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PREFACE

For hours the young man had paced his cramped quarters, alternately talking in nervous, rapid-fire bursts and falling into long stretches of silence. Occasionally he would take a small bite from the cheeseburger he’d ordered, but he really had no appetite. Finally, in an attempt to silence the maddening clock ticking in his mind, he sat on his bunk and focused his attention on the country music that wafted from a small radio across the way.

The man—a convicted murderer counting the hours before midnight, when he was scheduled to die by lethal injection—was soon on his feet again, approaching the barrier of steel bars and wire mesh that separated him from his lone companion. Would it be possible, he asked the prison chaplain, to hear a particular song?

In short order the number of the radio station was found, the call placed. Not wishing to ignite some “hey-folks-out-there-in-Radioland … we’ve-got- a-caller-on-the-line-from-Death Row” deejay jabber, the chaplain opted not to explain why the request was made. He did, however, indicate the importance of airing the song before midnight.

Then the two men, strangers to each other just hours earlier, waited. When the song had not been played at eleven-forty-five, the chaplain phoned the station again, emphasizing the urgency. Finally, just minutes before the prisoner was scheduled to make the fifteen-foot walk to the room where he would die, the disc jockey announced that the song was coming up next. The chaplain quickly sought out the warden and pleaded that the moving of the inmate into the death chamber be postponed for just three minutes.

The murderer’s death, then, was briefly delayed while he sat in the five- by-nine cell, eyes closed, slowly swaying to the gentle rhythm of the Kris Kristofferson ballad he’d wanted to hear. In the chill and stillness of the moment, “Help Me Make It Through the Night” called out like an unheard prayer…


INTRODUCTION

During the fifteen years I served as chaplain for the Texas prison system, I ministered to ninety-five men who were put to death by lethal injection. I stood by them as they were strapped to a gurney and as the needles that would pump lethal chemicals into their veins were inserted. I heard their final words and watched as they took their last breaths. I was the last friendly face they saw. I spent the final hours of their lives with them, hearing stories of troubled childhoods and crimes committed, seeing the anger and arrogance, the sorrow and remorse, and, finally, the resolution and fear on their faces. Often, I would conduct their graveside ceremonies in the prison cemetery the following day, generally accompanied only by the warden and inmates assigned to dig the grave.

It never got easier.

Since 1952 I have been a Presbyterian minister and should admit that there was a time in my life when I embraced the idea of putting murderers to death. Like so many Texans, I was raised in an atmosphere that insisted the only real justice was that which claimed an eye for an eye.

I was wrong. As I participated in the endless process that would earn my state infamous recognition for its death penalty stance, I found myself wondering just what we were accomplishing.

That is what this book is about. It is not so much a story about me as it is a remembrance of a dark and troubling corner of the world I once occupied; a journey that I’d never planned to take. It is a story that examines that frightening twilight time between life and death, issues spiritual and moral, and the most basic concepts of right and wrong. It is my honest-as-possible observations of what prison life is all about; a portrait, as well as I can draw it, of an ever-growing segment of our nation’s society that all too many wish only to forget.

And it is about the death penalty issue, which screams to us almost daily from headlines and the six o’clock news. On the following pages I will introduce you to men who faced that penalty, those charged with carrying it out, and loved ones affected by the process. And I will share the questions that have never been far from my mind since that December day in 1982 when I accompanied a condemned murderer named Charlie Brooks into the death chamber, where he became the first prisoner in the world ever to die by lethal injection.

Does the death penalty serve as a deterrent to crime? When I started as a prison chaplain two decades ago, there were 100 men on Texas’s Death Row. Since that time the state has executed over 250, yet the number of those sentenced to die has climbed to almost 500. I submit that there is absolutely no proof that execution in any way deters murder.

And there is the matter of “closure,” which we hear so much about. In those dark early mornings following an execution, I spoke with the loved ones of crime victims—husbands and wives; mothers, fathers, and children—and almost without exception found that the feeling of relief so long anticipated was not realized. A death, however horrible and senseless, cannot be erased by another death, however quick and humane.

As a young woman once said to me following the execution of the man who murdered her mother, “It really doesn’t change anything, does it? It doesn’t bring her back. Her grandchildren still won’t ever be able to see her.”

