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a section called Through the Gray. These are reflections written from my current perspective, looking back at the person I was during those experiences. In the moment, I couldn’t see what prison was doing to me; I was too busy surviving, adapting, and learning the skills I needed to make it through each shift. 


    But years later, with distance and hard-won wisdom, I can see what I couldn’t see then: the warning signs, the slow transformation, the gradual loss of pieces of myself I’d later have to fight to reclaim. These reflections are the voice of the man I became, speaking to the man I was, acknowledging what I didn’t understand at the time but desperately needed to.


    My life has always been about doors. Some opened easily, others remained locked no matter how hard I tried. I thought my path was set when I was young, surrounded by Springfield, Missouri’s finest police officers and firefighters at family gatherings. But that door never opened for me. Instead, I found myself walking through the steel doors of corrections, doors that would change everything about who I was.


    After nearly thirty years behind those doors, I’ve learned that some transformations are unavoidable. Prison doesn’t simply house dangerous people, it creates them. And I’m not talking about just the inmates.


    This is the story of what happens when good people work in a system designed to contain society’s worst, and how leadership isn’t about avoiding the darkness, but learning to navigate it without losing yourself completely.


    If you’re holding this book, you may already know something is different. Not broken, not gone, but different. Pieces of yourself that were there before the badge, before the steel doors, before the shift that never really ends—parts of you that feel harder to locate. You’ve adapted so well to the darkness that you’ve stopped noticing how little light you’re letting in.


    This book gives you permission to face that. Not to fix it overnight, not to pretend the job doesn’t cost you something real, but to look at it honestly and decide what comes next. My story isn’t a blueprint. It’s a lantern. To shine a little light on your path. To show you what I saw on mine. And to leave that lantern burning at the end, so you can always find your way back to the light.


    Becoming a Correctional Officer 


    


    My father was a blacksmith. 


    I watched him many times take a single railroad spike and, 
through the violent and torturous act of forge and anvil, 
transform that piece of metal into a knife. 


    If you watched him work, you could see that 
the railroad spike did not want to change. 


    It does not want to yield to someone else’s vision. 


    It doesn’t want to become a weapon. 


    It takes many hammer blows 
to make it surrender its original form. 


    When it’s over, and the knife has cooled, its only choice is to be the best knife it can be. 


    It will never be a railroad spike again.
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    Prison Changed Me, and I Didn’t Care


    Segregation always had a certain smell. A mix of urine, sweat, and breath. The smell you’d expect when sixty men are locked in a concrete box in a basement with only the occasional draft from a small window to circulate the air.


    In stark contrast, every day in the prison bakery, the cooks and convicts begin making bread at three in the morning. The dough is worked in industrial-sized mixers as big as small bathtubs, then put into oversized bread pans and loaded into room-sized ovens. An hour ago, I stopped by the kitchen to grab a chunk of that fresh bread, still warm from the oven, and spooned a glob of prison butter over the hot, crusty surface. The aroma was heavenly. I had only been a correctional officer for a few months, but I was already learning the few perks of the job.


    That was an hour ago. This is Ad Seg, the segregation unit at the Missouri State Penitentiary, or, as some call it, the hole. The stench is always worse at chow time when we serve the inmates their trays. If I try, I can almost remember the smell of freshly baked bread, but, in reality, the segregation smell can’t be overcome. The yeasty aroma of bread mixes in the warm air with the urine, the sweat, and the breath. This combination almost makes me gag.


    I choke it back. Time to feed, and in segregation, this brings most inmates up to their bars. Anytime they get to interact with a person other than their cellmate, it’s welcomed. Chow time is one of those times.


    Despite what the movies portray, prison food isn’t slopped onto trays in big gross globs. The correctional officer (or CO, as we are called) doesn’t splatter it with a big spoon and yell, “Move on.” The trays are lined up and filled assembly-line style. Each tray has different-sized compartments that correspond to a specific size ladle or spoon. 


    Laws and policy require that inmates get fed a certain amount each meal. Officers usually handle the meat and dessert portions, but inmate orderlies may fill the vegetables, bread, or salad. 


    Many inmates have different diets: vegetarian (no meat), Muslim (no pork), and Jewish inmates requiring kosher food. Each tray is filled accordingly with peanut butter, extra bread, or extra beans to replace the meat. Kosher inmates get specially prepared meals packaged to prevent anything nonkosher from touching their trays. These filled trays are placed on carts, and the CO rolls the cart cell to cell, handing out trays to the appropriate inmate.


    The minute I start passing trays, the complaining starts: “My piece of chicken is smaller than his,” and “I told the chaplain I am no pork, I want peanut butter.” The complaining is just part of my everyday job. The smell is too.


    Michael Knight is a mouthy, 140-pound problem on his best day, and today isn’t his best day. Hiding behind the bars of his cell, he routinely pisses off just about anyone with his practiced insults. He claims to be Muslim when it gets him better food, but not when it doesn’t.


    Today is meatloaf day. As I push his tray toward him through the slot, he points at it and yells, “I’m not eating that, it has pork in it.”


