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To my life’s best friend,
 Summerlynn.

To all those who have lost someone by an act of violence,
 to the memory of those whose lives have been cut short,
 to the memory of those who have been executed on death row,
 and especially to those who still have the opportunity to make choices
 that will take them down a different path.






A hand so soft
 to touch the mother
 that she is.
 A reason to stand,
 to hold on to my prayers,
 that she’ll
 awaken to find me
 holding on to her,
 my mother’s hand.

—ANONYMOUS
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AUTHOR’S NOTE



THIS IS A WORK of nonfiction. The events and experiences detailed herein are all true and have been faithfully rendered as I have remembered them, to the best of my ability. Some timelines, circumstances, and the names and identifying characteristics of some people and institutions have been changed to protect the integrity and/or anonymity of the various institutions and individuals involved, and especially to protect the orphans and foster children I have known, who have a right to tell their own stories if they so choose.

Though conversations come from my keen recollection of them, they are not written to represent word-for-word documentation; rather, I’ve retold them in a way that evokes the real feeling and meaning of what was said, in keeping with the true essence of the mood and spirit of the event.








FOREWORD

Pema Chödrön



ALL BUDDHISTS TAKE A VOW not to cause harm, and some go further. They vow to do anything in their power to alleviate suffering—the suffering of everyone—without giving in to biases of like and dislike, worthy and unworthy.

My dear friend Jarvis Masters has taken both these vows while on death row in San Quentin Prison. He took these vows from his Tibetan Buddhist teacher, Chagdud Tulku Rinpoche. In my thirty-five years as a Buddhist, I have rarely met anyone who took these vows as wholeheartedly as Jarvis. Yet this dedicated man, this loving and compassionate man, didn’t acquire his immense empathy and courage without undergoing great suffering himself and causing great pain to others as well.

When I first read this story of his early life, it was sometimes so painful that I had to stop and take a break. I kept wanting things to go differently for this promising young boy, but the blunt truth is that things didn’t go differently. The story Jarvis so compellingly tells actually happened, and it’s still happening to countless other poor and traumatized children.

Jarvis told me repeatedly that he felt he had to look closely at his formative years for his own sake and for the sake of all the other children like him who would recognize themselves in his words. He hoped that by telling his story he might help them to avoid making the mistakes that had brought him to San Quentin. He knows there are millions of children just like him who are intelligent, kindhearted, and full of potential, and who can meet that potential if only they have support from their struggling families, decent schools, safer neighborhoods, and mentors to guide them. He longs to be such a mentor.

Even without this book, Jarvis is already a role model for many children. He gets so many letters from adolescent boys who are going through what he went through in one way or another that even in prison it’s difficult for him to find time to answer them all. Some of these young people are in juvenile lockups, and some of them are the children of prison guards who see their fathers bringing the violence of prison home with them. Yet true to his vows, Jarvis tries to say something to each of them that will make a difference in their lives.

Once when I was visiting him at San Quentin, Jarvis told me that something was troubling him. He knew that his personal story, with all its confusion, violence, and pain, is all too common. As he put it, “Whether you ask a prison guard, an inmate, or a person on the street, they’ll all agree that such a life is that of a man who is likely to end up just where I have, on death row, waiting to be killed by lethal injection. So how,” he asked me, “will anyone believe I’m innocent?”

It seems, in fact, that his innocence is a miracle—a very fortunate miracle. At the age of nineteen, when Jarvis was rightly sent to San Quentin for a series of robberies, he was angry, defensive, and mean. His childhood, as you will read in these pages, had trained him to violence and abuse. So it was by luck that he never killed anyone and that, auspiciously for him, he never would.

But it was only partly by luck. This book also tells the story of a child who managed to keep alive a small flame of compassion for himself and others, thanks to the essential wholeness of his nature and the acts of kindness he experienced along the way. That Jarvis’s Dickensian childhood included some people who loved him made an enormous difference. There was in this violent young man an aversion—deeply buried but still present—to killing. As you will read here, as a boy Jarvis threw away a box cutter because there was no way he could ever see himself using it to harm anyone. And as a young man, Jarvis never actually aimed and shot his gun at another human being, even while inexcusably committing armed robberies that terrified many people.

Four years after Jarvis entered prison, a gang conspiracy resulted in the senseless murder of a prison guard. Jarvis easily could have been part of that conspiracy. Yet for some reason he wasn’t included in the planning and execution of the crime. Nevertheless, because of testimony that has since been shown to be false, he was convicted of participating in the planning and of sharpening the weapon that was used to stab the guard, and he was sentenced to death.

