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For Scott









martha promise receives leadbelly, 1935


By Tyehimba Jess




when your man comes home from prison,


when he comes back like the wound


and you are the stitch,


when he comes back with pennies in his pocket


and prayer fresh on his lips,


you got to wash him down first.


you got to have the wildweed and treebark boiled


and calmed, waiting for his skin like a shining baptism


back into what he was before gun barrels and bars


chewed their claim in his hide and spit him


stumbling backwards into screaming sunlight.


you got to scrub loose the jailtime fingersmears


from ashy skin, lather down the cuffmarks


from ankle and wrist, rinse solitary’s stench loose


from his hair, scrape curse and confession


from the welted and the smooth,


the hard and the soft,


the furrowed and the lax.


you got to hold tight that shadrach’s face


between your palms, take crease and lid


and lip and brow and rinse slow with river water,


and when he opens his eyes


you tell him calm and sure


how a woman birthed him


back whole again.













AUTHOR’S NOTE


NAMES AND IDENTIFYING details of certain people herein have been changed. The words we use to talk about people in the system are potent. Labels like “felon” and “convict” stigmatize and reduce people to their records, without taking into account the circumstances that placed them there or the transformations they may have undergone while inside. Academics widely prefer people-centered terms like “incarcerated person,” while some activists use “prisoner” as a political term to delineate an oppressed class of people. There is no universal consensus on terminology among people in prison themselves or those advocating for their rights. I use both terms in this book to reflect that plurality.


People who have served prison time are more than their records. I discuss convictions because they are what landed the incarcerated in the position to be in prison and to meet someone on the outside.


All the stories are true.










INTRODUCTION


THE BRIDE WEARS black.


An atmosphere of momentous occasion permeates Room 315 at the Rodeway Inn, nestled between two highways outside Salem, Oregon. It’s the morning of the wedding. Mary Kay cosmetics, SnackWell’s popcorn, errant shoes, and water bottles are strewn across the room, where the bride awoke at four this morning, ready for her day. She spent some quiet moments of the morning outside, smoking, watching the sun come up over the highway, feeling the presence of her grandparents looking down upon her.


But now, Journey, or Jo, as she’s known to friends, is a ball of nervous energy, pacing in bare feet, losing and being reunited with her cigarettes, phone in hand, overwhelmed by the messages of love and blessings coming through every few minutes. Friends have sent a bouquet to commemorate her nuptials, which the bride receives in grateful hysterics, so much so that Lisa—who has flown in from Missouri to attend to all the bridal details, like forcing Jo to eat a slice of buttered toast and running out to buy a forgotten razor blade at the gas station across the street—has to redo her eye makeup.


Lisa is then tasked with fashioning an updo free of bobby pins, as they’d surely send the metal detectors howling.


Afterward, Jo practices walking in her high heels, up and down the carpeted hallway. She has brought two backup outfits in case the guards deem her black sheath too formfitting, or the color too close to navy blue, the shade worn by inmates and therefore forbidden to visitors. Her wedding band, which she’d selected and bought herself, fits the prison’s specifications—no gold, no embellishments.


Today, Jo will marry Benny Reed, who is serving a ten-year sentence for attempting to murder his then-girlfriend. Their wedding will take place at the maximum-security Oregon State Penitentiary, in the visiting room decorated in white and pink streamers and paper wedding bells strung up by the prisoners themselves. Their wedding cake will be powdered doughnuts, and they will toast each other with blue Powerade from the vending machine. It will be the third time they have seen each other face-to-face. It will be the first time they’ve ever gotten to sit next to each other.





WHATEVER IMAGE COMES to mind when you think “prison wife,” Jo ain’t it. She is in her mid-forties but looks like she’s twenty-nine and seems to be in perpetual motion. She’s a mother of three sons: twin seven-year-olds and a twenty-one-year-old. She often keeps her light brown hair pulled back when she’s running around doing errands and shuttling her kids to Boy Scouts. Her years in the military have given her a knack for organization, ball busting, and punctuality. She stands five feet four inches, but her presence makes her seem taller. She’s a survivor: of multiple combat tours as an Army medic; of PTSD, pill addiction, and the fibromyalgia she came home with; of an abusive first marriage in her twenties. She runs on Jesus, coffee, and cigarettes. She reads novels and nonfiction and watches documentaries for fun.


Jo does her research before making up her mind. She’ll crack a joke in line behind you at Target. She has a sardonic, self-deprecating sense of humor. Known to friends as Mama Jo, she is the sage older aunt who will help you get your head screwed on straight, and she’ll do it without judgment. “I give such good advice because I’ve done so much stupid shit,” she says. She doesn’t, however, consider marrying a man with a felony record whom she met on the internet and whose current address is prison to be among that stupid shit. Rather, the very strictures of prison have allowed for a level of connection Jo had never experienced before.


In a way, I get it. Over the course of reporting my book Playing Dead, about faked death and disappearance, I acquired my own guy on the inside, or “prison stalker,” to use his jokey nickname for himself. Sam Israel III is currently serving a twenty-year sentence in Butner Federal Prison, in North Carolina, for mail fraud and investment advisor fraud to the tune of half a billion dollars. Sam famously faked his death by staging a suicidal plunge off the Bear Mountain Bridge in New York in June 2008, only to turn himself in to the feds three weeks later. That’s why I reached out to him.


Most of our relationship has been epistolary, over the phone and through CorrLinks, one of the many third-party for-profit applications that connect those in the free world with those in prison. Sam and I have been exchanging messages nearly every day for more than seven years. Though interviewing him for my book wrapped in 2016, Sam is still one of the people with whom I correspond most frequently and consistently. We have never met in person.


Typically, I don’t offer up much information about myself to the people I interview, because it’s irrelevant (not to mention boring). But with an interview subject who’s in prison, who has lost much connection to society, the rules seem a little different. It seems unkind not to open up a bit more. So, with Sam, I did, and soon came to know firsthand the laserlike attention that a man with a very long day and little to fill it with can lavish on a lady.


He gets an allotted number of monthly phone minutes, and once he has spoken to his family and lawyers he spends the remainder on his stalkee. My phone once documented eight missed calls from the prison over the course of one evening.


