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			To Justice

		

	
		
			Foreword

			Reporters are skeptics by nature, and religious belief falls into a category we rarely explore, except when scandal leaps onto the stage. I rarely use theological language, and I skirt religious explanations for human events. Even the idea of “redemption” is charged for me, a cousin of the term “salvation,” from which I keep my distance. So this book posed a challenge.

			As an adult I’ve made episodic forays into various expressions of faith, although I’ve never returned to the fervent beliefs I held as a teenager. My main interest has been as a journalist. I started with the Race Relations Reporter, in Nashville, covering the civil rights movement, where I witnessed the transformative power of faith in the lives of people who made America a fairer and more just society. I’ve written about the Amish, Mormons, Scientologists, Satanists, Baptists, Catholics, Pentecostals, atheists, and my own Methodist upbringing. After 9/11, I spent five years wandering through the Arab world and South Asia, talking to deeply religious Muslims who longed to be martyred in their quest to destroy America. What I’ve learned from this journalistic odyssey is that strong political views may scarcely affect behavior, but powerful religious beliefs can rule a person’s life. Religion is a transformative force, for good or ill, and almost impossible to tame when it reaches deep.
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			The question that arises from death row is whether a condemned person who has been transformed by religion should have to die for the crime he or she committed in another incarnation. I’ve been in many prisons in my career, and I’ve observed the power of faith in remodeling the character of people thought to be unredeemable. The sincerity of their reformation is hard to measure, especially within prison walls, but fundamental change is rarely achieved by any other means. It’s almost always the case that by the time the executioner puts an end to the discussion years or even decades have passed, the families of the victims have grown old or passed away, and the crimes themselves have been forgotten. Typically, the prisoner who is being led to the gurney has already served most of what would have been a life sentence.

			In 1972 the Supreme Court overturned the use of the death penalty, in a case styled Furman v. Georgia, because it violated constitutional protections against cruel and unusual punishment. At the time, there were nearly 700 inmates on death rows across the country who suddenly had their sentences commuted to life in prison. The decision was controversial even on the court: Five of the nine justices concurred in the majority opinion, but none of them agreed with the reasoning of the others; and among the four dissenters, two who personally opposed the death penalty thought it was constitutional. In his dissent, Justice William Brennan argued that “the calculated killing of a human being by the State involves, by its very nature, a denial of the executed person’s humanity.” Such an individual has “lost the right to have rights.”

			It was the capriciousness of the death penalty that most offended the court. “These death sentences are cruel and unusual in the same way that being struck by lightning is cruel and unusual,” Justice Potter Stewart wrote. Justice Thurgood Marshall pointed out that innocent people were always at risk: “No matter how careful courts are, the possibility of perjured testimony, mistaken honest testimony and human error remain too real.” Discrimination was certainly at play, as evidenced by the indefensible racial imbalance in sentencing; the ultimate penalty wasn’t imposed frequently enough to have any plausible deterrent effect; and the punishment was so far detached from the offense that it lost the sense of righteous retribution at the core of popular support for execution. The final act was the consequence of some slow-moving morbid bureaucracy set in motion decades before. The Supreme Court did not, however, hold that capital punishment was unconstitutional by its very nature, only that its application was haphazard and irrational.

			Opponents of the penalty hoped that the court would finally put the issue to rest in its 1976 decision in Gregg v. Georgia, which addressed revised laws contrived by thirty-five states and the federal government to comply with Furman. Those revised guidelines required juries to consider mitigating circumstances in a separate punishment phase, and death sentences to be automatically reviewed by a higher court. The justices were awed by the massive and immediate revision of state laws to bring the penalty back from the legal grave many Americans thought it had been buried in. “The most marked indication of society’s endorsement of the death penalty for murder is the legislative response to Furman,” the court noted. Americans had made up their minds that they wanted the option of capital punishment, and the court was not going to stand against popular opinion.