    The kitchen doesn’t make meatloaf with pork. He’s been doing time long enough to know that.


    “Get me some peanut butter,” he yells.


    I still have my hand on the tray. “Do you want your tray or not?”


    “Fuck you.”


    As I begin to remove the tray from the slot, he rushes quickly to the bars. Before I can react, a warm, wet glob of spit and snot hits the side of my face.


    Time stops. I can feel my pulse pounding behind my eyeballs.


    There is a half-second of pure confusion, that animal moment when your brain catches up with your body. Then I feel the warmth of his spit sliding down my cheek, the smell, the stink of it. I feel the hatred and humiliation forming a knot down deep in my stomach. Something very primal. Something reactionary.


    My jaw clenches, but I don’t say a word. I don’t yell. I take the cart, and I walk off.


    Outside these walls, there would have been no decision to make. I would be on him before he knew what hit him. 


    Every step back to the food prep area is a study in self-control. I can’t let him see that he has pushed me to the edge. Do I even need this job? Is it worth it? 


    I scrub the disgusting glob off my face with a rough paper towel. I think I can even taste his spittle in my mouth. My mind stops. What if he has AIDS or hepatitis? I rinse my mouth out with coffee. I even think for a moment about using hand soap in my mouth, but I realize that if I have been exposed, it is probably too late.


    I know the other inmates won’t take trays he’s spat across, so I shove the thought away and make new trays, my hands working while my mind goes somewhere much darker. 


    This was not the last time an inmate would spit on me. But this was the first. And somewhere in that moment, a door opened inside me that I didn’t know was there, one I’m not sure I ever fully closed. I wanted revenge for what he did. I wanted retribution.


    Walking back past the cells with new trays, I keep my emotions buried. Several inmates shout out loud Knight shouldn’t have spit on me. A couple even suggest I pop his door and get some revenge.


    I have to admit, giving him a good old country ass-whooping sounds great. But I need my job. My retribution would have to be more creative.


    As I pass his cell, Knight grins at me from the safety of the back of his cell. I smile back.


    This isn’t done.


    Back in the office, I pour coffee and sit with the unit’s tattered logbook. Reaching into my backpack, I pull out a foil bag of Red Man chewing tobacco. Using three fingers, I pull out a golf-ball-sized plug and pop it into my mouth, feeling the sweet saliva pool immediately.


    As I reach for my tobacco-stained Styrofoam cup, an idea hits me. I smile.


    After a few minutes, I stroll back down the walk and stop in front of Knight’s cell. As I’m standing there with my biggest grin, he yells, “Get the fuck away from my cell, bitch.”


    I just stand there.


    “What do you want, you cracker bitch?”


    I just stand there.


    Knight moves quickly toward the bars. “I told you to get away from my door, motherfucker!”


    I can tell by the movement of his jaws that he’s readying another round of spittle. I just stand there. When he reaches the bars, I see his head tilt back.


    This is the moment I am waiting for.


    My lips open, and five minutes of collected tobacco spit shoots forward, the dark liquid catching him, splattering across his dirty T-shirt. The shocked look on his face makes me smile.


    He backs away, trying to wipe off the brown river but only managing to smear it more. As I turn to walk away, content with my revenge, he yells at the top of his lungs: “Fuck you, bitch. I’ll get you.”


    Revenge 


    


    Three weeks later, I’m working as a rover, the best job in the prison. You’re outside in fresh air, supervising the yard, escorting inmates, responding to fights. Today I’m watching the food service ramp—a dark corridor where inmates line up for chow and where fights happen out of sight.


    The flow of inmates is light today, which is probably why I notice three inmates loitering at the far end, hesitant to come down. My instincts tell me they’re up to no good.


    “Hey, let’s get moving up there,” I call out.


    A familiar voice calls back, “Fuck you.”


    The three inmates start down the ramp. There, hanging back behind the other two, I see Michael Knight. I didn’t know he was out of Ad Seg, but it doesn’t matter; Ad Seg is a revolving door.


    The two inmates in front keep their right arms pressed against their bodies. I know that stance. I’m about to be attacked.


    “147 to control, I need assistance on the food service ramp immediately.”


    I pull my baton and square off. My only thought: I hope the staff hurry, ’cause this is going to hurt.


    Hearing my radio call, the inmates seem surprised I called for help so quickly. They slow down, turn, and head back up the ramp. Knight takes longer to leave, staring at me and mouthing, “Fuck you,” before retreating.


    I lean against the handrail to keep from falling as the adrenaline drains from my system. Then I realize something’s missing. I don’t hear running boot steps. No cavalry coming.


    I grab my radio to call off the response. “147 to control.” Nothing. “147 to control.” I check the battery indicator. No light. Dead battery.


    I’d been counting on that dead radio just moments ago.


    After gathering my thoughts, I report what happened to my sergeant, who walks me over to the captain’s shack to tell the shift captain.