Jarvis says today that even if he is killed by lethal injection he’ll die with a clear conscience, knowing that he was not responsible for the death of a good man. As he puts it, “I know my own truth, that I am totally innocent of the death of any prison guard.”

The irony of this, as Jarvis well knows, is that his life turned around only after his conviction. If he had been released from San Quentin at the end of his original term, it is possible that he might have remained as sullen and rebellious as he was when he came in. The odds are very good that he would have been dead on the streets well before he reached the age of thirty.

Instead, during his murder trial two important things happened. First, Jarvis started wanting to know who he was and where he’d gone wrong. And at the same time, a private investigator working on his case taught him how to meditate and gave him tools to look at himself honestly and face his pain.

Since that time, Jarvis has dedicated his life to nonviolence and benefiting others. These have been years of deep contemplation and discovery, years that have transformed him at the core.

This powerful book is in some way a fruition of those years. It is as intimate a look at an “at-risk” childhood as you’ll ever get. For Jarvis, writing about his early years was a descent into places that he’d repressed and been afraid to explore. It took him years of self-reflection to reach the point where he had the courage to go back into the painful, as well as happy, memories of his earliest life and to see with total honesty each of the times when he had lost touch with his basic intelligence and kindness and then taken a wrong turn.

It is a riveting story, told with tremendous heart, yet totally devoid of sentimentality. I know it will be an eye-opener for all who read it. It is my sincere aspiration that this story will, against all odds, have a happy ending. I pray that this autobiography of an innocent man does not end with the death chamber but with freedom.







PREFACE



OVER THE YEARS, I have been asked when it was that I “saw the light,” had a dream, or heard a voice. What experience created a reverberation that transformed me from the person I was then to the person I am today? The truth of the matter is that I have never changed. Rather, I have simply discovered who I’ve always been: the young child who knew that his life mattered, that he could make a difference in the world, and that he was born to fly.

In spite of the pain and hurt, and however much I engaged in crazed violence and lashed out at the world for thinking it owed me something, in the center, in my heart, there was always something of a natural goodness. This may have been the place from which my tears poured when I was a young child. In that same place, the violence later grew so much larger than life that I stopped believing in myself. But I finally came into a situation where I dared myself to reclaim that natural goodness. That I reclaimed it on San Quentin’s death row doesn’t change who I am. I have experienced an inner journey that brought me to the life-affirming realization that my violent actions were never a reflection of who I really am.

If I had known how painful it would be to sit and write this book about my life, I doubt that I would have ever picked up my pen filler, the only writing instrument allowed to an inmate in solitary confinement on death row. It was only from not knowing what layers of memories—particularly from childhood—would slowly unfold that I innocently began to write. I remember what a friend said when I told him what I was writing. We were walking together out on the death row exercise yard.

“Man,” he said, putting one arm out to bring us to a stop in the middle of the yard, “I wouldn’t do that. Look at this.” He raised his sweatshirt, revealing horrible, healed-over gashes—scars, he said, from dog bites.

“I still dream about this shit,” he said. “You want to sit down and write all night about this kind of stuff?”

“What happened?” I asked.

“Whenever I did anything wrong, I mean anything, my pops would sic his dog Fang on me. He would hold Fang by the chain, and he wouldn’t let him go. He made him bite these holes in me—here, there, everywhere.”

It would have sounded strange to say “thank you” to my friend, but what he said spoke to me. It helped me realize my true purpose in picking up the thin straw of ballpoint pen filler, resting it between my fingers, and beginning to write. At first I wrote in circles, the long way around memories. Then I began to silently challenge myself: Without anyone else having to know, I asked, how honest can I be with myself as I write all the scattered memories of my life? Can I do so without blame, with only a truth that has no place to go beyond these sheets of paper? In essence, questioning my own sincerity is what inspired this book.

Many events recalled in these pages could have kept me angry my entire life; many times just the memories made me want to quit writing. I would forget about not blaming others, fearing the truth that might be triggered by the next word or sentence I wrote. At times I literally cursed the makeshift pen caught painfully between my fingers. There was no name I did not call it. It was not just that it hurt to hold it, but that it moved so slowly, forcing me to attend to every detail. I couldn’t write any faster than it let me; it refused to skim lightly over the surface as I tried to breeze past the unpronounced emotions that would crawl up my throat and fill my eyes with tears. The filler’s slow pace repeatedly dragged me into a swamp of unwanted memories. Only through the patience learned in meditation was I able to settle myself into a place that allowed me to keep writing.