All the death penalty does, I strongly believe, is create another set of victims. By killing a person, we inflict great damage on yet another family. While I do not wish to be viewed as some naive apologist for the evils of those deserving punishment, I know that they, too, have loved ones who grieve just as desperately as do the families of their victims. I’ve watched them make tearful visits to the Death House, knowing it would be the last time they would see their husband, father, brother, or son alive.

I’ve seen prison guards turn in their badges, wardens walk away from their jobs, and fellow chaplains sink to such depressed states that they were forced to turn away from their calling. They, too, have been victims of a legal system that insists not only on the right but the duty to take the life of another human being.

And so, yes, I am among those growing voices who believe it is time that lawmakers and peacekeepers, members of the greatest society in the world, come to the civilized realization that the cruel act of revenge—however cloaked in legal terms—nets us nothing and diminishes us all.

On the pages that follow, however, I promise no sermon, no indignant rant that insists I have found all the answers and should, above all others, be heard. I would simply ask that you travel along with me, hearing the voices, seeing the faces. Over the years, I ministered to men so far removed from the social mainstream, so callous and mean-spirited, that any attempt to describe their evil mind-set requires a talent greater than mine. I’ve been cursed at, spat upon, and threatened. On the other hand, I’ve met men whose guilt sprang only from tragic youthful mistakes for which they spent lifetimes begging forgiveness from God and their fellow man. Many were illiterate, some too mentally challenged to fully understand what they had done and why they were to die. And, despite the insistence of our former governor turned president, there were those put to death in whose guilt I did not believe.

I met men who had, indeed, committed the crimes for which they were sentenced to die and who displayed genuine remorse. In those years between their crime and their punishment, some changed dramatically. Even on Death Row I saw men whose lives had regained some degree of promise, purpose, and even dignity. Yet they died the same death as the unrepentant.

It was upon such matters that I’d considered writing long before I was invited to speak to a recent Texas House of Representatives committee hearing on a proposed bill that would bring a halt to executions while a two-year study of the process was conducted. It was early evening before the hearing ended, and as I walked into the Capitol Building hallway, a familiar-looking man with a graying ponytail stood waiting. He smiled and extended his hand. No sooner had I taken it than he pulled me to him in a powerful embrace. “I’m so glad to meet you,” he said. “There was a time when it could well have been under very different circumstances.”

His name was Randall Dale Adams, and he had spent twelve years on Death Row, wrongfully convicted of the 1980 murder of a Dallas police officer. I remembered seeing his face in newspaper photographs and in the award-winning documentary The Thin Blue Line. Even today his case is recognized as one of the prime examples of a badly flawed judicial system sometimes too quick to condemn and convict.

Before his innocence was finally recognized, he told me, his mother had already purchased a new suit in which she planned to have him buried. He had been only seventy-two hours away from a trip to the Death House, where I would have awaited his arrival, when the insane process was halted and he was set free.

I drove home that evening silently studying the highway that stretched before me, my thoughts on all those I had met; men whose fate was far harsher than that of Randall Adams. The time, I decided, had come to put them in writing.

—Rev. Carroll Pickett Huntsville, Texas


ONE

It began as one of those glorious Texas days when the summer sun’s warmth feels like a soothing balm and the blooming lantana and honeysuckle give a rich and intoxicating fragrance to the air. Having just begun a vacation from my position as pastor of the Huntsville First Presbyterian Church, I was eagerly looking forward to a lengthy list of carefree activities. There was the long-planned reunion of my wife’s family that we would host, our twins’ fourteenth birthday to celebrate, then, perhaps, a leisurely weekend on a Gulf Coast beach. I’d also planned a few days in Victoria, visiting my father, who was ill with cancer. On that July Wednesday afternoon in 1974, however, I had planned nothing more demanding than joining some friends to deter just how badly my tennis skills had deteriorated.

Then, shortly after 1:00 p.m., a dark and ominous cloud fell over the quiet, friendly city I had called home for seven years. In time, I would look back on that moment, pinpointing it as the time when the direction of my life and career spiraled off in a direction my wildest dreams could never have conjured.

