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	Praise for

	Women Who Love 
Men Who Kill

	“A fascinating look at women ‘compelled to dance with the masters of death’—women so obsessed with convicted murderers that they marry them . . . Isenberg interviewed dozens of [women], plus prison officials, police, psychiatrists, and psychologists. . . . Isenberg’s skills in getting these women to reveal themselves, her ability to present them as sympathetic and understandable, and her synthesis of the material they provided make for an engrossing report.” 

	—Kirkus Reviews

	“Women Who Love Men Who Kill, as its irresistible title suggests, has plenty of interesting stuff.” 

	—Los Angeles Times 

	“Shocking . . . compelling . . . like the best prison lit!”

	—Village Voice Literary Supplement
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	Mr. Ford’s dark hair had been cropped close and he’d lost weight, but he was still the handsomest man in town. You could tell just by looking at him that he’d been caged and that he wanted his freedom. One look and it was obvious that there would always be women ready to fall in love with him. They’d believe in his innocence because he believed in it. His faith would give him power over them, and those women wouldn’t know what hit them. His smile would run them down just as surely as if he were a freight train . . .

	–Alice Hoffman, 
Blue Diary

	/  /   /  /   /  /

	One night a moth flew into the candle, was caught, burnt dry, and held. . . . A golden female moth, a biggish one with a two-inch wingspan, flapped into the fire, dropped her abdomen into the wet wax, stuck, flamed, frazzled and fried in a second. . . . 

	And then this moth-essence, this spectacular skeleton, began to act as a wick. She kept burning. The wax rose in the moth’s body from her soaking abdomen to her thorax to the jagged hole where her head should be, and widened into flame. . . .

	She burned for two hours without changing, without bending or leaning—only glowing within, like a building fire glimpsed through silhouetted walls, like a hollow saint, like a flame-faced virgin gone to God.

	–Annie Dillard,
Holy the Firm


	Author’s Preface

	As a news junkie and former reporter, I follow certain news items with great interest, always seeking the story behind the story. During late 1987 and 1988, Joseph Pikul, a successful Wall Street analyst suspected of having murdered his second wife, Diane, was much in the news. The story heated up when Pikul, to the dismay of many, was awarded temporary custody of his two young children. Headlines sizzled when Pikul remarried and his third wife, Mary Bain—blond, attractive, twenty years his junior—testified during a custody hearing that he’d slashed her dress with a hunting knife.

	When I first read that Mary Bain had left her husband and young daughter to live with Pikul and his children, I became intrigued. Why did she marry a man charged with murder? Wasn’t she afraid? Then, after he slashed her dress, why didn’t she leave him? Mary told a reporter that she couldn’t “walk away” from love, and on television’s “A Current Affair,” she described how much she loved Pikul. But why did she love him? He didn’t appear particularly handsome or charismatic. He was about to stand trial for murder. What did Mary see in Pikul? Was there something within her that made her want to get involved, to take on his cause?

	Mary’s romance with Pikul reminded me of another woman in love with a murderer, Naomi Zack. Zack’s husband, the notorious murderer and jailhouse author Jack Henry Abbott, was on parole for a prison murder when he stabbed a man to death in 1981. Abbott was doing time in an upstate New York prison when Naomi became involved with him. She left her hometown and family to live near his prison. A Ph.D. in philosophy from Columbia University,

	Naomi was intelligent and talented. What was it about Abbott that attracted her? He had spent his life in institutions, had committed a murder only weeks after he was released, and might, one could easily assume, murder again. I had heard that Naomi was passionately in love with Abbott and viewed him as a hero, not a criminal. I wanted to know why.

	As a reporter, I had often seen women in prison visiting rooms, waiting patiently to see their husbands or boyfriends. How many of those inmates were in for murder? Of the women in love with murderers, had they fallen in love after the man’s conviction? If so, how did they meet?

	Were these women the most passionate women of all, who would not allow even prison walls to separate them from their lovers? Were they thrill seekers? Did they find it erotic and exciting to be involved with killers? Were they damaged individuals, seeking a continuation of their pain?

	I wondered: Is it possible that the men who commit an “arbitrary, sordid, pathetic, and ugly” crime such as murder—in the words of writer P. D. James—can be lovable, attractive, and desirable? Or is their beauty solely in the eyes of the beholder?

	Since the murderers we hear the most about are those who end up behind bars, it seemed that these women were also reacting to the prison situation; they wanted a relationship with an inmate. But would any convict do? Did women also fall for burglars, white-collar criminals, drug dealers? Or was it only murderers who drew them? If so, why? Was it something in their pasts that led them to love men who had killed?

	When I started looking for answers to these questions, I found there weren’t any. No one had examined the phenomenon of women who love murderers. Everyone knew about these women and questioned their motives, but no one had tried to understand those motives. Police, attorneys, and prison officials were all too familiar with prison groupies.

	Forensic psychiatrists and social workers, who study the behavior of murderers, were well aware that many were attractive to women and formed relationships after they were convicted.

	But no one knew what proportion of convicted murderers attracted women. And no one knew anything about those women. Psychiatrists and psychologists have been too busy studying the murderers themselves. It is only now that they are starting to look at murderers’ relationships in hopes they’ll shed some light on their behavior and motives.

	Apparently my curiosity is timely. As I finished the manuscript, the movie Miami Blues was released. Its plot pivots on the relationship between a charming con-man murderer and a woman who wants to believe he is really a knight in shining armor. And forensic social worker Janet Warren, DSW, like many other professionals I interviewed, said she believed it was time for specialists to look closely at the relationships between murderers and their women—a “crossover,” she calls it, between criminology and psychology.

	Using techniques I learned as a reporter, I managed to find dozens of women all over the country who were in love with murderers. I realized it would be impossible to talk to anyone involved with a murderer who was not yet convicted. Indeed, I was not able to interview Mary Bain Pikul until her husband’s trial was just about over. So I limited my interviews only to those women in love with men already convicted of murder. Surprisingly, they were not hard to find.

	While many women were eager to talk about their relationships and their pasts, others were reluctant, saying they didn’t want to hurt their men’s cases. The women who agreed to be interviewed were gracious, helpful, talking intimately about their childhoods, past relationships, values, lifestyles—and about the men they love.

	These women live a difficult life, a life on the edge, never knowing whether or when they will actually be with their men. But that, I have discovered, is a large part of the attraction. The women, damaged in many ways, have a deep need to love someone with whom they can’t enjoy an easy, comfortable relationship.

	In this book, you will meet these women and the murderers they love. For the purposes of confidentiality, I’ve altered many names, locations, and other identifying elements. In certain cases, this disguising of elements extends to newspapers used as sources.

	I also interviewed psychiatrists, psychologists, district attorneys, police, and prison officials. And in some cases, I visited the murderers themselves in prison or exchanged letters with them.

	Although I’ve developed a profile of women who love men who murder, this is not a scientific study. The profile described here is not intended to represent all women in this group. But I believe enough women have been interviewed at length to give a fairly accurate picture. It is my hope this book will stimulate further study in this area.


	INTRODUCTION

	Why a Second Edition?

	In the first edition of Women Who Love Men Who Kill, I asked and answered a single question: Why do women fall in love with convicted murderers? I found the revelatory, complicated, and shocking answer in more than three dozen in-depth interviews with women in relationships with lifers or men on death row. Every woman interviewed had been a survivor of abuse: sexual, physical, psychological, or all three.

	I found this to be a causative factor in the experiences of women who love men who kill. For this second edition, I interviewed more women, some in relationships with prisoners who had committed homicide and others with prisoners who had committed lesser crimes. Nevertheless, each woman shared similar experiences: a childhood or early life filled with trauma, leading to a search for some kind of security with a prisoner. 

	This second edition explores the internet’s effect on society and culture and the tsunami of change it has brought. The digital age has completely revolutionized the lives of women who love men who kill. Wireless technology and a search for true love in a prisoner mate have joined together in a perfect storm of “participatory culture and collective intelligence.” 

	First, the internet allows people to meet easily due to a transformation in prison dating. Prison pen pal websites enable prisoners to communicate with the outside world. No longer do men behind bars meet women only through personal introductions or because the women work in the prison—as nurses, guards, social workers—or interact with prisoners as journalists or in other professions. 

	The miracle of the web allows one-on-one personal contact between friends and inmates who might otherwise be out of sight, out of mind. “For prisoners who have been forgotten by friends and family, the loneliness of prison and sense of disconnection ends when they become involved with a woman. They become part of a community of two, and for many prisoners, that is enough,” said Adam Lovell, founder and president of writeaprisoner.com.

	Law-abiding women and law-breaking men in prisons all over the world can now connect easily and quickly. Commercial websites charge the prisoners a nominal sum to host photographs, bios, and sweetly written pen pal notes, pleading for women to answer.

	In the U.S., there are no statistics on prison romances or prison dating, although most states keep stats on prison marriages and “family visits,” also known as conjugal visits. 

	Second, men in prison can now use the internet themselves in a closely supervised manner, something unimaginable until recently. Prisons allow inmates certain access to electronic devices, which years ago was completely off limits. And women on the outside communicating with inmates on the inside have smartphones (unheard of when the first edition was written) and can send photos and emails. Phone calling is newly financially accessible, as phone companies have taken a back seat to internet providers and apps. 

	Finally, women and girls utilize social media in often shocking support of certain notorious prisoners. Groups that come together on social media platforms lend credibility to the claims of a mass murderer—for example, that he is innocent. That he deserves to be free. That he didn’t do it. Hundreds, sometimes thousands, of “fans” join these groups, backing his pleas and cries for help. 

	There are also secret fan groups with countless members, and a new phenomenon: fangirls writing fanfiction. Very young girls post about their serial killer/mass murderer/hero of the day in a way that adults may find terrifying and grotesque. For example, “Madison,” known as “tedslittlegirl” on the microblogging site Tumblr, writes “shitty Ted Bundy fanfiction.” She began these posts at sixteen, and continued for at least three years, including a five-part series of fanfic about Bundy, “Your Timing is Impeccable,” whom she refers to as Daddy. It contains “no murder, just a lot of violent sex.” 

	And in the increasingly crazed celebrity culture of 2021, the internet democratizes a woman’s ability to become famous herself by allowing her to pursue a notorious killer. Despite being convicted and imprisoned, these monsters are accessible by computer or cell phone. All it takes is a couple of clicks. 

	/  /   /  /   /  /

	A majority of the women interviewed here have been victims of coercive control by their fathers, boyfriends, or husbands. This term describes domination over certain women by certain men and is a common phenomenon among women who love men who kill.

	Coercive control, a phrase coined by sociologist Evan Stark, is behavior that denies a woman liberty, freedom, and ultimately her sense of self. Without a single blow, a man victimizes his partner by “isolation, degradation, mind-games, and the micro-regulation of everyday life.” This can include overseeing a woman’s phone calls, her visits with friends and family, her finances, how she dresses, eats, and behaves, among other things. 

	A victim is watched, criticized, and judged by a changing set of rules formulated according to a controller’s fantasy of how a woman should be—a stereotyped “ideal woman.” She is under constant surveillance, even when not in the presence of her abuser; the phenomenon is not “purely domestic” because it doesn’t always occur just at home.

	What happens to the victim of this kind of control? Ultimately brainwashed, she begins to see herself as a failure, as inadequate, as less than human. The possibility of her leaving the relationship diminishes over time as she becomes a psychic prisoner.

	Coercive control was a cause in the past experiences of women who love men who kill. About half of the women had also been physically hurt, beaten, and threatened with violence, even with death, should they not fit their abuser’s pattern of required behavior. Thus, they fit into the American criminal justice system’s classic definition of domestic violence, which is physical harm. (The first edition of this book called coercive control “psychological abuse” because, at the time, there was no other name for it.) 

	This edition will also pursue themes previously explored as the women interviewed reveal their pasts: sexual abuse as children; neglectful childhoods; alcoholic fathers; bad boyfriends.

	Pedophiles and other adults who inflict sexual attacks on children are a horrific but real part of human history. Today, however, the stories of these assaults are more public than before. Laws are changing: statutes of limitations are being extended or eliminated. A number of online movements—#MeToo, #TimesUp, #MeTooIncest—are bringing child sexual abuse into the open. 

	Years ago, one woman in love with a prisoner who had killed spoke of being sexually abused by her father. A similar story surfaced for this edition as another woman talked about being assaulted sexually by her mother’s boyfriend. Both children kept their secret, both felt shame, both suffered. Some women, then, might seek safety with men behind bars who could not harm them, control them, hit them, sexually assault them. As counterintuitive as it may seem, prisoners behind bars cannot damage them. Prison walls are thick and sentences are long. 

	Some women interviewed for this edition are in relationships with prisoners who have been convicted of lesser crimes and will be released relatively shortly. Nevertheless, they too revealed childhoods filled with trauma, leading to a search for some kind of security with a prisoner. 

	This edition also allows for the correction of some misconceptions often repeated about these women. One misconception is that hybristophilia—a psychological condition described and named by the late sexologist and psychologist Dr. John Money—is at the root of women who love prisoners. It is not. Dr. Money theorized that for some, violence was a sexual aphrodisiac. 

	But none of the women interviewed confirmed this; rather, they insisted that the man with whom they were in love was not guilty at all, that he was not a violent person. Most went so far as to mitigate the crime for which he had been convicted with excuses: he was drunk; he was young; his friends made him do it; he was railroaded. One woman explained that a door had been thrown open, knocking her husband’s hand, making him accidentally pull the trigger.

	Another popular fallacy is that of fantasy: as in some romance novels, the handsome hero morphs into a blood-sucking vampire or a dangerous monster. But research reveals that the monster is actually there from the beginning; he may have disguised his true self, but the evil is there if you know where to look. 

	A third mistaken belief is that women want to “save” men from their lives of crime. But there is no savior complex, and research reveals that today’s woman is trying to save herself: from abuse, from sexual exploitation, from various difficulties. She is trying to support her family, to educate herself, to advance at work. Women don’t talk about redemption for those who attack, rape, and murder. Today, in 2021,

	women want to save themselves.

	Finally, to correct the notion that women go for “bad boys,” one only has to listen to a few of the women who love men who kill. Their boys are not bad. They are going to school, getting degrees, working hard, saving money. They spend their time in prison productively: “We are taking certification courses together and helping each other study,” says Vicki Hughes* of her fiancé Michael Cortez*, a former gang member doing time for three felonies including attempted murder. Vicki emphasizes Michael’s good qualities. “We read self-development books together and give each other assignments from the books . . . We always set goals together; one being getting him certified as a [yoga instructor] . . . so we can work together and create a business together while he is still [in prison].”

	Vicki and Michael can maintain a regular schedule together despite their physical separation due to the internet, which has shortened the distance between inside and outside the prison walls. The internet’s apps and platforms bring them closer together, so close they can share the same timetable for activities.
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	The Internet Revolution:

	Connecting Prisoners with Women on the Outside

	Inside the prison

	About 2.3 million women and men are imprisoned in the United States today, existing more than living; experiencing days and nights fraught with anxiety and drama, with potential violence, injury, and death. 

	Until recently, U.S. prisons, despite the modernity of some physical structures, remained mired in the nineteenth century: poor treatment of prisoners; a lack of rehabilitation; cruel and unusual punishments; and antiquated methods of communication with the outside world.

	Prison life consists of work, meals, the count, lockdown, solitary confinement, mail call, phone calls, visits, and for some, death row. Prisoners are always focused on a single goal: getting out through any method—time served, parole, probation, escape, death. Death: why so many prisoners are on suicide watch.

	Life behind bars, hazardous for guards as well as inmates, is considered the most stressful environment possible. It’s tense, with every word, gesture, and action containing layers of meaning and implication. Nothing is simple. 

	How women on the outside meet prisoners

	All over America and internationally, women go online looking for dates, romance, love, and marriage. Most choose Bumble or Tinder. But a few select one of many meet-a-prisoner websites, where lonely and determined prisoners pay small fees to place their bios and photos online, hoping to gain a pen pal or a girlfriend, and thus admittance to the outside world. 

	Why would a woman choose such a website over a more conventional dating service? It’s a question asked as often as “Why do women love men who kill?” Why prison romance? Why seek out men behind bars? Are these women crazy?

	I answered this question in the first edition of Women Who Love Men Who Kill by developing theories based on dozens of interviews with these women. Now, in the age of the internet, the reasons are the same—but with some slight differences.

	The women interviewed in the twenty-first century often answered “boredom” as a simple reason for scrolling down a prisoner pen pal site. Sometimes, further investigation reveals a past history of abuse: She is seeking safety in a relationship with a man behind bars, who can’t hurt her but can only love her. 

	Or perhaps she was looking for something to do during the COVID-19 pandemic and came across writeaprisoner.com. But is that likely? Maybe she was trying to find a man who she could sort of control because he was caged. 

	Ann Dayton*, a thirty-year-old single mother, is a serial scroller on writeaprisoner.com, the most popular site for women looking to meet inmates. Ann has been involved with several men, including the father of her three-year-old daughter. She explained her attraction to the activity and men behind bars. 

	“All the men have to do is concentrate on one thing—you—and they put all the effort into one thing: your relationship. They don’t have anybody else to talk to. All they do is talk about a family life and what they’re gonna do when they come home,” Ann said, adding that she likes the attention. 

	Ann had one or two early inmate correspondents, then became seriously involved with a third, Daniel Valerian,* doing time in maximum security at Warren Correctional Facility in Ohio for nine counts of first- and second-degree home invasion. They first communicated via email and phone during the last year of his nine-year sentence. Ann was thrilled with Daniel—while he was inside. She recalls,

	I remembered how happy I was. Like, I still have all my stuff that I wanted to do with my family and live my life. But I still felt loved, and I still had the moral support of somebody there to talk to every day . . . [He] never asked me for money . . . I didn’t have to do anything I didn’t want to, except for load money on the phone. And even then, he would have his brother send me money sometimes to help me out with that. 

	If she needed money for gas to drive to see him (she lived in Terre Haute, Indiana, 200 miles from the prison), his brother would send her $80.

	The couple’s meeting on writeaprisoner.com is common, said the website’s founder and president, Adam Lovell, adding that many, many couples “get together” on his website. As of February 6, 2021, the site lists 30,000 inmates, who are 90 percent men, 9 percent women, and 1 percent “other.” A prisoner pays a yearly fee of $50 for an online ad of 250 words or less plus a photo. Lovell requires prisoners to list their crimes, and each prisoner’s ad is linked to his particular state’s department of corrections. 

	Before Daniel, Ann had “a bad person” as a boyfriend. Then she dated someone else who was “into drugs,” with whom she had physical fights. She experienced “mental abuse, with him trying to get me out of the house so he could cheat on me. He would always lie. Make me feel like I was nuts.”

	Ann’s childhood story was not much better; early puberty led her into unusually early sexual development and activity. “I was way too young. Eleven. I wanted a relationship.” At that young age, she had a seventeen-year-old boyfriend who initiated her into sex; after that, “I became boy crazy.” Strangely, she said, her father did not object: “He is cool, calm, collected. ‘Whatever makes you happy.’” 

	Young years struggling with sexual identity and several “bad” boyfriends led Ann to seek safety with a man behind bars. She fell in love with Daniel, but the parameters of a prison online romance meant she didn’t really know him. He was at the end of his nine-year sentence, and within months of their first correspondence—via JPay and GTL, companies that run internet services for prisoners—Ann and Daniel were living together and she was pregnant. 

	Fast forward: he cheated, lied, and then tried to gaslight her. But she finally left him, and now she’s a single mother trying to get her life in order. Succeeding, too: “I go to the gym. I do yoga. I work on myself.” Ann says she will not be scrolling through the numerous prison pen pal websites anytime soon; she’s done with prisoners. 

	Women who go on these sites often mention looking for something different. Boredom can be alleviated this way, they think, so they “go online and look for new pictures of lonely prisoners.” The number of prison romances are not recorded, although marriages and conjugal visits are tracked by most states.

	Unofficially (of course), those in the criminal justice system acknowledge that these relationships exist; they’re more common than the public knows. And the more heinous a crime, the longer a sentence, the more notorious the criminal—the more appealing the particular inmate will be for women on the outside.

	Before the internet, romances originated between women and prisoners who spent time in all kinds of penal institutions. But these relationships are small in number today compared to those that begin on pen pal websites. The internet has revolutionized prison dating so that any woman anywhere can contact a prisoner through his online ad. 

	There are no geographical boundaries: A woman in England can marry a convict in Texas and a woman in Australia can fall for an inmate in Kansas. International relationships are common but go only one way; women outside the U.S. find men behind American bars, since there are so many of them. The only barrier is language, which is easily overcome—the women and the prisoners speak the universal language of love. Or what they believe is love.

	There is an element of fantasy in both the ads prisoners put online and the responses they receive from women. The men send photos and are honest about their crimes, but their interests often read as if they’re on a college campus or hiking in the woods. One man in a maximum correctional prison in upstate New York writes in his ad that he “loves people, dogs, hunting and fishing, and politics.”

	But he is serving a life sentence for ordering the murder of an eight-year-old boy and his mother, so he will likely never hunt or fish or vote again. Nevertheless, he is optimistic that the internet will change his life, that he’ll meet someone and fall in love. 

	Another inmate posts that he is upset that prisoners are seen as cold and emotionless, or as savages. This is not true for him; he is warm and caring, as human as the next guy—even though he’s a convicted killer. He is hoping that some woman will realize that he isn’t a beast and answer his ad. After six months, he heard from a woman he liked instantly. He plied her with poetry and long love letters, and they now have a romance which has boosted her self-esteem and also improved his image with both guards and fellow prisoners. 

	According to Adam Lovell, the prisoners who take the time and make the effort to post ads are those who are optimistic. Those who don’t bother are institutionalized, hopeless, needing prison life’s restrictions and routines. When one such prisoner committed an infraction only hours before his scheduled release, he explained he wanted to be rearrested and reconvicted in order to remain in prison: “I got nowhere to go. This is my home. It’s warm here and they feed me,” Lovell recounted. 

	Of writeaprisoner.com’s 55,000 visitors a day, only a few hundred actually follow through, said Lovell. He noted that X-rated messages are not passed on, and that the men who receive the most responses are either the best looking, the youngest, or have the saddest stories. Death row inmates are popular, especially with women in the UK and Australia who oppose the death penalty. For long-running ads that get no response, churches sometimes intervene with volunteer pen pals. (And some of these volunteers end up romantically involved.)

	Sometimes a random connection online can lead to lasting but impossible love. When Emma Fountain*, a masseuse from Sydney, Australia, was “fooling around” online one day, she Googled “prisoners and websites”—the first site to come up was writeaprisoner.com. “So I literally just went on the website, scrolled down and then just randomly stopped when the mouse stopped scrolling and decided to choose whoever it landed on. It landed on Manuel.”

	Now, two years later, she believes she is deeply in love—although she is certain it’s a doomed relationship. Manuel Torres*, who committed murder as a young gang member, is imprisoned in Louisiana’s notorious maximum-security prison, Angola; Emma lives thousands of miles away at a time when international travel is difficult, if not impossible. They communicate via email for the most part.

	Their attraction is surprising, until Emma details the connection: 

	The way he explained his life, there was a recurring theme throughout that made me feel like I really related to him. We were both abandoned as kids, though I wasn’t abandoned the same way he was. His was physical. With me, I wasn’t understood. My mom would just leave me to it. She didn’t think that giving me affection was the right thing . . . [Manuel and I] were both very confused and had to grow up very quickly.

	After agreeing they had never felt this way before, Manuel and Emma declared their love for each other. They are content to share their deep, emotional connection long distance for now, and perhaps forever.

	Emma explains the intense closeness they feel: 

	We both struggled to understand other people. We both didn’t have a purpose in life. He explained that he has never felt like he had a meaning for being alive and he was just existing. I felt the same. I’ve never really understood why I’m here. I’ve always assumed that I probably wouldn’t live past the age of forty because I just don’t see a purpose for being here. I couldn’t believe someone else felt the same way.

	Her past includes an abusive father, a neglectful mother, and a fiancé who cheated on her then lied about it. And Manuel has mental health issues exacerbated by prison—he has even attempted suicide. Emma expresses despair: “You know what it would do to me if he did commit suicide? There’s not a chance that I would be here right now. If I got that phone call saying that he had gone, I’m gone too. We are very, very set on each other. There is no way I could live without him,” she says. 

	Manuel has twelve more years at Angola. And Emma is 8,700 miles away.

	How they stay in touch

	Through phone calls: In prison, what is normally a simple, everyday act used to be difficult to the point of frustration and anxiety. Calls had to be made collect. The recipient’s answer machine had to include a message: “This machine accepts collect phone calls.” Rates per minute were exorbitant, and international calls more so.

	Today, prison phone calls are a $1.2 billion industry under the control of two large corporations, Securus and GlobalTel. They claim to reduce the cost of inmate calls up to 90 percent, including local, long distance, and international. Women on the outside purchase these services with their credit cards. When a prisoner calls his girlfriend’s Securus or GlobalTel phone number, her regular phone will ring. The call then proceeds normally.

	Securus and GlobalTel are very profitable. They and some individual states earn huge profits on calls; many states pay legal kickbacks. For example, in 2018, Connecticut state prisoners paid $13.2 million for phone calls, of which Securus returned nearly 60 percent to the state. In 2010, the state of Hawaii profited by $3.3 million from prisoner phone calls.

	Or take email: In the past, prisoners had no access to devices such as tablets, cell phones, or computers. This was punitive but somewhat understandable, since these devices could allow fast and unsupervised communication that is forbidden in prisons, as well as access to the rabbit hole that is the internet. A prisoner could search the web and go anywhere. 

	But today, even our carceral society that penalizes so many, often unfairly, gives the online revolution a place behind prison walls. The internet allows prisoners to stay in touch with families, and wives and girlfriends. According to experts, this cuts down on recidivism because of the prisoner’s ability to maintain a connection with the outside world. 

	Users of the internet are actively involved, rather than passive watchers/listeners. For women obsessed with maintaining contact with their imprisoned boyfriend, fiancé, or husband, communication has become relatively easy. And the innovative companies who control these new ways to connect are making millions. 

	First, there is JPay, “aiming to become the Apple of the U.S. penal system.” From interviews with women who love men who kill, it’s clear that JPay is a huge success. Most women involved with inmates have JPay accounts to connect with men on the inside. 

	Founded in 2006, JPay’s app can be downloaded on Apple’s App Store or on Google Play. It partners with institutions on all levels—federal, state, and county—in thirty-five states. A million and a half “offenders [prisoners], parolees, and probationers” use it for money transfers, emails, and video visitations.  

	One must register online to create a JPay user account in order to send money, send and receive emails, send and receive videograms, buy phone time, and purchase a JPay Player tablet. In 2015, JPay introduced its latest tablet, the JP5mini, available for $69.99 at a kiosk inside the prison. In addition to purchasing the tablet, the cost to use JPay is forty cents per “stamp”—the in-app unit of currency to make phone calls, and send emails, videos, and photos. 

	If a prison allows JPay, it provides kiosks—which look like ATMs—free of charge throughout the facility. Inmates connect their JPay tablets to a kiosk to download emails, videos, games, and music; it’s like using the internet, just without search engines and social media. Each prison has its own oversight methods to ensure that prisoners and their girlfriends or wives on the outside are playing by the rules. Words such as “gang” or “escape” are not allowed, for obvious reasons. Inmates have been using JPay and have owned JPay tablets for more than a decade. 

	Since 2009, federal prison inmates have been able to send and receive emails through a system used by the U.S. Federal Bureau of Prisons: TRULINCS (Trust Fund Limited Inmate Computer System). TRULINCS is operated by CORRLINK, a privately owned company that is a subsidiary of Advanced Technologies Group. These businesses make an enormous amount of money off the desire of prisoners to communicate with their families and loved ones.