CorrLinks emails max out at thirteen thousand characters, and Sam, if his energy is up to it, will send a half dozen a day. He remembers little details about me and asks perceptive questions about how I’m feeling, about what I’m thinking, about my friends and family. When he was in solitary, he sent me a twenty-two-page double-sided handwritten letter, with stories of his past life on Wall Street. He’s offered life advice, which I have found thoughtful, even comforting. His vantage in the slammer and the time to reflect on his past give him a unique perspective on what really matters. He asks questions and listens with an unhurried patience that’s rare in our busy, digitized world.


He has sent me innovative cell-spun tokens of his affection: a copper chain-mail choker fabricated from metal pieces of his mattress and wrapped in toilet paper (“It may not be Harry Winston however it is Big House Benson!”); photos of himself posed in the prison yard, in shorts and a T-shirt with the sleeves cut off, revealing his sun-cured skin from long afternoons napping in the grass, his gleaming bald spot flanked by long, graying locks down to his shoulders. He has created colorful tableaus collaged from pages ripped from luxury catalogs and travel magazines, with captions narrating our future together. A private jet: “Ready to go?”


Throughout the half dozen years I’ve known Sam, he has gone from my subject to my stalker to my friend. His story is often featured on cable crime shows like American Greed, and, like clockwork, each time he gets a slice of the spotlight, he gets a new batch of mail from women intrigued. When he first told me this, I was fascinated and perplexed. This hit on just the kind of paradox I adore. In my first book, I explored the idea of how one could “die” in this lifetime, yet never escape one’s essential self. Here, I saw a similar impulse: Could you find love and vivacity in the ugliest of places? And what are the prisons we erect for ourselves?


While it’s jarring at first, most of us have heard about this phenomenon: people (usually women) pursuing criminals (usually men, always famous) whom they’ve learned about on the nightly news. The higher the profile of the criminal, the more Heloises to the Abelard. When Scott Peterson, who murdered his pregnant wife, arrived on San Quentin’s death row, stacks of fan mail awaited him. Ted Bundy, with a body count of at least thirty people, boasted scores of groupies at his trial, and married one of his staunchest defenders. Before he died, in 2017, Charles Manson got engaged to Afton Elaine Burton, a woman fifty-three years his junior. His name also calls up the iconic “Manson girls” he kept under his control. Infamous patricide twins Erik and Lyle Menendez both married women they met while in prison, one a former Playboy model and another a magazine editor turned lawyer.


These women—part groupie, part lonely hearts—are who we imagine as prison wives. But “prison wife” is more than a stock character. So why go looking for love in a prison cell?





THE INCARCERATED THEMSELVES are rarely stock characters, either. There are currently 2.3 million people incarcerated in the United States, a disproportionate number of them Black and Brown. In 2020, men accounted for 93 percent of the total number of people in prison. Though African-American and Latinx people make up approximately 32 percent of the US population, they accounted for 56 percent of all incarcerated people in 2015. If these groups were incarcerated at the same rates as whites, prison and jail populations would decline by almost 40 percent.


The United States has the highest incarceration rate in the world, and we have the highest rate at any moment in our nation’s history. These skewed numbers are a result of policy choices from the War on Crime and the War on Drugs in the past forty years rather than an indicator of unprecedented crime rates, or reflective of who actually creates harm in our society. Street-level crimes like burglary and theft, for example, account for an annual $16 billion of losses. White collar crimes, like fraud and embezzlement, rob victims of $300-$800 billion a year, according to the FBI. The vast majority of white collar criminals are white men, and they rarely face the same level of consequences Black and Brown people do for lesser offenses.


In addition to those in prison, there are millions more, mostly female partners, experiencing incarceration alongside them. Prison wives form their own communities, and, sometimes, hierarchies emerge. Couples who were in a relationship before incarceration are at the top. Those who knew each other before one went to prison—as classmates or co-workers, with some kind of free-world experience—and then reconnected once one went away are in the middle. And those, like Jo and Benny, who met while incarcerated, or “MWI,” are at the very bottom. They didn’t know each other out in the free world, where they would’ve gone out to eat, bickered over household chores, Netflixed and chilled. To the prison wives who have long histories with their men, MWI women can be seen as pathetic losers or, worse yet, prison groupies. Women dragged into this life by their law-breaking partners look side-eyed at the MWIs and wonder: Why would you ever step into this world of your own volition?


Jo met Benny the way many a MWI couple connect: through a prison pen-pal site. Though these sites have slightly different bents—humanitarian, religious, fetishistic (see: jailbabes.com; loveaprisoner.com; cagedladies.com)—all roads lead to romance. When Jo was looking to brighten a prisoner’s day, one of the sites she checked out was writeaprisoner.com, which has more than thirteen thousand active prisoner profiles and gets seven thousand unique page views daily. The site matchmakes pen pals, and members exchange handwritten letters. (Depending on the facility, you may also be able to send emails at a cost. But in prison, snail mail is a sure bet.)


Inmates pay $40 a year to post shots as smoldering as anything you’d see on Tinder and fill out profiles stating their backgrounds, their interests, their likes and dislikes. You can select for your prisoner pen pal’s age, ethnicity, astrological sign, and gender identity. Site founder Adam Lovell designed his service for platonic connections, as he has witnessed much heartbreak from members over failed relationships. Still, he recognizes the inevitability of romance. “It’s human nature,” he told me. “Who doesn’t want to fall in love?” He recently penned a guidebook for prison relationships, advising couples on navigating long-distance with tips like “Have a recent picture of your partner in your hand when you talk on the phone.”


In the free world, the progression of love’s first bloom would lead to physical exploration. But the likelihood of getting that opportunity with an incarcerated partner is slim. None of the country’s 102 federal prisons allow conjugal visits. Only four states officially allow conjugals—New York, Washington, Connecticut, and California. And not every facility in those states offers them. For the vast majority of prison wives in America, getting physical in any way is not an option—at least if you’re following the rules. Some find creative ways to get intimate, from inmates staging fights in visiting rooms to distract guards so couples can quickly go at it to tracing one’s penis on paper to create an ersatz dick pic. Since her soon-to-be-husband is in prison in Oregon, Jo will have to wait almost four years to consummate her marriage.


During the time between her wedding day and the end of Benny’s sentence, Jo will make sacrifices of the flesh, heart, and checkbook to be with him. She lives on the east coast and visits Benny in Oregon only twice a year, at great expense for her, after which she returns home with credit card debt. “We are literally as far apart as it’s possible to be,” Jo exclaims, bemoaning the cruel irony. “The United States is 3,280 miles across, and I am 3,276 miles away from him!” So why does she persist?