Jarvis Jay Masters
 SAN QUENTIN
 2008







CHAPTER 1

First Memories



Aunts and Uncles

OUR PARENTS WERE ALMOST never home. The house seemed large because my sisters and I were alone and trapped in its emptiness. We made it bigger to enlarge our days there. But in fact the house was quite small. In the long days of being left alone, we got to know the interior of the house like our own bodies. It was our whole existence.

The four of us ranged in age from three to eight. My sister Charlene was the oldest, then me, Birdy, and Carlette. In this seemingly huge old house we had gone from crawling to standing to walking, like the evolution chart that shows a monkey-man developing into the first human being. Those pictures come to mind when I think about how my sisters and I grew up.

I can still see my sisters’ faces from those many years ago. Yet at that time we never gave a thought to how we looked or what we wore on our tiny bodies. The only times we noticed ourselves were when I used to walk around in my stepfather Otis’s shoes and when my sisters put on my mother’s different wigs. Then we would prance around the house, laughing and giggling at how we looked.

Afterward, putting Mama’s and Otis’s things back in the exact same place where we had found them was a serious matter. If we got caught messing with their things—as happened once—we’d be beaten out of our wits. But playing with their things was not the absolute cardinal sin. The most forbidden thing of all was playing with the tiny balloons stashed in socks and hidden all over the house. These balloons were filled with heroin. I used to set out to find them, like going on an Easter egg hunt. I’d open the socks and play with the colorful balloons as if they were my secret toys. They were like marbles. I liked to put them in piles—all the blue ones together, the reds together, the yellows together. Whichever color there were the fewest of seemed the most special. I liked the danger of it too. I took great care to put the balloons back just as I had found them. (Even today I can look at something, take a mental picture of its position, remove it, and replace it in the exact same spot.) It made me feel grown up to handle these jewels of my parents’, as if I were part of the same business as all the people I saw coming to the house; it made me feel like “somebody.”

It was the late sixties, when my mother Cynthia and my stepfather Otis were among the biggest heroin users and dealers in Long Beach, California. From the outside the house didn’t look like a dope house. My parents had lots of money from being in the drug underworld, so they could afford a “front house” that drew no suspicion or complaints from the neighbors. The house was a place where my parents’ clientele and whomever they chose to bring with them could always, no matter the time of day, walk right in and shoot their dope indoors, off the streets. Many of their customers would nod themselves to sleep right there on the living room or bathroom floor and stay for hours and hours.

These friends and customers of my parents had a code word to use when they came to the house and only my sisters and I were there—which was most of the time. They introduced themselves as our “uncles” and “aunts.” We had many, many uncles and aunts. My favorites were the ones who nodded out on the couch or in the bathroom sitting on the edge of the toilet, with saliva dripping from their mouths. Then I could steal the coins from their pants pockets or the pouches hidden inside their bosoms. I never took paper money, just coins, because the grocery store clerks gave me strange looks when I tried to buy candy bars for my sisters with paper money. Also, I didn’t know the difference between a five-dollar bill and a hundred-dollar bill. So I stuck to stealing coins from pockets. I liked the dimes best.

We were too young and innocent to be afraid of the strangers who entered the house throughout the day and night. The frequency of their visits even gave us the feeling that they somehow cared for us. Sometimes they asked when we last ate, or simply noticed that we hadn’t, and they would come back with boxes of doughnuts and pop. Sometimes prostitutes brought their tricks there, but my mother didn’t like that. She told us to let her know if it happened so she could beat those women up.

Even with the filthy, ragged clothes on our backs, we had no comparisons to make that would tell us that our fragile lives were being neglected. How were we to know our lacking everything was any different from children’s lives in other households? The clothes we wore, the way we smelled—it all fit, like junkyard guys working alongside each other, nobody thinking he smells worse than the next guy. In those long wallowing hours of hunger pangs, we lived in the same ragged clothes, the same stench, and the dry salt of our tears, but we were together. And in our misery we shared many moments of laughing and chasing one another in childish games that almost made us forget the hours, days, and weeks of abandonment.


The Attic

WE FOUND ALL THE hiding places in the house, like closets, kitchen cabinets, and even suitcases. But the attic was our favorite. We would climb on top of the dresser in one of the closets, then onto the high closet shelf. From there we reached the ceiling and the square sheet of wood that we pushed up in order to climb into the attic. When the sunlit days in the house became too long for us, we climbed up into the night of the attic to take our naps. In the attic we felt hidden from all our fears, and we could always sleep soundly, like babies in their cribs.