			The following year the moratorium on executions was broken by a firing squad in Utah, which put to death Gary Gilmore, who had murdered two men only seventeen days after the court restored capital punishment. Gilmore’s last words, as a hood was placed over his head, were “Dominus vobiscum” (The Lord be with you), and a Catholic priest responded, “Et cum spiritu tuo” (And with your spirit) as he administered last rites.
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			A few months after the Gregg decision, I wrote an article about three men awaiting execution in Georgia. They were Wayne Coleman; his younger half-brother, Carl Isaacs; and George Dungee. They had escaped together from a prison in Maryland and went on a crime spree as they headed to Florida in a stolen car. The object was to see the ocean. Along the way, they picked up Carl and Wayne’s fifteen-year-old brother, William “Billy” Isaacs, who would later testify against them. As they passed through Seminole County, in southern Georgia, hoping to steal some gas, they stopped at a farmstead because they thought they saw a pump. It turned out to be an irrigation pump.

			The men decided they would rob the mobile home on the property, which was empty when they arrived, but during the burglary the farmers who lived there, all members of the locally prominent Alday clan, began returning from the fields. One by one, five men all together, were shot dead as they entered the trailer. George Dungee, the getaway man who couldn’t drive, sat in the car while the killings were underway. Mary Alday, twenty-six, the wife of one of the Alday sons, was raped on the kitchen floor by Carl Isaacs; then the men drove her to a wooded area, where George Dungee raped her, tortured her, and shot her twice in the back.

			America has always been a venue for aimless killers, roaming the countryside or the city streets, governed by impulses rather than reason, warring against order, civility, and society itself. When they are finally brought to justice they pose a puzzle for the citizens who are asked to decide their fate. It is one thing to see villains on television, another to encounter them in a courtroom, where they are no longer menacing but exotic, enigmatic creatures, yanked out of our nightmares and made pathetically real. The three men were tried one after the other. As the story of the murders unfolded what would impress each of the juries was the killers’ lack of remorse. During his trial, Wayne sat at the defense table reading about himself in a true-crime magazine. The article was titled “Too Evil to Be Called Animals.”

			Back then, in Georgia, prison visits were rather casual. I sat in a small, windowless room in the Reidsville prison, and the three convicted murderers were brought to me separately: no handcuffs, no chains, no guard, not even a desk between us. They seemed interested but untroubled by their crimes, and happy to tell their stories. George was a diminutive, intellectually handicapped, bisexual Black man. He was extremely nearsighted; in court, he squinted to see the jury because he was not allowed his glasses. He was thirty-five when he decided to escape from the Maryland prison with Carl and Wayne. He had one month remaining on his eighteen-month sentence for failure to pay child support.

			Wayne and Carl came from a large, violent, dysfunctional family, and each began committing petty crimes almost as soon as they could walk. Wayne, the oldest—twenty-six when the murders occurred—was redheaded, slight, extremely pale, with tattoos running up his arms that I compared to painted ivory candlesticks. He had nine teeth in his mouth, and stooping shoulders. He could have been a model for Havelock Ellis, the British psychologist, who in 1899 catalogued the features of a born criminal: wizened before his time, scanty beard, voluminous projecting ears, and a cadaverous pallor from “habitual cerebral congestion.” His brother, Carl, on the other hand, was darkly handsome, with long black eyelashes, a pretty boy who had been raped in the prison he escaped from.

			Wayne was impatient with Carl, who was seven years younger and blamed their mother for their problems. Wayne said that she was in fact “happy-go-lucky.” He showed me his “Mom” tattoo. “There are many people in this world,” Wayne philosophized, in regards to Carl, “who tend to blame their parents when met with misfortunes, and lands behind prison walls…But this particular individual’s actions and hardships he brings on himself.”