I was forty, happy and comfortable in my calling. And when my oldest daughter, Karel, arrived at the tennis courts to say that Jim Estelle, director of the Texas Department of Corrections and a member of my congregation, wanted to see me in his office. I had no way of knowing that from that day forward nothing would ever again be the same.

“He says it’s urgent,” she told me.

Despite the years we had been friends, I had never visited Estelle’s office; didn’t, in fact, have any real grasp of the difficult job he had as the director of the ever-expanding Texas prison system. Like every one else in town, I was aware of the towering redbrick structure that loomed on the edge of the downtown area and also aware that it served as the well-guarded home of two thousand men whose social debts were being paid in months, years, even lifetimes. Nor did the Chamber of Commerce have to remind us that the prison was a primary source of our city’s income, employing more residents than even the local college or public school system. Still, for many, The Walls, as the local unit was called, was the proverbial elephant-in-the-living room—there, but not really seen; a ranking topic of conversation only among those who worked there.

Live in Huntsville long enough, I’d been told when we first arrived, and you will forget the prison. You’ll never give a second thought to the fact that only its thick walls and guards separate murderers and thieves from the law-abiding man on the street. In truth, had it not been for the fact that director Estelle and a number of other prison employees regularly attended my Sunday services, I might well have gone for months without giving a moment’s thought to the prison, its staff, or the men it confined.

It simply wasn’t a part of my world—or, I thought, my responsibility.
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On the second floor of the Texas Department of Corrections (TDC) administration building, I was greeted by Estelle’s secretary, Dorothy Coleman, grim faced and businesslike, who explained that her boss was across the street in the warden’s office. “He asked that I call him as soon as you arrived,” she said.

The voice I soon heard on the phone was not that of the warm, outgoing man I’d so often talked with following Sunday morning services. Even more to the point than his secretary, he spoke in strained, measured sentences. “I need your help,” he said. “We’ve got a hostage situation over here.” There was a brief pause, as if he were coaxing into his lungs the air he needed to continue. “It’s bad,” he finally added.

Three inmates, he went on to explain, were holding fellow prisoners and a number of prison employees inside the unit’s library. Armed with guns that had somehow been smuggled in to them, the convicts were demanding that arrangements be made for their escape and threatening to harm those held captive if their demands were not met.

He said that families of the hostages, already being alerted to the situation, would soon be arriving and that he wanted me to make myself available to them until the matter was resolved. “I need for you to be my representative to the families,” he said. “Do whatever you can—anything you can—to make them comfortable and keep them calm. See that they have whatever they need and assure them that we’ll pass along any information we have through you.”

Though he mentioned no time frame, I had the strong feeling that the crisis he was dealing with—and asking me to become a part of—would not be short-lived. Suddenly glad I had stopped by the house to shower and put on a suit, I assured him I would help in any way I could.

“You can set up in the conference room,” he said. “Whatever you need, just tell my secretary, and she’ll see that you have it.”

Again he paused briefly. “One more thing,” he finally said. “Two of your people are in there.”

A knot formed in the pit of my stomach as he spoke their names: Judy Standley and Yvonne Beseda.

For a moment I stood speechless. Why would people like them, loving mothers and faithful members of my congregation, be subjected to such an outrageous nightmare? For the past several weeks I had been meeting regularly with Judy, a librarian at the prison, to discuss plans for her oldest daughter’s wedding. Only a month earlier Yvonne had come to me with the exciting news that she had been hired to teach math and reading to inmates. I had baptized her youngest child. Two wonderful women, filled with joy and anticipation when we had last spoken, were now faced with a terror beyond my imagination.

Dorothy’s voice finally interrupted my thoughts. “Reverend Pickett, what can I do to help you?”

“Show me where the conference room is.”

Thus began my involvement in the longest prison siege in U.S. history.

In the first few hours, details of the horror story playing out across the street were sketchy. An inmate named Fred Gomez Carrasco, a convicted drug lord who had come to The Walls only six months earlier to begin serving a life sentence, had solicited the aid of fellow inmates Rudolfo Dominguez and Ignacio Cuevas in an attempt to carry out an escape he’d been planning since his arrival. A prison trustee had smuggled three guns and ammunition to them, hiding the weapons among a grocery delivery he routinely made.

