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Devon Wade surmounted trauma only to become
victim of crisis afflicting black men

BY LEE HAWKINS

HOUSTON—Devon Wade left this world much as he
entered it, intertwined with his identical twin, Steve,
fighting to survive.

“We’ve come too far for you to leave now,” Steve
murmured, cradling his brother. “Breathe.” Blood
pooled on the entryway floor from a gunshot wound to
the chest. Devon’s eyes were open but he didn’t speak.
Steve heard sirens and ran outside in his underwear,
thinking the ambulance had arrived. Instead, police
ordered him to the ground at gunpoint.

“That’s my brother! We’re twins, you can see!” Steve
pleaded. “I’m the owner of the house!” Handcuffed
and alone for hours in the back seat of a police car,
Steve waited until nearly 2 in the morning not knowing
whether his brother was dead or alive.

The autopsy report that arrived the next day answered
the question: “This 28-year-old black male was
pronounced dead at his residence at 9:09 p.m. on
November 26, 2017.”

That year, 6,839 black men and boys were victims of
homicide in America, according to the latest figures
compiled by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, seven
times the rate for the general population, and up 15%
in the past decade. Most were between the ages of 15
and 34.

Devon Tyrone Wade was the statistic nobody expected.
A Ph.D. candidate at Columbia University, Devon had
overcome a troubled upbringing, with both parents

in prison, to become an expert on the long-term effects
of childhood trauma.

“He was going to change the world,” says Marilyn
Gambrell, who works with at-risk students in Houston
and mentored Devon. The death rocked the campus at
Columbia, which in 2018 took the rare step of
awarding Devon his doctorate posthumously. His
former colleagues are still struggling to understand

Devon Wade, top left, shown on vacation and
participating in middle-school band. From top
right, his grandmother Joyce Broussard-Lyons; his
mother, Susanne Wade; and his twin brother
Stevon.
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what happened—a violent intrusion of real-life
sociology into the halls of the Ivy League.

“What’s so difficult for all of us is that we felt if
anyone could escape these cycles of violence it would
be someone as talented and kind as Devon,” says
Shamus Khan, chair of the sociology department, who
sat on Devon’s dissertation committee.

Devon had many mentors, but he was always quick to
credit his maternal grandmother, Joyce Broussard-
Lyons, who at 5-feet-3-inches exerted a towering
influence over his life. A nurse’s aide, she and her cab-
driving husband tried to build a stable home in
Houston’s rough North Forest neighborhood.

Honors student

Her only daughter, Susanne, was an honors student in
high school, but in her early 20s she began
disappearing for days at a time. Like so many of her
peers in the 1980s, she was addicted to crack cocaine.

Broussard-Lyons scoured the streets looking for her
daughter, once knocking on a drug dealer’s door until
he emerged with a gun pointed at her face. After she
left to retrieve her own pistol, Susanne bolted from the
house.

On August 8, 1989, Susanne went into labor
prematurely, part of a double surprise. “Devon came
out and they said, ‘It’s a boy, it’s a boy,’” she said.
“Oh, we were so happy. And then 10 minutes later, ‘It’s
another boy!’ ” Devon weighed 3 pounds, 7 ounces,
and Stevon, known to the family as Steve, even less.
They couldn’t be released for six weeks. Broussard-
Lyons was warned by the nurses to keep her daughter
away “because the police are looking for her, and if
they catch her here, they’re going to put her back in
jail.”

Hooked again, Susanne left the twins to be cared for by
Broussard-Lyons and her husband, Clyde. They nursed
their grandsons to their proper weight. The boys
showed no signs of cognitive impairment or other
health issues.

By the time police finally caught up with Susanne in
1991, obtaining a conviction for possession of crack
cocaine, she had another son, Dewayne. Broussard-
Lyons quit her job because the family couldn’t afford
child care, and went on public assistance.

In March of 1992, the Houston Chronicle published an
article entitled, “My Mom Smoked Crack. Who Is
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Helping Houston’s Crack Babies?” Broussard-Lyons, then 43 years old, was featured as a real-life 
example of a grandparent stepping in to raise three toddlers. 