			All three men were sentenced to death, but in 1985 the U.S. Court of Appeals overturned their convictions because of the prejudicial atmosphere of the community where they were tried. Each was tried again. Carl Isaacs was convicted and received another death sentence. Wayne Coleman was convicted of all six murders but the jury was unable to reach a decision on execution, so he was sentenced to six consecutive life sentences. George Dungee, who I suspected was in love with Carl, pled guilty to all charges after prosecutors said they were prevented from seeking a death sentence because of his intellectual disabilities. He would die of congestive heart failure in prison. Wayne remains incarcerated as of this writing. Carl was finally executed, by lethal injection, in 2003, twenty-seven years after the murders.

			I mention this now-ancient crime because my opinion of the death penalty was affected by that experience. I could see that George Dungee was a hapless follower with diminished intellectual capacity; it would have been barbarous to execute him. I didn’t feel that way about Carl and Wayne. I felt justice would be served by their execution.
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			As I write, the yearslong decline of executions has abruptly reversed course, with forty-seven in 2024, nearly double that of the year before, and the upward trend continues. This book doesn’t solve the moral dilemmas posed by capital punishment, although through my reporting on the seven women on Texas death row I have lost faith in the presumption that Texas, or any state, has a system of justice that is sufficiently reliable, fair, or just to assume the power to take a life. Yes, there are an ample number of cases, like the one I just related, where there is no doubt of guilt, but that same system can be subverted by crooked prosecutors, incompetent attorneys, or racial prejudice—as will be shown in the narrative that follows.

			And who are these women that we, the state, intend to kill? Most of the women portrayed here are grandmothers who committed their crimes when they were in their late teens or early twenties. I’m not arguing that they are harmless or that they should be paroled into society, although I question the guilt of some of them. Nor am I suggesting that legal safeguards be short-circuited to speed the journey to the death chamber; too many wrongful convictions have been overturned in the painstaking appeals process. What troubles me is that the person on the gurney with the IV in her vein is in profound ways not the same as the young woman with blood on her hands decades ago.

			The reader may consider this the final appeal of seven women on Texas death row. It is not a legal appeal; in most cases, those have been exhausted. It is an appeal to conscience. They have been on the road to redemption. Shouldn’t society be as well?

		

	
		
			First Encounters
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					From left to right, Sister Marie Elisabeth, Sister Pia Maria, Sister Mary Alix, Sister Lydia Maria, Sister Eva Nella

				
			
		

	
		
			A Knock on the Door

			Gatesville, Texas, is a prison town, a hundred miles north of Austin, with five of its six correctional facilities designated for female inmates. As you drive past the widely spaced campuses, surrounded by towering fences topped with coils of razor wire, you will notice women in white mowing the grass or edging the curbs. Mercury lights surround the perimeter of each facility and guard towers mark the corners. Before the land swells into gentle hills it stretches out into grassy pastures that, in the spring, fill with wildflowers rarely seen by the residents. On a nice day you might hear the correction officers taking target practice.

			Set on a hundred acres off Farm to Market Road 215 is a low-slung single-story redbrick complex called the Patrick L. O’Daniel Unit. In the fall of 2014, Ronnie Lastovica, a Catholic deacon, was at the prison to assist in a Mass for the general population. Afterward, an officer told him, “There’s an offender on death row who would like to take communion.”

			2024 was a turbulent time for women on the row; the state had just executed Lisa Coleman, the sixth woman to be killed in Texas since the U.S. Supreme Court reinstated the death penalty in 1976. Coleman was convicted of starving to death her girlfriend’s nine-year-old developmentally disabled son, Davontae Marcel Williams. Paramedics found his corpse in the women’s apartment. He had 250 scars and weighed thirty-five pounds when he died. Davontae’s mother accepted a deal and got a life sentence.

			The officer conducted Deacon Ronnie to a building designated for crisis management. In addition to the condemned women housed in the unit there are additional cells where suicidal or mentally ill inmates are kept for observation. Barred doors on either side of a reception area called the Command Station lead to the two wings housing the condemned women. Above each door is the surprisingly voguish logo:

			D

			E

			RA

			OT

			WH

			A prisoner named Linda Carty was brought into a common room, which was painted bleakly white like everything in the unit, with four round tables and chairs bolted to the floor. Her hair, black with streaks of gray, was sternly pulled back in a ponytail. Her eyes were sometimes merry and sometimes sly. She was fifty-six years old and had been on the row for twelve years.