THIS IS WHAT I set out to learn. Who are these people who are also tangentially imprisoned, who choose this fate, by seeking out a person serving a sentence? How is being a prison husband a different experience from being a prison wife? What about people on the inside who met while doing time together? Can these relationships last in the free world? Can this kind of relationship, where one person is away from the daily grind of errands and work and kids, be a real relationship? What makes a relationship real, anyway? Is it mere proximity? Could a deeply devoted prison relationship be more “real” than a loveless free-world marriage? And what might these relationships tell us about our own more mundane arrangements? What does this particular experience—of support—within the criminal justice system reveal about the system itself?


These questions led me to prisons all across the country, to a conference for self-identified prison wives, to living rooms where binders of laminated love letters were pulled out. They led me to countless conversations—in visiting rooms and diners and parking lots and living rooms, over vending machine chips and enchiladas and fruity cocktails and appetizers and cigarettes and coffees—all about the kind of romantic connection most people (prison notwithstanding) long for.


I met and interviewed dozens of people who were in a relationship with a person in prison, as well as people who were incarcerated themselves with their beloved outside. I saw people coming into themselves. After standing up to society’s and friends’ and families’ judgments over their incarcerated partners, I saw a whole world of opportunity open up for them. I saw women go back to school, start businesses, set boundaries. And, sometimes in the same breath and sometimes years later, I heard stories of heartbreak, deception, and hurt. As a writer, it has been a privilege to listen to people’s accounts of their most intimate moments, hopes, and desires. I hope these relationships illustrate the privileges many free-world people take as the air we breathe, in daily life and in love.


Love Lockdown tells the stories of five couples I met over the course of five years, who each illuminate different aspects of the met-while-incarcerated experience. They vary in age, race, gender identity, sexual orientation, length of sentence, and the type of crime for which the person in prison was convicted. We’ll follow Jo and Benny’s relationship, which I got to know the best, as it unfolds from their prison wedding until his release. Sherry and Damon are serving time together in the Midwest; she is a trans woman in a male facility, and he identifies as bisexual. Ivié and Jacques met on a pen-pal site and married while she was serving two consecutive sentences totaling at least fifty years for her involvement in two homicides. Crystal and Fernando met early in his eighteen years served for a wrongful conviction and had three children together while he was kept in prison, as they lost appeal after appeal. Sheila was an editor at The New York Times when she married Joe, who was in prison for murder and whom she met while volunteering for her church’s prison ministry. Each of these stories answers the question of “Why?” from a distinct vantage. What makes people stay? What makes this love unique, vexing, worthwhile? What makes it enough?


This is not a book about the millions of couples who knew each other in the free world before one of them was incarcerated. This is not a book about the children, family members, and other loved ones of people behind bars. This is a book about people who found love with someone they did not know before logging on to a pen-pal site, or volunteering for a prison ministry, or becoming incarcerated themselves. This is about people who took the greatest leap of faith to develop a relationship in an environment that is, by design, meant to keep love out.


This is not a polemic on prison reform, though I came to witness the singularity of American prisons: their horror, their inhumanity, how domesticated into our culture they are, even though there is nothing normal about how we treat people who have (or in some cases have not) committed crimes in this country. I’m not an activist or an academic, nor have I experienced incarceration firsthand. You can find recommendations for further reading from those crucial perspectives at the back of this book.


I’m a person who, maybe like you, is interested in the lives of people who reside in the country within a country of prisons in the United States. I seek to know why people put themselves in seemingly untenable predicaments. Why pursue a relationship with someone who is (at least physically) unavailable? What I uncovered was far more complex than I ever could have imagined.


Jo is about to marry the love of her life. One woman’s dream is about to come true. So what does happily ever after look like for a prison wife?










ONE JO AND BENNY GET MARRIED



“I DON’T KNOW HOW the fuck I got here!” Jo shouts.


It’s the eve of her wedding. I’m in a motel room with Jo and her friend Lisa. Lisa and Jo met a few years back in an online support group for the prison wives of Oregon State Penitentiary. Lisa has a blond wedge haircut and blue-gray eyes the color of baby seal pelts. When the two women met, Lisa was involved with Paul, who is serving time for four felony DUIs. She has since broken things off with him but is nonetheless thrilled for Jo’s nuptials tomorrow.


A director and a cameraman are here with us, too, to feature the couple in a Canadian documentary about MWI relationships. We’ve created a buffet on top of a dresser, a makeshift rehearsal dinner of Mexican takeout in Styrofoam containers. Lisa made room by pushing aside the small altar she’s constructed for the upcoming ceremony: a bottle of Cupcake champagne, two flutes—reading “Mr.” and “Mrs.”—heart-shaped tea candles, and an array of chocolate and baked confections, all presided over by a portrait of the happy couple taken at their engagement. It was snapped by the prison photographer, another inmate, at their last visit, almost a year ago.


Though Jo describes her relationship with Benny as the happiest she has ever known, being here today still feels surreal. It’s not as though Jo is walking into this marriage blindly. There’s nothing anyone can say to her that she hasn’t mulled over herself. Namely: “What am I doing marrying a man who, in a fit of rage, tried to run over his girlfriend?” she says, before biting into an enchilada. “Like, what is wrong with me?” she laughs. “But at the same time, so much time has passed, and he has worked so hard to rewrite his story.”


Jo has rewritten her story, too. In January 2014, she was finalizing her divorce from Kyle, a man she still calls her best friend, father to her boys. He was active-duty military at the time. Jo felt racked with guilt for breaking up her family and ending her marriage to a decent man, so different from her two previous husbands. She was on VA disability from working as a combat medic, the job she believed she was put on this planet to do. She found herself in crippling pain from fibromyalgia and living day to day, caring for her sons, just trying to put one foot in front of the other.


She was donating old clothing at a friend’s church one day when she passed a prison ministry table. She picked up a brochure that encouraged people to send an inmate a cheerful message—holidays are especially hard for people in prison. Her friend asked if she was interested. She was not. “You know I used to be a corrections officer, right?” Jo reminded her.


Jo had worked as a guard at a Kansas City county jail in the early 2000s. “It paid really well for the area, eleven dollars an hour. It was the most money I had ever made,” she says. She liked the work because it was something different every day, and it kept her on her toes. She developed a rapport with her charges. When one called her “cracker,” she deadpanned back, “That’s CO Cracker to you, inmate,” to hysterics down the block. She also saw firsthand the games prisoners played. Some guys had a rotation of women, visiting on different days, each woman buying snacks from the vending machine, sending dirty pictures, putting money on his books—each thinking she was the only one.


