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Pressing Through a World Where I Merely Exist

Surviving Texas Death Row isn’t just about sitting here on a daily basis. It’s much more than that and it requires one to stay sane. Anyone that states this place doesn't bother them isn’t telling the truth. Each and every day is a mental struggle. To the outside world our problems would seem menial, but in here something as simple as not getting clean sheets could cause one to commit suicide. I’ve never been pushed to this limit, but I have seen it occur. Each and every morning I wake with worry and concern. It’s not easy but things can be done to minimize these feelings. How could I not worry when my surrounding environment always reminds me of death? Plus it never gets easy seeing the one’s you know led to death. We don't actually see them being led to the gurney, but if you’re housed on a pod which includes death watch, you clearly see them being led to the Wall Unit where the execution takes place. 

When asked by a dear friend to write for this event I was a little confused. A day in the life on Death Row is different for each of us. Plus all of our days start at different times. Sure, a schedule is offered for the officers to follow, but really our days just blend together. As Norman Mailer once said, “If we push through what we dread, the act in itself will keep us from thinking about the dread we face.” To me there is a lot of truth to the statement. On Texas Death Row we don't live; we merely exist. Each day I push through by fighting noise pollution, undercooked food, dirty necessities, and guards that see us as nothing. Not all guards are this way, but most of them are. Like other inmates we aren’t given the opportunity to work. Everything we don relies on the help of others. Prior to prison I never knew inmates must purchase their own shampoo, deodorant, toothpaste and additional food items so we wouldn’t go hungry.

Around there nothing is worse than being hungry. The meals are served are always undercooked and never enough. I’m not a very big person, but I feel sorry for the really big guys because if the meal trays aren’t going to fill me, I know they are definitely still hungry. 

Day after day I live in a world where I rely on the outside for help and I don’t have control of the simplest things. The outside world would probably say “good, that is what those guys deserve,” but in here it’s much more than that. Especially for the ones who have very strong claims of INNOCENCE. I agree with keeping criminals off the street, but I don't agree with implementing mind games and mental torture. 
Like other inmates we aren’t allowed to view television, so we have no idea how the outside world is changing. Our window to the world is through pictures in magazines, newspapers or pictures our friends send in. We’re held from group recreation and any human contact at all. Of course we’re held by a guard while being escorted, but we’re deprived of the normal things prison society has to offer. General population inmates are allowed to have contact visits with family, but not us. You would think since Death Row inmates are sentenced to death they would be able to touch their loved ones. Not on Death Row because the concept doesn’t exist. Try living in a world where you lock yourself in the bathroom for years. In a sense this is how we live. Although we don’t have a shower in our cell, so that is where the difference lies. 

Speaking of showers, try living in a world where you can never control the water temperature. Something so simple doesn't seem so bad to the outside world, but in here it can break a person. We have to shower and there’s nothing worse than hitting the “shower button” and getting nothing but ice cold water. It never fails. It’s either ice cold in the winter months or scalding hot in the summer months. On occasion the water is lukewarm but it’s rare. Some days the water is so hot you can’t even stand underneath it because you’ll get burned. The unit can simply turn the boiler down, but they don’t because if the showers are extremely hot most inmates won’t shower, which lowers the workload of the officers, and this is mainly what they care about. 
Around here recreation only consists of placing us in a larger cage. A pull-up bar is provided, but really the only thing to do is walk in circles -unless of course it’s our outside day- but then again we’re only placed in an outdoor cage. It includes a basketball goal but it doesn't take long for this to get old. Even when outside, we’re only able to see the sky. The outside recreation yard consists of three cement walls and a glass one so inside the officers can see what we’re doing. Two inmates are allowed outside, but we’re still divided by steel bars, so that is as close to group recreation as we’ll get. 

I have to say one thing I miss is the sun. We never get even sunlight, and depending on when we’re placed outside, we might never get any. Each day the recreation times fall on different hours of the day. Some days I might be outside when the sun is overhead, and on others I might not every see it. Keep in mind we’re only allowed outside two days a week, so many variables come into play when trying to absorb a little sunlight. For me one of the hardest things to deal with is all the banging and clanging of steel. Everything is steel and cement, so everything is very loud and it echoes through here. When the doors open and close it’s so loud. We’re fed through a bean-slot on our cell door, and even the sound of it will make you cringe. In time I thought I would get used to it but it’s only gotten worse. See, to you I’m sure these seem like minimal problems, but for the ones who live in a cage all day these simple things can make someone crazy. 

And it’s sad to see it happen to people around here. One day an inmate will seem fine but slowly and surely you’ll seem him change. Some are more difficult to spot than others, but anyone who is sane can witness the transformation. One inmate in particular stood in the dayroom and rubbed feces all over his body thinking it was lotion. Most inmates hollered for him to stop, but others encouraged it because they viewed it as entertainment. When in reality the inmate in the dayroom was so lost and confused that in his mind he thought he was covering his body with lotion; not even realizing it was himself that previously used the restroom in the dayroom. 