			Linda was convicted of stealing a newborn baby and murdering the mother in the process; however, she has always maintained her innocence. Like the preponderance of those condemned in Texas, Linda was Black and poor. Born in the West Indies, she is a citizen of the British Commonwealth and entitled to assistance from the British consulate. Neither the prosecutors nor her attorney had advised her of this. After her conviction, the British government, which opposes capital punishment, belatedly hired the esteemed Houston firm Baker Botts to handle her appeals. They failed, and her case reverted to the Harris County district attorney to seek an execution date, which could come at any time. At that point, the only restraint is the DA’s personal agenda. Texas prides itself on being a “tough on crime” state, and one powerful measure of a prosecutor’s toughness is the number of people executed on their watch. The same goes for judges in Texas, who are elected. By itself, Harris County, the third most populous county in the United States, has executed more people than any other state, which is how it acquired the moniker of being the “capital of capital punishment.” Thanks to skillful legislating on the part of death penalty advocates, the state has sanded down legal impediments that obstruct the road to execution in other states. As soon as the district attorney signs the death warrant, it goes to the judge in the jurisdiction where the conviction was obtained to set a date for the execution.

			Deacon Ronnie and Linda recited the Penitential Rite—“I have greatly sinned”—then he offered her communion. They spoke for about an hour. Thereafter he visited her each week. Linda was outgoing and occasionally exuberant, boasting of breaks in her case that were coming her way but never actually arrived. “I’m going home,” she would say. Ronnie didn’t argue, but he also didn’t encourage fantasies. “We have to be honest with our expectations of this place,” he told me. He was not her lawyer. His assignment was to help her live until she had to die.

			In February 2015, Linda mentioned to Deacon Ronnie that another woman would like to meet with him. “Tell me about her,” he said.

			Melissa Lucio, the only Hispanic on the row, was born in Lubbock in 1968, but after her father died, when Melissa was still an infant, the family moved to Harlingen, in South Texas, where her mother grew up. When Ronnie met her, she was housed in the wing of death row reserved for “non-work-capable” inmates. Those were women who broke rules or refused the opportunity to do the crafts that the prison provided and offered for sale. A prisoner may be moved to keep the peace within this group of violent offenders. The wing also offered an unofficial refuge for individuals who needed time alone. Like Linda, Melissa was near the end of her legal journey. She had been convicted of murdering her two-year-old daughter, Mariah Alvarez, one of her twelve children at the time.

			Initially Deacon Ronnie was not allowed to see Melissa in the common room, so he met her outside her cell. All the cells are small—fourteen by six feet—“about the size of a parking spot at H-E-B,” he said, naming a popular Texas grocery chain. Each cell has a barred window, coated in a film that has yellowed over time and casts a dim golden glow.

			Melissa stood behind a barred door covered by a wire grate fine enough that only fingertips could touch from opposite sides. Her hair was shoulder length, with bangs—a black helmet framing a full face. She appeared totally defeated, her downcast brown eyes reflecting years of drug abuse, battering, and periods of homelessness. Her story echoed many Ronnie would hear. She was molested by various family members as a young child; married at sixteen, her husband abused her, as did other men she associated with. Her life was impoverished and full of violence. She sought escape in cocaine. A psychological expert who examined her said she met the criteria for many trauma-induced disorders, including depression, panic, and obsessive compulsion.

			The deacon’s ministry expanded. “One became two and two became three,” Ronnie recalled. The next woman to be included was Brittany Holberg. A former sex worker, she had murdered an eighty-year-old man in Amarillo. Like Melissa, her life was a tale of abuse and addiction and the absence of stable relationships. Brittany was soon followed by Darlie Routier, convicted of killing two of her children and then staging an attack on herself, which included cutting her own throat. What set Darlie apart from most of the other women was that she had grown up middle-class, without poverty, drugs, and the cascade of abuse that shaped the narratives of the other women.