Jo had no illusions about getting involved with a guy behind bars. Which is why she didn’t want to participate. Not at first, anyway. But she was going through a hard time herself. She thought it might be uplifting to send some sunshine to a stranger, even one in prison, who might also be feeling low. That evening, she logged on to Meet-An-Inmate.com, a prison pen-pal site.


The site posts profiles of incarcerated people with their pictures, indicating whether they are looking for friendship or something more. Jo came across a profile of a shaved-headed, goateed, bespectacled, broad-shouldered man posing before a muscle car, reassuring his potential interlocutor that he hadn’t stolen the vehicle. The photo had been taken at the annual car show the prison hosts. His caption made her laugh out loud. She scrolled down. He wrote about his future goals, his job at a call center, and the college classes he was taking. Here’s a guy who is trying to better himself, Jo thought. Plus, his profile indicated that he wasn’t looking for a relationship. He just wanted friends to write with and pass the time. He’s safe, she reasoned. He isn’t going to want anything from me.


Jo sent her first message to Benny on January 2, 2014, which was, coincidentally, exactly six years before his release date, January 2, 2020. She used the email application GettingOut, a messaging system that charges both inmates and civilians to use: emails cost $20 for a thousand credits, and each message sent deducts thirty credits. She responded to Benny’s query asking for study tips, as he was earning his associate’s degree in business administration. “Noise-canceling headphones,” Jo offered. Now she could tell her church friend she’d done her good deed and that would be that.


A few days later, Benny responded, writing that she looked so pretty in her profile picture. She felt him testing the waters and immediately shut it down.


“I told him I’d been a CO and I know the moves,” she says. “I told him I wasn’t going to send him money or sexy pictures.”


Honey, he replied, I have other women for that. Four or five of them, it would turn out. He was playing the exact games Jo was aware of with those other women. I just want to be your friend, he said.


And a friendship did indeed ensue. They cracked jokes, told stories, opened up to each other. They enjoyed the pleasant distraction from their respective lives that this new kinship provided. Their messages gave them both something to look forward to, and they’d smile with each notification of a new email. After a few weeks, messages turned to phone calls, and the ease they shared online came through in conversation, too. “It felt like we’d been talking forever,” Jo says.


But over the July 4 holiday weekend, she didn’t hear from him, which was unusual. She learned through the prison’s Facebook group that there had been a fight and the facility was on lockdown, during which all inmates had to stay in their cells without access to the phone or computer. She was sick to her stomach waiting to hear from him, her phone glued to her hand. Her reaction made her realize that perhaps she cared for Benny as a bit more than just a friend. “I’m not thinking about this like a buddy,” she remembers. “I’m like, What happened to my person? That was a wake-up call.”


When he finally got in touch, she yelled at him. She’d been freaking out the whole time. He asked her to calm down—what was really going on here? He finally managed to drag it out of her. Jo came clean with her feelings. There was a long silence on the other end of the phone.


Did you really think it was just you? Benny asked.


They decided they needed to see each other face-to-face, to determine whether these stirrings were real. In late October, she flew out to Oregon.


Walking into the prison the first time was terrifying. “I’m voluntarily walking into a prison like, What the hell am I doing?” she remembers thinking. “People are trying to escape from this place. Why am I here on purpose?” But her trepidation dissolved upon seeing Benny in the visiting room. The burly, tattooed prisoner’s face lit up, and he engulfed her in his embrace. “He cradled me against him like I was made of glass,” Jo recalls. “It was perfect, that moment. It also scared us half to death.” The pair realized that with a connection this strong, half measures wouldn’t cut it. They’d have to be all in.


“I remember driving away from that first visit thinking, Am I strong enough to do this?” Jo says. “He still had five years at that point.”


Benny proposed on her second visit, a year and a half after Jo first wrote to him. He sent her money out of his paycheck from working at the call center, which, as the highest-paying job in the prison, at $1.81 per hour, earned him $291 per month for four forty-hour weeks. He told her to pick out her ring. She selected a blue stone on a silver band from Etsy. Jo brought the ring to the visit and, after obtaining permission from the guard on duty, Benny got down on one knee.





THE PHONE IS never far from Jo’s reach, lest Benny should call. That’s one of the surprising asymmetries I notice: he can reach her, but she can’t reach him with the same ease. You can’t just call up the prison and ask to speak to Inmate #3987. You’d think that, being the one in the free world, Jo would hold all the cards. But she’s the one waiting by the phone.


The phone rings during our rehearsal dinner buffet, and Jo lunges for it. “He’s real mad at you!” she teases as the automated “This is a call from a prison” message plays. “He says it’s really rude to come to the wedding of someone you’ve never even talked to before!” I’m sheepish about this. Benny has tried to call me collect several times in the month leading up to the wedding, but I haven’t been able to set up the complicated system. You have to enter personal and credit card information, which can take ten to fifteen minutes, and then you have to wait for approval for a few days before even being able to talk to the person on the other end of the line. Whenever these calls have come through, I’ve been out walking the dog, or teaching, or at dinner. I see the 800 number, which I know is the price-gouging third-party system, and my heart sinks.


Jo hands the phone over to me now, and I take the call out in the hallway, to speak to the groom on the eve of his wedding. I ask him how this week’s visits with Jo have gone.


“Really cool!” he says with a light Pacific Northwest twang. “Usually, I can only register her emotions through her tone of voice when we talk on the phone. But when we are together, I can see how Journey expresses herself with her hands, or blushes when I say inappropriate stuff. Those are the things I drink in.”


The meaning he distills from these simple gestures makes me smile. He always calls his wife-to-be by her full name, Journey.


“What are you most looking forward to about tomorrow?” I ask.


“That I will just get to be a normal person. I get to stand up there with the person I love and share that moment with her.”


I ask him if he’s bummed out that they won’t get to spend their wedding night together.


“Of course,” he says, as if this is the most obvious question that has ever been asked, because, duh. “This might sound crazy, but I’m actually just looking forward to getting to sit next to her without worrying about getting in trouble. You look forward to any little difference, anything that makes life a little better.”