Broussard-Lyons got a visit from Child Protective Services. She was asked if she wanted to place her 
grandsons for adoption. “These are my daughters’ children,” she replied. “She loves her kids and she will 
be back to take care of her kids once she gets her head on straight.” 

The following year, Susanne was convicted of the same crime again, which meant nearly a decade in 
prison. She was 26 years old. Her twins were 4. Dewayne was 2. And a fourth son, Markyse, was 1. 

The boys thought Broussard- Lyons was their real mother, says Steve, until she sat them down one day 
and explained. They started referring to Susanne as their “other Mom.” Their father, a drug dealer, was 
incarcerated for drug convictions in 1993. He served nearly 20 years in prison and died in 2012. 

The twins were identical, but had very different personalities. “Devon was the smarter one, the more 
book smart, and I was kind of the bad one,” Steve says. “So, there was always a yin and yang and that’s 
what made us even closer.” 

The boys’ favorite pastime was visiting Susanne in prison. In letters to their mother, they shared secret 
plans for her escape. Each kept a photo album with birthday cards and pictures she had sent them. 

The departures crushed the twins. “They didn’t understand. They’d say, ‘Why can’t Mama come with 
us?’ I had to fight back the tears.” 

After her release, Susanne moved the boys 20 miles away to a better school district in Humble, Texas. It 
didn’t last long, and by 2004 she was back in prison for possession. 

Devon’s grades slipped for the first time. “What’s going on in your world? What’s wrong, Devon?” his 
grandmother recalls asking. He replied, “Nothing, Mama. I just don’t care anymore.” 

After the middle school slip, Devon earned nearly straight-A’s in high school, doing his homework at his 
grandparents’ dining room table. 

As a 15-year-old sophomore at M.B. Smiley High School, Devon responded to sadness by staying active, 
as a sprinter on the track team and a drum major in the band. 

He drew the attention of Ms. Gambrell, a former Houston parole officer whose nonprofit, No More 
Victims, was trying to keep children of incarcerated parents in school. NMV’s one-hour elective class 
allows students to learn skills to cope with the turmoil of their lives. 

He finally showed up one day. “He was very, very quiet, but he listened,” she says. “And I just saw it in 
him—this child is—there’s something great coming.” 

He earned respect by helping classmates with homework and test preparation in a school perpetually at 
risk of falling short of state-testing requirements. His reputation as an academic role model and 
motivator made him popular across social cliques. 

As the group thrived, Devon became one of its stars, joining Gambrell at a national conference where he 
dazzled in debates against college-aged kids. During his senior year, NMV was featured on the 
Nickelodeon news show, Nick News. Devon was filmed delivering a speech to female inmates at 
Dempsie Henley State Jail in Liberty County, Texas. 
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“I look at you all and I see my mom, because my mom is locked up right now,” he told the incarcerated 
mothers. “I see her, and I see all those times that even when she had a second chance, she messed it up. 
All those promises she made to me. And then you have to come to the prison and you see your parents 
and your mama is sitting on the other side of the table, and you’re just so little.” 

Devon’s secret 

Devon was struggling with a secret that rivaled his heartbreak over a childhood without parents. As a 
teenager, he never mentioned to any friends or family members that he was gay. 

Years later, he confided to friends he considered killing himself, believing his attraction to men 
conflicted with his Christian beliefs. 

He tried to compensate with good deeds and achievements. He was elected student body president and 
graduated Magna Cum Laude, collecting over 

$100,000 in college scholarships. Devon was accepted to all six universities where he applied and chose 
Louisiana State University, where he was the first African-American to win the $30,000 Harry S. Truman 
Scholarship. 

At LSU, Devon earned a degree in criminology. Lori Martin, a professor and associate director of the 
university’s African and African-American Studies Program, recruited him to contribute a chapter to a 
book, “Understanding, Dismantling and Disrupting the Prison-to-School Pipeline.” 