			Then came Kimberly Cargill; she had set her intellectually disabled babysitter on fire. She had what appeared to be a pleasant childhood, cheerleading and performing on dance teams in high school, going to church camps in East Texas, and summering with her grandparents on a farm in Mississippi. She went on ski trips with Young Life, a Christian youth movement. She loved being around animals and gathering eggs early in the morning. Mental illness played a starring role in the tragedy of her life and that of other family members. “The cover of the book was different from the story in the inside sadly,” she observed.

			Finally, there was Erica Sheppard, who had, in the process of stealing a Houston woman’s car, assisted in her murder. This was when Erica was nineteen. She is Black, and she has been on the row for three decades. She had hoped to become a nurse, but severe physical and sexual assaults damaged her brain. She saw her life as a constant search for safety.

			Each of the women had been sentenced to death, but until that day came they were condemned to live with each other. They didn’t know how. “They were like feral cats,” Deacon Ronnie assessed. He now had six of them in his ministry.

			A wild and improbable thought occurred to him.
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			East of Gatesville, in a suburb of Waco, behind a privacy fence of artificial brick panels, there is a convent of contemplative nuns called the Sisters of Mary Morning Star. A drainage ditch runs along one side of the property, attended by regal white egrets and black grackles striking ludicrous poses. Nearby are a few scattered office buildings, an Italian restaurant, and a major highway. It’s not like some Old World monastery on a craggy mountaintop. It’s a suburban ranch house in Waco.

			Deacon Ronnie knocked on the door and presently a nun appeared, Sister Pia Maria, who had door duty. As contemplatives, the Sisters of Mary Morning Star don’t teach or do missionary work; they spend their days almost entirely in silence, work, and study. They offer visiting hours, between two and five p.m.; a knock on the door is infrequent but not unheard-of.

			Sister Pia Maria guided Deacon Ronnie into a little front room with a small wooden table and four uncomfortable chairs. Waiting there was the prioress, Sister Lydia Maria, a Mexican national whom Ronnie later described as a “fireball” and “quite the gal.” She wore a gray habit that reached to her ankles and a white veil. The Sisters of Mary Morning Star add a matching gray scapular that drapes over the habit, which does a thorough job of erasing any physical features but heightens the drama of their faces. Sister Lydia Maria’s face is alert, with keen features and piercing black eyes, owl-like in intensity.

			Ronnie described his ministry in the six prisons in Gatesville, which included three thousand men and nine thousand women. “Then I dropped the shoe,” he recalled. He proposed that the nuns visit the women on death row.

			Sister Lydia Maria’s eyes “got really big,” Ronnie told me. “We don’t go to prisons,” she said firmly, although she offered to pray for the women and kindly asked their names. Prayer was what the order was created to do. Ronnie refused to take the hint; he continued to expound upon what a great idea it was. “We don’t go out much,” Sister Lydia Maria interjected, but Ronnie kept talking. He spoke about the condemned women, how they were struggling spiritually, but as a man there was a limit to the guidance he could offer. He pointed out that the nuns lived very similar lives—by choice. What could be more perfect?

			Sister Lydia said the decision wasn’t hers, she would have to ask permission of the order’s leadership to do such a thing, but it was highly unlikely they would allow contemplative nuns to traipse off to death row.

			“I know, I know, but would you pray on it?” Ronnie asked as he was finally escorted to the door.