	With TRULINCS, available in federal prisons and some state prisons, a prisoner can receive an email at a rate of five cents per minute and may print out messages for fifteen cents per page. Sending an email can cost up to thirty cents. As with JPay, there is no access to the internet; all incoming and outgoing emails are monitored. 

	Vicki Hughes*, a twenty-eight-year-old yoga instructor from Hingham, Massachusetts, uses JPay to communicate with her thirty-two-year-old fiancé, Michael Cortez*. Michael is locked up in Pelican Bay State Prison in California on a twelve-year sentence for attempted premeditated murder, a felony committed when he was in a gang. Cortez joined a gang as a young boy because “he had a bad childhood,” Vicki said during a series of interviews.

	Vicki and Michael met “random[ly].” She had a friend with a prison pen pal and thought it sounded interesting, so she went on writeaprisoner.com and found Michael: “I was mostly being nosy and didn’t think he’d write back. I also thought he’d be creepy but [his picture] was cute. I saw his profile; he wasn’t creepy and reminded me of myself. I thought about it for a day. Then just mailed [a letter]. He wrote back a five-page letter.” 

	The correspondence took off and soon the two were writing often, responding immediately, with five-to-ten-page letters, Vicki said. Within a short time, they were using JPay for phone calls. Michael has several restrictions, so while they can use JPay for calls and emails, he can receive emails but cannot send them. His emails from her are printed out and given to him; he doesn’t have a tablet. Vicki cannot call him and can only receive his collect JPay phone calls.

	These limitations may be because he’s in protective custody in a maximum-security facility. Michael is no longer in a gang; perhaps he renounced his membership for a reduced sentence. Vicki said she didn’t know anything about this. 

	Michael was arrested in 2011 and charged with three felonies: attempted premeditated murder, carrying a knife, and second-degree robbery. He “committed the offense for the benefit of a criminal street gang [and] personally inflicted great bodily harm on the victim.” He pleaded “no contest” in exchange for a twelve-year sentence.

	When Vicki talks about the past, and the future, she is open. She admits her childhood was far from ideal: A strict, alcoholic father with drug problems who was in and out of jail. A mother who appeared to only want to protect her husband, despite Vicki’s obvious distress. “My mother? She was all about trying to help my father. One time he hit me and I knew he was on probation so I called the cops on him and he got arrested . . . She got on the phone to bail him out and didn’t say anything to me,” Vicki remembered. Today, she adds, the family all gets along.

	Her life with Michael is what she looks forward to: 

	He has four more years to go. We’re adamant about doing things together despite the restrictions/distance . . . We’ve figured out what to do to stay connected and grow as a couple/team. We are marriage approved but due to COVID we have to wait until visitation resumes to be officially married.

	Vicki will soon travel 3,000 miles across the country to wait for Michael’s release, scheduled for 2024. In the meantime, she is planning their wedding. California allows conjugal visits, she says with a smile in her voice.

	Modern Technology

	Additional technological innovations that allow communication between prisoners and the women who love them have revolutionized these relationships. Pigeonly, an app named after the pigeon delivery method of World War II, allows subscribers to send photos, messages, and get less expensive phone rates; membership is $7.99 to $19.99 a month. On Flikshop—“Instagram for prisons”—a woman can send a postcard with a photo and message to her LO (“loved one”) for ninety-nine cents. InmateAid provides online connections at local phone rates to subscribers, allowing them to avoid long-distance rates for $8.95 a month. 

	The internet has also given rise to countless Facebook groups that offer support to women on the outside. Because of their opposition to the death penalty, many women in the UK have been communicating with convicted murderers in the U.S. for years. Jail WAGS (“Wives and Girlfriends”) is a 4,000-member online group of such women who are in love with inmates.

	Two women interviewed said they were in Jail WAGS but declined to discuss in detail the American men, currently incarcerated, with whom they were involved, or their relationships. Both women live in London; the men are in prison in Detroit, Michigan, and none are married. But one of the women, Theresa Mayhew*, is planning to move to the U.S. to marry her fiancé Tim* as soon as international travel is possible.

	Theresa survived a long-term relationship with a violent man: “He was a seriously abusive boyfriend,” she said. After that, “I decided to go for a pen pal.” She selected Tim because she liked his looks and what he had written. His bio read: “Hey; what’s up, I’m [Tim]. Currently 31 years old from Detroit, MI. Let me tell you about me . . . I’m currently in college for business administration and aspiring to get my MBA. I’m a big dreamer, a hard worker, and very goal driven. I also make intricate plans or so I have been told. I’m very family oriented . . . Find me.”

	Because she was from the UK, “[Tim] thought I was a fake profile. Why would a young, attractive female from London write him?” Theresa convinced him that she was real and their love grew. Tim told her his story: that he was convicted and sent to prison in Michigan in 2017 for carjacking, but that he had been a model prisoner since and a member of a special program “designed to reduce recidivism and increase reentry services for young men.” Tim’s good behavior and activities guarantee him an early release. 

	Theresa has plans for herself and Tim: She will move to Detroit and live in the house purchased for the couple by his mother, a realtor. She will fix up the house and be waiting there for him on the day of his release in 2024. 

	WAGS members support each other, Theresa said, and January 2021 posts by WAGS members prove it: 

	“Thanks for the add! My husband has been gone for 15 years on 25 year sentence. He is in Pennsylvania, where is your loved one locked up at?” 

	“Does anyone just sit down and cry after they get off the phone with their man because they miss them so much? Its still fresh to me . . . He hasn’t been sentenced yet though he’s now in the state prison in PA.” 

	“So once again for the 4th time for no reason they moved his court date again till March 2nd. I keep telling myself it’s ok. He’s been through this long but it’s not ok. I can only imagine how disappointed he is!”

	“I hope this is OK to ask. Does anyone have an LO in North Kern County, Delano, California. I haven’t heard from my hubby since 1/05. He was sick and also they were put on quarantine. I thought it’s 14 days? I haven’t got a phone call yet and now I’m starting to worry!! Am I overreacting? Not getting his calls and knowing if he is ok is killing me!” 

	Cases

	Black Lives Matter

	She: “I froze my eggs”

	He: “A slight case of depression”

	Sandra* first met Fawaz Martin* in high school, where they had a brief teenage romance. He went on to join a gang (“he wanted to belong, it was the culture in that neighborhood, you know”), become a young father, get into trouble, and serve a short term in jail. She went on to get a master’s degree and become a nurse. 

	Many years later, still living in the same neighborhood and having kept in distant but friendly touch with his family, Sandra heard of Fawaz’s latest difficulties: He had been shot more than thirty times by police in a case of racial profiling, hit seven times in the chest, neck, arms, legs and back. Like so many other young, Black men shot by police in deadly and racist “mistaken identity” events. Fawaz did not die from his injuries, but nerve damage and other wounds and damage to his body kept him incapacitated for months. 

	Fawaz’s story is one of a Black man in a country where Black lives often don’t matter; of a young man with many girlfriends; of a known troublemaker who was in the wrong place at the wrong time. As Sandra—married to Fawaz, now Sandra Martin—tells the story, he was two-timing his girlfriend with another girl, and they were having sex in his car in a deserted alley in Dumont, New Jersey. Police cars pulled up and officers surrounded his red Honda, shouting at him to get out. They were looking for someone, not Fawaz, but a Black man is a Black man. He asked if he could put his clothes back on. Their reply: “Get out of the car.” 

	“I don’t know why they were shooting,” said the young woman who was with him during the incident and who later successfully sued the police and the municipality. “They just kept shooting. He was driving away from them. He literally didn’t do anything.” She added that the officers did not identify themselves as police. “They just drew their guns.” 

	Chaos ensued as Fawaz tried to drive away and hit one of the officers with his Honda. Three of them opened fire. In November of that same year, 2009, a grand jury indicted Martin but cleared the police officers, deciding “the use of deadly force by the officers was legally justified because their lives were in danger.” Fawaz’s trial was delayed for almost three years because of his grievous injuries; he was on life support for a long time. Finally deemed well enough in 2012, his trial began. The police, according to news reports, had been “searching for car thieves when they spotted a red two-door Honda in a darkened alley.” Fawaz “fit a suspect description.” Fawaz, who had done nothing more than cheat on his girlfriend while Black, was convicted of aggravated assault, obstruction of justice, and resisting arrest.

	His lawyer argued that since no officer has been seriously hurt, he should not receive a lengthy sentence. But the prosecutor countered that Fawaz was “a violent and serious offender.” The judge agreed and sentenced the twenty-nine-year-old to twenty years, of which he must serve 85 percent because he had a prior conviction. 

	Some time after Fawaz began serving his sentence, Sandra heard the story, found out where he was imprisoned, went online, and created a JPay account so she could write to him “to lift up his spirits.”

	“I sent him an email. Hi. How are you doing? Just checking in, you know, stay safe. Keep your head up. Be encouraged . . . Be strong in there. And he replied back, I think it was like the next day, and he sounded very excited to hear from me.” They emailed back and forth on her JPay account: “How’s the family? How’s everything going? What have you been reading? He was asking me if I was married. He was letting me know the things that he was getting into inside, getting his diploma and starting the steps program to get associate degree, bachelor degree and all of that.”

	Months later, they had established a strong correspondence and were getting more involved. Old feelings started to reemerge. “We had conversations about the relationships that we’d been in since high school. He let me know about his children, about his case . . . I guess if it was outside, it would be like that courting period, like getting back to that familiarity and getting closer again.”

	Fawaz had to wait three months before adding Sandra’s phone number to his list; they were also able to email. Finally, they were allowed to talk on the phone, but solely when he called her landline. Only within the last two years, Sandra said, is he able to call her cell phone. 

	They saw each other face to face, more than a year after reconnecting, when she visited him for the first time. It was electric: “That was my first time seeing him, breathing the same air, being in the same space as him since December 2003.”

	“He walked out, and his head is completely bald. It was just like, who is this person? He had shaved it all off. He is Muslim. So he has this big beard and a bald head. But he still had his glasses on. He was extra excited to see me. I could tell, he was smiling so hard, he hugged me extra tight.”

	The relationship escalated, the feelings grew; not long after, Sandra told Fawaz about her sad past with her father and most other men—until him. “My father is trash. He’s really dead to me. He is a deadbeat. He lives with his mother now, my almost sixty-year-old father lives with his mother.” Other men were around, though, and one of her mother’s boyfriends sexually molested her for two or three years when she was a little girl. She doesn’t remember her age, just that she was in elementary school. 

	Sandra believed her anger toward her mother started with this molestation, so Fawaz urged her to tell her mother about this secret that she had kept bottled up all her life. She credits their intimacy, brought on by the restrictions of a prison love affair, with healing her relationship with her mother and coming to terms with what she had been hiding for so long.

	You know, we’re having our moments of vulnerability with each other and sharing because that’s the thing. When you’re in this kind of relationship, you don’t have all those other things to rely on to get to know somebody. You can’t go on a trip. You’re not having sex. All you can do is communicate, so we talk about everything. So I shared this with him, which, of course, made him furious. And he encouraged me to tell my mother. 

	Her mother was devastated and cried for a long time. “Now she’s looking for him. Listen to me. If [she] sees him, he will die that day.”

	Women on the outside can only talk with the imprisoned men they love, which is what Sandra and Fawaz continue to do. He proposed; Fawaz had become more serious about practicing his religion after he went to prison, said Sandra, so she converted also. Their Muslim wedding was in the prison chapel which 

	resembled a small country church to me . . . One big room with big windows . . . a few pews, a small stage with some band equipment. I wore a white robe and was able to bring a white robe for him to wear. His mom and dad were there, his two sons, his best friend, younger brother, and my aunt were all of the outside guests. And he was able to invite a few of his close Muslim brothers from inside the prison. 

	When they married in August 2017, about eleven years before Fawaz’s scheduled release date, there was cake and orange juice for refreshments and a guard and social worker representing the prison. But there was a garden off the room, Sandra recalls, and the social worker stepped out after a while. The officiant was the prison’s imam, who also helped the couple with their wedding paperwork. The wedding and celebration lasted about an hour and a half; then the guests left, as did the new bride. 

	The couple had already discussed having children when he is released in 2028, but since she will be forty-three and he will be forty-five, they decided Sandra should freeze her eggs. In the summer of 2020, she went through the process alone and now has eight viable frozen eggs. “When he gets out, the eggs are a backup plan because we’ll try to have children the normal way. But we’ll both be older so they can do genetic testing.”

	Sandra and Fawaz Martin are looking ahead to the family they will have, the work he will begin: “He wants to start a program for youth, giving back. Or a clothing line. Or maybe truck driving.” He’s not sure; it’s far in the future. But the couple is certain about their love, their commitment, the respect they have for each other, their Islamic faith, and their optimism—that they will withstand the pressures of the next seven years until Fawaz is released and they can live together.

	Hooligan and the dog lady

	She: A mad escape

	He: Life in prison

	Toby Young lived in Kansas City her entire life, graduating from Bishop Ward High School then working for Verizon and marrying firefighter Patrick Young. Hers was a stereotypical Leave It to Beaver, mid-century Midwest life, full of church and civic group activities, volunteer work as a youth mentor for kids in a group home and in 4H. 

	Forty-six and already retired, her sons grown, Toby was looking for a purpose. After being inspired by Sister Pauline Quinn’s famed Prison Pet Partnership Training program in a Washington State women’s prison, Toby founded Safe Harbor Prison Dogs in Kansas City in August 2004. She wanted to be of service to both unwanted dogs and to prisoners. A half hour from her home, Lansing Correctional Facility gave her security clearance so she could move her mutts in and out. Toby worked only with prisoners who had good records, helping them train dogs; the program was so successful that, within eighteen months, Toby’s inmates had trained hundreds of dogs who were then adopted by families throughout the state.

	John “Hooligan” Manard was one of the first men to volunteer for the Safe Harbor program. Before Toby and her dogs, he was a loner forgotten by everyone. Disappointed by people’s indifference, Hooligan saw only the worst in those around him. Despite these feelings, or perhaps because of them, he put all his energy into training the pups. Hooligan treasured the animals that other people had thrown away: “I like taking them and fixing them. If you can harness their aggressiveness, you can save their lives.” Perhaps he was talking about himself. 

	On the morning of February 12, 2006, “the Dog Lady” (Toby’s affectionate nickname at the prison) drove her white Safe Harbor van through Lansing’s open gates and parked adjacent to the prison entrance. Guards waved her through without checking the van; no one had any idea that Toby’s agenda that day was not dogs, but romance. 

	Inside the walls, she led a training session with ten puppies and ten prisoners, the classroom ringing with the deep voices of the men and the yipping of the dogs. Hooligan, paired with Eben, his twenty-sixth puppy, was one of Toby’s best trainers. Eben, a fuzzy black chow who limped because he’d been thrown off a bridge, slept on the floor of Hooligan’s cell at night and by day ran with the other dogs in a penned area behind the prison’s razor wire-topped fences.

	After the session, the prisoners returned to their cells for the 10:30 morning count. Everything was as it should be at Lansing Correctional. Except that after the count, five of Hooligan’s buddies had rolled a crate, containing the curled body of six-foot-two Hooligan (who’d been dieting for weeks to slim down), to the van. Two men placed the crate into the van and Toby drove out of the grounds, waving to the officers at the gate.

	She drove a mile into Lansing to a storage unit she had rented and parked inside. Hooligan unfurled himself. The couple kissed, then walked two blocks to a 1997 white Chevrolet Silverado pickup that she had purchased a week earlier. She placed her bag—packed with $25,000 in cash withdrawn from her retirement account, two of her husband’s semiautomatics, black hair dye, a razor, books, videos, puzzles, and sex toys—onto the back seat. Hooligan climbed into the passenger side, and Toby drove more than 700 miles to a remote section of the Tennessee woods near the Kentucky border where she had rented a cabin.

	Did Toby know Hooligan’s story when she fell in love with him and helped him escape? It’s more than likely that he told her, to elicit her sympathy and bring them closer. Hooligan grew up in tiny Edgerton, outside Kansas City, a tough kid who by thirteen was trespassing, vandalizing, and robbing. By sixteen, he had threatened a friend with a sawed-off shotgun. Then he became a bona fide fugitive, ignoring his court date on those charges. At seventeen, he had the name “Hooligan” tattooed in three-inch letters across his belly. 

	Out of school, unemployed, and wanted by the law, Hooligan devised a plan. He and his pal Michael Yardley would steal a car and drive to Mexico in pursuit of the easy life. They put the plan into action on June 13, 1996, at a Kansas City suburban strip mall where the dangerous duo sidled up to an immaculate blue Chrysler LeBaron convertible. 

	Hooligan yanked open the driver’s door and pushed the unsuspecting middle-aged driver, Donald England, off his seat. As England’s wife began screaming, Yardley pointed a gun at the man and yanked him out of the car. Seconds later, England was on the ground, shot, and bleeding to death. Hooligan and Yardley drove off but abandoned the car when it ran out of gas; they had no cash. Hooligan hitchhiked back to town, hid in a girlfriend’s apartment, and surrendered to police when they showed up.

	Convicted of first-degree murder, Hooligan and Yardley were sentenced to life with ten additional years for aggravated robbery and criminal possession of a firearm. In 1997, the teenaged Hooligan calculated that he would be middle-aged at best when he got out. At worst, he feared he would die in prison. Changing his behavior and point of view, he chose to become a model prisoner: He did not want to die in the prison where In Cold Blood killers Perry Smith and Dick Hickock had been put to death decades earlier. It was the Kansas State Penitentiary then, its name changed to Lansing Correctional after the infamous executions. 

	Several years later, his behavior exemplary, Hooligan was transferred to minimum security; then he joined Toby’s Safe Harbor Prison Dogs Program. A romance soon developed between a bored and depressed Toby, forty-seven, and young Hooligan, twenty-five. The pair’s lust, all the more potent because they couldn’t do much about it, was so powerful that they decided they had to be together outside the walls. Toby planned the escape.

	A virgin when she married, Toby had known only her husband her entire adult life—and that marriage was not going well. On the other hand, Hooligan was exciting, unpredictable, dangerous. Toby smuggled in a cell phone for Hooligan and the couple would talk for hours. The escape plan was daring. Toby told her shocked husband that she was leaving him the same morning she helped Hooligan escape. 

	When they drove out of the prison that day, Hooligan left behind a life of quiet desperation—but Toby abandoned her family, friends, and dogs. In their Tennessee cabin, the couple settled into a life of sex and domesticity. Hooligan played music from the jailbreak film O Brother, Where Art Thou? and tried to make new identity papers. He watched porno DVDs and used a PlayStation while Toby did puzzles, read pop fiction, and wrote in her journal. 

	Sometimes she dressed up, and the couple experimented with whips and sex toys. They also played Scrabble and card games, and drank blackberry wine coolers; they ate pasta, cereal, and Pop-Tarts. They drove to the nearest town, Alpine, thirty miles away, and even traveled ninety miles to Chattanooga. They did laundry, shopped, and took in a movie, Walk the Line. They bought a blue parakeet. Later, Toby told a reporter that Hooligan had expressed rage over trivial matters, a disquieting anger she had never seen in him before. 

	Who was this man she had run off with, thrown her life away for? Ten years earlier, after a carjacking and murder, Hooligan had ended up back in his hometown. Now, no smarter, he had run once again, but had holed up only ten hours by car from the prison in Lansing. 

	On February 24, 2006, this American drama ended where it had begun: in a shopping mall. Federal marshals traced the couple to a store in Chattanooga, then tailed them when they headed back to the cabin. They were caught when Hooligan crashed the pickup into a grove of trees off the highway. “You can run but you can’t hide,” said Deputy U.S. Marshal Ray Stewart as Toby and Hooligan were led away. 

	Toby, from a Catholic background (as are, it turns out, most of the women who love men who kill), pursued Hooligan as her Romantic hero, Romance with a capital R, to combat the emptiness and lack of fulfillment in her everyday life. She told of a childhood marked and marred, not by abuse but by trauma. 

	When she was a child, her beloved father had been critically burned in a fire and hospitalized for months. So serious were his injuries that he was out of commission for almost a year. For all that time, and ever after, “Toby felt it was her responsibility as the eldest child to help take care of her younger siblings. Even then, she wanted to solve whatever problem was in front of her. She changed diapers, packed lunches, tried to provide stability in a stressful time.” 

	That sense of responsibility—to do the right thing, to say yes to anything she was asked, to deny her own choices—limited her path in life. She was the ultimate good girl, following the rules, marking life events as part of a foretold plan set in advance by culture and society. Until she met Hooligan. And that explains why she redrew her parameters, broke all the rules of her life’s pattern. 

	“[D]epression is what colored all of her decisions,” Toby told KMBC radio years later, speaking of herself in the third person. “Behind the sunny smile was a woman whose marriage was failing, mourning a child who [had] died twenty years ago.” 

	A relationship with a lifer provides more than a dollop of Romance, as the woman in the twosome is never sure of what will happen next. Will he be on lockdown? In solitary? Unable to receive visits, or calls? It’s a day-to-day adventure that certainly combats boredom. And in Toby’s case, helping Hooligan escape was the ultimate Romantic fantasy; its culmination, however, brought both of them down to earth—her to prison, albeit for only twenty-one months, but him back to a sad ending.

	Toby served her time and was released in 2008, two years after the great escape. She is remarried. Hooligan’s fate was different; his sentence, already long, was lengthened by ten years. But today he has some hope: The Kansas Department of Corrections Prisoner Review Board lists his name as scheduled for a parole hearing in April 2021, and should he receive a favorable review, Hooligan could become eligible for parole in May. He is forty-one. Toby is sixty-three. Should her current husband be concerned? 

	Viral love story

	She: “Freezing my eggs . . . seemed like a good idea” 

	He: “Our romantic relationship . . . is permanently over” 

	Christie Smythe is a successful, New York City–based business journalist whose life is an open book—particularly her love life, after a brief but intense relationship with the notorious Martin Shkreli, a former businessman, now imprisoned. Dubbed “Pharma Bro” and demeaned as “A New Icon of Modern Greed” by the media, Martin has been an internet star since 2015, when he committed the first of his egregious acts. 

	Beginning that year, Christie covered Martin’s activities for Bloomberg as a business reporter. She would go on to write about his 2017 trial for securities fraud and conspiracy. Convicted and sent to prison, Martin had been condemned for usury and utter selfishness in the court of public opinion two years earlier after raising the price of his company Turing Pharmaceuticals’ Daraprim from $13.50 to $750 per pill. Daraprim was considered essential medication for certain AIDS, cancer, and malaria patients.

	Martin likely named Turing Pharmaceuticals after Alan Turing, the iconoclast genius and outsider who died more than half a century ago. Turing envisioned modern computing and produced seminal insights into what would become artificial intelligence. His work as a cryptologist hastened the end of World War II by providing the Allies with critical code-breaking data. Yet during his lifetime he was scorned, vilified, and “died as a criminal, having been convicted under Victorian laws as a homosexual and forced to endure chemical castration.” Ouch. If the name of his pharmaceutical company and his prison blogs are any indication, Martin identifies with Turing’s status as wronged by a carceral and punitive government. 

	At trial, Martin was found guilty of defrauding and lying to investors, taking more money than he was entitled to, and hiding ownership of stock. In 2017, he was sentenced to seven years and ordered to pay $7.4 million plus a hefty fine. He is serving his sentence in FCI Allenwood Low, a low-security federal prison in Pennsylvania. Low security is slightly more strict than minimum and less strict than medium, according to Christie Smythe. 

	Martin became a media star through outrageous actions and online posts that created a public persona thumbing his nose at society. Martin encourages his notoriety via posts on his prison blog; the blog is sent over the prison’s monitored email system and maintained by friends. 

	But this public image is far from the real Martin, Christie insists. 

	I disregard the public perception of Martin in that it is largely based on his internet persona. In person, his demeanor doesn’t really match that. He is sensitive, quirky, and very personable. He can be quite blunt and logical, without much regard for emotion-driven arguments. But there is no lack of empathy.

	Publicly, however, Martin has feuded with a journalist and boasted that he would have sex with her as well as another woman, a political pundit. He harassed several female journalists, they said; and he has offered a $5,000 reward for a single hair from Hillary Clinton’s head. “The Clinton Foundation is willing to KILL to protect its secrets. So on HRC’s book tour, try to grab a hair from her. I must confirm the sequences I have,” posted Martin. “Payment after the sequence matches.” 

	In 2017, his courtroom comments and online posts put him squarely in the trial judge’s sights and a prosecutor argued that his bail should be revoked. Based on his Facebook posts, said the prosecutor, Martin was “reckless,” with “an escalating pattern of violence against women.” Despite Martin’s protests that he was joking and didn’t really want Clinton’s hair, he then contradicted himself by posting anew that no hair would earn a monetary reward unless it was attached to a follicle. The judge revoked his bail and Martin went to prison. 

	In May 2020, three years into his term, Martin filed for early release, stating that he would work to find a cure for COVID-19; he was denied, the judge labeling his request as “delusional, self-aggrandizing.” Christie disagrees, stating that the man she loves is brilliant; she wrote in a February 4, 2021, email that “there is a foundation of brilliance there . . . I found him fascinating and intelligent . . . [This] speaks to massive potential for doing great things.” 

	Martin filed a second petition later in 2020, stating that he was more prone to catching COVID-19 because of his emotional state; he claimed to be experiencing mental health issues. Perhaps he is. Christie writes that Martin suffers from “serious depression, anxiety, possibly bipolar issues.”

	Christie also pleaded with the judge to alter Martin’s sentence and release him: “He does not deserve a death sentence . . . from a virus that is beyond the capacity of prison officials to control. Nor do I deserve to lose out on a chance at happiness with a man I love . . . Your Honor, finding love with Martin was a great joy for me.” 

	This was several years after Christie began to love Martin, after she had left her job at Bloomberg and left her husband. Christie first met Martin in person in January 2016, although she had been writing about him for a while. She fell in love with him—“I claim to love Martin because I do love Martin.” When the pair first became involved, she was still married to her husband, Devin Arcoleo, who had told her, “He’s just using you.” But you don’t tell that to a woman in love. Interviews with many women who love men who kill (or imprisoned men) indicate that they believe they are in love, even though it’s always Romantic, never companionate. 

	This love is forever Stage One, dramatic Roller-Coaster love, never Did-You-Take-Out-the-Trash love. Emotion is amplified when prison, legal issues, crime, and separation are involved. Women leave husbands, they leave children, they quit jobs, they move house. Christie left her husband and her job. She moved out of her Brooklyn apartment. She dedicated herself to her newfound, extremely Romantic relationship with a man she viewed as brilliant, beleaguered, and breathtaking.

	The difference between some women who love men who kill and Christie Smythe is mainly the internet, and Martin’s celebrity. Pharma Bro has been notorious since he raised the price of Daraprim. And it’s he who keeps himself there, with a little help from Christie. He has his prison blog and his repeated appeals for early release. But Christie has an online presence on Twitter, where she challenges tweets that deride Martin, defending him and correcting the record—putting forth her version of their story.

	Martin’s celebrity is amplified with every court appearance, legal motion, blog entry, news story, and every one of Christie’s tweets. In April 2019, Martin was removed from the low-security federal prison in Fort Dix, New Jersey, where he had been placed in solitary after claims that he continued to run his pharmaceutical firm from his prison cell using a contraband phone. After a short stint at the Metropolitan Detention Center in Brooklyn, New York, he was transferred to a medium-security federal prison in Allenwood, Pennsylvania. At some point, he was returned to the low-level facility in Allenwood, according to Christie.

