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New Year's Day in prison wasn't much different than any other day of the year. The same gray concrete walls surrounded the inmates. The same correctional officers walked the compound with their keys rattling from their belts. The same chain-link fences topped with razor wire reminded everybody exactly where they were. The only real difference was where people's minds seemed to be. Some were thinking about women they hadn't seen in years. Others were wondering what their children were doing. A few were probably imagining plates piled high with food that didn't come wrapped in plastic or arrive on a compartmentalized tray.

Lil Cee sat sideways on the edge of his lower bunk watching the housing unit slowly come to life. The television hanging from the wall was already showing coverage of the Rose Bowl parade, but most of the inmates paid it little attention. Men shuffled back and forth carrying shower bags, cups of coffee, and armfuls of laundry. Conversations drifted through the unit in every direction, overlapping into a constant hum that never truly stopped. Somebody near the bathrooms was laughing loud enough to be heard over the television while two other inmates argued about football games that hadn't even been played yet.

The smell of instant coffee mixed with bleach, body odor, and the faint scent of disinfectant lingering from the morning cleaning detail. After almost three years inside, Lil Cee hardly noticed it anymore. Prison had its own smell, just like every city had its own skyline. After enough time, both became part of the background.

A few inmates nodded at him as they passed.

Lil Cee nodded back.

He wasn't the biggest man in the unit. He wasn't the strongest either. There were men in the institution who outweighed him by fifty pounds and others who had been fighting since before he was born. Still, people knew who he was. That carried weight in prison.

Some of that reputation had been earned.

Some of it had grown through repetition.

Prison had a way of turning stories into legends. One fight became three. Three became ten. Before long, men who had never witnessed an event were repeating details as if they had been standing front row when it happened. Lil Cee understood that better than most. He had never gone out of his way to correct anybody when stories about him grew larger than the truth.

Fear was a form of currency inside prison.

Respect was another.

And sometimes people couldn't tell the difference between the two.

"What's good, Cee?" Darnell asked while walking past with a cup of coffee.

"Trying to make this day move faster."

Darnell laughed. "Good luck with that."

Lil Cee smiled and watched him continue toward the dayroom.

The clock seemed frozen.

New Year's Day always felt that way. The staff worked slower. The inmates moved slower. Even the hours seemed lazy.

After sitting around long enough to become bored, Lil Cee climbed off his bunk and headed toward the dayroom. Several card games were already underway. Dominoes slapped loudly against tabletops. The television volume had increased as more inmates gathered around it. Somebody had managed to hustle a few honey buns during commissary the week before and was now selling them for double their value.

Everything was normal.

At least it felt normal.

Looking back later, Lil Cee would realize the day had started changing long before he noticed it.

The Mexican sat at a table near the television.

Lil Cee had seen him before.

Everybody had.

The guy wasn't hard to miss once you knew who he was. He was shorter than most of the Black inmates in the unit, maybe five-foot-five on a good day, with a compact build and thick forearms that looked like they had been carved from concrete. He rarely spoke loudly and never seemed interested in drawing attention to himself.

That alone made him unusual.

Most prison tough guys wanted witnesses.

This dude seemed content being left alone.

Lil Cee didn't know his name. He only knew he was connected and that other Mexicans showed him a level of respect usually reserved for older convicts. Beyond that, Lil Cee had never paid much attention to him.

Until lunch.

The chow hall was crowded.

Holiday meals always brought more excitement than they deserved. Inmates talked about the menu for days beforehand only to spend the entire meal complaining about it afterward. Lil Cee stood in line listening to a debate about whether the kitchen had ruined the dressing when he noticed the Mexican standing several people ahead.

Nothing about the interaction should have mattered.

One inmate accidentally bumped another.

The second inmate apologized.

The Mexican nodded.

The situation ended.

Yet something about it caught Lil Cee's attention.

Maybe it was how quickly everybody moved to avoid escalating the situation.

Maybe it was how naturally the respect flowed toward him.

Whatever the reason, Lil Cee found himself watching.

By the time they returned to the housing unit, the observation had already slipped from his mind.

The trouble started later.

It began with a joke.

Most prison conflicts did.

Lil Cee was standing near the television talking with several other inmates when the conversation shifted toward fighting. Stories were being exchanged. Exaggerations were being told. One inmate claimed he had knocked a man unconscious with a single punch during county jail. Another swore he once fought three people at the same time.

Nobody believed half of what was being said.