			They prayed. They deliberated, which was unusual in a vocation where silence was the rule. They were a brand-new order, and their boundaries were elastic and untested. Although they were silent, they hadn’t taken a vow of silence. They were contemplatives but they hadn’t entirely shut the door on the outside world like Carmelites. They consulted with their vicar, who was then in Wisconsin, Sister Mary Thomas. A cheerful product of Catholic schools and Notre Dame, she mulled over this startling challenge. On the one hand, going to the prison could set an unwelcome precedent. What did it mean to be a contemplative order if instead of spending the day in silence and prayer you are ministering in prison? And why these condemned women? The world is full of misery. Where would it end? On the other hand, the vicar believed in “providential encounters,” such as the serendipitous knock on the door from Deacon Ronnie. “I’m very edified by him,” Sister Mary Thomas told me. “He’s a holy man. He makes the walls fall to serve these women.” She consulted with Sister Lydia Maria and the women in the convent. Each of them was at once frightened by the idea but also compelled to respond to Ronnie’s plea. Sister Mary Thomas told him, “Okay, we’ll do it. We will meet these ladies and discuss our way of life—just this one time. If it helps them, that’s wonderful. But that’s all this will be, nothing else.”

		

	
		
			Ronnie

			Ronnie Lastovica is a cattleman. Slender and swaybacked, his face is pinched and narrow, mottled from the Texas sun, with a strong jaw and a small mouth marked by a crooked smile. He wears silver wire-rim glasses, although he’s blind in his left eye, because of a detached retina, which is only detectable by the slightly larger pupil. I hadn’t noticed it, but the ladies on the row, who scrutinize every detail of Deacon Ronnie, were quick to spot it. Despite his provincial background he doesn’t drawl when he speaks, but it is the sound of a native, and he certainly talks a lot when he has a point to make. Verbally he will lasso you to a chair until you surrender to his whims, as happened to the Sisters of Mary Morning Star.

			The Lastovica clan arrived in America in the person of Ronnie’s great-grandfather, who landed at Galveston in the late 1800s and became a peanut farmer in Central Texas, one of the many Czech immigrants to populate the state. Ronnie’s father, Clarence, ran a herd of Black Angus near Belton. Clarence died of congestive heart failure in 1992, when he was fifty-nine. The following Sunday, Ronnie’s grandfather passed away. “Within seven days, I lost the two most powerful men in my life,” Ronnie recalls. From then on, women would fill his emotional space. His mother, Marlene, taught elementary school for thirty-three years. She is eighty-eight, lives alone on the ranch, and still maintains a small herd of cattle, which Ronnie dismisses as “yard art.” Father Harry Dean, a priest who worked in the prisons with Ronnie, observed, “Ronnie is his mother’s son. She’s a nice, generous, very Catholic woman, but she’s tough. If he’s a bulldog, she’s Godzilla.”

			Ronnie grew up playing high school football on Friday nights and baseball in the summer. Work on the ranch was constant and never-ending. His first exposure to crime and punishment was on a Cub Scout field trip to the jail in nearby Temple. They weren’t shown any prisoners, just an empty cell, but it made an impression. “I just remember being scared to death,” Ronnie recalls. “ ‘Get me outta here!’ kind of thing.” He met his wife, Krissie, at Texas A&M, where he was class president in 1979. He studied agricultural economics on an army scholarship. He had never been on an airplane until the army flew ROTC cadets to Fort Riley, Kansas, for summer training. A few years later he was piloting Chinook helicopters in the Egyptian desert, as part of a NATO exercise.

			Army life didn’t satisfy him. He briefly attended law school. He bought a livestock auction barn with his brother and made a success. He and Krissie renovated a historic gingerbread house on Main Street in Belton, built by Ele Baggett, one of the legendary cattle drovers of the Chisholm Trail, which ran through town, down this very street. “On his last drive he took three thousand steers to Chief Red Cloud,” Ronnie told me. He and Krissie raised a family, and Ronnie made sure the children learned how to ride and shoot.

			Belton is the seat of Bell County, graced with a majestic courthouse on the square and the hardly surprising Confederate statue in front. It’s a quiet town, belying the history of saloons and bordellos that huddled near the courthouse in the days of the Old West, when Belton stood at the edge of the frontier. In the late nineteenth century, a group of women started a religious collective formally known as the Belton Woman’s Commonwealth but casually called the Sanctified Sisters. Beginning as a Bible study group, it caught on among women fleeing abusive marriages. They supported themselves cleaning houses, selling grocery staples, and making dresses, hats, shoes, and crafts. One of their members became a doctor and another a dentist. Wise investors, the Sanctified Sisters eventually purchased two hotels and a considerable amount of farmland. They raised money for the Elgin Opera House and established the town’s first library. “Be good and be celibate” was their motto.