The attic ceiling wasn’t so low that we felt cramped. The wooden beams peaked in the middle, where we could stand straight up and play around. We made up games to forget we were hungry and alone, but we didn’t talk that much. I had a serious stutter up until the age of ten or eleven, way after I had been taken from my parents. So we didn’t console one another with words as much as by our togetherness.

The attic had a window that faced out over the front porch of the house. We looked out through that window at the world, as if the attic were our private tree house. There, level with the highest trees, we could see all the busyness of people. We could see a chain of stores several blocks away. Those golden arches and an empty Ronald McDonald wrapper that I kept symbolized food for me. From this attic window we watched and waited and hoped to see our mother coming home.

The emptiness of the house provided no home life for my sisters and me, but we felt no real pain other than our empty stomachs and the drafty stench of loneliness that curled us up and rolled us into tight balls of one heartbeat. Later, a television appeared in the house, and we laughed to it. Then one day the television disappeared, as if it had never been there.


An old white woman lived in a house behind us. Every morning she would put food out for us. She somehow knew that we were being left to starve in our own house. We counted on her food. Sometimes, when no adult was around the house for days, this was the only food we had.

Every evening, after the sun went down, we lay in fetal positions in the attic, looking out of the window into the night sky. We waited and waited for that next morning, so we could rush down from the attic to the porch to eat whatever the old lady had put there for us. Our idea, strange as it sounds, was that we wouldn’t go to sleep at all. We were so hungry that we just felt like watching for the morning to come and feed us.

Of course we could never stay awake all night. Eventually we would fall asleep. Birdy, who was younger than Charlene and me, always fell asleep first, even before Carlette, the youngest. As soon as she woke up in the morning, she would wake the rest of us, because she was afraid of being awake while we slept.

Of all of us, Birdy was the wildest. Being neither the oldest nor the youngest, she had no special role to play, so she could just be her true self. She must have been about four at the time. We often had to chase her around the house, and if anyone got us into trouble, it was usually Birdy. She didn’t worry. She didn’t have to steal money or scrounge for food; Charlene and I took care of that, and Birdy made us laugh when we felt truly abandoned. She put on our mother’s high-heeled shoes and danced around until she fell down. She made up games—she put one of Otis’s hats on me and pulled it down over my eyes so I couldn’t see. Then she led me around the house by the hand, laughing as I bumped into the furniture. Then it was Charlene’s turn to have the hat on, and then Birdy’s. When I led Birdy around, she walked fearlessly, knowing I wouldn’t let her bump into anything.

It was Birdy who first found the attic. It was Birdy who climbed into the kitchen cabinets. It was Birdy who first ventured outside to taste the food the old lady had left on our back porch and to drink from the pitcher of milk—that girl loved milk!—that the old lady always left beside the food.

Whenever Mama was at home, we’d often see her come out of the bathroom sweating, gently touching her face with her hands, as if she were sleepy. Then she’d lie down on top of the bare mattress. The heroin in Mama’s veins gave Birdy the chance to do what she loved to do. Softly raising Mama’s head and bringing it down into her lap, she’d comb her hair, while the rest of us sat on the bed and watched quietly. We would just wait, watching, as if we all knew there was so much more happening than just us being there with our mother.

When my baby brother Dean was born, he was left alone with us too, even though he was only an infant. I tried to take care of him and give him his bottle. My mother said Carlette—we called her “Bug”—was Charlene’s baby, and Dean was mine. Dean was supposed to take the place of another baby brother, Carl, whom my mother had put me in charge of a year or so before, but Carl had died of crib death.

One morning when Birdy was standing under a tree next to the fence, drinking her milk, I came out of the house rubbing my eyes. Suddenly out of nowhere a cat dropped down from the tree onto Birdy’s back and dug in its claws. It happened so fast! My body didn’t move even as my mind was reaching out, trying to wrestle the cat off my baby sister. I could feel this cat all over her and her hands above her head, trying to grab the cat and push it off. But I was frozen with fear and couldn’t move.

Then the cat took off. Birdy was on the ground screaming, still trying to get the cat off her head, even though it had already gone. I was finally able to run to her, stop her arms from swinging around in the air, and reassure her that the cat was gone. Birdy still thinks her big brother got that cat off her. I never did tell her the truth.

After that we were afraid to eat outside. Being the only boy, I was elected to tiptoe out to get the food the old lady continued to leave for us. Or I would jump out of the window and run to the store to buy candy when I got coins from the pockets of the people who nodded out. But I was always scared to leave my sisters, scared to be gone in case my parents suddenly came home.