Fifty prisoners and ten employees had been inside the library, which was located on the third floor of the unit’s education building, when the gunmen suddenly barred the door and ordered everyone to line up against the walls.

A few minutes later, when unsuspecting prison guards began walking up the concrete ramp leading to the library, a warning shot rang out. It was the clarion call that first signaled the seriousness of what was beginning to unfold.

Prison officials had hastily gathered to consider how they could diffuse the situation and return order to the unit. Yet no plan suggested was deemed workable. Carrasco and his lieutenants had, it seemed, selected the ideal place in which to barricade themselves. With its glass front door the only entrance to the library, any kind of direct assault was judged too dangerous. Nor did the facility have any windows through which snipers might attack the gunmen. Brief consideration was even given to using explosives to blow a hole in the back wall of the building to provide an entryway. Like most of the plans, however, it was dismissed when it was determined that the risk to innocent lives would be too great.

While all but four of the inmates would soon be released, five at a time, silently walking single file from the building, the ten prison workers—five teachers, four librarians, and a guard—were to remain as hostages. It was their lives that became the overriding concern not only of the prison officials, but of those who had begun arriving at the conference room, frightened and angry, to await word about their loved ones.

From their homes and workplaces in the community and outlying towns, they came to the headquarters we’d quickly established, each asking the same questions. Are they okay? Can we talk with them? How long will this last?

I had no answers to give them. It was, in fact, not until late that night that I began to have some idea of what lay ahead. Jack Kyle, one of the prison officials, came over and led me into a nearby office. “We have a full-blown crisis situation,” he began, “and it isn’t likely to be resolved quickly. So prepare yourself for a long haul.” He explained that Carrasco, a man said to be responsible—directly and indirectly—for as many as forty murders during his career as a drug dealer, was demanding additional weaponry and arrangements for transportation to freedom. Already he had begun making threats to shoot hostages if his requests were not met. He had begun to divulge part of his escape plan; it was to use some of the hostages as shields. “What he’s telling us,” Kyle said, “is that he’ll die before he surrenders.”

I asked if there was any chance that Carrasco and his men would, in fact, be allowed to leave. The silent stare from Kyle sufficed as his answer. “For now, all we can do is keep negotiating, going along as far as we can to buy time,” he explained.
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Back in the conference room, I surveyed the strained and weary faces. Yvonne’s husband, Buster, had come alone, explaining that he’d not told the children what was happening, hopeful that it would end quickly and that he could take his wife safely home. He sat quietly, alone with his thoughts. Throughout the day, Herman Fleming, the husband of Ann, one of the librarians, had been on an emotional roller coaster—angry at one moment, wrapped in cold fear the next. Now he, too, sat quietly, staring at the floor. The family of teacher Jack Branch, a friend I’d known since moving to Huntsville, sat holding hands, praying. Others were gathered in small groups, speaking softly among themselves. Occasionally a husband or wife, son or daughter, would give in to their nausea and quietly ask directions to the restroom. Some paced, Styrofoam cups of coffee in hand, as midnight neared.

I knew that if I was to be of any help to those who had come to this insane vigil, it was important that I quickly gain their trust. Honesty, regardless of the pain that might accompany it, was essential. “I’m told that none of the hostages have been harmed and there are negotiations underway,” I announced. “But it also appears that this could go on for some time.”

Members of the media who had begun to gather across the street from The Walls were painting a darker picture. They were already referring to it as an “impending disaster.” I prayed that they were wrong yet feared that they may be right.

Returning home in the early morning hours, I tried unsuccessfully to sleep, knowing that I had promised to be back at the administration building by six. In darkness, I entered the rooms where the twins still slept and woke them to wish them happy birthday. And then I tiptoed into the predawn to return to a place where there would be nothing to celebrate.

As the crowd continued to grow, I began to telephone other ministers in the community for assistance. Could they, I asked, contact members of their churches for help in providing meals for those who had arrived? Well before noon a steady parade of casseroles and covered dishes, cakes and pies, urns of coffee and gallon jars of iced tea, began to arrive.