    The captain’s shack is a small brick building on the upper yard of the prison where shift captains run the institution. Captain Anthony has the look of a grandfather until you see the violent storm in his gray eyes—thirty years in this place will do that. He walks with a limp and speaks in a deep, gruff voice that sounds more authoritative than menacing.


    As I recount my story, including my tobacco juice retaliation, he stops me.


    “Isn’t Knight a Muslim?” 


    The sergeant nods. 


    “Go get Fat Eddie out of three building.”


    Fat Eddie is the leader of the Muslim inmates, over 350 pounds, but still formidable. Despite his threadbare gray sweatsuit, the crisp way it’s pressed shows he’s no slob.


    Back in the captain’s shack, Captain Anthony asks the sergeant to leave and has me tell my story again to Fat Eddie. I’m honest, including my retaliation. When I finish with the ramp incident, the captain asks me to leave.


    Outside, the sergeant explains that Fat Eddie is a shot caller for the Muslim inmates. Every gang has one; they speak for the gang and must sanction any attack, especially on a staff member. A sanctioned hit on staff would have big ramifications for the gang. An unauthorized hit would too.


    When something as serious as an attack on a staff member happens, prisons lock down. That means everyone. Total lockdown is what the gangs fear most. Inmates could spend weeks in their cells with only a few minutes out for showers. Fed through the door. Recreation is not even an afterthought.


    Lockdown also kills business. Prison business. When inmates are locked down, it becomes nearly impossible to keep drugs, hooch, and prostitution moving. Even the smaller operators feel it. The guy stealing food from the kitchen to resell in the housing unit. The store man who moves commissary at jacked-up prices. Everyone takes a hit when the doors close.


    And lockdowns put everyone on edge. Inmates and staff alike. More cell fights. More uses of force. More problems nobody wants.


    So putting a hit on staff is not a casual decision. It usually requires agreement among the major gangs. It has to be seen as unavoidable. An unsanctioned hit by one gang member could put a lot of people out of business.


    I figure the captain told Fat Eddie to have Knight leave me alone. I feel better, but I know I’ll still have to keep my back to the wall. In prison, you live and work every day with your enemies. Vigilance is your only ally.


    Karma Comes in All Sizes 


    


    Two weeks later, I’m in the main kitchen looking for lunch leftovers when control calls: “10-49 lower yard! Under tower four!”


    A fight. I run past the commissary line as inmates back against the fence to make way, a good sign that most are uninvolved. When inmates block your path, you know the fight is large and race-related.


    On the yard, I see officers already under the tower and an inmate crowd moving away. Through the crowd, I notice the face of the inmate on the ground, blood covering his white T-shirt. Michael Knight.


    The investigation would show that a fellow Muslim inmate had attacked him, stabbing him thirty-four times around his neck and upper body. Knight survived, but he’d spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair, paralyzed from the waist down.


    I don’t know if he was stabbed because he tried to put an unsanctioned hit on me, or if his mouth just got him in more trouble than he could run from. Either way, I discovered something about myself that day.


    I didn’t care.


    I didn’t care that another human being was almost violently killed. I didn’t care if he died. I didn’t care if he died because of me. I still don’t feel anything about his stabbing, except that he probably deserved it.


    These aren’t thoughts I was raised with as a young boy in church. These aren’t thoughts I’m proud of. But they were my thoughts at that moment. And I didn’t care about that either.


    

      Through the Gray


      Indifference was my first warning sign. Crossing the line was the second. I thought I was getting tougher, building the armor I’d need to survive. What I was really doing was losing pieces of myself I’d later have to fight to get back.


    


    Monotonous Chaos 


    


    Perched thirty feet above the prison yard in a stone tower built before the turn of the century, I watch over the repetitive lives of the men below me. A shotgun leans heavily against my leg, and the click . . . click . . . click of an ancient steel fan hypnotizes me as it blows hot summer air across my face.


    The tension in the air drips like molasses today. I notice that the yard is quiet, too quiet.


    I scan intently for what has interrupted the normal, deafening roar of male voices.


    A glint of steel in the sunlight catches my eye. No noise, just clustered motion. I try to notice who had the knife, but he is lost in a sea of stone-chiseled faces that have all done the same thing.


    Like gawkers at a car wreck, the inmates gather around one inmate who is left lying in a pool of crimson blood, turning sticky in the July heat. I see in many of the faces a desire to help, but every inmate knows that to do so would show weakness and target them next.


    Arriving all at once, the yard comes alive with officers pouring out of the shadows and doors like programmed robots, unaware of the danger. I chamber a round into the barrel of my shotgun. The distinctly sharp sound echoes across the yard, and the crowd of inmates steps back to give the officers room.


    Putting the injured one on a stretcher, the officers carry him off the yard like an injured football player.


    Splatters of dark blood are left to form an uneven pool that will stay until the next rainstorm washes the concrete clean again.


    This one will not die. His blood will fertilize the growing hate that smothers this place. He will be patched up to take his revenge another day.


    The noise returns cautiously. The tension in the air fades.


    I adjust my duty belt and return to the long periods of monotony that are punctuated by these moments of complete chaos.
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