BENNY’S PARENTS WERE high school sweethearts. His dad was in the Air Force, and Benny grew up in Northern California, around Travis Air Force Base. His parents divorced when he was four years old, and his mother took up with another man in the Air Force. “He wasn’t any good, so he got sent to Guam to wash bird shit off airplanes,” Benny tells me. He, his mother, and his older sister followed his mom’s new husband to the island for a few years. As a child, he witnessed eruptions of violence and discord in his home.


She eventually left him and they moved back to the States. She managed a beauty supply company and worked long hours, leaving Benny and his sister, in first and second grade, alone and unsupervised from ten in the morning until nine at night. When she’d come home and see they hadn’t done their chores, or that they’d spilled water on the floor, or any number of kid behaviors, she would yell at them, send them to bed, and then wake them in the middle of the night to continue the tirade.


But it was her new boyfriend, Gene, who would come to play a big influence in the trajectory of Benny’s life. “He was tall, dark, handsome, fresh out of prison, and a drug addict, but I didn’t know that at the time,” Benny says. “She was head over heels for him.” As a kid, Benny had shoplifted here and there, but never had he committed “crime for profit,” as he calls it. In the summer before sixth grade, Gene took Benny steelhead fishing. In this kind of fishing, once you get a bite, you have to fight for twenty minutes, sometimes longer, to reel in the catch.


“We were there with other people on the bank, and one guy got a fish. As soon as he got it on, Gene was like, Come on, we gotta go. I remember us going to the truck of the guy who had caught the fish. Gene reached in and grabbed his wallet, his vest, and a bunch of fishing poles. I was like, ‘Did you just steal from that guy?’ He said something like, ‘He left his stuff out—he had it coming.’ That was the first time I ever saw crime. And I thought it was the coolest thing.” (Gene has since gone into recovery and been sober for more than twenty years.)


School was challenging, as Benny had an undiagnosed learning disability. He wouldn’t learn how to work with his particular challenges until he got to college, in prison. He got his first gun when he was fourteen, and soon became uncontrollable. He got kicked out of his house at fifteen and would spend his days at the mall with a friend, charming girls into giving them money. They spent their nights at twenty-four-hour diners. He ended up living with an older woman who grew marijuana and had a crew of underage wayward boys, like Benny, crashing with her and selling drugs. She encouraged him to commit armed robberies so he would have money to contribute to the house. She used sex to control Benny and the others. “I didn’t look at it as abuse until Journey pointed it out to me,” he says. He started getting sent to county jail at eighteen, and did his first prison bid in his early twenties.


Benny moved on to more sophisticated crimes as he got older—credit card fraud, check forgery. He makes a kind of prideful distinction between robberies and burglaries: “Robbing places is like sticking up a liquor store. That’s for people with zero intelligence, zero skills.” Eventually he graduated to burglaries, which required more “strategy,” more “creative innovation.”


When Benny got out of prison in 2004 after a nineteen-month stint for residential burglary with a stolen vehicle, a buddy turned him on to a guy who bought stolen digital cameras. “The easy part is stealing,” he tells me. “The hard part is selling without getting into trouble.” By studying the electronics store’s rotation of security cameras, he figured out the perfect one-minute window where he could get in after hours and not be caught on tape. He stole a car to do the job. “You don’t want to go in your own car,” he explains. If you’re going to get busted, might as well not lose your own ride in the process. He threw a rock through the window and dragged in several wheeled garbage cans to fill with merchandise. The one detail he hadn’t considered, however, was how to break through the glass of the display case to liberate the cameras inside it. So he used his own fist.


Two years later, he was meeting with his probation officer when he was informed that detectives wanted to speak to him. A DNA match had come back from the blood he’d left at the crime scene. In the intervening two years, he had quit doing drugs and left his ex-wife, whom he characterizes as “crazy.” He started going to court for hearings and sentencing for the camera robbery but decided that returning to prison did not particularly appeal to him at that moment. He heard from a friend that the State of Arizona carries no extradition to Oregon (not true), so he lit out for Lake Havasu, where he was on the lam until he got a DUI that landed him in prison in Phoenix for twenty-two months. A few years later he returned to Oregon, where he was pulled over for not wearing a seat belt. Being on probation, he was taken to prison, where he finally ended up doing the time for that fated fist-through-glass burglary in 2004. He again served nineteen months.


Shortly after, in the early-morning hours of New Year’s Day 2010, he woke up in the hospital. He’d caused a pileup on the highway when, very intoxicated, he had driven his car down I-84. He had been going back to pick up his girlfriend, whom he had left on the side of the road after attempting to run her over with his car. He was convicted of attempted murder and second-degree assault. His release date was set for January 2, 2020.





ON THE PHONE with the groom, I ask him what he loves about his fiancée, what attracted him in the first place. Benny cites Jo’s southern drawl, her intelligence, her military service. He likes that she enjoys his sense of humor, which he concedes can be “hit-or-miss.” He loves that she is strong-willed and takes no shit, which is a departure from other women with whom he consorted in the past. He says that Jo is the first woman who has demanded a certain level of respect, which made him come correct. In his past relationships, when he was active in his drug and alcohol addiction, he did not offer women the respect he says they didn’t seek. He could be verbally and physically abusive. But since his sobriety and time in prison, along with Jo’s higher expectations, this relationship is the first one where he treats his partner as an equal. I ask about that fateful hug the first time they met.


“Oh, yeah. That hug changed everything.” he says. “We just fit together perfectly. I’m really glad she felt the same thing.”


Benny tells me that their connection is particularly unique because they’ve had two and a half years to get to know each other without the distractions of sex, physicality, the endless pressures of the outside world. They’ve written letters of longing like soldiers overseas at war, though Benny recognizes, “I’m not a soldier at war. I’m in prison, so I guess that kind of takes away from it.” The couple has learned to communicate, because communication is really all they have. “Anytime one of us doesn’t feel right about something, we talk about it, no matter what it is.” He cites an example about the time he asked why Jo didn’t have a French manicure, which she took as a slight about her regular manicure. (I totally would’ve taken it the same way.) Benny was just curious. “You may think you say one thing, but they hear something completely different.” True in any relationship.


As I pace the hotel hallway, Benny sounds proud. He’s telling me how he’s on the path to success, as he puts it, working as a trainer at the prison call center and studying for his degree. Then the call cuts out. Those fifteen allotted minutes go fast.