The only other person who really understood my fear was Charlene. My mother and Otis had told both of us never, ever to leave the house. If they ever caught us outside or found the front door unlocked, we would be whipped. They didn’t want us to attract attention to the house in any way. They didn’t want anyone to call the police to report a lost child. They feared cops stumbling into their operation, or burglars coming in to steal their heroin. I later learned that my mother feared that burglars would kill us kids so we wouldn’t be able to identify them.

Whenever we were afraid of getting whipped, we would race one another to get to the bathroom first. Birdy was often the one to sound the alarm for all of us by dashing to the potty when she heard our parents coming through the front door. It was as if our parents’ and their friends’ constant use of the bathroom to shoot heroin had made it a sanctuary. Whoever got there first—and it was usually Birdy—was given the same level of respect as people sitting on the toilet cover with a tie around their arm.

One time my parents caught me coming back from the store carrying a whole bunch of candy bars inside the front of my shirt. Otis’s face was full of anger, and my mother just said, “Don’t kill him. You mustn’t kill him.” I don’t remember too much after that. The extension cord Otis used tore right through the pillow that I held against my body, and the beating seemed to go on forever.

My Father’s Shoes

OTIS WAS MY STEPFATHER. The only memory I have of my biological father is also one of my earliest. That memory still has the power to raise its head from a pool of painful childhood events, just like my mother raising up her head from the floor, blood pouring out of her face.

We were all in the bedroom, where Mama had been trying to pack our stuff in a chaotic frenzy. My father—whose name I never knew—banged open the front door, yelling, “Where are you, bitch? I’m gonna kill you and your kids!” Panic-stricken, Mama grabbed me, jerked my face up to hers, and shook me, saying, “If anything happens to me, you take care of your sisters.” Then she crammed the three of us under the bed one by one—with me on the outside.

Now I heard my father yelling, “Where are those kids?”

Sweat dripping from her face, my mother ran out of the bedroom. Hearing the bam! bam! bam! of my father’s fists against her flesh, I knew what happened when she got to the next room. My sisters and I shook with every blow, as if our mother’s cries were our own—and when her cries stopped, we could still hear the blows. But that wasn’t all we heard. Furniture was breaking and glass was flying as the pictures fell down from the walls. My father had slammed into us like a hurricane.

Then, with a kick of his foot, the bedroom door smashed open and the storm stood at our threshold. From under the bed, all I could see was these shoes—the scariest sight I’d ever seen. I raised my eyes to catch a glimpse of the man who filled the shoes, but his voice interrupted me:

“Where you motherfuckin’ kids at? I’m gonna kill you too!”

Three steps in, and his shoes were level with my eyes, barely inches away. All desire to see his face evaporated as I heard the sound of my mother pouncing on his back, flailing and pounding as she screamed, “You ain’t gonna kill my kids!”

In this macabre embrace, they twirled out of the bedroom once more. Now I heard the dishes breaking, and then the sinister sound of those horrible shoes kicking my mother, stomping her as she lay on the floor. I heard her yelling, “Help! Please! No!” but there was nothing I could do. As the beating went on and on, my sisters and I simply froze with fear.


Finally the pounding and stomping noises stopped. I heard my father slam out of the house. What was I to do? It was difficult to stay under the bed. I remembered Mama telling me to take care of my sisters if something happened to her. Now something had happened to her, and I wanted to help.

Trying to decide what to do, I fell into an anxious sleep. What woke me up was the sound of something being dragged across the floor. I peeked out from under the bed to see what looked like a monster crawling into the room. It was Mama, her lip swollen and dragging, her eyes hidden by a curtain of blood. She had pulled herself all the way from the next room to just a few feet away from us. I recognized her by her earrings.

She lifted her head off the floor and reached out to us with her hand, but the effort was too much. Her head fell back with a crack as it hit the floor.

Charlene and I scrambled out from our safety. I took Mama’s head in my lap and tried to wipe the blood from her face, but it just continued to gush. Even with a wet towel that Charlene brought from the bathroom, we couldn’t stop the blood. We looked into one another’s eyes and started screaming. At the sound of our panic, Mama opened her eyes a crack. She took my hand and squeezed it really tight, and even managed a smile, as if to say that all was well. And in some way, it was: we were still together.

Hearing our screams, a neighbor came in and called an ambulance for Mama. After that I never asked about my father. But I’ve always remembered those shoes trying to stomp out the light of my mother, taking me to pain that has lasted forever.
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