	In December 2020, an Elle article about the couple’s relationship, that was published because Christie wanted to go on the record, went viral. Social media could not get enough, and traditional media went crazy over the notorious Pharma Bro’s involvement with one of their own, a respected journalist. 

	Christie continues to maintain that she loves Martin: “[W]e clicked in a way that is fairly intrinsic. It’s not the type of relationship that requires any sort of outside affirmation to exist.” And despite accusations of mental instability from internet know-it-alls, she is far from mentally ill despite what she’s given up and what she’s taken on. “No woman I have met who visits a loved one in prison is mentally ill, as far as I can tell. Unfortunately, for some marginalized groups in society, having a boyfriend in prison is sadly kind of normal.” 

	Research into the lives of women like Christie Smythe, Toby Young, and Sandra Martin indicates psychological and cultural reasons for loving the men they love. They are not crazy. At all. Christie’s decision to freeze her eggs followed a loving talk about a future together, a future and a family with the man she loves and who told her he loved her—at that time.

	Research generally reveals some form of abuse in the early lives of women who become involved with prisoners, especially notorious ones like Martin, but Christie says she had a “good childhood.” There are indications, however, that while she may not have been victimized, she may have been traumatized. First, she was so shy as a child at her Catholic girls’ school (note that it was a Catholic school) that she was “terrified of the sound” of her own voice. Later, in high school, an interest in writing for the school paper helped her overcome her shyness.

	Second, her marriage was not wonderful, but there are no indications of specific problems. “I definitely had an Instagram-quality ‘perfect life’ with my ex-husband that was not so great when the camera was off.” Finally, Christie had a full-blown fear of driving that gave her panic attacks. Nevertheless, she overcame this phobia when Martin was moved to a prison in Pennsylvania. With great determination, she secured a driver’s license so she could visit him there. (Before he was moved, she would arise before dawn to take a 6 a.m. prison van to FCI in Fort Dix, New Jersey.)

	A less than perfect marriage, crippling shyness, a phobia—these are far from the abuses suffered by women who love men who kill. However, they do indicate some psychological problems. Christie told a journalist she experienced feelings of anxiety—but then, who doesn’t? 

	Sadly for Christie, after the publication of the Elle article, Martin rejected her: “Mr. Shkreli wishes Ms. Smythe the best of luck in her future endeavors,” he wrote in answer to a journalist’s question. 

	Is Martin a conman? “He was a bit of a shape-shifter,” said the journalist who broke the Smythe-Shkreli story. “He would meet with investors in his hedge fund and be who they wanted him to be.” Is Christie a celebrity wannabe, seeking her fifteen minutes of fame? Or a damaged woman, looking for love from someone who can’t hurt her because he’s behind bars? Maybe she’s just desperately seeking Romance, drama, excitement, and meaning—“starring in her own personal ‘love behind bars’ movie of the week.” 

	Today, Martin is once again emailing Christie as she patiently awaits his scheduled 2023 release. 

	For the few people who care, I am emailing with Christie Smythe again. Our romantic relationship ended around 6 months ago, to the extent it even existed, and is permanently over. But I still support her, she is a very intelligent, insightful, wholesome and well-meaning person. There is mutual admiration and respect, I think. She will produce a great book and film about my life.

	Meanwhile, Christie’s frozen eggs, cooled to subzero in little cryogenic storage tanks filled with liquid nitrogen, are safely ensconced in a lab somewhere waiting for Mommy and Daddy to take them live. 
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	The Internet Revolution:

	Connecting Mass Murderers with Their Fans

	In an odd twist, modern technology and mass murders together have created a perfect storm. Digital media is a shift in the way we assimilate mass culture. Mass murders—crimes in which a single individual kills his family or shoots up a school or bombs a crowd—are increasingly common. Mass murderers are the new celebrity killers. Serial killers, while still popular, have lost their shine as mass murders accelerate in number. We hear more about these brutalities than we do of mysterious individuals on killing sprees that take place over years, even decades, and remain hidden for eons. 

	In contrast, mass murder occurs as one huge explosive event, focusing the eyes, ears, hearts, and minds of the public instantly and totally on the carnage and the victims: Pregnant wife and two toddlers. Seventeen high school students. A classroom of first graders. A bar full of happy people. Scores of athletes and their friends and families gathered together. 

	With the internet creating new platforms daily, women can become active online blogging, texting, and posting about their murderer of choice on their preferred website. A woman may join a group on Facebook, the internet social media platform with billions of users. A teen might write fanfiction about her favorite murderer; “fangirls” write these fanfiction stories involving popular, sometimes fictional murderers. A woman or girl may try to email or text her murderer of choice; she may even send him an old-fashioned letter via snail mail, but the web makes this increasingly unlikely.

	The internet user quickly becomes actively involved in the world of the murderer, rather than passively watching or listening to stories about him. She can post in myriad ways on multiple social media platforms—not just on Facebook, the pioneering standard. She may create a video and post it on Tumblr. Or she can post her “fancams” to TikTok, a social networking service popular with teens and young women used to host short-form videos. The videos are as short as three seconds and as long as one minute. She can post thoughts, comments, and desires to her blog. 

	Some fans of mass murderers write blogs that are online personal websites created solely to express reflections, ideas, videos, photographs, and often hyperlinks (shortcuts to access other websites). Blogs are individual, unregulated methods of self-expression. Imagine Anne Frank’s The Diary of a Young Girl written today; Anne might have created a blog instead and called it, “Dear Kitty.”

	In the convergence of the digital world connecting women with mass murderers, women can contact, collect, report, and obsess as much as they care to. Two of the most popular platforms are Twitter (where users may post text that is limited to a certain number of characters, plus videos, photos, and links) and Instagram (a photo-sharing social media platform owned by Facebook), available for venting feelings and connecting with others. 

	Another site, Reddit, is a social news aggregation where registered users submit content to the site, which houses thousands of “subreddits” dedicated to exhaustively specific common interests; content is then “upvoted” or “downvoted” by other members, becoming more or less visible and popular. (The internet makes everything more democratic.) 

	An increasing number and variety of streaming services exist for internet users to post, see, and hear material on their favorite celebrity killers. These include YouTube—a democratic video-sharing platform; Vimeo—an American video-hosting and sharing services platform; and Spotify—a Swedish audio streaming and media service provider, all of which are available in the United States. Podcasts are a popular audio format one can stream on laptops, iPhones, or other smartphones. Their content can be anything: fictional stories, interviews, nonfiction documentaries, and more.

	Anyone with a device that connects to the web can host a podcast, write a blog, create a Facebook page. Write fanfiction. Join a fan group for a mass murderer. Contact a convicted murderer.

	Every serial killer, mass murderer, or family annihilator has countless numbers of online “fandoms,” insular worlds where followers of murderers exist in communication with one another, according to journalist Samantha Berlin. Girls blog on Tumblr and other sites, creating fanfiction about crimes. Berlin refers to them as girls because in the world of fan culture, fandom, and “fanfic” (fanfiction), most contributors are under eighteen—some as young as fourteen or fifteen. 

	Nearly a quarter century into the new millennium, social media has enormous power—to change lives and to influence people, young people in particular. Nothing has this much authority, even bringing murder into a girl’s or woman’s home. Gruesome examples abound: The number of murderers followed online is astronomical. 

	Girls and young women post as an outlet to express their feelings. “They know what they’re doing isn’t okay with other people, but they do it anyway. Online they get told to ‘kill yourself’ but they keep doing it,” Samantha Berlin told me. Both mass murderers and serial killers are popular: On TikTok, #charlesmanson has more than 40,000 views. And #tedbundy has fourteen million-plus views. (Keep in mind that both Bundy and Manson are dead.) 

	Hashtags, such as #womenwholovemenwhokill, are created and flooded with posts to enable cross-referencing of material on a shared subject. TikTok is usually used by teens or young adult women, while women who are older tend to use Facebook. For example, a Facebook chat group about a familicide committed by Chris Watts, who killed his entire family—“Prayers for Shanann, Bella, Celeste, and Nico”—has more than 30,000 members. 

	The speed with which a murderer gains an instant audience is amazing, thanks to new media: “True crime fans can now access crime scene photos in mere seconds,” writes criminology professor David Wilson.

	New forms of storytelling, such as streaming platforms like Netflix and Amazon, Hulu, or Apple TV, plus the proliferation of streaming sites for each major network, deliver crime stories to us at incredible speed, broadcasting the news as it happens. These platforms allow for “greater experimentation with long-form storytelling. Rather than telling a whodunnit in an hour . . . they have taken true crime in a new direction which is more experiential,” according to former investigator Michael Arntfield. The docuseries Making a Murderer and miniseries The Staircase are two examples of long-form storytelling. 

	Celebrity

	There is a basic desire in all human beings, even the most modest, to become “known.” Is there anyone in the world who does not secretly feel that she is worthy of a biography? Along with food, clothing, shelter, love, and meaningful work, each of us also desires to be recognized as unique. The thirst for fame is well documented. In Look at Me! The Fame Motive from Childhood to Death, psychologist Orville Brim writes about some people’s overwhelming desire to be notable, which appears to stem from earlier rejections. “After all, celebrity is the ultimate high school in-group.” 

	It’s a need that translates into a desire to become a little bit famous. Not too long ago, photos of the rich and famous caught off-guard by paparazzi on the front pages of tabloids held our interest. Today we want to be those celebrities.

	The timeless allure of notoriety has us all in its thrall. The stars of entertainment and media, royalty, the super-rich, or the highly accomplished are scrutinized and studied twenty-four hours a day on television and social media. Where they buy groceries, how they style their hair, where their kids go to school—it’s all caught on camera and disseminated online. 

	Our current celebrity culture began with reality television, which led to Paris Hilton as a celebrity. To the Kardashian empire. To ordinary people doing ordinary things such as hoarding, being overweight, buying houses, cleaning homes. To the election of a reality TV star, Donald Trump, as president of the United States.

	In 2021, our attraction to celebrities is nothing short of worship; the Cult of the Celebrity—created by print media, raised to new levels by reality shows, and now further heightened by the internet—encourages us to fantasize about public makeovers for our faces, bodies, closets, bathrooms, and marriages. Makeovers that will give us fame. Singing in the shower can be parlayed into a brief fling with recognition, if we do it right; a dirty house can make us hometown notables. When a television crew arrives to clean and organize, we gain instant renown. 

	This compulsion to be famous, not just for Andy Warhol’s “fifteen minutes” but for any length of time—a minute, a week, a year, forever—is everywhere. Our culture is so consumed with celebrity that we don’t care how it is earned—by making huge profits in unscrupulous ways, creating acclaimed art, or committing a bloody, gruesome murder. 

	Like the internet, celebrity is democratic—which means that celebrity is no longer synonymous with exclusivity. Anyone can become famous. Social media influencers, in particular, can be superstars by building a reputation for savvy or looks or anything, and posting about it. Their frequent posts generate huge numbers of followers who click on them, engage with them online, and join their cult of personality. Influencers are hugely prominent and persuasive in our increasingly online world, able to sell products, sway electors, and, yes, brand a mass murderer as a hero.

	Today, “the famous are the visible, not necessarily the talented,” according to Dr. David Schmid. Celebrities are the seen and heard. They are not necessarily the accomplished who have achieved. They are faces and voices and names we see and hear over and over . . . mainly online. 

	But if one is not all over the internet as an influencer, a Hollywood star, or a mass murderer, just how can one achieve some sort of celebrity? The easiest method is to bask in the glow of another’s fame. For this reason, many women and girls contact celebrity killers and try to form relationships with them. 

	As noted in the first edition of Women Who Love Men Who Kill, it’s easier to gain immortality by becoming involved with Richard Ramirez, the Night Stalker, than Johnny Depp or Brad Pitt. The Night Stalker will answer his fan mail, while stars will either have an assistant do it for them, or will ignore you. It’s the same in 2021; a young girl seeking her moment in the sun is better off trying to create an alliance, even if it’s only online, with a Dzhokhar “Jahar” Tsarnaev, a Nikolas Cruz, or a Chris Watts. They’re far more likely to read your emails than Hamilton creator Lin-Manuel Miranda. 

	Since “fame promises acceptability,” some acts of destruction seem to be met with, if not approval, then a type of permission. If one commits the vilest of crimes, he becomes infamous: “[P]eople will finally know who you are, and you will be saved from the living death of being unknown.” This is part of why fans murder their obsession: Mark Chapman and John Lennon, for example. “By attacking the famous, you become famous.” 

	Anders Behring Breivik, considered “the most hated man in Norway” for his one-day massacre of seventy-seven people, is, to a young Swedish woman named Victoria, “a friend, a brother. A safe relationship.” (The weekly Morgenbladet reported in 2018 that Breivik received “at least 800 letters a year, many of them from female admirers.”) 

	Austrian Josef Fritzl locked his own daughter in the cellar, had seven children with her, and kept them all imprisoned for thirteen years. After his arrest and conviction, he attracted scores of letters from women. Fritzl—arrested and convicted of incest, rape, enslavement, coercion, and murder after his daughter escaped—is serving a sentence of life without parole. However, he receives letters in prison—most of it hate mail, but enough love letters to pose the question: Why? Women wrote him, some saying they knew he was “good at heart.” One wrote that she knew he had locked up his daughter to keep her from getting into trouble. Another sent a picture of herself posing next to a masked man, acting out a rape fantasy. By getting involved with this notorious and heinous criminal, a woman may be seeking her own notoriety, her own moment of celebrity. 

	The long-dead serial killer Ted Bundy still fascinates, stoked by commercial interests that continue to make films about him. Some discuss his motivation, the crimes, the aftermath. But others take it to an extreme, writing that the horrendous murderer is “hot,” posting videos of themselves with him on TikTok or Vimeo or Tumblr. 

	Some young girls and women often go too far—and it’s all done online. “[From] those who say they think Ted Bundy is hot to those putting the emphasis on serial killers rather than their victims, there’s a line within the community that some have a tendency to cross. TikTok and Instagram users seem to have taken their love of true crime to the next level by openly supporting an at-large killer,” writes Sara Belcher. “If the Ted Bundy stans [a stan, in internet parlance, being an overzealous or obsessive fan] weren’t enough to make a sane true crime fan’s skin crawl, the serial killer lovers have taken it one step further by openly thirsting over an at-large murder suspect.”

	The “stans” do go over the limit. They were online not long ago supporting a killer, Peter Manfredonia, while he was on the run from police. Instead of trying to help police apprehend him, they urged him to flee, backed his escape, cheered on his efforts to elude capture. 

	In May 2020, Manfredonia, a twenty-three-year-old University of Connecticut student, murdered two people, assaulted another, and kidnapped a fourth. He ran after his crime spree, instantly cheered on by a quickly rising fan group. Stan accounts for Manfredonia appeared at once, mid–police chase, as posters swarmed to the killer’s then-public Instagram page, with comments such as: “Pick me.” “Choose me.” “Love me.” And “Me next?” Screenshots tweeted on May 27, 2020, showed that posts on an Instagram account for him under the username “@pmanfro76” had been flooded with comments joking about his murders and other crimes. 

	The FBI labeled him armed and dangerous. But to Instagram users, he was a source of delight: Posters made light of the murders, laughed at his expense, and live tweeted the carnage. And although it is unclear why—possibly only internet savants could understand—Manfredonia’s account was overrun with comments made by fans of singer Nicki Minaj and of controversial TikTok icon Lovely Peaches. Manfredonia’s Instagram account disappeared a short time later and he was captured after a six-day interstate search. As of late 2020, he was still awaiting trial on two charges of murder, and one each of kidnapping and assault, and held in lieu of $7 million bond.

	What makes Manfredonia’s tale more gruesome is a bizarre connection: He grew up on Yogananda Street in Newtown, Connecticut, only a few houses away from Adam Lanza, the depraved mass murderer who, in 2012, gunned down twenty six- and seven-year-olds at the Sandy Hook Elementary School and six of their teachers. 

	Eight years after Lanza’s slaughter of innocents, Manfredonia supposedly wrote on the wall of his apartment, according to a Twitter account @UConn Husky: “I’m not angry – I’m upset . . . It’s so crazy it just might work . . .We saw what happened when Adam snapped. We saw what happened when Thanos snapped. Now they see what happens when I snap.”

	Referring to the destruction wrought by Thanos, a comic book character, and Lanza, one of the most infamous mass murderers of our time, Manfredonia sought to link himself to carnage and violence. But what of his followers on social media? According to one journalist, there is a connection between “those who celebrate school shooters, frequent the pol/(Politically Incorrect) board on 4Chan and similar toxic subcommunities, and perpetuate dangerous racist and sexist rhetoric.” 

	History’s obsessed fans of movie stars and rock musicians are today’s celebrity killer “stans.” Perhaps because of Hollywood’s evergreen interest in Charles Manson and Ted Bundy, the two dead killers live online in 2021. The Oxygen network features Bundy’s lawyer in In Defense Of and in 2018 launched a two-hour special called Snapped Notorious: Ted Bundy. Films about him include Netflix’s Extremely Wicked, Shockingly Evil and Vile starring Zac Efron; Fry Day, about his 1989 execution; and the documentary Theodore. 

	Decades after their last murders, pop culture fueled by the internet has made immortal heroes out of men who slaughtered dozens. Their stans fight it out online as to who is the most popular, who is deserving of more attention on Twitter. Some would say Bundy is ahead.

	Cases

	Many fascinating cases have come along since the first edition of Women Who Love Men Who Kill. A few did not involve the internet, but are nevertheless compelling, like Hooligan and the Dog Lady. Another tale that doesn’t involve the internet is that of a young woman—a girl, really—who wanted to get to know the man who murdered her grandmother in a parking lot for her purse and cash. You guessed it—they fell in love and now she visits him often and fights for his release.

	But the internet plays the largest role today in the relationships between celebrity mass murderers and their fans. Practically the moment a mass murderer commits his heinous act, fans spring up, groups are created, letters are written, support is given: The more brutal the act, the more fans. He becomes instantly prominent and the women and girls who follow him do so for their own bit of notoriety.

	Chris Watts, Wife and Child Killer

	At five in the morning on August 13, 2018, three hours after she returned from a business trip to the home in Frederick, Colorado, that she shared with her husband Chris and her two little girls—Bella, four, and Celeste, three—Shanann Watts, thirty-four and pregnant, lay dead in the back of her husband’s white pickup, nestled between the bodies of their daughters.

	Later that day, Shanann’s “distraught” husband called the police who launched a search for his family. During the prolonged hunt, Chris Watts begged the community and police to help him find Shanann and their two little girls. He denied having anything to do with their disappearance. All of this was captured on television and then posted online in constantly updated reports. 

	Women and girls around the country rallied to the horror of a missing family, sympathizing with the handsome young husband and father. They posted. Often. Finally, Watts broke down and confessed to strangling his wife in a fit of rage brought on by what he claimed he had witnessed on their baby monitor: Shanann strangling their two little girls. This too went into news reports on television and online. 

	More posts were written by sympathetic women and girls. More time passed. In the end, Watts admitted the truth: He had killed them all, doing away with them so he could start a new life with his lover, Nichol Kessinger. Watts confessed to hiding his daughters’ bodies in nearby oil tanks and dumping Shanann in a shallow grave. His wife, the fetus inside her, their daughters—they had been in the way.

	In a courtroom on November 6, 2018, in order to avoid the death penalty, Watts pleaded guilty to the death by strangulation of his daughters and pregnant wife. Convicted of three charges of murder in the first degree “after deliberation”—he had murdered after taking time to reflect on his decision—he was sentenced to life without parole. He is now serving three consecutive life sentences, plus eighty-four years, at the Dodge Correctional Institution in Waupun, Wisconsin, having been moved there from a Colorado institution “for his own safety,” according to a corrections department spokesman.

	And he may be moved again. How will his admirers find him? Shockingly, Chris Watts is a popular man, and has countless fans and followers. He receives scores of “love letters” from women around the country. 

	One of multiple Facebook groups about Watts (this one named “True Crime”) has more than 5,200 members. And Watts has attracted letters from women aching to meet him, to become his singular relationship, many including photographs. 

	“Greetings from New York, Chris!” a twenty-nine-year-old Brooklyn woman wrote to the triple murderer on August 23, only days after he confessed. “I find myself thinking a lot about you. I figured life is too short to hold back . . . so here I am!” She enclosed a bikini-clad photo of herself. “So you can place a face to the words. I know what you look like so I thought I’d make it fair,” she flirted. “I hope I’ve put a smile on your face.”

	Candace, a thirty-nine-year-old mother of two, wrote multiple times; her second letter ended with #TEAMCHRIS #LOVEHIM and a doodled heart. She wrote, “I’ve been watching your interview and I just became attracted to you,” adding that if he wrote back, she would “be the happiest girl alive.” Another woman named Christan said she was drawn to Watts when she watched him take a deep breath as the judge read out his murder charges: “I know how alienating this process can be.”

	Tammy, thirty-six, described herself as “a simple girl living in a small town” and included photos. It was her first time writing to an inmate and she was “actually very nervous . . . Why is someone as pretty as me single? And writing to someone in jail?” She mentioned a recent “bad breakup.”

	Watts’s unbelievable cruel and inexplicable violence—How could he smother his own little girls?—has nevertheless earned him many online followers. They are not, of course, all sympathetic. Most excoriate him, but there are enough who see his side of the story to confuse an onlooker. 

	On Facebook, 43,634 people (!) follow the page “Watts Family Murder Discussion Page.” Another Facebook page, “Chris Watts Official Murder Investigation,” holds the interest of 11,000 followers. “American Murder/Chris and Shanann Watts, A Personal Blog” attracts 2,002. The “Shanann Watts News” Facebook page registers 11,307 signed-on members. “True Crime: The Shanann Watts family murder/Chris Watts discussion group” page has more than 37,000 followers. “Chris Watts-In Depth uncensored” has 3,700 members.

	A Netflix production about the Watts familicide, American Murder: The Family Next Door, was the number one documentary on the streaming site in October 2020. 

	The internet played such a dominant role in Watts’s confession and arrest that the popular bi-weekly podcast Sword and Scale dedicated two episodes to the story. Episode 130, which aired January 26, 2019, focused on Watts’s claim that his family had mysteriously disappeared. Episode 131, which debuted February 11, 2019, describes a “monster hiding in plain sight, who “coldly and deliberatively ended four lives,” in the words of the prosecutor.

	The Sword and Scale episodes show clearly and openly the inner machinations of the police investigations. We hear discussions between police and Watts in his house before his arrest; his neighbor shares with police a damning iPhone recording revealing Watts’s culpability. Other documents, videos, and interviews are publicly and widely available to everyone on the internet, items which, in the past, would have remained police business only. 

	And any woman desiring more information on this handsome destroyer of lives can review a thread on Reddit (the news aggregation platform), where one woman has submitted a summary of the 2,000-page discovery documents for the Watts case. 

	In criminal trials, discovery normally includes depositions, interrogatories, requests for admission, and requests for production of evidence; it often turns up facts previously unknown. Discovery lays the details of the case open for everyone in the criminal justice system: phone calls, texts, autopsy reports. Nothing is private. Many fans were grateful for this Reddit post about the Watts discovery, with one writing: “I’ve had an almost sick obsession with this case since I first saw him appear on the news 6 months ago.” 

	Another posted: 

	I can’t stop reading the documents & watching things, but it makes me feel a bit dirty. Possibly because it’s the first one the world has had almost complete access to so quickly? I am blown away that we can watch police officer’s personal cameras, watch interviews, read through the intimate details of the case, watch it all unfold and then resolve, etc. No more having to wait until the documentary comes out, just come to Reddit. It’s so interesting from a true crime perspective, but also feels so intimate & intrusive.

	Chris Watts is a star in the firmament of mass murderers and serial killers. His every move, his confession, and his trial online, his Facebook groups, the love letters he receives—his familicide has made him a celebrity, his stardust sprinkled a bit on the women and girls who follow his glittering glow—no matter how evil it is.

	Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, Bomber

	A mass murderer. A terrorist. But also—a handsome face on the cover of Rolling Stone. The hero of the “Free Jahar” online movement with thousands of members. 

	On the afternoon of April 15, 2013, two pressure-cooker bombs exploded on Boylston Street near the finish line of the beloved Boston Marathon. Three died, 264 were maimed, runners and spectators lost legs, arms, an eye. A boy, eight, died.

	In the ensuing chaos, the injured were cared for and the dead were taken to the morgue, as the police searched for the bombers—brothers Tamerlan and Dzhokhar Tsarnaev. The Tsarnaevs were Russian émigrés living in Cambridge, Boston; Tamerlan, twenty-six, appeared on a few government watch lists. But Dzhokhar, twenty, who went by his American nickname “Jahar,” did not; his friends later described him as “easygoing.”

	During the police chase after the marathon butchery, Tamerlan and a police officer were killed in a shootout, while Jahar ran and hid in a drydocked boat on a suburban street. The media as well as onlookers shot videos nonstop during the event and its aftermath—bombing, chase, hiding, capture—making the catastrophe an online spectacle. No one in the city of Boston, the state of Massachusetts, or the entire country escaped seeing the mayhem and destruction the brothers had wrought. Or the tension of the police chase and, finally, Jahar’s capture. 

	The world watched the standoff on the boat, giving some onlookers time to develop sympathy for the youthful terrorist. On the boat’s cabin walls Jahar had written, “the U.S. government is killing our innocent civilians . . . I can’t stand to see such evil go unpunished . . . We Muslims are one body, you hurt one, you hurt us all . . . Fuck America.” And when Jahar finally left the sanctuary of that boat, strong-armed by police, perp-walked, hauled off, and imprisoned, countless followers were ready to post about him, their feelings, and what they believed should or should not happen to him—ignoring the jihadist slogans he had left behind.

	As his picture circulated online and on television before his trial, and during the trial itself, his fans—most of them teenage girls—increased in number. Not unlike a rush of support for a criminal more than 100 years ago, when a young, attractive murderer destined for the London gallows turned the heads and hearts of British girls and women, including Mrs. Soffel, his jailer’s wife, Jahar became a cynosure for hundreds of young female followers.

	The Jahar phenomenon reached its zenith (or nadir, depending on your viewpoint) when Rolling Stone gave him its August 13, 2013, cover story—his face on the cover, and a long piece on his background explaining how he and his brother had become terrorists, detailing how he had become a celebrity to teenage girls. After Rolling Stone, Jahar fans went wild; some fanatical supporters penned racy fanfiction on the internet, imagining sex and romance with him.

	#FreeJahar, with tens of thousands of posts on Twitter, sprang up almost instantaneously. The Free Jahar movement had conspiracy underpinnings, as conspiracy theorists, anti-government nuts, and others joined forces to agree that he and his brother had not set the bombs. It was a staged event; they were innocent. 

	The government caused the Boston Marathon Bombing.

	The government brought about 9/11.

	The Newtown massacre was staged with actors; it never really occurred.

	One Twitter handle at the time read @PrayForJahar; the Facebook page “Free Jahar Tsarnaev” had nearly 10,000 followers. Early critics focused on the girls and women who supported Jahar, even though the membership of #FreeJahar included many men and boys. But Tsarnaev fangirls did exist. And many young women and teenagers thought Jahar was “cute,” “adorable,” “gorgeous.” 

	Jahar’s internet followers posted photographs of homemade cookies and bracelets, and covered their own hands with supportive messages. One slogan was, “Too pretty to be guilty.” Another: “Give him his freedom back. He is just a boy with dreams.” 