I FIRST MET Jo a few weeks ago, at the Deptford Mall, in New Jersey. She was shopping for visiting-approved outfits for her wedding week with her best friend, Ro. Ro and Jo, it’s true. Ro lives in North Jersey, and Jo outside of Baltimore, so this mall, near Philadelphia, is about halfway for them. Ro is one of the most heart-stoppingly beautiful people I have ever encountered in real life. A onetime Ms. Fitness New Jersey, she looks like an Italian movie star, with long, dark hair, olive skin, and wide hazel eyes.


Ro and Jo connected through Strong Prison Wives & Families, of which Ro is the founder. She started SPWF, a nonprofit and social network that boasts more than sixty thousand members worldwide, when she reconnected with Adam, a friend from high school. He’s currently in federal prison in Pennsylvania, serving a 213-year sentence for armed robbery. (That’s not a typo. The extreme number comes from mandatory minimum sentencing guidelines under Section 924(c), a federal tough-on-crime provision whereby judges can dole out “enhancements” based on previous criminal records and “points” assigned to certain features of the crime. Under this provision, the years do not have to run concurrently.) Ro and Adam fell in love in 2009 and they have been appealing this unfathomable sentence together. Ro started SPWF in part because she wanted to create a forum where prison wives of all backgrounds—couples who knew each other before incarceration and those who met during a prison sentence—could exchange information and lend support to one another as they navigate the intricacies of the system, while expressing themselves in a judgment-free space.


Jo found her way to the organization when she got involved with Benny. “I wanted to find a place where I could just be happy about my relationship, without having to explain or defend it,” she says.


Still, not all solidarity comes unconditionally. Even among prison wives, Jo has encountered negativity because she’s a “met while incarcerated” (MWI) wife. “We shut that down on the site real fast,” Ro says, “but judgment of MWI couples definitely exists. Women who have been doing this for years”—living in the world of prisons by fate rather than by choice—“just can’t understand why people would walk into it.” Jo admits that at first she lied and told people she and Benny were a reconnect, that he knew her brother back in St. Louis. Even that small thread of connection felt more respectable than saying she’d met him on a prison pen-pal site.


That day at the mall, we had lunch at Ruby Tuesday, with Jo’s twins, Davin and Elijah, in tow because their dad had been unexpectedly called into work. Jo seemed a bit deflated to be missing out on a girls’ afternoon unencumbered by kids, but the boys were quiet and sweet—indeed, the most well-behaved human children I’ve ever encountered. We ordered salads and iced teas, and as they discussed the logistics of what Jo would wear on her prison visits during her wedding week, it became clear why she needed a friend in the know, beyond the banter of girlfriends passing a Saturday at the mall.


“Jo will go for her visit four days in a row, so it’s hard to pick out that many cute outfits that will work, given the rules,” Ro explained. “Each place is different. Where I go, I can’t wear sleeveless; my shoulders have to be covered because they are super sexy and hot,” she said, with a sarcastic laugh. “Shirts can’t be too low-cut. I’ve gone in with leggings before, which you can sometimes get away with, depending on which cop is working. Then there was a time when you couldn’t wear black jeans because those were now considered leggings. I always bring five backup outfits just in case, which means I have to bring backup shoes…” She shook her head at the thought.


Jo chimed in with her specifications. “I can’t wear blue, because it’s what the prisoners wear. Nothing with camo print, no blue denim jeans, no skinny jeans. Right now I stay kind of boring—maxi dresses, cardigans, tank tops with extra-wide straps. Female COs are worse—they’ll make you change. I bring a backup outfit I know is safe and keep it in the locker.” As I listened to the details of these logistics, it occurred to me that they were really circling something bigger. The mental load required to keep all of this straight is just one of the costs of being a prison wife. The women laid it all out:


“You can’t bring anything into visiting besides your money for the vending machines,” Jo said. And even that has to be specific: “I’m not allowed bills of any kind; I can only bring change. I always get a roll of quarters from the bank in case the machine is out.”


“Our visits are six hours, so we’re allowed to bring in tampons if we need to. But they went through a phase where they were like Nope! You figure it out,” Ro said.


“At Benny’s facility they don’t allow you to bring in tampons, only pads,” Jo said. Nothing like announcing the status of your menstrual cycle to a roomful of strangers.


“No ChapStick, no chewing gum,” Ro said and sighed. “But we’re just used to it. People bitch and complain, but you just know you’re going to make it worse for everybody. So you deal.”


“If you make a stink, you won’t get your visit,” Jo said.


“That whole process of getting in,” Ro said, “I’ve been doing it for so many years and I’m not used to it yet. I get anxiety every time I go through the metal detector.”


“I hold my breath every time!” Jo squealed. “Until you’re through the metal detector and standing in the hallway ready to go on, you’re like, Okay, I made it.”


Just entering a prison, even as a civilian, means you can be treated with the same hostility and presumption of guilt as the people inside. Jo’s and Ro’s experiences reflect not just the constant paranoia of being turned away and the ubiquitous checklist of having brought everything, and in the right way, but also the stigma they endure—the judgment of being associated with someone in prison. Beyond the mental stress, prison relationships come at a literal high cost as well.


“That’s why I live at home with my parents,” Ro said. “The cost to visit, putting money on his commissary, phone calls, messages, travel… I’d say I spend about $2,000 a month.”


“It adds up really quickly,” Jo concurred. “At Benny’s facility it’s $5 for a thirty-minute phone call. They have video chat, and that’s $9 for half an hour. If I want one phone call a day, that’s $150 per month. And I send him $100 a month so he can have toiletries and snacks from commissary.”


Jo’s semiannual trips to Oregon end up costing a few thousand dollars every time, between the plane tickets, the rental car, the hotel, food, and prison-approved visiting outfits. And she’s socking away savings for when Benny comes home.


As things started to feel heavy, Ro took the opportunity to pivot us back to the reason we were here:


“But you’re getting married!” she exclaimed. “What do you still have left to do?”


“I have my outfit for the wedding,” Jo said. It’s a slim black sheath with red and white accents, from Rent the Runway. “I have the preacher. We had to find our own because the chaplains at OSP don’t do it.” She paused. “Here I am, across the country, trying to find somebody to go into the prison and officiate. Most people I contacted didn’t even bother to write back when they saw it was a prison wedding. At first I was offended, and then I thought, What did you expect? Sad to say, but I think you get used to a certain amount of discrimination.”


This stigma is why the SPWF support group is a vital lifeline for women in Jo’s position. She has a group of friends, women from all over the world, who understand precisely what she is going through. It’s an experience that feels alienating, until you realize there are masses of people facing the exact same challenges.