New to the group was the brother of The Walls’s Catholic chaplain. Fr. Joseph O’Brien, following a lengthy meeting with warden Hal Husbands, had voluntarily entered the library-turned-fortress in the hope that he might help to mediate a settlement. In a bit of dark irony, Carrasco had, shortly after coming to prison, been assigned to the work detail that occasionally assisted the priest in the chapel. Now the inmate agreed to allow the priest into his makeshift fortress, but only if he arrived in handcuffs.

Instead of an optimistic report, Father O’Brien returned with a handwritten list of demands from Carrasco that ranged from profane to trivial. He asked for immediate delivery of a television set, fifteen pairs of handcuffs, three M-16 rifles and one hundred rounds of ammunition for each, three bulletproof vests and helmets, and three walkie-talkies. Food, clothing, blankets, pillows, and cigarettes were also on his list.

A television set and handcuffs were delivered along with the requested food, blankets, and pillows. No rifles, director Estelle responded, would be delivered under any circumstances. The vests, walkie-talkies, and helmets were under consideration.

As negotiations continued through the day and into the night, it became clear that prison officials were stalling for time. In the meantime, they argued, why not allow the hostages to leave? As expected, the request fell on deaf ears. One minute, Carrasco was willing to talk, promising that no one would be hurt if his orders were carried out; the next, he was angrily slamming the library phone against a desk, threatening to soon begin killing hostages if his deadlines were ignored.

During one telephone conversation with the warden’s office, Carrasco had gathered the hostages around him, demanding at gunpoint that they cry out for help. As a chorus of “Please help us,” and “Get us out of here,” resonated into the phone, a laughing, arrogant Carrasco turned into a cruel and psychotic cheerleader. “Louder,” he repeatedly commanded.

To fortify the only entrance to the library, filing cabinets and bookcases had been pushed against the glass door. Then, teacher Glennon Johnson was handcuffed to a chair that was placed atop the cabinets. In full view of armed prison guards assigned to watch the library doorway, he became more than a hostage. He was a target. By late evening, the stress overwhelmed him to the point where he began developing symptoms of a heart attack. Begrudgingly, Carrasco placed a call to the warden’s unit, advising, “Somebody should come get this guy to a hospital before he dies.” Johnson was thus released from the ordeal. But soon replaced.

When Father O’Brien returned later that night to deliver sandwiches, a wary Carrasco had forced him to eat one first to make sure officials had not treated them with some drug that might cause loss of consciousness. Then, at meal’s end, he had informed the priest that if he left the library, he would not be allowed to return. Father O’Brien chose to become a volunteer hostage, replacing the ill Johnson.
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While the tension in the warden’s office across the street was heightening, so was the tension in the conference room, where fear was giving way to raw anger. Family members began to lash out at perceived failures of the prison system, hurling blame in every direction as the frustration level rose. When, in fact, several chaplains from other prison units visited, offering support, they were summarily dismissed by those waiting. To my regret, they were perceived as a part of a system that had placed innocent people in harm’s way and clearly were not welcomed.

I was, I knew, in uncharted territory. Throughout my career I’d dealt with individuals and families in various crises, but trying to simultaneously calm and minister to as many as fifty people at once was a daunting assignment. When a longtime friend named Jose Garcia contacted me, his voice was an answered prayer. A highly respected Houston psychiatrist who had worked as a consultant for the prison for some time, he immediately volunteered to help in any way he could. “How soon can you get here?” I asked.

As he sat in the small office that had been assigned to me, he read the prison files that described Carrasco’s criminal history—the drug dealings, the ordered executions, a daring helicopter escape from a prison in Guadalajara, and finally a motel shootout in San Antonio in which he had been wounded and finally apprehended. Convicted of the attempted murder of the officer who arrested him, Carrasco had arrived in Huntsville with a bad limp and walking with the aid of a cane. It was his medical condition, the files indicated, that had determined he would be assigned to The Walls unit where the prison hospital facilities were located.