	Two years later, the “boy with dreams,” who had given so many others nightmares, stood in a courtroom. Found guilty of thirty counts of using a weapon of mass destruction resulting in death, plus aiding and abetting—no longer “too pretty to be guilty”—Jahar received a death sentence on June 24, 2015. Jahar, twenty-seven at the time of this writing, now resides in the highest-security prison in the country: the U.S. Penitentiary Administrative Maximum Facility, ADX, in Florence, Colorado, known as the Alcatraz of the Rockies. Jahar’s roommates are 360 of the most dangerous criminals: terrorists, serial killers, bombers, all “deemed too dangerous to live among a general prison population.” 

	But the justice system works in mysterious ways. In July 2020, his death sentence was overturned, and as of February 2021, the U.S. Supreme Court is considering whether to hear his case. Some lawmakers in Congress have asked President Joe Biden, who has expressed his opposition to the death penalty, to commute the sentence of all 49 federal prisoners on death row, including the fangirls’ beloved Jahar.

	For now, he waits to find out if his fate is death or half a century or so in near-continuous solitary confinement, with twenty-three hours a day in a soundproof seven-by-twelve cell with only a four-inch slit for a window. It’s unlikely at this point that his internet followers have any effect on him, or he on them. But should his death sentence be commuted, who can say whether or not he will begin to receive fan mail?

	Nikolas Cruz, School Shooter

	Nikolas Cruz, nineteen, did not keep his plans secret. He posted online about his intention to become a “professional school shooter.” The teenager, then staying with friends near Fort Lauderdale after the death of his mother, soon lived up to his words.

	On the afternoon of February 14, 2018, Cruz hoisted a semiautomatic AR-15 assault rifle over his arm and toted it into the three-story Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, to carry out his threat. School was in session, with hundreds of teenagers and dozens of teachers inside the building.

	As soon as he entered the high school at 2:30 in the afternoon, Cruz fired into four classrooms, killing eleven teenagers and adults. He ran upstairs, targeting six more victims. That Valentine’s Day, Cruz murdered seventeen people: Alyssa Alhadeff, fourteen; teacher Scott Beigel, thirty-five; Martin Duque Anguiano, fourteen; Nicholas Dworet, seventeen; assistant football coach Aaron Feis, thirty-seven; Jaime Guttenberg, fourteen; athletic director Christopher Hixon, forty-nine; Luke Hoyer, fifteen; Cara Loughran, fourteen; Gina Montalto, fourteen; Joaquin Oliver, seventeen; Alaina Petty, fourteen; Meadow Pollack, eighteen; Helena Ramsay, seventeen; Alexander Schachter, fourteen; Carmen Schentrup, sixteen; and Peter Wang, fifteen. And Cruz seriously injured seventeen others. 

	When the slaughter ended, Cruz discarded the rifle and escaped by blending into the crowd of terrified, fleeing students. At a nearby mall, he coolly drank a soda, then sat in a nearby fast-food restaurant. Police caught up with him there an hour later. 

	Before his stint as a “professional school shooter,” Cruz had briefly been a student at Marjory Stoneman Douglas until his expulsion for fighting. The day he shot up the school, after the blood had dried, after the bodies had been driven off to the morgue, some individuals began theorizing about Cruz’s motivation: His act of violent rage was an expression of anger at rejection by the high school combined with grief at the loss of his mother, they posited. 

	The enormity of the loss and sorrow of the victims’ families, the shock and horror of the town, was matched only by the swiftness with which Cruz became a cause célèbre to a certain population. Seen as a wounded child, he became the recipient of their sympathy. 

	And an instant support group for the teenage killer arose. The “Nikolas Cruz – the First Victim” Facebook group had more than 300 members. They pleaded for his life, expressed opposition to the death penalty, and asked for leniency in consideration of the bullying Cruz had reportedly experienced. These people saw a victim whose adult caretakers had failed him, not a mass murderer who had cut short seventeen lives and inflicted grievous pain on dozens of families, a community, a nation.

	They said that “whether or not” he had committed the murders, he deserved a fair trial. “I want him to see how many people love and care for him and all their beautiful faces,” one woman posted, asking for others to send her photos so she could make a collage to send Cruz.

	Cruz confessed and is currently in prison awaiting a trial that has been postponed due to the pandemic. His defense attorneys have offered a guilty plea in exchange for thirty-four life sentences, saying a death penalty trial would be lengthy and would require the victims to testify. Survivors are conflicted. Some want Cruz to die while others want him to “rot in jail.”

	No matter how he is sentenced, it is clear that Cruz will always have supporters: very young women, usually teenagers, who express their devotion in online fangroups. They discuss his reported various diagnoses: autism; obsessive compulsive disorder; and attention deficit hyperactivity. They write about his being bullied and orphaned. 

	Not long after his crime and arrest, Cruz’s younger half-brother Zachary visited him in jail and told his celebrity sibling about his fame; then Zachary himself was arrested for trespassing on the campus of the school where blood still stained the floors and walls. According to a Florida state prosecutor, Zachary told Nikolas that “his face is everywhere and his name is national. There is discussion of starting some pen-pal or fan club, and how many girls [he] is capable of attracting.”

	Cruz receives letters from girls who appear to be attracted to him, his crime notwithstanding. “I’m 18-years-old. I’m a senior in high school. When I saw your picture on the television, something attracted me to you,” wrote a fifteen-year-old from Texas. “Your eyes are beautiful and the freckles on your face make you so handsome.” She added suggestive comments about her own body and covered her envelope with hearts and smiley faces. 

	Stalwarts of the criminal justice system continue to express shock at letters such as these, although they are common with celebrity murderers such as Cruz. “In my forty years as public defender, I’ve never seen this many letters to a defendant,” said Broward County Public Defender Howard Finkelstein. 

	In addition to love letters from girls and women, plus a few older men, Cruz also receives money that he can use to ease his time in prison. The irony, say some, is that Cruz’s popularity is new for him; he had been a loner before his killing spree. 

	The South Florida Sun-Sentinel displayed a stack of photocopies of the hundreds of letters Cruz has been sent. “You’re in a tough spot, Nik, and that is something I know, because I’ve been there myself,” one girl wrote. “If you need something, I can mail to you . . . ask. If you need to talk . . . I’ll listen.”

	Social psychologist Dr. Amanda Vicary said it is Cruz’s celebrity that is the attraction for his fangirls, not his killings. “Some women tend to be drawn to famous men,” she said. “It’s possible that the reason for some women’s attraction to men who have done horrible things is not so much what they’ve done, but the fame they have received from their acts.” 

	Cruz has become a hero of “wound culture,” which is “the rushing to the scene of an accident, the milling around the point of impact . . . the public fascination with torn and open bodies and torn and opened persons, a collective gathering around shock, trauma, and the wound.” It is a term coined by Dr. Mark Seltzer, who studies mass murders and other violent crimes. This “superstar of our wound culture” Nikolas Cruz fascinates, even though he may not be a serial killer in the mold of Ted Bundy or Jeffrey Dahmer but a “marginal sociopath.” 

	Wound culture explains part of the appeal women find in these mass murderers: We cannot stop watching not only the bloody bodies, but the bloody psyches. Like it or not, it is entertaining and, for many, mesmerizing. But Seltzer has an unusual theory: He says a community rises up around this fascination with blood and gore, people brought together around their common interest in murder and other crimes. 

	“When people rubberneck, we’re not only rubbernecking out of prurient interest, but we’re coming together as a people,” says Seltzer. “Wound culture [is]: the convening of the public around scenes and mass spectacles of violence.”

	Where were you when JFK was assassinated? 

	When the towers went down? 

	When the children died at Newtown?

	“In some sense this is how we understand and identify ourselves: as a nation, we gather round violence, trauma and the wound—the world as ER,” says Seltzer.

	According to him, wound culture and its thronging around certain killers—Watts, Tsarnaev, Cruz—is a way for us to commiserate, to share our grief and fears. We escape to the internet, a giant campfire, and join to watch the flickering light, huddling close together against the night and the evil lurking outside. 


	[image: image]

	Maria:

	A Case of Identification

	THE HALLOWEEN MURDERER

	At almost four years of age, Niki was old enough to go trick-or-treating. For weeks, with the help of her mother, Tina, she’d tried to decide whether to go as Miss Piggy or a witch. Tina, twenty-three, was trying to break up with her boyfriend, Phil Sylvester, so she only half-listened to Niki’s chatter.

	A week before Halloween, 1977, a week before the night her mother would be murdered, Niki finally decided she would masquerade as a witch. Tina cut holes in a sheet for Niki’s blue eyes, her tiny nose and mouth. On the morning of October 31, Tina bought a broom and a pointy witch’s hat in the Philadelphia suburb where she and Niki lived with Phil. It was the last purchase she would ever make.

	Waiting for night to fall, the little girl ran around her apartment, her costume over her jeans and T-shirt. Her mother yelled at her to be quiet. Phil finally put Niki bodily into her room and told her to stay there.

	It seemed to the little girl that Phil was angry a lot of the time: Phil and Tina had shouting brawls at all hours of the day and night and the neighbors, disturbed by the noise, would bang on the walls until the racket stopped.

	Tina, slender and five feet eight inches tall with long brown hair, was described by the building superintendent as beautiful. She had lived in the apartment in Wynnefield Terrace for two years, alone with her daughter after she and her husband separated.

	Phil, twenty-two, came from a large family—nine brothers and sisters—but he spent much of his adolescence, from the age of fourteen on, in the streets. A devil-may-care attitude combined with a handsome face and a muscular body made him enormously appealing to girls.

	Days after he and Tina met, they began living together. But only two months later, Tina, strung out on drugs and drinking too much, decided she was tired of Phil; she wanted him out. The fighting began in earnest then. Phil was a Don Juan, a manipulator and controller of women whose ego couldn’t accept that he was being kicked out. None of his other girlfriends had broken up with him; he had done the leaving.

	Tina was afraid of Phil because he had abused her physically, which was, in part, why she wanted to end the relationship. Tina’s rejection hurt and enraged Phil. For him, apparently, as with other people with certain emotional problems, “the crime of abandonment is so obscene that it must be punished by death,” according to psychiatrist Emanuel Tanay, M.D., in The Murderers.

	At four-thirty P.M. that Halloween Monday, Niki’s father arrived to take her trick-or-treating in the nearby Philadelphia neighborhood where he lived. Tina kissed Niki good-bye for the last time. Sometime before seven P.M., Phil returned home, bringing a friend with him. Earlier that day, Phil had shown off a .38-caliber revolver, loading it in the presence of some friends. That evening, as soon as Phil and a friend entered the apartment, Phil and Tina began fighting. After he hustled her into the bedroom, leaving his friend in the living room, the fight escalated.

	After about fifteen minutes of shouting and loud bangs and crashes, Phil’s friend heard a gunshot. He ran into the bedroom and saw Tina on the bed, the side of her face blown off. Phil stood there, the pearl-handled .38 still in his hand.

	Phil and the other man ran from the apartment but then separated. Phil returned to a rented room he kept in a suburb, Havertown, about twenty minutes away.

	Although Tina’s neighbors liked her and thought her “very attractive” and “very nice,” none of them had ever called the police during her shouting matches with Phil. But the gunshot was something else and one of them called the police. The neighborhood was teeming with small costumed-figures trick-or-treating as police cars, sirens wailing, pulled up to Tina’s apartment building shortly after seven. Across town, little Niki was happily loading up her shopping bag with Tootsie Rolls and candy corn as she and her father made their way door-to-door.

	Smashing in the door to the apartment, the police found Tina lying across the bed. Wearing jeans, a black blouse with red flowers embroidered on the cuffs and collar, and a red turtleneck framing what was left of her beautiful face, she had died of a gunshot wound angled up into her brain.

	The morning editions of some Philadelphia papers dubbed Phil Sylvester, the prime suspect, “the Halloween Murderer.” The following afternoon, accompanied by his brother, he gave himself up to Lower Merion Township and Philadelphia police. No stranger to the Philadelphia justice system, Sylvester had a prior burglary conviction so was held without bail for a November hearing. The following April, he stood trial for murder.

	Two key witnesses testified that Sylvester, on that fateful Halloween, had showed them a snub-nosed .38 with a two-inch barrel and pearl handle. Sylvester claimed he didn’t know the gun was loaded and that the shooting was unintentional; his defense attorney argued the gun had gone off accidentally. But the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania produced a similar weapon, and over defense counsel’s objection, the prosecution’s ballistics expert used it to demonstrate that considerable pressure must be exerted to pull the trigger on that particular type of gun.

	During Sylvester’s trial, the Commonwealth argued that Tina had been strangled and slapped across the mouth just before she was shot. Barbara Christie, chief of the Homicide Unit in the Philadelphia District Attorney’s Office, said Sylvester showed her how he did it: “He strangled her with one hand, and at the same time he was shooting her with the other hand . . . He had the barrel of the gun pressed up against her . . . I asked him to demonstrate. He was a big guy, a very big guy, with big hands. She was slender.”

	The nature of the wound and the powder burns on Tina’s skin proved that, at the time the fatal shot was fired, Phil was holding the gun against her cheek.

	After six days of testimony, jurors quickly reached a verdict of guilty; they did not believe the shooting was accidental. One month later, Phil was sentenced to life in prison. Barring a miracle, Phil Sylvester, twenty-three, ladies’ man, would spend the rest of his days in a steel and concrete building along with other men convicted of society’s most violent crimes.

	But five years after the steel doors clanged shut behind him, Phil Sylvester would meet his salvation—a woman who would love him unconditionally, bring him warmth and affection, and once again convince him that he was handsome, sexy, irresistible—a man women loved to love. Maria Califano, buxom, black haired, brimming over with femininity and sensuality, would bring to Phil Sylvester the worshipful love he needed so desperately. And he, in turn, would give her the attention and affection she craved.

	On the day Phil murdered Tina, Maria was working with preschool children in Youngstown, Ohio. Almost the same age as Phil but far less worldly, Maria would provide Phil with a link to the outside world, protect him from the dehumanization of prison, and promise him a sensual and sexual heaven in her arms—if he ever gained his freedom.

	MARIA’S STORY

	Maria was born in Youngstown, the oldest of six in a close-knit, Catholic family. It fell to her to act as dutiful, surrogate mother to her five younger brothers when their mother was working and their father, although home, was unavailable because he was doing “men’s work,” like repairing old cars or cleaning up the yard.

	Maria was considered a tomboy in the blue-collar neighborhood where she grew up; she had to be tough to protect her younger brothers. She gained value and self-esteem as their caretaker and protector. As a girl, the only worth she had was as nurturer, as bodyguard for the littler boys, as second mother.

	Although Maria recalls a “happy childhood,” she was afraid of her parents. They hit her but were not abusive, she said. However, once, when she received a failing grade in a high school subject, she was “scared to death” to go home.

	As she got older, she grew frustrated with her household responsibilities. “I resented the fact that I had to come home from school and take care of my brothers . . . Part of my sixteenth birthday present was that I didn’t have to wash dishes anymore . . . and they gave me a key to the house.” Finally, at sixteen, Maria felt accepted, the key a message from her parents that she belonged. She described her parents as “strict and overprotective,” warning her not to date or ride around in cars. She had no sexual relationships as a teenager.

	But as she grew from a teenager into a young woman, Maria began to experiment sexually, and her experiences were mainly disasters. A supervisor sexually harassed her at one of her first jobs when she was nineteen. “He would corner you in the stockroom . . . and expel gas, or he would say little remarks or he would try to rub up against you . . . I was a virgin. I had no experience.” She recalled him as being six feet, five inches tall, frightening and “overwhelming.” She did the right thing and reported him, but she was the one who got fired.

	She had another bizarre experience when she struck out on her own and moved in with a girlfriend. She supported herself by working as a salesgirl in a department store. But her friend unexpectedly got married, and Maria ended up living not, as she had expected, with a girlfriend but with a newlywed couple. The situation became stranger when the husband’s brother moved in also, and Maria was expected to share a bedroom with him. Uncomfortable with those arrangements, she moved back home.

	At nineteen, Maria had sex for the first time, with an older man who was actually a friend of her parents. Afraid of their disapproval, fearful and guilty about sex, she chose a man with whom she felt comfortable. Bob, thirty-three, was going through a divorce and had a son who played ball with one of her brothers. She felt she knew him; sex with him would be safe emotionally because he was an old friend, and because he had had a vasectomy, it carried no risk of pregnancy.

	Although she meant for her initiation into sex with Bob to be relaxed, it turned into every Catholic girl’s nightmare. Only the presence of a neighborhood priest could have made it worse. Maria left her car parked illegally near Bob’s house, and when Youngstown police broadcast they were going to tow a car with her license plate number, her parents heard it over their shortwave radio. They quickly figured out she was spending the night at Bob’s and showed up on the doorstep. “I was nineteen and he was thirty-three . . . The only reason I had sex was because I wanted to know what everybody else was talking about—and I hated it.

	“I was afraid of my parents. I just knew that I wasn’t supposed to do it, and I was afraid that they’d find out and I was right. The very first time, they did find out.”

	Her father promptly had a “heart attack” and had to be taken to the hospital. Her mother called her “slut” and “whore.” Her father’s attack turned out to be irregular heartbeats, but he stopped talking to Maria for seven months. So her punishment for being sexual was meted out: She was annihilated. Her key to the house was symbolically taken back; she ceased to exist for her family.

	Since sex for Maria was now colored by fear and guilt and—since she had been caught—by punishment, she had to do penance for what she had done, she had to suffer and sex came to represent not pleasure but suffering.

	Her next experience—the final one before she met her future husband, Jesse Califano—was a date with a “gorgeous guy” who took her to a secluded spot and tried to rape her. He only gave up when a truck parked nearby and he was frightened off by the potential witness. But like so many sexual-assault victims, Maria felt responsible. “I never told anybody about it until I told Phil.”

	When Maria was twenty, her brother, who worked in a gas station, introduced her to Jesse, twenty-three, just discharged from the Army and working for a company that rustproofed cars. The first time they met, Jesse immediately invaded Maria’s privacy and established the parameters of their future relationship. “I had a T-shirt on. I don’t even know what it said on it and he went, ‘What does this say?’ and he drug his finger across my chest.”

	She told him to keep his hands off her, but of course, he didn’t. Maria didn’t think Jesse was very nice, but she did find him “gorgeous.” Maria likes good-looking men: “Pretty boys are easy on my eyes.”

	When Maria and Jesse slept together four months after they met, it was the first time she had ever enjoyed sex. “We had a few drinks and we smoked a joint and I was totally relaxed and I think that’s why it was different.”

	With Jesse, she had fewer inhibitions and felt comfortable. But Maria never really overcame her repressive upbringing; she was married two months before she had enough nerve to see a gynecologist. “I was just afraid to go . . . and have an internal examination.

	“I was naive as far as sex and birth control and everything . . . I had never had sex explained to me . . . I found out how babies were made in fourth grade in the girls’ bathroom . . . When I was growing up, I had a little Italian grandmother from the old country telling me, ‘You crossa you legs and you tell ’em no touchin’ my place.’” Maria picked up her mother’s attitude toward sex, which was “she really didn’t enjoy it a whole lot and . . . she thought it was because of her mother.”

	She married Jesse even though she knew he wasn’t the knight in shining armor for whom she had been waiting. He was unpolished, rough, unschooled in the small niceties Maria’s romantic fantasies led her to feel she deserved. But the sexual attraction was there; and it was time she got married.

	She had just turned twenty-two when they married in August 1979, but her romantic fantasies were already dead. When Jesse told her to quit her job to be a full-time homemaker, she put up little resistance.

	Jesse drank a lot while they were dating, but it wasn’t until they lived together that Maria understood the extent of his drinking problem. He was an alcoholic and the marriage turned into a nightmare. When he was drunk, he abused Maria emotionally and physically. He would erupt into anger and destroy her most valued possessions. “He knew how important [something] was because my grandmother gave it to me, and he’d break it right in front of me to cause me to fight back with him . . . I’d clean up whatever he destroyed and the next day he wouldn’t believe me.” He had blackouts and never remembered the violence.

	He also pulled her hair, pushed her around, and intimidated her. One day, in a move eerily similar to Phil’s murder of Tina, Jesse threatened Maria with a loaded gun. “He pointed it at my head and didn’t remember . . . He was in a blackout. I’m lucky my brother Jimmy was there because Jimmy talked it out of his hands.”

	Finally, Maria left Jesse. Once again, her family came through—but for Jesse, not for her. “My family’s so crazy, my mother told him where I was at.” Maria and Jesse reconciled, and for the next few years the relationship depended on how much Jesse drank. If he wasn’t drunk, “he was the best person that you could ever want around you.” But drunk, he became an abusive monster.

	Things got worse when he was laid off from his job as a lineman in the paint department at General Motors. Maria got a part-time job teaching preschool; before July 1979, Ohio preschool teachers were not required to be college graduates or state certified. Although she was bringing in some money, Jesse didn’t like it. He wanted to be the “man” of the family. Although he initially received 95 percent of his pay after his layoff, that was cut and Jesse was bored and rapidly becoming broke. He also had too much time for drinking. So he took a night job cleaning the offices of the local newspaper.

	It was snowing on December 12, 1982, when Jesse went out to a meeting for his new night job. He told Maria to stay home, but uncharacteristically, she didn’t listen and went out with friends instead. She still feels guilty she wasn’t home when it happened. When she returned at about midnight, the phone was ringing. It was the Youngstown police telling her Jesse had been in an accident and was in a coma. No one knew if he’d slipped and fallen on ice or if he’d been mugged and hit over the head. Doctors told her Jesse would always be in “a vegetative state.” Although he eventually returned to consciousness, he was never again recognizable as Jesse Califano. At the age of twenty-five, after being married to this difficult, possessive, alcoholic man who abused her, Maria was left with a man she controlled, whose life was in her hands.

	Maria panicked; she had never had to make decisions before: “When I was younger, my father told me what to do. Then my mother told me what to do. Then when I was married, my husband told me what to do.” After Jesse’s head injury, she was on her own, burdened with total responsibility for another human being. For a while he was in and out of various hospitals. Then in March 1983, Maria checked Jesse into a Pittsburgh institution that specialized in head injuries.

	“He was more or less a vegetable. I planned to leave him here and come on weekends.” Maria was still living in Youngstown, some ninety-five miles away, but eventually moved to Pittsburgh so she could visit Jesse daily. He remained in his own world, totally dependent on others. “He can’t talk because his brain won’t let him.” He was left without the use of the right side of his body and with the left side slightly spastic.

	Maria grew increasingly uncomfortable with Jesse’s being in an institution. She began to see him as a victim, as helpless. “Someone who is ill and left in the hands of doctors and nurses and administrators is really like a kind of prisoner.” She decided to take him home and hire private nurses with the money she was collecting from the Ohio Bureau of Worker’s Compensation.

	In part, Maria’s newfound empathy for someone she felt was imprisoned was the result of her recent involvement with an inmate. His name was Phil Sylvester, and five years earlier he had murdered his girlfriend.

	MARIA AND PHIL

	While Jesse was in the institution, Maria had become close with a nurse, Lucy, who wanted Maria to meet her husband, imprisoned for burglary. Although Maria liked Lucy, she was a little shocked: “I had never known anyone incarcerated before.” Up to that point, her world did not include criminals, but she agreed to go because she knew her friend was anxious to have someone on the outside meet the man she loved.

	On their way to the prison, an additional burden was put on Maria when Lucy asked her to visit with another inmate, a friend of her husband’s who never received visitors of his own. “My friend asked me to call out another gentleman . . . I was scared. I never knew anybody in prison before. I guess maybe I grew up sheltered. I was afraid; I didn’t know what it would be like. I imagined the typical inmates you see on television and the movies. But that wasn’t what I found.”

	On August 16, 1983, Maria Califano found herself nervously approaching the State Correctional Institute of Pittsburgh. “I was really apprehensive. My knees knocked, and when I went to sign in, my handwriting was shaking. When they finally let us in, they have these doors that slam shut and that’s a terrible feeling.”

	In the visitors’ room, a tall, good-looking man with dark hair waited. “He walked up to me and I was just like amazed. There was this normal-looking person standing in front of me. The man I met was nothing like what I imagined.” Maria returned weekly to visit, and although she soon found out Phil was serving a life sentence for murder, she fell in love with him.

	Phil was no longer the same arrogant young man who had killed his girlfriend. He had been doing hard time in a state correctional facility for five years. He had seen and done and heard things he didn’t want to think about.

	Meeting Maria was a boost for Phil; she was attractive, sexy, and willing to spend hours talking to him. For her, that first meeting was merely pleasant: Maria and Phil talked about their families for the entire three-hour visit. “It was kind of uneventful. No, I didn’t think anything of his looks then. Now, of course, he’s gorgeous. But at that point, he was a nice-looking person. I just saw a nice guy. We talked about my husband, his parents, his sisters and brothers.”

	Though she had no intentions of returning to the prison—she had done her good deed and visited a lonely inmate—at some point she decided to see Phil again. “I had met a person who looked like he could be my next-door neighbor. He was intelligent; he came from a good family. I decided to . . . go back. You see, I didn’t plan on staying in Pittsburgh that long because I was still living in the pipe dream that my husband was going to get up and walk and talk and everything.”

	Her decision to visit Phil again was motivated solely by the desire to “do something nice for someone else.” Maria admits, though, that if Phil were “ugly, I wouldn’t have gone back. He asked me to visit and I continued each week to meet a sensitive, kind person . . . I know it’s hard to believe.”

	Phil was very interested. He knew that many of the other prisoners had relationships with women on the outside, and he wanted to be one of them. Maria was attractive with long black hair, smooth, clear skin, and a sensuous face and figure. She was warm, a good talker and listener.

	It was not until their second visit that Phil told Maria why he was doing time. She accepted his version of the murder and believed that it was an accident. She was able to separate the crime from the man. “I initially wanted to do something nice . . . [then] I was compelled to go back . . . I needed to be stimulated intellectually. I guess because every day, all day, it was the same thing—medical, medical, medical—because of my husband.”

	She visited Phil once a week, the maximum allowed; they wrote and he called her—collect; inmates can only call the outside world collect. Four months after they met, Phil told Maria he loved her. “Phil said, ‘Since I’ve been in prison, these guys in here have tried to fix me up with everyone. But it’s you I want. I want you in my life.’

	“I panicked. It scared me; it wasn’t what I had been looking for. I was looking for a friendship. At that time I still was in a dream world that everything would be okay with Jesse.” But Phil began to become more and more important, his letters and phone calls the high points of her day. Eventually, Maria acknowledged that she was in love with him.

	So many romantic, passionate letters went back and forth that Maria now has four shoeboxes full. Some were explicitly sexual—“I did get some smut letters, too.”

	Sex, however, was secondary. “There was so much love and so much romance and so much honesty and respect and truth.” At her first meeting, while there was no love at first sight, there was a flicker of feeling—a feeling Maria had not had in a long time, perhaps a feeling she had never had. Someone was willing to listen to her, to talk to her. “I was attracted to him both with my mind and with my body. We had morals and ideals that were the same. I enjoyed his company.”

	She denied his crime, separating the Phil she was falling in love with from the Phil who had killed a woman. “I believe what he told me, [that] he did not know the gun was loaded. I believe him because he’s been honest with me all along. I know what he’s done wrong and I know what he’s done right. And I love him regardless.”

	According to Maria, marks on Tina’s neck indicating she was strangled before she was shot were made by her brother, not by Phil. “Her brother found out that she was prostituting herself out and that she was involved in drugs, and he smacked her around and choked her that morning.” But Maria knows Phil actually did the killing. “He admits pointing the gun and pulling the trigger. But he says he did not know the gun was loaded and he did not mean to kill the woman . . . He told me they used to have fistfights. They were arguing, I guess, and he did it more or less to scare her.”