“People approach you with a morbid curiosity once they find out you have a husband in prison,” Jo said. “You wouldn’t believe the questions you get.”


What’s the most offensive?


“Conjugal visits!” both women screamed simultaneously.


“When I explain to people that we don’t get those, they freak out,” Jo said. “But it’s their issue. We’re okay, it’s you that’s not okay! People think we’re so desperate we have to go fishing in prison.”


“People are shocked,” Ro said, “because we speak well, we dress well, we’re not what you’d expect.”


“People have a preconceived notion of what we’re going to be like,” Jo said. “I tell them they watch too much TV.”


“That’s why the stereotype exists,” Ro said.


“Sorry to disappoint you, I don’t wear stripper heels everywhere I go,” Jo said and signed the check.





ON THE MORNING of the wedding day, I hear a knock on my door. It’s Jo. She has been up since before dawn, pacing, smoking. We lie on my motel bed like girls at a sleepover and I ask her what’s on her mind this morning.


“Two and a half years ago, everybody was convinced I had lost my goddamn mind and needed to be committed. Now, I spent all morning responding to texts and messages with people sending blessings for my marriage. Benny was asking me why so many people had changed their minds. And I think it’s because they see how happy I am. It just pours out of me.”


If a woman tells you she’s happy and in love, and she seems happy and in love, then maybe she is, in fact, happy and in love?


Not everyone has changed their mind, however. Jo’s own mother (technically her stepmother—her biological mom died when Jo was a young girl) doesn’t approve of the marriage.


“My mom, God bless her, is the most judgmental person I’ve ever met,” Jo says.


None of Jo’s family or friends will be attending today’s ceremony. Lisa is in town for emotional support, but since she visits Paul, another prisoner at OSP, she is ineligible to visit Benny and therefore to attend the ceremony. One civilian to one prisoner—that’s the rule at this facility.


Many friends and family members have asked the question hanging in the air: Why get married? One can see what’s in it for Benny—steadfast support, someone to help him soften the time—but what’s in it for Jo? Why not just be in a committed relationship and marry when he comes home, if you’re still together?


“We just got to the point where ‘girlfriend’ didn’t seem deep enough to show our commitment to one another,” she says. “We knew we were in this for life.” But friends still ask, “Do you really have to get married?” Jo is quick to counter: “I don’t ask why you married your partner!”


There are pragmatic considerations, too, in changing relationship statuses. Because prison relationships notoriously come and go, marriage carries more heft both within the system and among other prison wives. Being a wife affords you rights that are denied to mere girlfriends. You can be listed as his official next of kin. If your husband is ill or transferred to another facility or goes into surgery, the prison will notify you. (Or is supposed to, at least. I heard too many stories of women not being able to locate their loved one for days, sometimes weeks or months, due to transfers they were never informed of.) In order for inmates to earn parole, they need an address to return to, and living with a girlfriend or a friend won’t cut it.


“Nobody wants to say, ‘Well, I had to marry my husband before he came home from prison so we can live together,’ ” Jo says. “You tell people that and they say, ‘Oh, that’s why you married him.’ No, I married him because I love him. But,” she admits, “it was a factor.”


Why marry now when you’ll still have to wait so long to be together?


“Because he’s everything I’ve ever wanted,” she says quietly. “He’s everything I never thought really existed in a man. He’s perfect for me. He’s not perfect—neither am I—but we’re perfect for one another. How do you not wait? If somebody came to you and said that everything you’ve ever wanted is at the end of this four-year wait, how do you not wait for that? So, no, I don’t have any problem waiting for him to come home from prison. Because he’s my husband. He’s mine. He’s the person I’m supposed to be with. So of course I’m going to wait. What else am I supposed to do?”


Next to me in the motel bed, like any bride-to-be, she is a ball of nerves, but happy, excited. She says it’s a sharp contrast to the Jo of several years ago. “Iraq really changed me. It made me a deeper person, but I was broken,” she says, referring to the PTSD and fibromyalgia the war left her with. “I thought a part of me was too damaged to ever love anybody again. My friend thanked Benny the other day for bringing me back. Me and Benny saved each other.”


Serving in Iraq was a critical turning point in Jo’s life. It was the catalyst that changed how she viewed the world. She was in the Army Reserves when 9/11 happened. “It fueled a righteous sense of indignation,” she recalls. “I thought they were horrible people who deserved to die, and that we should just go over there, kill ’em all, let God sort it out.” She served as a medic and went in with clear lines of demarcation. She was there to help her boys, not local civilians. But once she got to Iraq, things changed: “I met people. I met mothers and fathers and children who weren’t any more a terrorist than I was. I met good people who had a passion for their country, the same as I had for mine. And it just really changed my perspective on a lot of things.”


She believes that a clear line can be drawn from the open-mindedness she cultivated in her time in Iraq to her wedding today. “I learned how to see the heart, and nothing else,” she says.


We go outside so she can smoke and, with the morning sun beaming down on us, cutting through the thick Pacific Northwest clouds, she tells me a story that gives me pause. The other day, Benny went over to a friend’s “house” (prison slang for a jail cell) and got offered a puff of a cigarette. Even though he hadn’t smoked in years, he took one, nonchalantly. Only then did he realize that the cigarette was laced with Spice, the highly toxic synthetic cannabis known to induce psychotic episodes.


“Not only did he threaten his sobriety, he could lose everything,” Jo said. “It bothered me at lunch, so we talked about it. It was the underlying attitude of I haven’t done it in a while, I can take a puff. But you’re an addict.” Jo understands his struggles firsthand because she is in recovery herself. She became addicted to pain pills in Iraq, self-medicating to deal with grueling back pain and grief from losing a friend in combat. As a medic, she could write her own prescriptions and get a doctor to sign off on them. But she has been clean for more than a decade. Sobriety is nonnegotiable for her. The couple talked it through, and Benny was receptive to Jo’s concerns. “I feel safe expressing my emotions with him. Sometimes he gets defensive, but not yesterday. We discussed it, he acknowledged it, and we moved on.”


The story unnerves me. Yes, the couple is working together on a real-life problem, creating frameworks and using tools to discuss pressing issues. Still, it’s a story in a vacuum. Once Benny is out in the world, he’ll have access to all the cigarettes, all the Spice, anyone could wish for. What then?