One thing I noticed about this place is that time ticks different for each person. The ones closer to an execution date say that time is moving way too fast, and due to their circumstances I can see why. As for me, time moves very slow. It seems like each day takes a week. A week takes a month and so on. I think you get the picture, but I’m sure the closer I get to the end of my appeals the clock will tick faster. What’s crazy is on the flip side to this, when visiting someone the time flies. Two hours at visitation can seem like twenty minutes. But back here in these cells, twenty minutes can seem like two hours. 
Dealing with worry and concern each and every day can take its toll, especially when we’re left in the dark by our court-appointed attorneys. Nothing is worse than sharing valuable information with your attorney and he doesn't even have the decency to write back. Some of this information can actually remove us from death row. But since most of us are court appointed, they simply don't care. Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure some good court appointed attorneys exist but not the one I have. I have a very strong claim of INNOCENCE but my attorney fails to investigate the facts. My case can be backed by DNA evidence, but it takes money to get these tests done. What is crazy is that the prosecution ordered testing for trace evidence to be halted in my case. It wasn’t until I was already convicted and sitting on Death Row that I realized the severity of the prosecution stopping these tests. Normally, before sending someone to Death Row don’t you think the prosecution should test all the evidence gathered from the crime scene? Exactly. But in my case they didn’t. However, I’m not the only one because many of us here were railroaded. I won’t cover too much about my case because it isn’t the subject of this letter, but it’s very frustrating to live here knowing the appointed attorney truly doesn’t care about my life. How could one not worry knowing we’re kind of left for dead? Sure our heart beats, we breathe, we can talk; but here we don’t live, we merely exist. 
If it wasn’t for a few friends that care about me, I’m sure I’d lose my mind. But even then it’s embarrassing to ask for help. But without help I wouldn’t have the basic necessities. Thank GOD for decent loving people on the outside who care, otherwise I wouldn't be able to purchase additional food items from the commissary, so I don’t go hungry.

This is probably corny to share, but I’m going to share it anyway. Something as simple as Coca-Cola from the commissary will brighten by day. When living in the free world I never noticed it. But when you pop the top of a Coca-Cola the smell of freedom is released. On commissary days I’m able to smell freedom just by purchasing a Coca-Cola. See, it sounds corny and silly but it’s the truth. For others it might be something different but for me it’s the smell of a Coca-Cola. 

Of course I get through this place by reading, writing letters and listening to the radio but if it wasn’t for having the most wonderful wife, I’m sure I’d be crazy by now. I hate prison but one thing it blessed me with was the most wonderful wife. She tries to visit each week, but because of finances it’s just not possible. She is truly the most amazing woman and she does everything in her power to show me I’m loved. I wish all the other inmates could experience the love we share, but I’m not even sure if it’s possible.

Tammy and I met through a mutual inmate while I was helping them communicate through letters. Tammy was a student writing a paper having to do with mental retardation and the death penalty. Since the inmate she was in contact with was retarded they had trouble communicating and I assisted them so she could complete her paper. We continued to write as friends, but it didn’t take long before we fell in love. Of course as friends she called me out on many things, and after hours of research she uncovered that I was telling the truth about my conviction. Since then she has been doing everything she can to find someone to help us. Bless her heart because she works so hard, and I’m always proud of her. I continually pray that others will come along to help us.

The majority of the hard work is over, and at this point it’s about raising additional funds to help with testing some evidence items. I can definitely say Tammy was heaven sent and I’m blessed to have her in my life. She isn’t the jealous type and she thoroughly understands I need friends in my life, so please feel free to write. In fact, I encourage it because we both enjoy meeting new people. Writing never gets old because it’s always good for me to communicate with the outside world. 

When I first arrived I used to look at the crazy people as being weak, but now I realize it’s the environment that molds them. Of course some of us are going to turn crazy because of the way we’re housed. Seriously, picture locking yourself in the restroom for years, and only being allowed out for a couple of hours each day. On top of that throw in someone passing your food with hair on it through a hole. It doesn't happen all the time, but on several occasions the meal trays have hair on them. You know you’ve been here too long when it no longer grosses you out. It just becomes part of life around here. This is how we live except it’s more tortuous. The law states that criminals must be removed from society, and I agree with this, but no one should have to endure the mental torture we face on a daily basis. The State is clearly breaking the law by housing us in this way, but no one has the resources or means to fight it. We just have to deal with it along with all the other mental games we’re dealt on a daily basis. 
From the time I wake up until the time I fall asleep… I’m not living… I’m pressing through a world where I merely exist.
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