That didn't stop anybody from saying it.

Lil Cee laughed along with the rest of them before adding his own contribution to the conversation.

"I'm telling y'all right now," he said. "Half these dudes only tough because ain't nobody called they bluff yet."

A few inmates laughed.

One nodded.

Then somebody looked toward the Mexican.

It wasn't much.

Just a glance.

But prison was a place where people noticed everything.

Lil Cee followed the direction of the stare and saw the Mexican sitting nearby.

The man looked up.

Their eyes met.

For a second nobody spoke.

Then somebody chuckled.

The sound spread through the group.

Lil Cee felt himself smiling.

The Mexican didn't.

"What?" Lil Cee asked.

The Mexican shrugged.

"I ain't say nothing."

His voice was calm.

Too calm.

The laughter continued.

Lil Cee suddenly became aware of how many people were paying attention.

That was the dangerous part.

Not the words.

The audience.

Because once enough people started watching, backing down stopped feeling like an option.

Lil Cee folded his arms across his chest.

"You got something to say, say it."

The Mexican looked at him for several seconds before standing.

The dayroom grew noticeably quieter.

Even the inmates pretending not to watch were listening.

Lil Cee felt a rush of adrenaline spread through his body.

The moment had arrived faster than he expected.

Every eye in the room seemed locked on them now.

The Mexican stepped closer.

Still calm.

Still expressionless.

"You talking about bluffing," he said. "I was wondering if you talking about me."

Lil Cee smirked.

"If the shoe fit."

Several inmates laughed.

The Mexican nodded once.

The movement was so small Lil Cee almost missed it.

What he didn't miss was how quickly people began creating space around them.

The crowd knew something both men were still pretending wasn't true.

This conversation wasn't ending with words.

The crowd widened gradually, almost casually, as if the inmates were simply looking for a better place to stand. Nobody announced that a fight was coming. Nobody had to. Years of prison life had taught everyone how to recognize the signs. Conversations nearby died off. Card games paused in the middle of hands. Men who had been focused on the television moments earlier suddenly became interested in anything happening near Lil Cee and the Mexican.

Lil Cee felt his heartbeat picking up speed.

The attention energized him.

It always had.

Part of his reputation had been built on moments exactly like this. A disagreement would surface, words would get exchanged, and Lil Cee would refuse to back down. Most of the time that was enough. The other person would realize the situation wasn't worth it and walk away. The crowd would remember who stood his ground and who didn't. Everybody would move on.

Unfortunately, prison had a way of convincing people that yesterday's victories guaranteed tomorrow's results.

"You got jokes now?" the Mexican asked.

Lil Cee shrugged. "Only when something funny happens."

A few inmates laughed.

The Mexican didn't.

Standing this close, Lil Cee noticed details he hadn't paid attention to before. The man's nose had clearly been broken at least once. His knuckles were scarred. One eyebrow carried a thin white line running through it. None of those things meant he could fight, but none of them suggested he spent much time avoiding trouble either.

Still, Lil Cee wasn't concerned.

Not yet.

The Mexican folded his arms and stared at him.

The silence stretched.

It was uncomfortable enough that several people in the crowd shifted their weight.

"You got something else to say?" Lil Cee asked.

The Mexican nodded.

"Yeah."

He took a small step forward.

"I think you talk too much."

The crowd responded immediately.

Some laughed.

Others winced.

A few simply looked back and forth between the two men waiting to see what happened next.

Lil Cee felt heat rising in his chest.

The comment wasn't particularly disrespectful. In different circumstances he might have laughed it off. But the audience changed everything. Walking away now felt impossible.

"Then quit listening," Lil Cee replied.

The Mexican smiled slightly.

Not a friendly smile.

Not an angry one either.

It was the kind of smile a man gives when he believes he already knows how something is going to end.

For reasons Lil Cee couldn't explain, that smile irritated him more than anything that had been said.

Several inmates moved farther back.

Somebody whispered, "Here we go."

Lil Cee heard it.

So did everyone else.

The Mexican glanced around at the growing crowd before returning his attention to Lil Cee.

"You sure you want to do this?" he asked.

The question landed wrong.

To Lil Cee, it sounded less like a warning and more like a challenge.

The pride that had carried him through countless confrontations immediately took control.

"You asking me?" Lil Cee said.

"I'm asking if you're sure."

The crowd grew silent.

Lil Cee could practically feel people waiting for his answer.

The smart move would have been to slow things down. Maybe
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