Setting the folder aside, Dr. Garcia looked across the desk at me and shook his head. “This man,” he surmised, “doesn’t give a damn about any of those people in there. His only interest is in himself— and he’s loving the attention. He feeds on it, sitting up there watching news reports on television and having the paper delivered to him every day. His feeling of self-importance is growing by the minute.” Rising from his chair, he moved to the window and looked out toward the prison. “My guess is that he won’t try to do anything until Saturday.”

I wasn’t following his reasoning.

“He wants his prison break to be the big story in all the Sunday papers,” the doctor explained.

Volunteering to remain in Huntsville for a few days, he joined me in the conference room. “I’m going to stay in the background,” he said, “but if you see any indication that someone is about to really lose it, let me know, and I’ll see what I can do to help.”

When the weekend passed without incident, an unsteady resolve seemed to settle over the conference room. Angry outbursts disappeared, and tears came less frequently. What I saw in their place were remarkable displays of faith and strength, people lending support to each other, positive thoughts replacing negative. In this darkest of times, I saw strangers begin to embrace each other like family. A miraculous bonding, unlike any I’d ever seen before, was taking place.

We talked and prayed, resigned to a long and uncertain wait.

When another minister in town sent word to me that he wished to join us, I attempted to explain the fragile routine that we had become comfortable with. His intent, I knew, was genuine, but I tried to tell him that it had been made clear to me that no additional outsiders would be welcomed. Several people, in fact, had even dismissed my suggestion that their own ministers be asked to stop in.

Inside the conference room, trust for outsiders was in short supply. He persisted, however, and finally made a rather grandiose entrance, announcing, “The Lord has sent me to minister to everyone in this room.” He was met by silence and cold stares. After sitting alone at one end of the room for almost four hours, he left.

True to Dr. Garcia’s evaluation, Carrasco made no secret of the fact that he was enjoying the attention of the press. He’d demanded to talk with several reporters by phone, and when he was allowed to do so, he lashed out against prison conditions in long, rambling interviews. If people died, he repeatedly insisted, it would be the fault of the Texas Department of Corrections, not his. To prove that the hostages had not been harmed, he occasionally let them speak to reporters.

Then there would be long and agonizing stretches when nothing seemed to be happening. In those hours of silence I could feel the expectant eyes of everyone in the room focused on me, following my every move, wondering if I might have some new bit of information, however small, to share. Often I would return from a phone conversation with the director’s office with nothing more than a new word of warning. Yet another of Carrasco’s deadlines was approaching, I would announce. It was a signal that everyone should stay away from the windows in the event gunfire broke out.

Then, in the middle of the week, Carrasco began to allow selected hostages brief telephone conversations with members of their families. The calls, routed through the warden’s office, would come to the administration building, and Carrasco would inform me who to summon to the phone. The calls would begin each day at 6:00 p.m. One evening, he said he wanted to talk with me before putting Jack Branch on to speak with his wife. “Preacher,” he said in a gravely voice, “I know that you’ve got people in here. They’ve been talking about you. And I’ve got a question for you.”

“What’s that?”

“I want to know what makes your women so strong?” he asked.
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As a new week began, the small world in which we were living seemed frozen in time. Days began to blur. Concerns inside and outside the prison grew. For a time, word spread through the streets of Huntsville that the inmates were armed with homemade bombs and were preparing to blow a getaway hole into the prison wall. Several times a day there would be a false rumor that Carrasco had killed a hostage when one of his demands was refused or a deadline ignored. Raising the fear level even higher was a story that a group of Carrasco’s drug-world associates had driven up from Mexico and were gathering at a highway rest stop just outside of town, planning an assault on the prison. Everyone was feeling the pressure. Like many in the community, my wife, Sonya, feared that gunfire might eventually spill into the city streets, and she announced that she was taking the children to Fort Worth, where they would stay until the insanity ended. Karel, my oldest daughter, refused to go. “Daddy might need me here,” she had argued until allowed to remain at home.

The tensions inside The Walls was even greater. Carrasco continued making demands. He wanted an armored car, equipped with two-way radio and telephone, to be made available for his getaway, specially made bulletproof helmets and vests, even new suits that could be worn on his flight into the free world. At one point he’d even offered to exchange the hostages for Director Estelle, Warden Hal Husbands, and several other TDC officials. So desperate was the situation that the idea was briefly considered until members of the prison board unanimously voted against it.