			Men were permitted to live with the sisters if they adhered to the guidelines, but when two men associated themselves with the movement, they were kidnapped and beaten, then sent to the insane asylum in Austin.

			An exhibit in the Bell County Museum quotes a passage from a historical study titled “The Sanctificationists of Belton”:

			
				One night in the 1870s, a posse of disgruntled husbands demanded to see their wives, and at least one shot was fired at the house, which still scars the front door.

				It is said that the shot was only calculated to scare the women, as it likely did. But, having stood up to the withering scorn of the rest of the town, to previous threats of husbands and fathers, and to the heartbreak of severing family ties, a wildly aimed bullet that entered near the door hinge, hit the cornice in the hall and ricocheted, was not likely to break up the band. And it did not.

			

			That said, in 1808 the Sanctified Sisters moved to a suburb of Washington, D.C. They became active in the women’s suffrage movement. Their founder, Martha McWhirter, wrote to Susan B. Anthony, inviting her to join the sanctified movement. Anthony declined. “I cannot get my head into anything that is specifically woman’s. I only want to have her made equal with man in this republic.”

			The movement died a slow death, along with the aging membership. The last member passed away in 1983, at age 101. The Sanctified Sisters would be remembered for creating the first women’s shelter in the nation, one designed as a residential refuge for abused and abandoned women, in place of the asylums and reformatories and homes for unwed mothers that preceded the women’s shelters of modern times.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Race and religion divide the town between the mostly White Southern Baptists and the mostly Hispanic Catholics. “We think everybody is going to hell if they’re not one of us,” Father Harry observed. “And yet they figured out a way to have a community and let their kids go to public high school.” For decades nearly all the rampaging growth in Texas has taken place in the cities and allied suburbs, while little towns have been left to wither, but Belton has managed to slowly grow, in part because of nearby Fort Hood, the largest U.S. military installation in the world.

			With a population of 23,000, Belton is still a place where you regularly run into everyone you know, but in Father Harry’s opinion the community has become more estranged, along with the rest of America. “I see a lot more demonstrative presence of what I call super rednecks,” he said. “They walk around with pistols in their butt cracks at 7-Eleven. They have Trump flags all over the place. When we were in Covid, they were resistors to vaccines.”

			One day in 1994, someone left a pamphlet on Ronnie’s windshield describing the duties of a Catholic deacon. A note said, “You may have a calling for this.” In the hierarchy of the Catholic Church, deacons are members of the clergy below priests, typically retired men looking to do some meaningful volunteer work, but Ronnie was thirty-eight years old, growing his business, and rearing a young family. “It certainly wasn’t on my schedule.” The idea took hold nonetheless and in June of 2000 he was ordained.

			The following year, Ronnie was asked to check on four young men who had just been arrested in Bell County. It turned out these men had murdered two college kids. “That was my introduction to the prison ministry.” The killers had dropped out of school and were roaming the streets. “These guys were just starving for some identity and to be loved,” Ronnie says. They found it in organized crime. They each wound up with two forty-year sentences, “stacked,” meaning they have to serve them sequentially, so they’ll die in prison. One of them went through a ministry program in the prison, and Ronnie corresponds with him.

			Ronnie ordered a clerical collar and a black shirt. When he first looked in the mirror he experienced an identity shock, such as one might experience when suddenly cloaked in a uniform of authority—or when reduced to the rough white tunic and baggy trousers of women prisoners in Texas. In 2014, Ronnie got a call from the Diocese of Austin asking him to include in his ministry the vast Gatesville prison complex. “It’s just a bunch of women,” he was assured.
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