THE TRIP TO the prison for the ceremony is calamitous. Lisa is driving us there because Jo’s hands are trembling and she’s also applying last-minute touches to her makeup. We can’t find an ATM, so I lend the final $40 due to the officiant for his services. Jo scrambles to write her wedding vows on a sheet from my notebook.


A handful of brides-to-be are waiting in the reception area of the prison. Twice a year the facility cancels regular visiting hours to hold wedding ceremonies. A middle-aged woman in a red dress and glittery shoes, with blond tendrils cascading down from her bejeweled headpiece, tries to keep her young son entertained while maintaining her bridal composure.


When we meet Anthony, the judge who will administer the vows, and Mona, the only guest on the groom’s side, I realize I am the only guest on the bride’s side. Mona is a curvaceous Iranian woman who was Benny’s manager when he worked at McDonald’s. She routinely comes into conflict with guards when she visits Benny, because, no matter how matronly her outfits, her curves will not be quelled. Mona once told them as they suspiciously eyed her outfit, “I cannot cut off my ass.” I myself am wearing a sports bra under my dress to this wedding, as I’ve heard that underwire will set off the metal detectors, and I’ve draped a travel shawl that I wear on planes over my shoulders, just in case.


Walking through the metal detectors and having one’s very person evaluated is, in a sense, the ultimate experience of surveillance. No matter how innocent one may be, no matter how virtuous, there’s a feeling of being caught, of guilt by association. And being scrutinized by the guards—who tell you whether you’ll pass go or not, if you need to go back out to the parking lot to change into one of the backup outfits you brought—is humiliating and degrading. A guard comes over to Lisa, who has simply escorted us in, to inform her that she would be forbidden from the visiting room because of the cut of her shirt. It makes you feel like a criminal.


Jo removes her jewelry and shoes, trembling. She makes it through and does a celebratory dance on the other side.


The prison is a maze of industrial cinder blocks coated with layers of thick gray-green paint, a shade you encounter only in institutional settings. We walk down a long, sloping hallway and several clanking metal doors lock us in little holding pens before the next one opens. We turn another corner and walk into a large room with vinyl-covered chairs, vending machines, and bookshelves of tattered board-game boxes that all look like they’re missing a few pieces.


And there is Benny, waiting for his bride. He wears his standard-issue prison uniform—baggy jeans emblazoned with an orange OREGON STATE PENITENTIARY logo, a navy blue T-shirt, and Timberland work boots. The effect is wedding casual. He’s bigger than he appears in pictures, gray-scale tattoos coiling up his thick forearms. He got them here in prison, from a fellow inmate who used a gun cobbled together from a CD player motor, a rubber band, a guitar string, and the ink cartridges from several Bic pens. Since the tattoos are technically illegal, during each of the inking sessions, Benny held up a two-way mirror outside his cell to spot guards patrolling the unit. The tableau on his left arm symbolizes his past: skulls, a set of dice with the faces adding up to the number of years he’s serving (nine), a harlot sucking a lollipop above the caption “Man’s Ruin.” On the right, his future: an angelic yet sexy woman in glasses who bears an uncanny resemblance to Jo.


He immediately embraces her and tells her how beautiful she looks. He is flushed, and jittery. We walk, escorted by a guard, to the room next door, which has been decked out in crepe paper and wedding bells and a white plastic tarp lying on the floor, covered with silk rose petals, all leading up to a white archway with green plastic ivy coiling around its trellises. Given the limited resources, it’s an impressive feat of decor.


A few inmates are waiting for us, ready with institution-sanctioned cameras and video to document the moment. (“The photos and the videos cost thirty-five dollars for regular people, less if you know someone, and I always did,” Benny tells me later.) Anthony, our officiant, is now standing under the archway in a finely pressed suit. Benny is up at the front, awaiting his bride. It’s a charged moment as Mona, Jo, and I stand at the back of the aisle, waiting for some kind of cue. Benny hums the first few bars of the bridal march. Out of pure reflex, Mona and I each grab one of Jo’s arms and escort her to her groom.


In my line of work—witnessing, documenting, and sculpting life through a personal and therefore biased lens—I often think about ethics. I spend a lot of time with the people I write about—years, in most cases—and our relationships come to resemble a rather one-sided friendship: we go out to eat, I meet their families and friends, they tell me their most intimate secrets, hopes, fears. I always keep my notebook and recorder out as a silent reminder of what we are doing. But when the bridal march begins, and you see the bride caught deer-in-the-headlights, journalistic protocols go out the window. You grab her by the arm and walk her up to her man.


Anthony reads from a script about love and commitment with a gravitas fit for St. Patrick’s Cathedral. Jo and Benny exchange their customized vows. They entwine both hands, and it seems as if they are holding each other up. Benny’s prison Toastmasters class pays off in his perfectly memorized speech. He speaks about communication, and weaves a metaphor about learning all of Jo’s translations. Jo gets teary.


I don’t forget for a moment that I’m in a prison. But I see two people declaring love for each other from the depths of their souls. I see two people commit to a life that will not be easy, and not just because marriage is never easy. They seal their vows with a kiss, and it is a kiss of two people who don’t get to do it very often. It’s a real kiss, not stagy. It’s a kiss with some oomph behind it. They grin like mad.





I CATCH UP with Anthony Behrens a few weeks later to ask about his experience officiating prison weddings. He started out as an attorney and then became an administrative law judge. Judges, along with religious leaders and county clerks, can perform weddings in the state of Oregon. Anthony has since left the bench and mainly practices public policy law. Weddings are his side hustle, and not just in prisons. He’s one of the highest-rated wedding officiants on Yelp in the state of Oregon.


But prison weddings are special to him. “When you have a wedding in a fancy place with a lot of people, it ends up being more about the production than the couple. Prison weddings are all about the couple.” Anthony lowers his typical fee of $195 to $95 for these nuptials. “My assumption is that people who are getting married in prison don’t have the same resources.”


He generally enjoys performing these ceremonies. “Sometimes you can feel the love coming off of them,” he says. But on occasion, he admits, it’s a little strange. “Sometimes I’m curious as to why they are doing this. I always want to know what happens when they get out. They don’t know each other, or you feel this isn’t the best idea. But I’ve never had anyone stop or not go through with it.”


Anthony loves his job and says that if he could do it full-time and maintain his lifestyle, he’d do it in a heartbeat. “Sometimes I feel guilty charging people at all, because I have such a good time.”
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