A San Antonio attorney was summoned to participate in the negotiations but made no headway in his effort to persuade his client to surrender and end the standoff peacefully. On Wednesday, as a new deadline was given, lawyer Reuben Montemayor wrote a note to prison officials while he and his client talked on the phone. “Deadline 8:00 p.m.,” he scribbled on a notepad, “or prepare for war!!!”

Fred Carrasco and his dictates were not the only problem. Since the siege began, the entire prison population had been in a state of lockdown. Inmates were confined to their cells, allowed out neither for recreational nor work activities. Even showers and hot meals had been suspended. Cold sandwiches, delivered to the cells, had become the daily menu. In the only bit of levity that managed to penetrate the somber atmosphere, a prisoner had written a note, folded it into a paper plane, and sailed it out his window. On it he had written, ‘I’m holding my cell mate hostage. Unless I get a hot meal immediately, he dies.’

There was no such attempt at humor inside the administration building. As the week dragged on, the physical toll became as great as the angst. The month of July ended with nerves raw and tension reaching new levels. The break for freedom, we began to hear, would come soon.
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It was on Saturday afternoon, August 3, when I picked up the phone to hear Carrasco’s voice. “We’re leaving,” he announced, describing in detail how he and his associates would make their way from the library to the armored car that had been positioned in the center of the recreation yard. One of the inmates he’d kept inside the library had already been sent outside to make certain it was fully gassed and running well. For several minutes we talked of the fastest route through the city of Houston. They would, he added, be taking two of the female hostages with them. “After we get to where we’re going,” he said, “I’ll call you sometime in the next twenty-four hours to tell you where they are so you can come get them.” Judy Standley, Yvonne Beseda, and teacher Novella Pollard, he said, had already volunteered. “I’m going to let you talk to them.”

The strength I heard in Judy’s voice amazed me, and Carrasco’s earlier question returned, echoing in my mind. What makes your women so strong? And suddenly I had the answer that I wish I’d given him. Because they have great faith and love in their hearts. Because they are comfortable with themselves and have long known the importance of lending comfort to others. Because they care more about others’ well-being more than their own. Because they are ladies of remarkable conviction and courage…

Judy went straight to the point, explaining that she had volunteered to be handcuffed to Carrasco as they moved from the library toward the waiting armored car. They would, she said, be hidden away inside a makeshift shield that had been built during their descent from the library to the prison yard. If they made it that far, she would be among those accompanying the prisoners on their getaway attempt. “I’m going to die tonight,” she said. “I’ve known for several days this time would come, and I’m prepared. I’m not afraid; please tell my family that I know where I’m going and that God will be there to take care of me.”

I made a futile attempt to encourage some optimism but was quickly interrupted. “I need to talk with you about my funeral,” she said, a firmness masking the exhaustion I knew she must be feeling.

It was obvious that she had given a great deal of thought to her request. She listed favorite hymns she wanted sung and messages she wished me to deliver to her five children. Her mother, she noted, was a member of the Church of Christ, a denomination that does not embrace the idea of musical accompaniment in its church. “If there is something special you can do for her,” Judy said, “I would appreciate it.” I promised an a cappella choir.

Engraved on her tombstone, she wanted the words “She died so others might live.”

“One other thing,” she said. “Promise me that you won’t let Dru call off her wedding. It’s just two weeks away, you know.”

“I’ll see to it. It will be a fine wedding.”

She began to cry softly. “Tell her,” she said, “that I wish I could be there.” And with that she handed the phone to Yvonne.

Again I was soon taking notes for funeral plans. Like Judy, she too had volunteered to remain a hostage during the escape attempt, knowing full well that survival was impossible. She passed along messages for her children.

“What,” I asked, “do you want me to tell your husband?”

“Tell him that I love him very much,” she replied, “and that I’m not sorry that I took this job. All I wanted to do was help people…”

And then the phones went dead, cut off by prison officials. It was the signal that a final confrontation was about to begin.

For several minutes I sat alone in the office, a sadness that I’d never experienced sweeping over me. I wasn’t sure that my legs would support me even if I
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