	Phil and Tina, about to end their relationship, “had started becoming abusive to each other,” according to Maria, and Phil had a gun in his possession. To Maria—whose husband, Jesse, had been abusive and who had once held a gun to her head—pointing a gun at someone to “scare” them is very much within the parameters of reality. One of her brothers has owned a gun; guns are an accepted part of life: “I think all men go through this gun fascination.”

	But Maria believes murder is wrong, and so does Phil, she says. “Phil has a lot of remorse for what he did. He said it’s something he’ll live with every day for the rest of his life—that he can’t begin to explain to me what it feels like to take another person’s life, but it doesn’t feel very good.

	“It bothers me that he did something like this. I hope that what he’s told me is the truth, and I do believe him.” Maria said she believes Phil, then said that she hopes he’s telling the truth. She has made the leap of faith; she is willing to believe his story because she is in love with him.

	WOMEN WHO LOVE MEN WHO KILL

	Maria’s story is not unique. Unbelievable as it may seem, there is a population of women who are deeply drawn to men who have murdered. They meet the men while working in prisons as nurses, teachers, social workers, or volunteers. Others become pen pals with murderers. Some, who are infatuated, write fan/love letters to “celebrity” killers such as Scott Peterson, the Boston Marathon Bomber, Ted Bundy, John Wayne Gacy. A fellow inmate of David “Son of Sam” Berkowitz’s said that even today, decades after his bizarre serial killings in New York City, he still receives letters from women. These women want to meet these killers because they are looking for love; some end up marrying these men.

	“The women have reached the point in life where the magic words are ‘one last chance.’ . . . Most are unhappy, frustrated, and dissatisfied. They have low self-image and want to attach themselves to figures they think are powerful,” said psychiatrist David Abrahamsen, M.D., author of many books including Confessions of Son of Sam and the expert whose testimony convinced the court that Berkowitz was competent to stand trial.

	In America—where single men and women are lonely and it’s difficult to meet someone to love and relate to—killers seem to have no trouble finding girlfriends and wives. Suspected murderers, indicted murderers, convicted murderers, even serial killers who confess to the most heinous crimes, are all able to find love. Once inside prison, a murderer, although usually serving a life sentence, often becomes a magnet for women.

	In Holdrege, Nebraska, Police Chief Ken Jackson said it’s a common phenomenon. He recalled a Lincoln man who shot his wife eight times; she died on the spot. “The first week he was in jail, seven women came to visit him.” These women, who were previously unacquainted with the murderer, appeared to “fall madly in love through the little glass window” in the visiting room.

	Robert Chambers was so popular with young women during his trial in the late 1980s that his groupies were dubbed the Bobbettes by the New York Post. “They hung all over him, fawned all over him,” said an observer.

	Before the trial began, but after jury selection, Chambers was the centerpiece of a sensational home video made by some of his friends. In the video, he is seen twisting the neck of a doll—who many believe represents his victim, Jennifer Levin—and prancing around, fully dressed, with a number of partially clad, suggestively dancing, young women.

	The prisons are full of killers who have women on the outside, waiting, hoping, assaulting the legal system relentlessly, determinedly, so their men will get a parole, a pardon, a commutation, a new trial.

	THE WOMEN

	These women are of all types. Like Maria, some are housewives married to other men. Others are professionals—teachers, nurses, reporters, social workers. Even women lawyers and judges are not immune to this fascination.

	Some women work in factories, offices, and service industries as waitresses, house cleaners, cooks, nurses’ aides, secretaries. Others are professionals: lawyers, professors, journalists. Many of the women have children; others are childless. They are all ages, but the majority seem to be in their thirties and forties.

	They may be well educated with bachelor’s degrees, even some Ph.D.’s and law degrees. Some have only high school diplomas while others never got past the sixth grade.

	Other than their romantic entanglements with murderers, these women have no involvement with the criminal world. Like Maria, most of these women never visited a prison before they met their men. Nor have they themselves committed any crimes. They consider themselves moral, upright, caring, right-thinking Americans. They are good women—who developed from the good girls they were as children. They generally don’t use illegal drugs; not many drink. They are frequently religious. They believe in family, honor, tradition, and the American flag.

	These women are the well-groomed, neatly dressed members of the PTA, the church group, or the garden club. They are the women we see in the supermarket, behind desks, in subways and on buses, taking their children to the park, visiting their elderly parents. They look normal; they look just like ordinary people. They never caused much trouble as teenagers; as adults they have been law-abiding citizens. They have not indulged in deviant behavior; they have not been arrested.

	But they stray from the norm in one enormous way. Their emotions and needs and deepest desires have led them to form passionate, romantic alliances with men who have committed murder—the outcasts of the same society they symbolize.

	These women are acting out their deepest fantasies. They find love, romance, passion, and commitment where society says they shouldn’t: with killers, the men who take the lives of others, men who have committed crimes ranging from a brutal single murder to a hideous series of them.

	These women find men who kill glamorous, romantic, sexual, and lovable. The murders don’t put the women off; they are not frightened by the idea of killing. While the rest of us might find these men frightening or repulsive, to their women, they are desirable. These women want to meet them, talk to them, love them, be with them.

	While the world shuddered at the unspeakable horror of serial killer Ted Bundy, scores of women found him appealing enough to write to him. Dozens visited him in prison, and during his last trial, during the 1970s, the courtroom was crowded with Ted groupies. Carole Ann Boone found him so fascinating and appealing that she married him near the end of his trial and later had his child. (Bundy died in Florida’s electric chair in 1989.)

	Serial killers, the acknowledged masters of death, are enormously attractive to women. “Hillside Stranglers” Kenneth Bianchi and Angelo Buono killed more than a dozen women in California after raping, sodomizing, and torturing them. Bianchi pleaded guilty in 1979, and although he had to wait ten years, he is finally a groom. A Louisiana woman fell in love with him after a three-year courtship through the mail, and they married in September 1989, the day after they first met face to face. (Bianchi was denied parole in 2010; he will next be eligible to apply in 2025; Buono died in prison in 2002.)

	Preppie Murderer Robert Chambers is still so appealing that he has not been without a girlfriend since his 1986 homicide, and after he was imprisoned in 1988, prison guards reported that a “bevy of beauties” visited him regularly. According to the district attorney who prosecuted Chambers, a manslaughter conviction was the only one possible because of the jury’s confusion over Chambers’s culpability in Jennifer Levin’s death. Their confusion was further complicated by one juror, Elizabeth Bauch, who became “besotted with Chambers” during the trial. “She fell in love with him,” said Linda Fairstein, assistant district attorney in Manhattan. “For nine days [while the jury was sequestered] she refused to discuss the evidence.” (Bauch denies Fairstein’s allegation.) (After Chambers’s release from prison for the Levin murder in 2001, he was rearrested in 2008, charged with selling cocaine. On a plea deal, he was sentenced to 19 years. His girlfriend at the time, Shawn Kovell, was charged with him but not convicted.)

	Elizabeth Bauch is not the only woman juror who ever fell in love with a murder defendant. In California in 1987 a man was convicted of kidnapping, rape, and murder but was not sentenced to death because one juror, Rochelle, was convinced “it was an accident.” Sentenced to life without parole, this man received a visitor shortly after his conviction: Rochelle. Today they are husband and wife, and she is working hard to get him a new trial.

	There are other cases as shocking:

	
			The former justice of the peace in a Western state who is married to a convicted killer.
	
			The Southern lawyer who, sent to represent a man accused of murder, helped him escape. After they were caught, she was disbarred and sent to prison herself. He has since married another woman with whom he has had a child.
	
			The New York City fashion designer who gave up custody of her own daughter to “mother” the children of the suspected killer with whom she fell in love.


	Although these women are diverse in their lifestyles and backgrounds, they are all prisoners of love in almost the same way their men are prisoners of various correctional systems. These women can’t help themselves. They must be in these relationships in order to fulfill their very deepest needs, their most complex emotional dependencies, their ultimate fantasies. They are compelled to dance with the masters of death: These relationships are their lives. They are women obsessed.

	THE MEN

	They have killed either a family member—wife, girlfriend, relative—or murdered an outsider—a bank guard, a police officer, a random victim.

	The men are diverse racially and ethnically but appear to have more similarities than their women on the outside. Few of them received much education before they committed murder, and many had miserable childhoods. The majority were substance abusers. The murders they committed often occurred while they were under the influence—and while they were still relatively young men. (Except for serial killers, who appear to be older than other murderers.)

	Many of these men, while in prison, have tried to improve themselves. They attend classes, acquiring high school, college, and even graduate degrees. Many of the lifers have become jailhouse lawyers, spending every waking moment studying law books, convinced they will never get out unless they fight their cases themselves. Some have found new careers behind bars because they were forced to find something with which to occupy themselves in the dead world of prison.

	The men are often handsome and well built, like Scott Peterson. (Now on Death Row at San Quentin, Peterson has received many marriage proposals.) They are usually intense and charismatic, such as Jack Henry Abbott, a lifer who was released after pressure from various intellectuals including author Norman Mailer who admired his book In the Belly of the Beast. He killed a man two months later and is serving a life sentence in New York State; he, too, has a woman on the outside. (Abbott committed suicide in his prison cell, in 2002.)

	Occasionally, these men appear more ordinary, like Kevin, who was convicted in 1985 of rape and murder. His devoted girlfriend, Lori, visits him once a week for six hours and writes and calls him daily. Kevin, a quiet man with nothing of the charismatic charmer about him, is a rarity among murderers who attract women on the outside.

	These killers are strivers, not content to sit behind the walls and do nothing. In addition to seeking education and new careers, they seek love relationships because they learn after they’ve been in prison a short time, that having a woman on the outside is a big plus. She is a liaison with the world, a devoted advocate. Also, for a murderer trying to get paroled, having a stable relationship creates a positive impression on the parole board. A woman on the outside can often help get an inmate out—and when you’re in prison, getting out is all that counts.

	BUT IS IT LOVE?

	These women are compelled to do what the majority of us would find dangerous and threatening. They go into prisons. They receive collect phone calls from murderers. They write to killers. They long for the day when their murderer/lover will be released so they can be together. Even though their men have been convicted of violent murders, these women are not fearful of sharing a home, a bed, a life, with them. They can’t wait until their men are released so they can all—the woman and her children, if she has any, and the murderer—live together as one big, happy family.

	These women have found love in the least likely place, where society tells them it’s forbidden, in the hostile environment of courtrooms and prisons. They have found passion in uncomfortable public prison visiting rooms watched over by unfriendly guards. Some dress in special ways—such as skirts without underpants—so they can have intercourse behind vending machines, in corners, on chairs, on benches; with their children watching; standing up, sitting down; in closets; in private rooms with entry obtained by bribing guards—rarely in a bed. They have found commitment in relationships with men who are con artists, who will promise anything to get an extra pack of cigarettes. They enjoy the security of marriage with men who have broken the most sacred law of humanity by committing murder.

	But to these women, the love, passion, and commitment are more real and meaningful than if found in ordinary ways, with average men. Their relationships are the most important things in their lives. For women in love with murderers, the relationships are their reasons for being.

	Most average wives and girlfriends don’t give a relationship the time and energy these women do. If they have telephone answering machines, the messages all say, “Yes, operator, I accept collect calls,” so they never miss a message from their lovers in prison. These women are obsessed, addicted; their men are central to their lives. They build their work and family life around the men. They organize their weeks so they can make time-consuming prison visits. They spend a large part of their time talking about their men, fantasizing about the day they’ll get out and they can finally be together.

	But is it love or obsession? Is it healthy or unhealthy? Are these “good girls” loving “bad boys” for the wrong reasons? Do they get turned on sexually by the idea their men have killed? Is there prestige and excitement in loving the baddest of the bad guys? What is the particular and peculiar chemistry involved in an attraction to a killer? Are these women strange, deviant? Or are they normal, regular people who happen to fall into bizarre relationships? Are they society’s most passionate women, refusing to brook any obstacle in the way of their love? Why do they fall in love with men who have killed?

	MARIA’S STORY

	When Maria fell in love with Phil, she was already in a prison of sorts herself, responsible twenty-four hours a day for a totally helpless husband. “The reason I’m not in love with my husband is because it’s changed. He is now my child; I have motherly feelings for him because he does not walk or talk.”

	Jesse had abused her emotionally and physically for the duration of their marriage before his accident. But Maria does not focus on his cruelty; she just talks about what is now—his dependent state. She is exacting some kind of revenge for Jesse’s cruel treatment of her. A visit to Maria’s house reveals it is divided into “his,” and “hers.” Maria’s larger part of the house is light, airy, roomy, and comfortable, decorated with beautiful plants, comfortable couches and chairs, and aesthetically pleasing colors. Jesse’s bedroom and sitting room, on the other hand, are small, crowded, and infinitely darker. He is definitely under her control.

	Phil, too, is a controllable relationship. He can’t beat Maria, abuse her—or even leave his socks lying on the living-room floor. He can’t place demands on her—for sex, for a good meal, for anything. For Maria, both Jesse and Phil are safe relationships. And while she says she longs for Phil’s release, since Pennsylvania gives no paroles on life sentences, it’s unlikely he will ever get out.

	The relationship with Phil is also safe because no sex is involved. Maria, making it clear that she is not one of those women who have sex in the visiting room, treasures the nonsexual aspects of her relationship with Phil. “You don’t have the sexual pressures of the outside world; you have each other. You do a lot of talking. You get involved emotionally.”

	After a lifetime of being sexually mauled by men, Maria is not interested in sex. “He [Phil] makes me very happy. I have a husband who can’t function and I have a boyfriend who can’t function, but I’m happy. The love I get from Jesse and the love I get from Phil—I’m frustrated sexually, but I am content.”

	For Maria, a relationship without sexual pressures is highly desirable because her sexual past was a nightmare, ranging from a harassing boss to date rape, from a grandmother who said boys shouldn’t be “touchin’ her place” to a father who had a “heart attack” the night she lost her virginity. It’s easier for Maria to live without sex.

	It is likely that most women who love killers sentenced to life will never have normal sex with them. Yet, like Maria, the women interviewed for this book said they are willing to live lives of permanent sexual abstinence. Maria, like other women in her situation, “lives in a different reality and is caught up in a different emotional system” where a life of sexual abstinence is possible, according to clinical psychologist Stuart Fischoff, Ph.D. “These women are hooked in a way we can’t comprehend.”

	Maria gets quite a bit from her relationship with Phil, in addition to freedom from sexual pressure. First, she feels powerful; she is in charge—she can write if she wants, visit when she feels like it, and accept his collect phone calls if she chooses. She has said her father, mother, and husband always told her what to do. But with Phil, she calls the shots.

	During her childhood, Maria protected and mothered her five younger brothers. Once again, she’s a protector: Both Phil and Jesse are dependent on her. She gains value and self-esteem from that role. It also fits in with her tendency to infantilize men. She calls Phil “boyfriend of mine” and “my young boy.” She also has a cat named Boyfriend and usually refers to handsome men as “pretty boys.”

	On the other hand, she is aware that a man convicted of murder, an inmate in a tough prison, is not a baby. “They’re not called cons because they’re nice, sweet, innocent little boys. They are manipulators.” Phil is different and Maria appreciates that he’s never used her. But the district attorney who prosecuted Phil more than a decade ago said he was “a manipulator who had gotten [Tina] to stay with him” through control and trickery.

	Maria has emotional and psychological needs that are being met for the first time in her life. Phil treats her as if she is important, and he is an excellent listener because, in essence, he is a captive audience. “I need to be stimulated . . . This is an intellectual relationship . . . I want to be appreciated for something other than sex.”

	Used to men pawing at her—Jesse “drug his finger across my chest” the night they met—Maria is totally dependent on the communicative relationship she has with Phil. Maria needed to be valued as a person, rather than a sex object.

	According to psychiatrist Neil S. Kaye, M.D., this is the first time a man has “stuck up for Maria.” Prison is a place where inmates “will go to the mat to defend their women; they will do anything to defend her honor, even hole [solitary confinement] time.” Maria needed a relationship that would supply her with this loyalty and with the attention, interaction, and nonsexual warmth that she craved. Phil is totally there for her, and she feels enriched by this intimacy. As we will see with other women who love murderers, Maria’s father was somewhat cold, removed, and authoritarian. She said she was “scared to death” to go home when her grades weren’t up to par or when she had committed some infraction of the house rules. Her first experience with sex is more memorable for her father’s incredibly cruel behavior than for anything else. (When he had his “heart attack,” he refused to allow Maria to go to the hospital with him. He did, however, allow her boyfriend to accompany him.)

	Maria’s parents either never understood the severity of the abuse she suffered at Jesse’s hands, or never cared. Remember, when Jesse was drying out and Maria had left him, her mother revealed her whereabouts, and the result was that Maria went back to Jesse. Now, in Phil, Maria has someone to give her advice. She credits Phil with her decision to remove Jesse from the nursing home. “If it wasn’t for the strength and the courage he gave me, I don’t believe I could have fought for my husband the way I did. Phil said, ‘Maria, Jesse is in prison just like I am.’”

	Initially she felt guilty about loving Phil, but she no longer does. “In the beginning I held myself back . . . but I give Jesse the best life possible. People like him are rotting away in nursing homes; he has a normal life now.” Since Maria lives on the money she receives for Jesse from the Ohio Bureau of Worker’s Compensation, it is unclear how much of her caring for Jesse at home is sacrifice and how much is her desire to have him under her thumb, to punish him for what he did to her.

	BUT WHY A MURDERER?

	Passionate love can be healthy or unhealthy. The lover may grow and become a better person, or she may become subjugated to her beloved, willing to become a slave to negative forces in exchange for being loved. Being central to another person is a major part of what love is about. Maria is now central to both Jesse—in his weakened, dependent state—and to Phil, in his imprisoned state.

	As lovers do, Maria identifies with Phil’s values, persona, and personal history. Some of these things she sees as crucial, while others she disavows and plays down. Maria emphasizes Phil’s morals, which she says are the same as hers, and his “good” values—as when he sends cards and letters to Jesse and uses Jesse’s therapy techniques on an inmate who is similarly handicapped.

	But as do the other women in this book who love killers, Maria denies Phil’s responsibility for the murder he committed. When he says he didn’t know the gun was loaded, she believes him. She is not at all afraid of being hurt by Phil. “I know him. He’s a good, caring, loving man, and he has good morals and good ideals.”

	“It wasn’t an accident why Maria chose this particular man,” said psychoanalyst Carl Rotenberg, M.D., who believes that to be involved in a loving way with someone who has murdered, one must identify to a certain extent with that act and with the motivation for that act. Phil’s murder “was a killing of a partner, and I think Maria had her own issues about wanting her partner to die,” said Rotenberg. Phil killed someone who was difficult to live with, who rejected him and did not return his love. These are emotions and experiences Maria had during her early relationship with Jesse. It’s likely that during her marriage, Maria had murderous feelings toward Jesse. Phil’s murder of Tina is, symbolically, Maria’s murder of Jesse. (But since Maria herself almost died at Jesse’s hands when he held a loaded gun to her head, she may likely also identify with Phil’s victim.)

	That Phil has killed is central to Maria’s love for him. Even while she denies his culpability, it is his ability to murder that attracts her. His murder of Tina means he acted on his rage, however unsuitably. Maria could never act on her rage, cultivating a good-girl image, agreeing to everything imposed on her. Remember: “My father told me what to do. Then my mother told me what to do. Then my husband told me what to do.”

	So Phil’s murder is also Maria’s murder. She said they share everything: morals, values, ideals. They also share this killing. It finally brings closure to the unresolved rage she felt during her life toward her family for turning her, too young, into a “second mother,” toward her father for being unavailable and authoritarian, toward men for seeing her only as a sex object, toward her mother for not adequately protecting her from the men who hurt her, and finally, toward her husband for his drinking and abusive behavior.

	Loving Phil has also given Maria a sense of power. In its broadest perspective, murder means exercising control over life and death. This power is incredibly attractive to others; weak individuals feel they can draw from it, become powerful themselves. So Maria identifies with Phil’s power—he had actually done what she had wanted to do herself.

	Phil crossed the line between being enraged enough to want to kill—and killing. It was not an accident that Maria fell in love with him. The fact that he listened to her and was concerned about her—any inmate would have served that need. But only someone who took another life could fill her deep need to be enmeshed in that kind of—what she perceives to be—strength. A powerless woman living a life of emptiness and constriction, Maria has drawn energy and vigor from her killer/lover.

	Because he’s incarcerated and she is a free agent, Maria has a large amount of control over this relationship. If Phil is powerful because he has taken a life, how powerful then is Maria? “It’s hard to come up with anything more powerful than to be in control of someone powerful enough to take a life,” said Dr. Kaye. “This raises self-esteem and self-image considerably.” Maria is in the driver’s seat and her passenger is a murderer; for the first time in her life, Maria is an important person.

	DENIAL

	In order to allow oneself to love a killer, a certain amount of denial has to take place. Women who love men who have murdered talk easily about their battles to free their lovers, and they have no problem discussing their romances—how they met, how love flourished in the ugly prison atmosphere. They can explain how the prison system is slowly eroding what’s left of their lovers’ spirits and how the system treats them as if the stigma of loving an inmate makes them into monsters, also.

	But when it comes to the murder itself, an element of unreality creeps in. None will say her lover has the capacity to kill. Although the evidence is there, although the facts are known, not a single woman believes that her man really did it—even though he stands convicted. These women engage in denial and compartmentalization. They put the crime aside when thinking about the men they love. They have excuses, like Maria’s, that Phil didn’t know the gun was loaded.

	In the following chapters, we will meet other women whose lives are devoted to the murderers they love, each woman spinning dizzily in a dance with a master of death. The fact that her lover has killed is part of his importance and serves to meet her emotional and psychological needs. Because they are so dangerous and difficult, these relationships are extremely intense, burning with all the passion we have come to expect from romantic love as it is depicted in romance novels and soap operas.

	Some of these women love men who are notorious. Others love murderers whose names have long since faded from the headlines. But all women who love killers share the same need to sacrifice themselves to a love that is so intense, it is potentially threatening. Like moths around a flame, even if they get singed, these women continue to hover around their lovers as long as they are wanted, until they go up in flames.
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	Murder and Marriage

	THE PHENOMENON

	The phenomenon of women loving murderers challenges everything that is socially, morally, and ethically acceptable. It defies rational understanding and seems to be incomprehensible and unexplainable.

	Many criminal-justice experts and mental-health specialists—generally male—tend to dismiss these women as suffering from a personality disorder. But these women are not freaks or fools. They are examples of what can happen in our brutal, patriarchal society in which women strive to keep up at least the appearance of social propriety by getting married—even if it’s marriage to a murderer. These women should not be condemned, relegated to the outskirts of society, or written off. Nor should they be stigmatized and ostracized, as they often are, because of their relationships with killers.

	They cross class, religion, and race lines. They work in all sorts of jobs, have varying income levels and educations. They might be categorized as “women who love too much,” but as we’ll see later, they absolutely don’t love too much. They don’t really love at all.

	For some, it’s the “good girl” looking for the “bad boy.” She is afraid of being bored so chooses to be a criminal’s “moll.” She always feels special because he loves her, and he is a wild man, an outcast, deadly and dangerous. John Money, Ph.D., the pioneering sexuality researcher, coined a term for being turned on by danger: hybristophilia. It’s a paraphilia, or sexual perversion, in which arousal is dependent on being with a partner known to have committed a violent crime—such as murder. A woman with this perversion is sexually “turned on only by a partner who has a predatory history of outrages perpetrated on others,” wrote Money, in Lovemaps.

	No murderer is too despicable; somewhere there is a woman who will love him. Even James Earl Ray, convicted killer of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., managed to find a wife. In early 1978, Anna Sandhu, thirty-two, an artist for a television station doing a documentary on Ray, sat across from the notorious assassin studying the lines and angles and planes of his face. Using charcoals and pastels, she drew him over and over. An attractive blonde with a great figure, a talented artist, Anna began doing little favors for Ray. By the time she began visiting him regularly, the documentary was long finished. Anna was drawn in by Ray’s cries for help and his refusal to admit his guilt. She checked facts, interviewed people, tried to help him prove he was innocent. She fell in love.

	James Earl Ray and Anna Sandhu were married in October 1978 at Brushy Mountain Penitentiary in Tennessee where Ray was serving a ninety-nine-year term. She wore an off-white pleated skirt and matching blouse. “I love him. I know we have a lot of adversity ahead of us, but we’re ready to face it,” Sandhu told the New York Times. She had done the proposing; she had even torn her panty hose getting down on her knees. Anna was sure the courts would set a release date for her husband—she believed he had been framed—if he had a wife waiting for him. After the brief ceremony, and a ten-minute honeymoon during which they were alone but under the scrutiny of four guards, Anna went home—alone.

	A reporter for a national newspaper, Joe Mullins, couldn’t believe how naive and innocent Anna was when he met with her. In Tennessee to cover the wedding, he was staying at the Holiday Inn. Anna came to his room for a prearranged interview but refused to talk to Mullins unless the door was kept open. He sat on the green-striped bedspread, but she sat primly in a straight-backed chair. Mullins offered her $15,000 for an exclusive but she refused, saying publicity would hurt her husband’s chances for freedom.

	During the couple’s twelve-year marriage, they consummated their love at least once. “James had been attacked in jail, and badly hurt, and was moved to a prison hospital. I visited him there and we were able to make love. It was wonderful—we were husband and wife at last,” she told reporter Mullins twelve years later in a 1990 interview. But she described most of her prison visits as “heartrending. We couldn’t even touch or kiss. Two women attendants used to subject me to humiliating searches making nasty comments.”

	The marriage was a disaster for Anna. Because people knew who she was, she couldn’t sell her art anywhere, was accused of being a racist, and even received death threats. By the end, she had gained more than sixty pounds and Ray was taunting her about her weight. Eventually Anna stopped visiting. “I think his enthusiasm cooled when he realized he was not going to get out of prison—with or without a wife,” she told Mullins. In March 1990, Ray filed for divorce.

	Although it is stated in our moral code that one must not kill, we often settle our differences violently. “Our biggest failure in the socialization of the human animal has been the prevalence of murder . . . We have never decided to abolish homicide; we merely regulate it,” writes Dr. Emanuel Tanay in The Murderers.

	Both individual and serial killings are increasing, and in 1992, according to FBI supervisory special agent William Hagmaier III, we can expect the number of murders around the country to equal the population of a small city—at least 22,000. The murderers who are caught, convicted, and imprisoned often attract women to them, with the result that a small but very interesting subculture of couples, composed of murderers and free women, is growing every day.

	Women’s romantic relationships with murderers are confusing to police, prosecutors, and prison officials although they are quite aware of the existence of these relationships. Officials are often upset about a convicted murderer’s having a love affair with a free woman. Imagine spending five years tracking down the Hillside Stranglers and another two years testifying at their trials—only to find out that these men are getting married!

	Granted, a woman who marries a serial killer is different from a woman who marries a man who has killed once. But how different? Women who love killers have fallen in love with the most spectacularly antisocial portion of our society. They rain their kisses on mouths that have cursed as they pulled the trigger, they hold hands that have strangled, they caress arms that have wielded weapons of death. No matter whether the man has killed once, or ten times, he has taken human life. He has done the unthinkable. He is a pariah forever, doomed to dwell on the fringes of society wherever society knows the truth about him. Once a community finds out a convicted murderer is in its midst—even one who’s paroled or pardoned—residents may chase the man out of the town or city. Their instincts are sometimes correct.