For Devon, entering Columbia University’s doctoral program represented a chance to break away from 
the South and live life more freely as an outwardly gay man. 

He started dating Henry Love, a doctoral student in developmental psychology at the City University of 
New York. Still, as a first-generation, low-income black graduate student, he felt disconnected. Living on 
a $30,000 graduate stipend, he still set aside money to help his mother and grandparents. 

In 2014, Devon walked into his grandmother’s bedroom while she and his grandfather were watching 
television. “Why, out of four brothers, did God make me gay?” he said. “Mama, I’m ashamed.” 

She told him they loved him unconditionally. “Then we cried and hugged, and he was set free that day,” 
she says. 

Then, in 2016, both grandparents suffered strokes. He relocated to Houston to do field work for his 
doctorate with No More Victims. 

At a Houston house party in early 2017, Devon, newly single, met a young engineering consultant named 
Mario Williams. Both were first-generation, African-American college graduates who ascended from 
difficult childhood experiences. They started dating, frequenting local gay nightclubs and high-profile 
events in Houston’s black community. 

While Devon researched ways to heal the effects of incarceration, Williams was helping to construct a 
new addition to Houston’s city jail. 

Some friends remember Williams for partying and posting Instagram images of himself flashing muscles 
in tight-fitting T-shirts and popping champagne bottles. He was a loyal friend, but had a hot temper. 
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Members of Devon’s No More Victims group said Williams seemed possessive, which made them 
uneasy. “Devon, he doesn’t fit,” high school friend Cari Hawthorne remembers telling him. 

Devon never claimed to be monogamous, say friends, and tensions built over his relations with Adam 
Smith, then a doctoral candidate in mathematics living in St. Louis. When Smith visited his parents in 
Houston, the two would meet for casual trysts. 

In a text exchange with Smith, Devon made clear his feelings about Williams. “I like him. I’m just not 
ready for a relationship or anything serious since I don’t know where I’m going to be next year.” 

Late in the afternoon of November 26, 2017—Sunday of Thanksgiving weekend—Smith and Devon were 
sipping whiskey in Devon’s bedroom. As evening approached, Devon began firing off texts, arguing 
intensely with Williams. 

Williams showed up at the house unannounced, hoping to confirm his longtime suspicions about Smith. 

Devon left the room and ran down the stairs of the two-story home he shared with Steve. Smith heard 
yelling and scuffling, but because he stayed in the bedroom, he couldn’t make out their words. Williams 
left, only to return 20 minutes later. 

Smith heard gunshots. He ran out of the bedroom and looked over the second-floor railing to see Devon 
lying face down, his blood rippling across the hardwood floor. 

Williams, charged with murder, hung himself five weeks later while out on bond. 

Devon’s funeral took place in Houston, in a sprawling, Neo-Gothic-style cathedral that welcomed his 
diverse crowd of friends “The Dr. Devon Tyrone Wade Memorial Choir” sang a gospel tribute, and a No 
More Victims dance troupe performed. 

His trembling grandfather raised his cane in the air and declared, “I’m Paw-Paw” to resounding 
applause. The family received an American flag from Democratic Congressman Al Green. 

Devon’s mother, Susanne Wade, was also present. In an interview last year, she spoke of her gratitude 
for the way her boys never gave up on her. She is now a volunteer for No More Victims. 

“I’m not proud of anything I’ve done in my past, but today, I use it to go back and reach back and help 
other people,” she said, noting that her failings led Devon into a nurturing environment. “You know 
what? I feel like, honestly, that was my purpose, maybe. Even though I fell down, my son rose up.” 

Columbia’s Khan said Devon’s murder forced him to see the black male homicide crisis through a 
personal lens. 

“No community should know how to throw a funeral for someone who has been murdered,” he said. “It 
should be an unknowable, unthinkable, unspeakable thing, and it was normal. Devon’s story was 
certainly exceptional within it, but in terms of knowing how to have a funeral for someone who was 
murdered, this is a community that knew how to do that. And I think about that at least once a week 
and shudder.”  
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