	One such pariah was Arthur J. Shawcross, who, paroled from prison in 1987 after serving fifteen years of a twenty-five-year sentence for manslaughter, was hounded out of two communities. Shawcross, convicted in 1972 of sexually molesting and strangling an eight-year-old girl in his hometown of Watertown, New York, and believed to be responsible for killing a ten-year-old boy, tried living in Binghamton, New York, after his parole.

	Driven out of Binghamton by outraged citizens, Shawcross then moved to Delhi, a small nearby town. There, inhabitants were again angry and fearful, and police officials told Shawcross they were watching him closely. Four weeks later, he moved to Rochester, New York.

	Unfortunately, the people, press, and police of Rochester were not so vigilant. Shawcross settled down, waited a few months, and then began killing. In January 1990, he was arrested for strangling at least eleven women. After a ten-week trial, in December 1990, Shawcross was found guilty and convicted of murder.

	Shawcross has found a woman to love him—actually, two women. He has a wife, his fourth, Rosemary, whom he met while he was in prison; they were pen pals. When he was paroled, they married. After they moved to Rochester, he also began seeing another woman, Clara. According to the Monroe County district attorney, Howard R. Relin, it is likely that Clara also knew of Shawcross’s murderous past. She may even have suspected that he was busy killing during his months in Rochester. Clara “was very helpful with the investigation,” said Rochester police spokesman Sgt. Ronald Marchetti. Since Shawcross’s arrest on charges of strangling the eleven women, both his wife and his girlfriend have continued to visit him in prison, said the district attorney.

	MURDERERS

	Convicted murderers, the love objects of the women described in this book, have been found guilty of taking at least one life. Although society scorns these killers, a totally different view is expressed by the women who love them: Most believe their men to be innocent—or if not totally innocent, then not completely responsible either. Told by their men that either they did not commit murder—or did, under extenuating circumstances—their women claim to believe them. Not one woman interviewed for this book said that her husband or boyfriend had murdered. They spoke of accidental killings, self-defense, manslaughter, “an unfortunate accident.”

	Here’s the tricky part. Even though these women deny their men have murdered, underneath the denial, there is a place where each woman knows that her man is a killer. She sees him imprisoned for murder; she closely reads every word of his trial transcript and every news clipping she can get her hands on. So she knows that he is a murderer. But what she subconsciously has knowledge of and what she’s willing to admit are two different things.

	So even though she denies that he’s a murderer, he can, at the same time, appeal to her as a murderer. His bloodlust, his killing, is enormously sexual and erotic to her—at the same time she’s telling the world that he’s innocent.

	In our culture, murderers have enormous allure. Here is Robin Morgan’s description of the appeal of a terrorist (substitute murderer) in The Demon Lover: On the Sexuality of Terrorism: “His mystique is the latest version of the Demon Lover. He evokes pity because he lives in death. He emanates sexual power because he represents obliteration. He excites the thrill of fear. He is the essential challenge to tenderness. He is at once a hero of risk and antihero of mortality.”

	Murderers find love relationships with women no matter how, why, or whom they have killed. To cover the attraction they feel toward the men’s violence, the women focus on their men’s normalcy. These may be convicted murderers, but they eat, sleep, talk, walk, do all the things everyone else does. Since most people think they can look at a person and tell if he’s a murderer, these women evaluate the men they love and say: “He could have been my next-door neighbor”—therefore he’s not capable of murder.

	CAREER CRIMINALS

	Some men murder during the commission of another felony: They kill owners of businesses, clerks, or other employees, hapless customers, bystanders, passersby. They kill police officers who try to arrest them. Most career criminals take up crime as simply as other men take up any other work: It’s there, and in the circles in which they travel, it’s socially acceptable. Career criminals begin at an early age with petit larceny, auto thefts, small burglaries, and then work their way up to larger crimes such as armed robbery, assault, possibly rape and murder.

	Career criminals spend a major portion of their lives in prison. Jack, 57, is serving a life sentence in Colorado for a murder he says he did not commit. In 1983, he married a high school teacher ten years his junior, Annette, who is passionately in love with him. Asked how many burglaries he committed, in 1984 he told a reporter: “I couldn’t even begin to count—maybe 350 to 500, something like that.” Convicted of only a tiny percentage of these crimes, he’s been in and out of jail since he was twelve. He served his first term in state prison in 1958. Now, three decades later, he is still in prison, but there is a likelihood he will be paroled in the near future.

	He never said he robbed because he needed the money. He described his burglaries as an addiction. Even though he held down a regular job, he would pull burglaries on his lunch hour just for the thrill; for that reason, Jack is an anomaly. Most career criminals commit crimes in order to make money. His wife, Annette, explains why Jack robbed and killed: “He was a child in the Kentucky hills. His dad had black-lung disease and was an alcoholic. His mother was fourteen when she got married. I think there was no supervision . . . They were so poor, there was no bathroom . . . The first thing he can remember was stealing Christmas presents for his family when he was ten.”

	Jack, in an essay published in a Colorado newspaper, explained “career” criminals. None of the thousands of men he had seen “come and go into and out of jails” since his initial exposure in 1951 “liked” being imprisoned. “Why, then, the continued involvement with antisocial acts that can only lead to incarceration? Are we merely ‘criminals’? I honestly don’t know one single criminal. Not one. Some come close to fitting that classification, but none is firmly in that column. Are we just a bunch of ‘sickies’ who can’t be helped? I’d tend to favor that analogy, for there is a sickness involved and we can’t, under the present system of mishandling the problem, be helped . . . Man is a victim of his own environment. When restriction, abuse, condemnation, isolation, and despair become a way of life, those enemies no longer frighten a person. They make him angry, and it’s that anger that becomes the driving force in his life and dooms him to return to jail time after time.”

	Others tend to have a less sympathetic view of career criminals. “A man who kills a holdup victim is a psychopath, with little conscience, a macho kind of guy who likely beat up his girlfriends before,” said Dr. Tanay. Women who love killers are usually involved with these sadistic, macho, career criminals, he believes. For the most part, my interviews bear him out. The majority of women in this book are in love with men who became involved in crime when they were very young and then evolved into murderers: They were and are “bad boys.”

	But there are many exceptions.

	EMOTIONAL MURDERERS

	Some of the women in this population are romantically involved with men who have killed out of passion, such as Phil in Chapter 1. So-called family or emotional killings are far greater in number than other murders because they include domestic murders. Men who kill women—girlfriends or wives—and other family members, such as parents or children, are categorized by police and psychiatrists as emotional killers, as opposed to those men who murder as part of their crime careers. Generally, these men are seriously psychologically damaged and have great problems dealing with reality. They are less dangerous to the world at large than is the career criminal, but are far more dangerous to the people they “love.”

	“A person who has been involved in family conflict is usually . . . very passive and submissive and has had an explosive episode [during which he murdered]. He would have an underdeveloped conscience . . . There would be a certain kind of woman who needs that kind of man,” said Dr. Tanay.

	Psychiatrist Park Elliot Dietz, M.D., Ph.D., agreed that murders within the family typically involve a person who is noncriminal but “disturbed in some way, including intoxicated, depressed, psychotic, under pressure, and unable to cope.” These disturbed states don’t last; at other times, a month, a week, even a day later, these people can be quite normal.

	“Someone who ends up killing within the family is often either psychotic or has problems with dependency, loss, or separation,” said forensic social worker Janet Warren, DSW. Very often, these family murders take place when a wife or girlfriend says she is leaving or wants to end the relationship. (Tina wanted to break up with Phil; he killed her.)

	From 60 to 80 percent of all murders are these emotionally charged family killings, according to Dr. Tanay in The Murderers: “Homicide, so to speak, is most often an affair of the heart . . . a family affair because family members both love and hate one another, and the hate, if it becomes excessive, may explode in murder . . . there are those among us who are fury-driven to passions they cannot endure and who will lift the knife, the gun, the tormented hand . . . ”

	SERIAL KILLERS

	A third category of murderers is comprised of serial killers and mass murderers: Ted Bundy, the two Hillside Stranglers, Richard Ramirez, John Wayne Gacy. In the scores of books about them and their sensational crimes, they are described as pure evil, psychotic, criminally insane. Despite these labels, each of these men has had a woman at his side after his conviction, loving him, believing in him, willing and eager to marry him!

	Veronica Lynn “VerLynn” Compton is in prison for life because her passion for Kenneth Bianchi, one of the Hillside Stranglers, made her into a criminal herself. VerLynn started writing to Bianchi while he was in jail in L.A. An attractive model who had just won a contract to represent a company, it’s not clear what prompted her to contact the notorious killer except, perhaps, his notoriety. Bianchi began romancing her, and they were soon seeing each other daily. She followed him to Bellingham, Washington, where he was about to stand trial for the murder of two coeds.

	Sitting close together in the prison visiting room, the two hatched the plan that would lead to VerLynn’s life sentence. I want to help you, VerLynn told Kenneth. If you want to help me, he said, kill someone. That will prove you’re really willing to put yourself on the line. They decided she had to kill a woman using the Strangler style. It wouldn’t be easy. There were insurmountable problems. She left the prison that day and drove away thinking how she could pull it off.

	During their next visit, the couple tried to come up with a method for her to lure a woman into trusting her. They thought of all sorts of crazy plans, even one in which she would dress as a nun. Finally, Bianchi said to her, Just do it. Then after the body is discovered, I’ll tell detectives that obviously I’m not the Hillside Strangler since the slayings are still going on.

	VerLynn loved Bianchi so much she was willing to kill for him. But they had one logistical problem they couldn’t solve: How could she anoint the victim’s body with semen? She had to, in order to imitate the sexual abuse that always accompanied the Stranglers’ torture-murders. Finally, they decided VerLynn would go to a sperm bank and obtain some semen.

	Two nights later, VerLynn was set to try her first murder. She took a room at the Best Western Heritage Inn in Bellingham, then went to a bar near the motel and chatted with a woman who was sitting alone. VerLynn said she was staying nearby and would the woman like to come back to the room with her for a drink? The woman, a tall redhead, agreed. Once inside VerLynn’s room, VerLynn leaped on her would-be victim, hands around her throat, squeezing tight. But the woman was sinewy and pushed her attacker off, escaping into the night.

	Limping—she had lost her black high heeled shoe—sobbing, her neck raw and painful, the redhead managed to get to a pay phone and called the police. She told them a woman had tried to strangle her. They came to pick her up and get her statement; in the meantime, VerLynn fled back to California. It was obvious she didn’t have what it takes to be a Hillside Strangler. She didn’t contact Bianchi.

	Bellingham detectives, working with the L.A. Sheriff’s Department, identified VerLynn, piecing together the Bellingham woman’s description and what they knew of the model’s relationship with Bianchi. VerLynn was arrested, tried, and convicted and is now serving a life term in Bellingham for attempted murder. But VerLynn is still kicking. About two years ago, she and another women escaped from the Washington State penitentiary where they are housed. The escape was brief, though. They were quickly caught and returned to prison.

	There is speculation among law enforcement agents that VerLynn’s escape was an attempt to get free so she could contact her beloved Kenneth Bianchi; she may have heard through the prison grapevine that he was planning to marry. But she never got to him, and in 1989, he married another woman.

	MURDER CONVICTIONS

	If convicted, the criminal court system of the state in which he committed his crime sentences a murderer to either life without parole, death, or a long prison term. For many women, the length of a murderer’s term is intrinsically tied up with his appeal. She can become involved, certain he will remain in jail either for the rest of his life or for decades to come. Murderers are not quickly or easily released. Eighteen states have life without parole, and thirty-eight have the death penalty.

	But on occasion, a murderer is convicted of a lesser charge because he is allowed to plea bargain. This happened in the William Shawcross case. Although in 1972 he admitted to killing two children, he was never charged with murder. The New York Times of January 13, 1990, reported that Jefferson County district attorney Gary W. Miles said Shawcross was originally “spared a murder charge and a life term in exchange for telling authorities where he had hidden the body of a 10-year-old” boy. He was charged only in the killing of a girl, and for that crime, was convicted of manslaughter and sentenced to twenty-five years. Shawcross was released to kill again after serving only fifteen years for “good time.”

	In cases where the evidence is inconclusive and prosecutors feel they would have a tough time convincing a jury of a defendant’s guilt, prosecutors rationalize that a lighter sentence is better than no conviction, and no sentence, at all.

	In the Preppie Murder case in New York City in 1987, the killer, Robert Chambers, was allowed to plead guilty to first-degree manslaughter as the jury, deciding whether or not he was guilty of murdering young Jennifer Levin, entered its ninth day of deliberations.

	Linda Fairstein, the New York City assistant district attorney prosecuting Chambers, allowed this plea bargain because the jury process appeared to be breaking down and the result could easily have been either a mistrial or a hung jury. Fairstein didn’t think Jennifer Levin’s parents could go through the torment of another trial; neither did they.

	Chambers’s defense attorney, Jack Litman, obtained for his client not the lengthy sentence for first-degree manslaughter but the five to fifteen years generally given for second-degree manslaughter.

	DANCING WITH THE MASTERS OF DEATH

	Ironically, while untold numbers of single men and women can’t seem to meet the right person or can’t sustain meaningful relationships, men convicted of murder appear to attract women easily. As a matter of fact, some murderers seem to be so attractive that women flock around them, vying for their attention.

	The men are generally charming and seductive. “These guys are incredible con men,” said social worker Lois Lee, who works with teenage prostitutes in California and played a role in assisting investigators in the Hillside Strangler case. “I get letters from them; they want to start a correspondence with my kids—which I don’t let them do.”

	“These guys are never without women,” said one law enforcement officer. In psychiatric jargon, some murderers, the charmers, fit into the psychopathic or narcissistic categories. “These men have a great appeal to women,” said forensic social worker Dr. Warren. “Whether these men are criminals or whether they’re heads of corporations, they have a charming, powerful quality that draws people to them.”

	These charismatic murderers are totally different from the type of killer who murders his wife or girlfriend. In a three-page letter to this writer in November 1989, Hillside Strangler Bianchi was disarming, intelligent, articulate. In suggesting a collaboration on a book about his life, he wrote: “It should come as no surprise that I’m in the process of writing my story—from childhood to the present . . . Thus far, five chapters are completed, along with a preface . . . Although I received A’s in English classes here, I’m no experienced nor professional writer. My chapters are rough, but truthful and require a creative, albeit honest, continuing touch.”

	Charismatic murderers are expert con men. Francine, married to a convicted killer, said: “Ninety-nine percent of the men are narcissistic. They have no depth, no understanding of how to survive in today’s world, which is one reason why they are where they are, and they are learning nothing from the experience. But a lot of them are pretty adept con artists.” (Her husband, of course, is different: “He has never, ever, lied to me, not one time.”)

	“They don’t call them con men for nothing,” said Maria. Murderers are often so captivating, women forget why they are in prison. Lorraine met an inmate through her brother, who was also in prison. She married him because he had an “almost hypnotic hold on me . . . The guys in prison really know how to get what they want.”

	Tommy Trantino, in a New Jersey state prison for the 1963 murder of two police officers, is “tall—six feet, one inch—muscular, long haired, rugged, the cowboy type,” according to Paramus, New Jersey, police chief Joseph Delaney. More than a decade ago, when he was on death row, Trantino was visited by his attorney and the attorney’s wife, Charlee. “Charlee appeared to be the demure, silent, small, soft-spoken type,” said Delaney. Her lawyer husband “was almost a male likeness of Charlee,” quite different from Tommy Trantino in appearance and demeanor.

	Although he was convicted of murder, Trantino wooed and won Charlee. Delaney said he believed Charlee and her husband must have split up over Trantino, whom he described as “glib, a great con artist, very manipulative, with a striking look about him.” There is no question in Delaney’s mind that Charlee was swept away by Trantino’s charm. “He could be a pied piper, he’s that charming.”

	Yet Trantino’s crime was particularly heinous. As Delaney tells it, one night in 1963, while sitting in the Angel Lounge in Lodi, New Jersey, celebrating a robbery, Trantino encountered two policemen who were responding to a noise complaint. The first man into the bar was a sergeant. When he didn’t return, his partner, an unarmed rookie, went in after him. Both officers were made to strip, then were pistol whipped and shot, said Delaney.

	“The most obvious person that Charlee—strictly by theory and thinking of her as diminutive and easy to intimidate—the most obvious person she’d be attracted to, is someone who is macho, good looking and dangerous—Trantino,” said Delaney. According to the police chief, Charlee believes that her husband is rehabilitated—but also that he never committed the crime of which he was convicted.

	A columnist for the Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, Times Leader, Steve Corbett, commented, “She considers Tommy to be sensitive and caring . . . She is impressed with his painter/poet/author status.” Trantino has had a book of poetry, Lock the Lock, published.

	One of the most attractive qualities of men who have killed is their ability to focus on another person, to really listen to what she is saying. According to psychoanalyst Dr. Carl Rotenberg, men in prison are “the best psychologists in the world” because they spend most of their time watching people and reading them. Out of necessity, out of their need to survive, they learn this skill on the streets and, once in prison, perfect their ability to interpret facial expressions, voices, and body language.

	When a man who has killed focuses this way on a woman, it’s often the first time, for her, that anyone has paid her that much attention. For the murderer, it’s done out of necessity, out of a need to survive. He has to learn all he can about this woman as soon as possible, to find out if she’s friend or foe. But for the woman, it feels like a loving touch; the romance for which she yearns begins with his closeness, his constant eye contact, his hanging on her every word.

	MURDERERS MARRYING

	Until 1989, New York State did not allow lifers—murderers, for the most part—to marry. But on May 26 of that year, U.S. district judge Neal McCurn in Langone v. Coughlin overturned the New York law, calling it arbitrary and irrational. “The right to marry in a prison setting is a fundamental one,” he wrote in his decision.

	A large number of inmates and free women agreed with him. During the latter part of 1989, the New York State prison system was inundated with requests for marriages between convicted killers and their long-term girlfriends. Richard Langone, 33, an inmate serving fifteen-to-life for a drug-related murder when he was eighteen, was one of the first to take advantage of the new law. “Marriage is important for someone in prison. It makes a person feel like he’s got something,” Langone told Associated Press writer Marc Humbert.

	Sure. He has a friend, a supplier of money, food, gifts, and sometimes drugs and other contraband, a lover, a wife, a companion, a helpmate—everything a man serving endless years in prison would want, short of his freedom.

	“The men need an advocate on the outside, otherwise they’re dead,” said Jeanette Erickson, a strong supporter of prison reform in Pennsylvania where her brother is jailed. For a man doing time for murder, having a woman on the outside is like a gift from heaven. She is a positive influence with parole boards, a sure way to secure a furlough or short visit home, even proof that he is “normal.”

	But the convicted murderer is not normal. No matter the specifics of his crime, he can never really be described as just a regular fellow. And a relationship between such a man and his woman on the outside is never regular and ordinary. In fact, it has more in common with the fantasy of romance novels and soap operas than it does with real-life love and marriage—despite protestations to the contrary made by the women interviewed for this book.

	Francine has a real marriage, not a prison marriage. Charlie, her husband, a convicted murderer, feels that way, too. They are special, different, not like the other prison couples. When she drives the two hundred miles to visit him, she puts her bills in an accordion folder beside her on the front seat. Telephone, mortgage, gas and electric, doctor, dentist, even the vet bill for her two cats’ rabies shots. During their visit, they talk about household business, and Charlie helps Francine make financial decisions. He understands her hardships. She expects of him the same consideration and input as if he were free. When it’s time to leave, after five hours together, after shared junk food from the vending machines, after much holding hands and looking into each other’s eyes, Francine gets into her car and puts her accordion file on the passenger seat. She drives the two hundred miles home.

	Francine shows total denial of reality. She and her husband are playing at being married, as children do, because if the electricity is turned off in her house for nonpayment, she suffers, not her husband. The state always makes certain that inmates have heat, hot water, and the other basics.

	THE WEDDINGS

	Couples get married in prison waiting rooms, in chapels if they’re lucky, in tiny offices. Sometimes, they’re separated by glass windows. During some ceremonies, they can hold hands. In Colorado, maximum-security inmates can marry only by proxy unless a woman is pregnant.

	Annette got married in a white stone Episcopal church in a small town in Colorado. She wore a long red-and-white Christmas dress to set off her dark hair and skin and carried two dozen red and white roses. Jack, the man she was marrying, was not allowed to be there, so his son stood in for him. Annette said “I do” to her new stepson. He didn’t kiss her at the end of the ceremony and she didn’t look at him with stars in her eyes.

	During an interview for this book, Annette, whose husband, Jack, is doing life in a Colorado penitentiary for first-degree murder, said about her wedding: “It was really romantic.” But in a 1987 first-person piece in a Colorado newspaper, she wrote: “[His] grown son from his first marriage stood in for his dad and said the vow. It was hardly romantic [emphasis added], but I wanted to have it in the church.”

	On May 27, 1978, Geraldine Harper, dressed in a yellow gown, married Nathaniel Grimes, Jr., imprisoned since 1968 for murder. The bride, “still clutching her yellow bouquet,” went home alone after the ceremony, reported the June 1983 edition of Ebony magazine. After their marriage, Geraldine Harper Grimes worked at a kindergarten in Thomasville, Georgia, while her husband—who had spent more than three years on Florida’s death row—served his sentence 180 miles away in Raiford, Florida.

	October 23, 1989, a bright autumn day in upstate New York, is the wedding day of the most well-known jailhouse lawyer in New York State, and possibly in the country, Jerry “the Jew” Rosenberg. Jerry and Ella are married in the dreary visitors’ room of the prison where he is doing life for felony murder.

	Jerry, in his fifties, his skin the dead gray that speaks of months, maybe years, in solitary confinement, is quiet. Ella, attractive, ebullient, about thirty, has her two little boys with her. She met Jerry in 1983 when she was studying at Syracuse University for a master’s degree. This is her wedding, and no matter where the ceremony is, no matter that it’s the institutional setting of a prison visiting room, she’s dressed for it: a white silk dress, a veil and headpiece decorated with pearls, and white heels. Jerry wears his prison uniform of green shirt and pants.

	The reception is a table strewn with paper wrappings of Ring-Dings and Twinkies, the junk food dispensed by the vending machines, and ashtrays filled with butts. Her little boys, bored, run around the room, careening into other tables. “Do you want Daddy to get in trouble?” Ella shouts to them repeatedly.

	The prison superintendent comes in to congratulate the couple. Other inmates, sitting with their own visitors, look over at Jerry and Ella from time to time. This is clearly an occasion. Jerry is an unusual inmate. In 1967, he became the first person in New York to earn a bona fide law degree behind bars. In 1974, he was the first prisoner permitted to represent a client in a jury trial. Stephen Bello, author of Doing Life: The Extraordinary Saga of America’s Greatest Jailhouse Lawyer, calls Jerry the “most accomplished and successful jailhouse lawyer in the country.” Bello believes in Jerry’s innocence, that he was wrongly convicted for felony murder in connection with the homicides of two police officers.

	After the low-key celebration in the visiting room, Jerry is returned to his cell. Ella drives home with her boys. Although they are married, it makes no real difference to either Jerry or Ella tonight. Or any other night. The prison has no facilities for conjugal visits.

	CONJUGAL VISITS

	Some of the rush to marry in New York State, and other states, has to do with nothing more complex than a desire on the part of the inmates to have sex with a woman. A Texas woman, married to a man convicted of killing five people, writes: “Of course, some of these relationships don’t have much depth either. I can tell you in two words why there has been a sharp rise in the number of proxy marriages in the TDC [Texas Department of Corrections] within the last two years—contact visits!”

	As of January 1989, the Corrections Yearbook, put out by the Criminal Justice Institute, states that conjugal visits—also called trailer visits—are allowed in nine states. During these visits, a married couple is left alone for a number of hours, or even days. They can enjoy sex in the privacy of a trailer or special housing unit set aside for that purpose. Many babies have been born out of these unions. A pilot program was set up in 1983 at the Mississippi State Penitentiary that allows inmates to have as many as forty-two conjugal visits a year. “If an inmate is in good standing and behaves well, he can spend more time with his wife than the warden can spend with his,” said a prison official quoted in Ebony magazine.

	Sex during a contact visit is incredibly intense, romantic, and passionate. Think about it! A man is imprisoned for murder and hasn’t made love to a woman in five, ten, fifteen years. Then he meets, courts, and marries a loving, more-than-willing woman—and boom! There he is, having sex with a woman finally, again, at long last! What could be more dramatic, more romantic and erotic, for both the man and the woman?

	Conjugal visits, in addition to providing a sexual outlet, also serve to solidify and strengthen the bond between couples. If the woman becomes pregnant, the relationship becomes even more stabilized.

	Judy is married to a man who has killed twice. She has also had a child with him. The State of California says he’s in for life with no chance of parole. Judy married Roberto even though he knifed a man to death during a poolroom/bar fight and even though it was his second murder. They’ve been married seven years now, and their child, born as the result of conjugal visits, is five. Judy believes Roberto’s sentence might be reduced to life with the possibility of parole because he is married and has a family. “He [originally] pleaded guilty to first-degree murder because his attorney told him a jury would give him death.” Judy and her child live on hope, waiting for Roberto to be freed.

	LIFE WITHOUT SEX

	The majority of convicted killers and their wives are not allowed conjugal visits. But even the nine states that provide these visits place limitations on them. If a murder is sex related—like the killings committed by the Hillside Stranglers—the inmate is not allowed contact visits. In other prisons, there are simply no facilities.

	For one reason or another, the majority of women interviewed for this book have never had sex with their husbands or boyfriends. A very small number of women reported having a stolen sexual encounter or two. Despite this lack of sex—or perhaps because of it—these women remain monogamous.

	“Once we did [have intercourse] . . . They had a park setting, and they had picnic tables, and you could barbecue and stuff like that. The tables were very far apart, and obviously there were people there to monitor you, but they didn’t constantly patrol . . . It was very, very unsatisfying, obviously, because it was furtive . . . frightening . . . terribly secretive. It was not anything that you could enjoy or be relaxed about.”

	Francine and Charlie never had sex again although they have been married for more than a decade “because of . . . the potential for being shamed . . . I don’t want that again. Can you imagine, at my age, having someone come upon you, and being caught in that—and then being shamed and scolded?”

	The women interviewed, who love men with whom they cannot have sexual relations, all said they were having a hard time with it but could handle it. “I think it’s an awful, awful, awful burden,” said one woman. “It’s very difficult to deal with because obviously if you love a man, you have tremendous longing to be with him and that is always frustrating. So it means that the suffering is terribly acute because you’re always unfulfilled.” None of the women interviewed for this book said they would consider having sex in a public waiting room.

	They go through humiliation and pain and suffering—indeed these are central to their love as we’ll see later—but before they begin their relationships, none of these women know what lies ahead. None are aware of how difficult these relationships will be. They meet the men, fall in love—then find out.
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	Teddi: 

	A Case of Salvation

	THE FUNERAL

	Teddi was in turmoil. Sitting in a front pew near her parents, she felt alone even though the church was filled with friends and relatives. Her stepbrother Artie was gone and with him, her sense of safety and security. Although ten years older and worlds apart, Artie had always been willing to take the time to listen. No one else heard Teddi the way he did.

	Birds sang and the sun shone outside the church. But to the ten-year-old girl, the sun had set and would never rise again. Artie, her hero, her prince, was dead of a heroin overdose at the age of twenty. The year was 1957.

	Sitting there, waiting for the mass to begin, Teddi remembered how she didn’t believe it when her mother said Artie was dead—until she saw the blood coming out of his mouth and nose. She felt the pain of abandonment over and over. “I always wanted Artie to take me everywhere. I really resented him leaving.”

	The family mourned Artie, surrounded by relatives, neighbors—and police. Theirs was a tough, inbred, Italian section of Jersey City where gangs held sway, secrets were kept to the death, and crime was a way of life. The police had been in and out of the house, checking Artie’s body, looking for drugs, trying to find out if the overdose was accidental. Three days later, the entire close-knit neighborhood turned out for the funeral.

	Sitting in church, Teddi remembered when Artie came to live with her family after his own mother died. He was the one who listened to her when she could no longer stand the chaos, the noise, the mob scene, at home. She would go to Artie, who would point to her temples and say—“The ticket out is there.”

	But Artie himself used a different route—heroin. Although the family was constantly disrupted because of his addiction, his habit also provided Teddi a refuge of sorts. Their closest times were when he was stoned, nodding out on a fix. “He would be sitting on the couch and I knew the look . . . He seemed so happy and at peace and I had the most fun . . . I looked for that . . . more than the other way [when] he was very troubled, very angry, very violent.”

	Artie’s death meant the end of comfort for Teddi. No one else would be her friend the same way. She squirmed in the pew. The community was waiting, too. Even the priests had to wait for the young lords of the neighborhood—the gang members—to say their goodbyes to Artie, in his open coffin.

	Suddenly, a thrill went through the church: Marty had arrived. “Everything seemed very tense at that moment. No one knew how Marty was going to react.” Artie’s best friend, Marty, a gang leader, was an important person in the neighborhood, a “knight in shining armor, always gallant, very noble, but also a rebel . . . If someone made a dare—like climb out on the roof—Marty would be the one to climb out on the roof—and then hang off. He always went one step further . . . He needed to be noticed, to stand out from the crowd.”

	The hushed crowd watched Marty walk up to the coffin and listened as he talked softly to his friend. Then Marty “cried like a baby. I thought what a strong friend he was.” The toughest of the young toughs was not afraid to show his vulnerability.

	Afterward, Teddi stood outside the church with the other children. Marty emerged, a leader flanked by his gang members. He walked over to Teddi, touched her hair, and said, “Everything will be okay, kid.” Suddenly, she believed it would be. Her faith in Marty was total; Teddi knew he wouldn’t say anything that wasn’t true. “I felt, all of a sudden, protected again, and I felt that I had a piece of Artie back.”

	Once again, Teddi had a knight to save her from the sordidness of life. She would hold on to the talisman of Marty’s words and his touch for the rest of her life.

	IN PRISON

	It is three decades later. Teddi and Marty sit in the visiting room of a maximum-security correctional facility, holding hands, looking into each other’s eyes. Her long blond hair streaming down her back, blue eyes lit with love, Teddi comes alive. A sleek, handsome man, Marty strokes Teddi’s hair. “No one has beautiful hair like my girl,” he says. She relishes his touch, almost purring under it. Her eyes make love to him as her hands caress his.

	Teddi and Marty married in 1989. For Marty, convicted of murdering a sheriff’s officer and serving twenty-five years to life, the marriage means possible conjugal visits and a committed relationship. For Teddi, it means the man she has loved all her life is finally hers.

	Marriage to Marty is the realization of years of fantasizing for Teddi. Through two earlier marriages, the birth of four children, during her entire adult life, Teddi dreamed about Marty since that long-ago day when he touched her hair and promised her it would be okay. Teddi does not allow Marty’s conviction for murdering a policeman to interfere with her love.

	DEATH ON THE PARKWAY

	According to an interview this writer had with a police officer who had been at the scene as well as the official report of the incident, it happened on a quiet, cloudy autumn Tuesday in 1974. No unusual events had been reported over the radio, so Mike Farrow, a Bergen County sheriff’s officer on patrol, parked in a U-turn area near a rural parkway and watched for speeders. Two cars drove by. They followed each other closely on the nearly empty road, almost as if they were driving in tandem.

	Farrow pulled next to the first car and saw a man and a woman in the front seat. Then he dropped back and looked at the second car, a Cadillac. A man in his forties was driving, and a younger man was in the backseat. He signaled the Cadillac to pull over onto the right shoulder. When the driver went for his license, he came up empty-handed. Farrow ordered the driver out of the car, patted him down, and told him to stand at the rear of the Cadillac. Farrow then turned to the dark-haired, nervous-looking man in the backseat: Martin Simmons, thirty-seven—the Marty of Teddi’s dreams, out of jail for only a short time after having served three years for armed robbery.

	Of the two different versions of what occurred next, the first can be found in court and police records, and the second is Teddi’s story, told to her by the man she loves. The outcome of both versions is the same: Mike Farrow was shot to death by Martin Simmons. In his old neighborhood, people on the street expressed no surprise that Marty Simmons had killed. A heroin addict, Marty had lived on the edge for years. This time, though, Marty had gone too far.

	THE OFFICIAL VERSION

	The police version of Farrow’s death is the story of an unsuspecting cop gunned down by an escaping armed robber. Simmons, two other men, and a woman, had driven to a rural part of New Jersey to rob an electronics store, their take $400 in cash and $250,000 worth of equipment.

	They were driving south toward Jersey City when Officer Farrow noticed them. After he pulled the Cadillac over and dealt with its driver, he went to check Simmons, in the backseat with his bush jacket next to him. Suddenly, Simmons pulled a .25-caliber automatic from a pants pocket and fired once at the policeman, who then pulled out his own gun and started backing up. He kept backing up, firing once at Simmons from the road, and again from the median. Farrow collapsed in the northbound lane, never having hit his target.

	Marty Simmons and his accomplice jumped in the Cadillac and took off. Moments later, two passing off-duty state employees saw the downed officer and called for help. Several miles away, the Cadillac tried to drive around a long line at the tollbooth of the Garden State Parkway. When the toll collector yelled at them to stop, they crashed through a wooden barrier and took off down a side road. In a matter of minutes, the dead sheriff’s officer and the runaway Cadillac were linked and the hunt was on.

	Marty and his accomplice drove on, then stole a two-door 1968 black Ford at gunpoint from a woman. In Pearl River, they dumped the Ford and took a cab. When the cab was stopped at a roadblock set up by the Bergen County Sheriff’s Office, one of the officers saw a gun butt sticking out of a pocket of Marty’s bush jacket.

	The two men were arrested and held without bail. In 1975, Marty Simmons was tried and sentenced to twenty-five years to life for second-degree murder. He also received concurrent sentences for robbery and criminal possession of a weapon.

	TEDDI’S VERSION

	“I could have told you when I was fifteen years old that Marty would have ended up in prison someday—either that or dead . . . It was the road he was taking, the lifestyle, the drugs.” Marty turned to heroin and crime because they were a way of life for many in the neighborhood. A junkie when he went into prison the first time, Marty came out with a worse addiction. “I remember seeing him two days after he came out, and the only thing that changed was that he was walking the streets. He was the same person, still into drugs. Marty was into drugs from the time he was thirteen.”

	In prison, Marty had no trouble getting high since drugs, like alcohol and other contraband, are easily obtainable for the right price from certain inmates or guards. Released after his robbery term, he went to a walk-in health center in the neighborhood looking for rehab but was turned down; the officials told him there was a conflict in treating him since he was on parole.

	A broke, ex-con junkie, unable to support his habit and unable to get treatment, Marty agreed to a friend’s plan to rob an electronics store. But the robbery was postponed a day, and Marty, needing a fix, was “pretty well strung out” when the heist finally took place. After the robbery, with a quarter of a million dollars worth of stolen goods in their possession, the three men were on their way back to their own turf when fate stepped in: Mike Farrow, looking for speeders.

	Teddi doesn’t believe Farrow’s was a routine check. “The policeman did not log the stop . . . The lights weren’t on. He just pulled up next to them and waved them over . . . The indication we have is that he was looking for a payoff.” Farrow behaved in an odd manner. “He took a wallet and put it in his back pocket, which is something that a cop never does. They never touch the wallet at all.” Then Farrow reached for Marty’s jacket. “This is something else that they never do. They never touch the clothing on a routine traffic violation.” Since Marty knew the gun and handcuffs he had used in the robbery were in its pocket, he grabbed for the jacket.

	“I believe there was something else on the cop’s mind. They were not speeding . . . We have some evidence he had a drinking problem. He had never progressed career-wise.”

	“At this point, the officer started backing up, went for his gun. Marty pulled [his] gun out of his jacket pocket and then everything happened. Marty shot once, thought he grazed him, jumped in the car, and left. Marty didn’t even know he was dead.” Farrow fired twice, shattering a window on the car. Marty was unaware he had killed the officer until he stopped in a bar for a drink and heard the news on television.

	“Marty had never shot a gun before in his life; he couldn’t believe he had even hit him.” His earlier conviction for armed robbery was based on his threatening a convenience-store clerk with a toy gun. “Marty is really not, believe it or not, a violent person. He didn’t use a real gun. As much as he had a reputation for being a tough guy or a fighter, he was a hands kind of guy—a fair fight, one-on-one guy.”

	Marty would not intentionally have killed Farrow, according to Teddi. “That was always the thing with Marty . . . [When] they stole a car from this woman who had a baby with her, she commented in court that Marty was very gentle with the baby. [His partner] wanted to tie them up, and Marty wouldn’t allow it. There were always the dos and don’ts with Marty.”

	Marty only had the gun with him “for control,” never intending to use it. “Actually, knowing Marty the way I know Marty, he would probably do everything he could not to shoot first. As a matter of fact . . . Marty first tried to talk to [the deputy] and said to him, ‘Calm down. Why does one of us have to hurt you?’”

	But Marty was a survivor and would do anything to live. Teddi assumes her man’s back was against the wall and so can understand his killing the policeman. “They were both attacking each other . . . Marty could have died just as easily . . . I’m grateful that it wasn’t Marty, and I’m sorry it was [Farrow].” She doesn’t see the difference between an officer of the law and an armed robber.

	LIFE BEFORE MARTY

	Teddi rebelled against her family starting at about age twelve. The women in her family, except for her aunt Olivia, saw her as bad, calling her “a devil,” saying, “Oh, she will never fit in.” With the exception of her great-grandfather, the men took little notice of her. After all, in the 1950s, girls were not very important.

	Her father “was here for the boys, but not for [me].” Busy with his work, with homing pigeons on the roof and the social club down the block, he had no time for his daughter. Her mother stabilized the family, always there in the background, cooking, cleaning, ministering to the children.

	Every day, Teddi ran to an alley where she and a friend had a secret place for sheltering stray animals. Teddi would never ask her parents to allow her to keep a pet; there was barely enough money to feed the family of eight.

	Her father, whom she idolized when she was very little, fell from her good graces, and when she entered her teens, Teddi could barely tolerate him. “There was a point in my life where I really turned off to him. He was a real creep.” She was disappointed because he either couldn’t or didn’t want to provide well for his family. “I thought he was just terrible. He didn’t care about nothing. He wasn’t flexible at all . . . Jobs he could have had, he turned down because he wasn’t going to have a boss. No one was going to tell him what to do.”

	Teddi cared about status. When she was very young, the neighborhood was composed mainly of immigrants, but later, she was envious of the new people moving in who had money to spend. “Before that, all of us were waiting from paycheck to paycheck . . . I hated the fact that my family were immigrants . . . I just wanted to be American with money and two cars and that sort of thing.”

	Her father, Joseph, drank. But then all the men drank. It was part of their way of life, like the social club. He “didn’t really talk to you . . . There was no big relationship one way or the other. If he didn’t come home, I don’t think I would have noticed it for quite a while.” And yet, the house revolved around him. “We ate when Dad came home. Everything was for when he was going to be around.”

	Teddi felt abandoned by her father. “He wasn’t coming to the school project, wasn’t going on the trip, wasn’t doing the things that some of the other kids’ fathers seemed to be doing.” He was not in her life, either emotionally or physically. “He was just not there for me . . . A little girl goes to her father for protection and he sold me out.

	“I was the middle child. I was expected to tolerate more pain, more disappointment.” She was also the only girl. Alone and unprotected in a chaotic family and a tough neighborhood, Teddi turned to her stepbrother Artie for safety and security because she related more to him than she did to her brothers; they seemed to be more like their father while Artie, maybe because he was a junkie, was different. When Artie died, she felt more alone than ever.

	Two other relatives who supported her when she got into trouble and encouraged her individuality and rambunctious spirit, an aunt and her grandfather, died also. By the time she was in her early teens, Teddi had developed an “abnormal fear of death.”

	She walked around feeling like an outcast in her own family. Told constantly that she was not “falling into place,” she also avoided school as much as possible. Teddi, at thirteen, was confused about her developing sexuality and the mixed messages she got from her mother and other relatives—and from Susan, a prostitute who lived upstairs.

	Although her family strongly disapproved of the sexual permissiveness of the sixties and warned Teddi to remain a virgin until she married, they rented out an upstairs apartment to a prostitute. This woman taught Teddi about sex. Assertive and self-confident, Susan was the only successful businesswoman Teddi knew.

	Teddi began to visit Susan often, and what she was told by this streetwise hooker contradicted the romantic notions she had grown up on. Teddi’s fantasies had been created by the idealistic movies and big-band music of the forties, her parents’ era. But she abandoned romance when she found out what it led to: sex. Surprisingly, the seemingly contradictory views of sex she received from Susan and from her relatives sustained each other. Both were based on the concept that sex is for men only, that women consent solely to gain men’s approval, that women who engage in sex before marriage are tramps. The difference was the family didn’t approve of tramps but to Susan, all women were whores, especially wives, and if you were going to be one, you might as well get paid for it. Everyone told Teddi men would use her.

	To the still-innocent girl, Susan described harsh, violent sexual acts in graphic detail. She told Teddi these acts would be done to her, with or without her consent. She taught Teddi that if she gave in, she should be paid for it, that money would make the sacrifice worthwhile.

	“Any man I met also pretty much confirmed what Susan was saying . . . They were shallow. It was physical, purely physical.” Teddi gave up the idea of falling in love. Neither the rigid family rules nor the prostitute’s distorted views left any room for a young girl’s dreams.

	One day when Teddi went upstairs to baby-sit for Susan’s toddler, one of Susan’s johns sat waiting, anxious to buy sex with a thirteen-year-old. “He sort of attacked me.” Susan had arranged the whole thing, and although she stopped it eventually, seeing that Teddi was not cooperating, Teddi felt violated. But she never blamed Susan: “That was part of Susan’s lifestyle. If she could have brought in more customers by having a young kid there, that would have been her . . . She thought that I had the look for it . . . the body for it.”

	Sex equals profit, Susan told Teddi over and over. No sense giving it away for free. Since Teddi could find no balance between the opposing but reinforcing viewpoints expressed by the prostitute and by her family, she finally gave up on sex altogether. “I decided, well, this must be it. So I’m just not going to bother . . . And I really didn’t.” She dated during her teenage years but never became sexually involved. She was a virgin at eighteen when she met her first husband, Vincent.

	Teddi decided to get married in order to finally experience sex. “All my friends were doing this already and I felt like a real oddball . . . I could not get past the point of allowing myself permission to do it unless I was married.” She felt guilty about her sexual feelings because of the strong Catholic anti-sex bias of her family. Teddi also had a somewhat twisted view of sex because of her exposure to Susan. “I hated the idea of it—all the details that were involved . . . And as time went on, I saw Susan looking . . . horrible . . . trashy looking,” as if what she did for a living were reflected in her face.

	Feeling guilty and afraid, Teddi married Vincent. “I finally got enough nerve to step over the line and try it, and this is what I come up with. It was the worst experience of my life. I was ashamed to tell anybody because I started looking at it like I was failing.”

	Vincent had a problem. Anytime he approached Teddi sexually, he became either physically sick or violent. Ironically, the man Teddi had chosen to initiate her into sex was himself incapable of normal sex. “The psychiatrist told me later he was a latent homosexual and extremely violent.” Vincent was not interested in women.

	On their honeymoon, they traveled to Virginia where Vincent’s racehorses were stabled, checking into a hotel near the racetrack. But there was no passionate honeymoon. “A few nights went by and there was nothing. He would either get very drunk and go to sleep or he had to go check the horses.” She just knew something was wrong with her.

	Vincent told her that his inability to consummate their marriage was “very common,” but Teddi didn’t believe him. She also had no one to turn to. “Do I go to the old Italian ladies who have no concept of their sexuality at all? Or do I go to Susan, who’s going to say, fine, go to the racetrack, get the money, buy the clothes. You’re doing better.”

	Teddi finally went along with the hooker’s imagined advice. She wore the clothes, drove the car, spent the money. At eighteen, she was impressed with it all and just shoved aside her doubts and fears. Except that she had to take pills to “numb the whole situation.”

	The fighting started when Vincent demanded Teddi do his laundry, clean the house, play wife. The first time he hit her, she left him. But she came back; the arguments kept escalating and they split up again.

	One day Teddi, living in a furnished room in Jersey City and working as a waitress, was kidnapped by Vincent and his friends, who took her for a ride. She called Vincent a “pathetic cripple” and he went crazy, using her like a punching bag. When one of the other men pulled out a gun, Teddi wasn’t afraid. “I was very young, but I was very tired of life.”

	At that moment, she realized it couldn’t get any worse. She was facing death and out of that came a newfound strength. “It was almost like a light switch that went on for me.” She fought back until, battered and bruised, they dropped her off in her old neighborhood. She went to her parents’ house where, true to form, her father lashed out at her for failing in her marriage. “He thought that I wasn’t behaving like a wife should behave . . . He blamed me, more or less, for my husband’s violence because I didn’t fall into place.”

	Two more violent episodes occurred. A friend, “a crooked cop,” tried to rape Teddi, but she resisted very hard. “Once it got into the fight, he got more into the beating, I think, than the actual sex.” Grabbing a statue off a nightstand of Jesus wearing a crown of thorns, Teddi hit her would-be rapist over the head and got away from him.

	Months later, she almost died at Vincent’s hands. She returned to their old apartment to pick up their dog, but Vincent came home before she could leave. “There was no fire escape and no way out. I knew that I was caught . . . He hit me and I hit my head on the sink. The next thing I knew, he was standing over me with a rifle.” Vincent shot and killed the dog. Neighbors, hearing the shot, called the police.

	Teddi had tried to make her marriage work, in part because of her mother. “I kept wanting to prove to her that I was going to make everything better and I was going to fall into place. I was going to be like every other wife.” And because of her father. “He believed that a wife should know when to shut up.” He told Teddi she had not learned that lesson and was a failure at being a wife.

	Determined to prove her father wrong, Teddi went directly from her first disastrous marriage into a relationship with a different kind of man—who also turned out to be violent. Peter appeared stable, steady, and safe. When Teddi married him at twenty-one, she already felt old and welcomed the chance to have a normal life, a solid marriage. Peter, thirty, was a good provider and loved Teddi. “Peter was the way out . . . the way of calming everyone down and saying, okay, she’s going to get normal.” A fireman, he saw life as black or white, right or wrong. He expected of Teddi what her family expected: be a good wife, cook, have children, don’t make waves.

	She was pregnant when they got married and thrilled about it. (It was her second pregnancy. A first ended in a miscarriage when Vincent kicked her in the stomach.) The baby would be all hers, someone to love whom no one could take away. Although Teddi had some thoughts of raising the baby alone, she talked herself into marrying Peter. “I thought, you’re doing it again. You’re not falling into place. Give this baby a father and a home.”

	During their eighteen-year marriage, they had four children. While the marriage did not live up to the romantic fantasies of Teddi’s youth, it was relatively calm until Peter’s drinking got out of hand. He had always been a drinker, but Teddi expected men to drink. Actually, Peter was very much like Teddi’s father: “In opinions, whether political or traditional, a Sicilian. Everything from the same foods to the same outlook on life.”

	Peter drank more and more and finally began to beat their children. Teddi, who had started working selling sportswear in a department store, was often not home and didn’t know about the beatings. She was aware, though, that her husband didn’t want her to work. Working outside the home was not acceptable in a good Sicilian wife. “I wasn’t there, so he took it out on the kids.” Teddi called it a career. Peter called it desertion. The children, nine, seven, five, and one when the beatings started, didn’t tell their mother. One day, arriving home early, Teddi found the baby unconscious from being thrown against a wall. “I packed up the kids and moved out.” She began divorce proceedings.

	For some time, Teddi had been aware that her marriage wasn’t working. “The whole thing I was living was a lie. My relationship with him, what I was pretending to be with the kids, was a lie, all of it.” She was not a good wife; she could not fall into place. It was time to start being herself.

	She wanted to raise the children on her own, live her own life. Conveniently, she had just been given a raise and made supervisor of the sportswear department. “I was going to take control totally. I started becoming more successful in the work I did; I became secure.”

	MARTY

	Throughout her life, Teddi had a love that, fed by her fantasies, grew to mythic proportions: Marty. “In the back of my mind was always Marty. When my children were born in the hospital, I resented my husband or his family walking in when I was holding the baby, fantasizing that it was my and Marty’s baby.”

	In 1985, Teddi’s mother, Christina, was dying in a hospital bed. Grab life instead of simply letting it drift by, Christina told her daughter. Get some happiness for yourself, she said. The older woman was aware of Teddi’s unspoken love for Marty. Write to him, she said. Even though Marty is doing life for murder, I’ll be your go-between; I’ll accept his letters for you, said Christina.

	Christina liked Teddi’s husband but knew their marriage was doomed. How could a husband compete with a legend?

	“Marty was the one we all looked up to. He was a leader . . . in good things as well as bad.” Marty had charisma, charm, grace. He was a leader and everyone in the neighborhood respected him; some revered him. “Even now, you go back to the neighborhood, a lot of the younger kids know that I’m with Marty, and they’ve heard stories of Marty. Guys in their twenties . . . sit there and ask me questions like they’re talking about some legend.”

	Like other gang members, Marty had a strong code of ethics that he followed, a standard of honor. But there were two sets of rules: one for neighborhood people, friends, family, and a second set for outsiders. “What applied to us didn’t necessarily apply to the girls in the next neighborhood.” It certainly didn’t apply to police.

	“He was from the old school, very old-fashioned. If you were in a bad section of town, he would always get you home.” To Teddi, Marty was Robin Hood; he did “bad” things but he was really “good.” Both Marty and her stepbrother Artie “were bad inside. They robbed. They lied. They did drugs. But . . . they would defend you to the death. They were protective of people they cared about. But if they didn’t care about you, they could be as cold as they could be.”

	Teddi and Marty had dated before she married Vincent but as friends only. They never developed any kind of romantic relationship because Teddi was young and afraid and wanted to become a good wife while Marty was attracted to a deviant lifestyle. They had never had the time or the opportunity to love each other—or to make love either.

	From her hospital bed, Christina instructed her daughter to sacrifice herself for Marty just as she herself had given up her life for Teddi’s alcoholic, withdrawn father. “Everything was for my father. Her whole life was for him. My mother saw that I had the same thing for Marty that she had for my father, and that was the total acceptance of the man as is, the willingness to sacrifice.”

	Teddi felt ambivalent, though, because she had always been aware that Christina gave in to her husband in order to keep the peace. Christina even told Teddi that Joseph “didn’t do right by her. He didn’t do what he could have done. She felt he could have bent more and given more to her.” But mother and daughter both felt that a wife’s sacrifice was a necessary ingredient in marriage. “I may not have agreed with certain sacrifices that my mother made for my father. But I certainly can see how it cemented their relationship more and more.” In order to make her own life meaningful, Christina wanted her legacy of subjugation to continue into a second generation.

	Teddi and Marty had the possibility of sharing something unique. “My mother said, ‘I see a lot of the same qualities in the relationship, but you have to know who the man is, what he’s capable of, but most important what he’s not capable of—and love him just the same and accept that in him.’”

	In this marriage of convicted killer and sacrificing woman, the woman would have to be the strong one. The strength to hold the relationship together, to fight the odds, would be Teddi’s responsibility, not Marty’s. Teddi accepted her mother’s legacy and wrote to Marty in prison, saying she wanted to visit him. It would mean changing the fantasy that had been playing in her head for almost thirty years. “I always looked at Marty as the protector and the savior. We reversed roles somewhere along the line.”

	Teddi was finally ready to become a good wife. She began visiting Marty in prison, building her life around him, organizing her work and children around prison visits. She could rid herself of her sense of failure if she could marry this man she had always loved, taking on the enormous burden of a relationship with a lifer. Teddi had challenged the rules for being a good girl, but nothing had worked out; her failures made her feel worthless. “I became a disappointment. I got a real hang-up over that. Everything I tried to do, they’re telling me it’s not going to work, it’s not going to work. I said, yes, it is. I’m going to do this. And then it didn’t work. I felt like a total failure.” Now, by marrying Marty, she would succeed.

	LOVE AND MARRIAGE

	There were no flowers at the wedding. No cake. No music. No guests. Teddi’s children, who made the long trip from Brigantine to the New Jersey State Prison in Trenton to witness their mother’s marriage, were forced to wait outside the prison. The wedding was a bit of business—no romance was allowed by prison officials. “The woman sat down; she didn’t even bother standing. We had wanted to exchange our own vows, and things like that . . . We signed on the dotted line . . . I left.”

	Teddi cried. “It was more of a sigh of relief. It was like they had to recognize our relationship.” She was also reacting to the momentous occasion; she was legally marrying the man of her dreams, her handsome, dashing Sir Galahad. “I heard Marty saying the words and that was beautiful.”

	After the wedding, Marty was escorted back to his cell and Teddi had dinner with her children. Later, she and the children went to a hotel. “I’m sitting in the hotel, looking at the kids, and I kept saying, ‘We’re actually legally married.’ So the kids ask me, ‘What’s next, Mom? What do we do next?”’ So Teddi went on a honeymoon—with her children. She even took pictures.

	Returning home, married but alone, knowing she would not see him for another week, after another long drive—one of hundreds she had made during the two years she had been visiting Marty in prison—Teddi knew she would sleep alone in bed that night and possibly for many more years.

	Unfortunately for Marty and Teddi, the New Jersey State Prison System does not allow conjugal visits. That’s okay, according to Teddi. “The physical intimacy takes on a different form. With Marty and I, we hold hands or we kiss. Mentally you’re allowing yourself to be physically intimate. That whole part of it for me is more mental. The physical, anybody can control.”

	All around them in the visiting room people are having intercourse or oral sex. (“If they can get away with it, they’ll do it. Men going inside a woman. They just pull up her skirt and put it in. The women don’t wear stockings; I don’t know if they wear underwear. Women would come in and sit on their laps,” said another woman in love with a murderer.) But Teddi and Marty limit their physical contact to hand-holding and touching. “The Department of Corrections would like . . . to believe that we’re animals, that Marty acts totally basically on instincts, that he has no control over himself, that any woman who would make a commitment to a man like this also must have similar problems. So I won’t give them that.”

	Teddi said it’s actually the guards who are the animals. “They sit up on chairs and watch these people having sex. And I’ve seen men, guards, sitting there playing with themselves, watching.”

	In her years of visiting Marty, Teddi has seen all kinds of visiting-room sex. “Everything from clothes that open, Velcro zippers . . . If they can get a guard to allow them ten minutes in a closet . . . A lot of oral sex . . . I’ve seen people do it with Bibles in their laps. They look like they’re really close together, but actually her legs are over his.”

	She and Marty talk, sharing private thoughts and plans and hopes. No Velcro zippers for them. “I’m not having sex because I would want to be alone with Marty. I won’t give the guards that. The guards do share the same beliefs that we’re trash. But it’s more than the guards, it’s the system.”

	Teddi cherishes her commitment to Marty, and even though she can’t have sex with him, she would never be unfaithful. “I like the old ways. I like being married. I like being faithful to one person.” She now shares some of the beliefs of the women in her family. “Having gone through the whole sixties thing, I prefer the guidelines. I’m more comfortable with them. And maybe I was then, [but] . . . I wanted to be like everyone else.” The rules about sexuality that she was taught make her feel secure, and she has chosen to live by them.

	THE CROSS

	Teddi is reliving the sacrificial life her mother had with her father. By loving a convicted killer serving a life sentence, she denies herself a companion to live with. She denies herself an ordinary relationship that could include sharing household chores, finances, and child rearing. Trained to sacrifice by her mother, the Catholic Church, and a patriarchal society, she welcomes the cross she bears.

	Teddi is steadfast. “To me, I don’t care if he’s [far away] or he’s next door. I’m going to visit him. I’m going to be there. Every minute of time he is doing, it’s as if I am doing it as well. My life is at a standstill. I live in a cubicle. I live in a cell. My life is on hold like his is.” For her, sacrifice is necessary, as it was with her mother and father. “The sacrifice is strengthening our relationship, cementing the bond. I’ve chosen that; Marty never asked me.”

	SALVATION

	Teddi talks of Marty as “the protector and the savior,” of “willingness to sacrifice,” of cells and cubicles, of her female relatives “preaching.” Only by repenting can she receive salvation. Only by bearing a burden of some kind, her own cross, can she adequately be punished for her past behavior. Her mother said, you must bear a woman’s burden. You must sacrifice for your man.

	Many woman who love convicted killers were raised in the Catholic religion; they need to suffer in order to feel saved. Teddi feels guilty for not being the girl she was supposed to be, for not satisfying the requirements of her family, for not living up to her father’s expectations, for not “falling into place.” She believes she still has to suffer in order to achieve salvation, not realizing how much she has already suffered in her life.

	Raised on a diet of loss and emotional neglect, she married into brutality. At the hands of her father, she was belittled and neglected. At the hands of her first husband, she was beaten and nearly killed. At the hands of her second husband, she saw her children abused.

	Now, Teddi has decided that her rebellious past didn’t work for her so she is following in her mother’s footsteps, throwing herself on the altar of sacrifice and giving up her individuality. But it’s a pleasant sacrifice. She can nurture and give to the shining hero of her childhood. She views Marty as her savior with a Christ-like aura: an all-powerful legend, hero, protector.

	The irony is that her savior is really her burden: Marty is her cross.

	Teddi is a splitter, employing a defense mechanism common to borderline personalities. “A person looks at things as good or bad but can never see them as good and bad. Splitters see the world in black and white tones; they can’t see the gray,” said psychiatrist Neil Kaye, M.D.

	“In splitting, the individual highly values some object or person, then shortly after devalues it. He or she idealizes an object or person, then does the opposite,” explained psychiatrist Park Dietz, M.D.

	Splitting is an attempt to protect the good object by separating its bad, aggressive aspects—by splitting them off. “It indicates a polarization, in which opposites—especially good and bad—can no longer be integrated,” writes psychoanalyst Jessica Benjamin in The Bonds of Love. By separating the good and the bad, the good remains pure and does not get contaminated by the bad. It is clear that Teddi, like Maria in Chapter 1, must separate the “good” parts of the man she loves from the “bad”—the killer—parts.

	Teddi also splits her father, seeing him as all bad when she was a child (“He sold me out”), but now, as an adult, viewing him as okay, saying she wishes they were closer. She splits Marty and her stepbrother Artie, describing them as very, very good to those they cared about and very cold to those about whom they didn’t care. She splits her mother: Her mother was good and took care of Teddi, but at the same time, she wasn’t really there for her.

	“Teddi is very well defended from reality,” said Dr. Kaye. “She denies a great deal of what went on in her past and what’s going on in her life now.” For example, she was matter-of-fact about Susan’s attempt to enlist her in prostitution at the age of thirteen.

	Teddi does not see a connection between the three men she has married although all are substance abusers who have committed acts of violence. Two of the three have shown they are capable of murder. (Remember her first husband’s standing over her with the rifle?) Teddi is so used to violence, she may not recognize it when it’s staring her in the face. Even her beloved Artie, when he wasn’t stoned on heroin, showed a rage so powerful, it frightened her when she was a child.

	Marty is a knight in shining armor (“I’m absolutely so proud of him”), which is far from reality. He has spent much of his life in jail, has been a heroin addict, and is convicted of killing a police officer.

	As a child, Teddi was betrayed by everyone. Her alcoholic father. Her passive mother. Her prostitute friend. Her stepbrother Artie, her favorite uncle, and her grandfather betrayed her by dying. Even something that was all hers—her first pregnancy—was taken away when her husband kicked her. Teddi finally had four children, and when she thought they were being endangered, she said: Enough! The bottom line is you can’t take my children. Kill me, hurt me, but don’t touch my children.

	After years of being abused, Teddi decided to take control of her life. She is part owner of a small clothing store now, raises her four children on her own, and has a relationship with a man who can’t abuse her—because he is locked up, under someone else’s control. Marty is the perfect man for Teddi. He romanced her in the old-fashioned way, with love letters and poetry. He can’t place sexual demands on her. Loving Marty allows Teddi to be finally complete. He is her burden, allowing her to be a sacrificing woman. But because she works and he’s in prison, she also plays the role of the good husband who earns a living and is independent. She plays both man and woman.

	“When people see me and Marty as a couple, it’s sort of like a continuing circle. I can’t see where I leave off and Marty begins. It’s like this solid kind of ring; we read each other . . . he’s the male me and I’m the female him. It’s all a blend.”

	Teddi has finally fallen into place.


	[image: image]

	Before the Internet:

	How Women Met Men Who Kill

	How do free women meet convicted killers? Certainly not in ordinary ways. Women who love men who kill are inventive and determined. With exceptions, such as Teddi, and although they will deny it, they meet killers in prison by actively seeking them out. They look for love in all the wrong places—and they find it.

	Free women—women on the outside—and men who’ve been convicted of murder are separated by the steel and concrete of barbed wire and prison walls. So first, a convicted murderer must want to form a liaison with a woman on the outside.

	ADVERTISEMENTS

	One of the most common methods an inmate uses to meet women is to place a personal ad. No, a convict doesn’t write that he’s committed murder and would like to meet a woman. He omits details about the crime but uses certain buzz words in his ad to attract women.

	Lonely inmate wants to hear from anyone who likes to write, share ideas and feelings. Age, sex, race, are unimportant. Please write . . . 

	The key words here are lonely and share. Also, the inmate’s reference to writing and sharing ideas and feelings gives the impression that he’s sensitive and interested in communicating.

	23-year-old prisoner of drug war seeks correspondence with WF 21 to 40, or anyone . . . Augusta Correctional Center, Craigsville, Va.

	This man is letting readers of the personals know he is most interested in meeting a white female considerably older than he is. But by adding “or anyone” he’s admitting he’s so lonely, he will correspond with anybody.

	Prisoner, 34, 5'8", 155 lbs., brown hair, hazel eyes, college grad, seeks woman 18 to 45 for friendship/exchange of political views. Enjoys music, art, sports, and animals. Would also like to work with writer concerning prison reform manuscript . . . 

	In this ad, the prisoner writes that he has a wide range of interests, is bright and involved with issues of the day, including prison reform. Also, this ad, as did the one above it, appeared in The Nation, a weekly political magazine with an educated, politically liberal readership.

	I answered the last ad, hoping to find out how many responses the inmate received and whether he ultimately met any of the women. Here’s his response to my letter: “I believe I could supply you with the information you seek plus more, as I have had pen-pal relationships in the past . . . However, what troubles me at the outset is your less than good faith means of contacting me . . . The fact that you chose not to divulge your address . . . This is somewhat insulting as it implies that you fear me or at the very least, don’t trust me. This much I will tell you: I have been in state prison since 1976. I am not a thief, robber, burglar, sex offender, drug dealer/user, con man, or nut case.”

	This man ended his letter by wishing me good luck whether or not I sent him my home address—his prerequisite for providing me with information. His letter revealed that he was intelligent and could write well. Its tone, however, showed he was quickly trying to gain the upper hand and control any future correspondence between us. And despite his statement about what he was not, the New York State Department of Corrections revealed he had been in jail since 1976 for murder.

	The personality revealed in this letter is a good example of the forceful, manipulative character displayed by many murderers who ultimately become involved with women on the outside.

	Another inmate whose ad I answered accused me of trying to exploit him, but surprisingly, he ended his letter: “If you would like to visit, send me a photo of yourself in your next letter.” In my letter, I had asked if he had had a girlfriend since he’d been in prison. He replied: “Why, [do] you want to be my girlfriend or something?” I had also asked what crime he’d been convicted of. He answered: “No use telling you about it. You are not helping me towards getting out of prison in any way.”

	Then he gave me a list of questions. I had written to him on a professional basis, telling him about this book and asking him specific questions about his ad and the responses to it. His questions to me, on the other hand, were quite personal: “Are you married? Have you ever visited anyone in prison before? Do you have a boyfriend? Do you have children? How much money do you intend to make on this book?”

	I didn’t answer this letter but he wrote again. He told me he had received more than two hundred responses to his ad in The Nation with “still more coming in.” The women who answered his ad “wrote quite a lot of nice things and sent photos.” Not about to give up on any woman writing him for any reason, he ended his second letter by telling me he had placed my name on his approved visitors’ list. He also included detailed directions to the prison and finally, named a date on which I could visit.

	So with no encouragement on my part, this inmate set up an appointment to meet me despite the fact that I had not responded to his first letter. This shows the importance of a relationship with a woman on the outside and the lengths to which some murderers will go to establish one.

	Another inmate in a California prison wrote to me, saying he had no idea why women answered the ad he had put in a magazine: “I can’t think of one sane reason to start a relationship with a prisoner. Pen pals are great for both sides, but why buy into failure?”

	PEN PALS

	Letters, old-fashioned and out-of-style in this age of the telephone, still have an important place in prisons. Since inmates can’t use the phones, except on a restricted basis and then only to make collect calls, letters are their main artillery in their battle to meet women. Personal ads, pen-pal clubs, and letter writing sponsored by various prison advocacy groups are often the way convicted murderers meet women on the outside. The internet age has added a new and very popular component: prisoner web sites have taken the place of personal ads. For a small fee, an inmate subscribes to a prisoner web site and then sends in his personal ad, which is then put online for him. When he receives email responses to the ad, they’re typed up and mailed to his prison address via snail mail. And so it goes; the prisoner web sites (for-profit businesses) act as go-betweens, facilitating meetings between prisoners and the women who want to meet them.

	Although women are often hesitant to admit they are lonely enough to write to an inmate, untold numbers do it all the time. Many inmates who become pen pals are convicted murderers. They have the longest sentences and are the most desperate for a relationship because they know they will either never get out of prison or will be old when they do.

	Alicia met her boyfriend through a writers’ club. “We were both English majors and I was an English teacher at the time.” She is a little embarrassed about this and usually tells people they met through a friend. She thinks it’s humiliating that she wrote to an inmate she didn’t know.

	Alicia was single and hitting thirty when she got her first letter from Bill. She likes to think they would have gotten involved had they known each other on the outside. “We have a lot of common background. We’re both college educated. We’re the same age.” They wrote, then talked on the phone. “I found him a very interesting individual and I wanted to meet him. I don’t think Bill had any idea of looking for a relationship. But he would call periodically and say, come on and meet me.”

	“The more I got to know him, the better I liked him.” But of course, she was not really getting to know Bill, only the image he presented to her—and her own idealized version of Bill. Her family and friends totally disapproved. “When I first corresponded with him, I was semi-involved with a couple of people. One was a cop. I told him [about Bill] and he was absolutely furious. He told me I was making a big mistake. He said those guys just don’t do one wrong thing; they fuck up for a long time and then get caught. I was getting the same thing from everyone.”

	Alicia didn’t listen. She accepted Bill’s out-of-state collect calls for six months, but was hesitant when he urged her to visit.

	Like so many women who love convicted killers, she had never been inside a prison. Alicia tried to resist her fascination with this convict whose situation had the potential for causing her serious hardship if she got involved. “I tried to control it for a while. At first, I told him I didn’t want to write to him because I was afraid of getting involved. And he understood that and he just let it go, but I wrote back to him and—well, you make little steps and then it becomes more and more.”

	Finally, she made the twelve-hour drive to meet him. “As a person, I liked him. I found him intelligent. Politically, philosophically, we’re very similar. He’s very positive. He’s one of those power-of-positive-thinking people.” She knew what he looked like from his pictures; his voice was familiar, too, so meeting Bill held no great surprises. But on that first visit, she was so uncomfortable in the prison environment, she didn’t want to return. Quite against her will, however, Alicia had fallen in love—and was compelled to return to the prison, again and again. “You get into a relationship because you fall in love. I wouldn’t recommend to anyone to step into this life. It’s a very difficult life. I stepped into it because I became very emotionally involved with him from the beginning.”

	For some women, the initial motivation to meet a murderer is political. When Elena was in her late thirties and a human rights activist, a friend asked her to write to a lonely convicted murderer on Louisiana’s death row. His name was Terry. He was a good-looking man and had received many letters from women, including the infamous porn star Marilyn Chambers. Elena wrote, and later, she went to Louisiana to meet Terry. Although there was a better than twenty-year age difference—Elena was older—the unlikely pair fell in love and married in 1985. Their romantic passion lasted two years; then Terry was executed.

	VOLUNTEERS

	Women also meet murderers by working in a prison. Amanda met Uri in 1986 when he was doing life in a Pennsylvania state prison and she volunteered to help coordinate a prison NAACP chapter. Amanda doesn’t know why she chose to do this since she was afraid of inmates, uncomfortable around prisons.

	Uri was part of a small core group that regularly attended the NAACP meetings, and he helped Amanda get over her initial discomfort with the prison scene. “I had never been inside a prison before. The first time I went [inside], I was scared. The first time I walked by [the inmates], I just stared straight ahead. I was a nervous wreck.” This refrain is heard over and over among women who love convicted killers. And yet all of these women take that step into a prison.

	From the very beginning, Amanda felt Uri was different. The tall, dark-skinned, Middle Eastern Uri “wasn’t just another inmate.” Amanda dismissed Uri’s conviction. He had been found guilty of a contract murder. He and his partner sold illicit drugs and had hired a hit man to kill someone who had attempted to cheat them. “I didn’t go into the prison looking for love. But as we kept seeing each other at the meetings, I kept thinking I wanted to get to know him better.” They started writing so they could communicate privately—the meetings were too open.

	Initially, their letters were friendly, “what I call on the up-and-up, like talking about our lives and our common interests. By December, I had decided that I would like to get to know him, so I had to decide if I was going to be a coordinator or stop.” The NAACP had a rule that volunteers who became emotionally involved with inmates had to drop out. Amanda made the choice: “I stopped being a coordinator, and in January of 1988, I started going to visit him [on my own].”

	Like Amanda, Dolores met Louis when she and her first husband, both very involved in their church, decided they could best help humanity by working in a prison. Dolores worked with inmates who had absolutely no visitors at all. She began to write to one convicted murderer, Louis, who wanted to share letters with someone. That correspondence has lasted for more than thirteen years, through the dissolution of her first marriage, a second marriage, and a second divorce. During the first twelve years, there were no romantic overtones. “It was platonic. We have only become romantically involved in the last year.” But there were always problems with the relationship, even when it was simply a friendship, because Dolores is white and Louis is black. Both their families objected.

	Some time after her first divorce, Dolores remarried and moved to another state, but she kept writing to Louis. Her second husband disapproved of his wife’s friendship with a black inmate, but she risked his anger to continue the correspondence. She felt she was essential to Louis’s well-being since the only friends he had were Dolores and a few people he had met through other inmates. Dolores and Louis cared deeply about each other: “I was as important to him as he was to me.” As his oldest friend, she could not stop writing to him.

	“He had never had a friendship with a woman as long as he’s had one with me. He had never been able to establish such a long-term relationship with anybody without having sex confuse the whole thing. It’s been a very positive part of his life.” She never expected their friendship to change to romance, although it had been “building up.” After her second marriage ended, she moved back to her home state and began to visit Louis again. “I was pretty broken up about yet another failure. I went to see him, and when I saw how the visit was going—it was one of those I-need-you-to-console-me type things—I didn’t want that to interfere with our friendship. I decided until I was able to put my life in perspective again, until I could be a positive visitor, we would just correspond. He agreed but told me he would always be there if I needed him.”

	They kept writing, though, and after a few months, “our letters started having a different tone to them. We were wanting to explore other emotions. It seemed mutual so I started visiting him again. From that first visit, I felt a spark and so did he, and every visit is a little bit better.”

	THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM

	Women on the outside also meet murderers through the criminal justice system. Sometimes the women are in a courtroom as spectators during a trial or as jurors, police officers, lawyers, court officials. It is not uncommon for jurors to become fascinated with defendants since a trial creates a strange intimacy between the primary participants. Jurors in murder trials spend weeks, even months, listening to every detail of a defendant’s life. Sometimes, if the right dynamics are in place, if she is susceptible, a juror may develop romantic feelings toward a defendant.

	FRIENDLY INTRODUCTIONS

	Sometimes well-meaning friends introduce women to killers, perhaps because they know a lonely inmate or because they feel their friend would benefit from the meeting. Often in these situations the friends making the introductions have their own ongoing relationships with inmates. Maria (Chapter 3) was introduced to her boyfriend by a woman who was herself married to an inmate.

	Kay, a thirty-year-old woman who lives in the nation’s capital, was introduced to her murderer/boyfriend because a friend thought she needed a new man. At the time, Kay was having serious difficulties with her boyfriend so a friend tried to set her up with Ruben, a convicted murderer serving a life sentence.

	That Ruben was a murderer didn’t place him out of bounds. “I talked to [my friend] and she said that there’s this fine Rasta man down there that [I] must meet. She said he’s nice looking. She knew I was having problems in my relationship.” At first, Kay resisted the idea of replacing her boyfriend with a man imprisoned for murder. Then, increasingly unhappy, she called Diana. “I said, remember what you were telling me the other day? Let’s do it.”

	Kay and Ruben wrote to each other, and when he sent Kay a photo, she was thrilled. “He was gorgeous! I just sat there and looked at the picture. That is going to be my husband one day. I’m going to marry this man.” They arranged to meet. “I was so nervous. My legs were trembling. I was shaking. I waited a long time. This is the moment. I was a nervous wreck.” Thunderstruck by Ruben’s looks and presence, Kay was swept off her feet and committed herself immediately. When she thought about his life sentence, she felt sure it could not be true. “I felt like—oh, God, in my heart I feel he’s not going to serve all that time.”

	WORKING WOMEN

	Many professional women, including social workers, nurses, teachers, journalists, and psychologists enter the prisons in the course of their work, and some fall in love with killers. A number of the women interviewed for this book work in these professions.

	Mary met her husband, Al, in 1985 when they both worked in a mental hospital, she as an administrator, he as an inmate/staffer working in a special program. They became romantically involved a year later. She is white and he is black.

	“He was one of many inmates who came to the hospital every day [to work] . . . and was considered a staff person. I was very impressed with the work he was doing with the patients and had noticed him over a period of time.” Although he was convicted of murder, Al was in a minimum-security prison, received monthly furloughs, or home visits, and left the prison on a regular basis to work in the mental hospital or to umpire Little League games.

	Mary liked Al’s work long before she fell in love with him. One day, an extremely withdrawn patient agreed to go to therapy only after Al sat on the floor with him and convinced him. The patient, unfortunately, escaped and subsequently killed himself. “Al felt responsible. [The patient] had . . . hung himself. Al was devastated because he was always dealing with his own thoughts of suicide. People inside, their greatest fear is going crazy, killing themselves.”

	When Al talked about the patient’s suicide with Mary, she became even more interested in him. “I realized this was someone I wanted to get to know better: his insight into his own situation, his commitment to helping other people, to taking something horrible and destructive that had happened in his own life and turning it into something constructive.”

	She was attracted to this seemingly sensitive, caring man who could work with mentally ill patients, draw them out, communicate with them. Drawn only to these qualities, Mary denied his crime and fell in love. Al’s murder? Mary said his gun went off accidentally after he was shot by the owner of the store he was burglarizing. Al’s victim, who tragically got in the way of the bullet, was a clerk in the store.

	Mary never thought Al would serve his full term. “When we got involved, it was with the thought that in a matter of time, a few years, he would be out. But now, I don’t know.” The love she felt for Al was out of her control; it just happened to her. “I don’t think you make the choice to pursue it. It ends up unfolding in front of you and you move with it.”

	Perhaps because social workers counsel murderers in prison, a few of them fall in love with “their” inmates. District Attorney Howard R. Relin, in Monroe County, New York, told about a social worker who loved and planned to marry convicted killer James R. Moore. “Moore committed one of the most notorious crimes in the state. He saw a young girl, followed her, killed her, and then raped her. He was already on probation for abusing girls. He pleaded guilty to murder.” Moore, who has been in prison for twenty-seven years, has unsuccessfully appeared before a parole board four times. Relin believes the social worker loves Moore purely “out of sympathy.”

	When Francine met Charlie, she was smitten by his looks, voice, and presence. “I was thunderstruck. There was something about him that was so compelling. He’s a lanky-cowboy sort of looking person with a deep, deep Southern accent. He looks like he ought to be herding cattle on a Wyoming ranch. He looks like those mythical Western figures that you read about.”

	A professional woman who returned to college in her late thirties, Francine was dedicated to her career as a photographer. But after the day her job sent her into a prison and she ran into her Marlboro Man, love took precedence. “It threw my career so far offtrack, it was unbelievable. I remember him as one of the most attractive people I had ever seen in my life. Nothing I have ever found out has altered that image or changed it in any way. He’s over six feet, weighs about one hundred eighty pounds. He has large, luminous, expressive eyes and a very direct gaze; there’s something very hopeful in his face.”

	It was more than physical attraction, though. “I recognized him. I was not meeting someone who was a stranger. I felt an enormous affinity for him.” She echoes many other women who have fallen for murderers. It’s not just a quickening of the heartstrings and the hormones; their love is a deep feeling, a sense of coming home. “When he and I began to converse, it was as though we had known each other always. The first time that we spoke together . . . I was having a conversation with someone I had known all my life.” Of course, Charlie felt the same way. “No one he had ever met in his life had an impact on him like me.”

	In 1963, he shot and killed a store clerk during a robbery. He was twenty. Charlie was convicted of murder in 1963 and sentenced to death.

	His death sentence was later reduced to life imprisonment. A determined man who has filed many unsuccessful appeals, Charlie is still in prison despite recommendations by several parole boards that he be released.

	Francine admits Charlie killed the store clerk, but she doesn’t believe he intended to do it; she also thinks it was a form of self-defense since the clerk was a “big guy” and was coming at Charlie. “He killed the guy. He’ll say that and he’ll say he should have served a long time. He loaded the gun but he didn’t put a bullet in the loading chamber. [The victim] was a big guy. Although [Charlie’s] six feet, he was kind of a shrimp of a guy. He wasn’t very heavy.”

	Francine, forty-one and fairly sophisticated when she met Charlie, was aware that convicted murders are usually guilty. “I was not . . . bedazzled by some glamorous outlaw-convict type. This man had been convicted of murder. I gathered . . . all the information I could. I really cared what happened to him, but I didn’t want to be a fool.” It turned out that Charlie had a record. Francine was shocked. The murder, well, she could get around that. But she could not wish away his lifetime pattern of criminality. “If you’re looking at a man who’s done a murder and that’s the only thing he’s done—that’s one thing. But if you find out there are all these other convictions, that gives you pause.”

	But only pause. Swept away by her passion for Charlie, she overlooked his record, his past. “I looked at the number of years he had been in [prison]. He was totally rehabilitated and utterly trustworthy. He had a good prison record. If [he] were a violent person, he certainly would have engaged in violence while in prison [so] that proved he was a changed individual.” Most of his crimes were done when he was young, she rationalized, between the ages of seventeen and twenty. And the murder? Well, that was the result of a robbery he got “mixed up in” because of another man. “He had a friend . . . [who] was on the run. That’s how [he] got mixed up in this robbery. He had done other holdups, but this is the one in which the guy died. He did six years on death row.”

	As she became more and more involved with Charlie, Francine decided to leave her husband. Even though she hadn’t been in love with him for years—she had certainly never felt about him the way she did about Charlie—they had had children together, had been married for more than a decade. But the loyalty she felt toward her husband dimmed when compared to the bright glow of her intense passion for Charlie. Charlie is “something that happened” to Francine “like a plane falling out of the sky or a train running over me.” She believes that true love eliminates free choice. “It was not the kind of love relationship that you say to yourself, ‘I’m going to choose to be involved in this’ or ‘I’m going to choose not to be involved in this.’ If you have the ability to do that, then you’re not in love with the person. You’re not. Because you don’t have the depth of emotion or feeling—not if it is like what happened to me.”

	She fantasized that Charlie would eventually be released. “I never believed that he was going to do natural life.” She didn’t take into consideration his six years on death row, his sentence of life without parole, or the state he was in with its reputation for being extraordinarily tough on convicted killers.

	Lisa Petrocelli, a nurse, first contacted her murderer/husband Tracy through an inmate in the Las Vegas jail where she worked. Married in 1988, Lisa and Tracy want to have a baby. But since Tracy is on death row, prison officials will not allow conjugal visits. Nor, they said, are they planning to develop an artificial insemination program. The Petrocellis are suing the State of Nevada to force officials to allow either conjugal visits or artificial insemination. Tracy, thirty-eight, is in prison for shooting to death a Reno car dealer while on a test drive in 1982. This was not his first murder. He was also sentenced to life in prison for murdering his ex-girlfriend in Seattle in 1981.

	Nevada prison spokesman Glen Whorton said Tracy “likes to talk, likes sports . . . is extroverted and outspoken.” He described Lisa as “very demure, very introverted and quiet, a person who naturally does have compassion for the sick.” Said Lisa: “All Tracy and I have is love and time. We are running out of time. I want to have this baby, and I do not think God would think it is wrong to bring a new baby into the world.”

	SCAMS

	Convicted killers sometimes run scams on unsuspecting women that revolve around money and/or pornography. One woman was told by the inmate she loved to send $4,000 to an “early-release board” to buy him a pardon. She did, but the money really went to another inmate’s sister; then the two inmates divided it between them, according to Paul Decker, assistant warden at Florida State Penitentiary.

	“It is one of the scams among con men to try to find a woman. There are a lot of guys in [prison] who go through one woman after another,” said Alicia, who loves Bill, a murderer.

	Rochelle, married to a murderer, believes many of the women in love with murderers are being duped (but not her, of course). “First is the woman who met him through a mail-order catalog. She’s answering an ad and he’s sweet-talking her. She’s usually bringing in drugs. She’s called a mule. Ninety percent of the women are bringing in something. Another type of woman brings in money but not drugs. The inmate says, ‘Why don’t you just bring me a fifty-dollar bill this week? I can get more in the canteen if I have cash instead of just money on the books.’”

	NO REASONABLE EXPLANATION

	Then there are the stories that can’t be categorized, the free women who meet killers in unique ways. Mary Bain met murderer Joseph Pikul because their daughters attended the same school.

	Jennifer Bain and Claudia Pikul were privileged little girls who attended a private school in Manhattan. Mary, Jennifer’s mother, thought that Claudia’s Wall Street-analyst father, Joseph, was arrogant and standoffish. “He was a little snobbish and didn’t have much to do with anyone. One night we went to the ballet at Lincoln Center and my daughter ran into Claudia. The two girls were squealing with joy over seeing each other, but Joseph sort of whisked his daughter away and they got into a limousine.”

	Sometime later, Mary and Joseph met under circumstances neither of them could ever have imagined. In late autumn 1987, Joseph was arrested for the murder of his wife, Diane, after her body was found dumped in a drainage ditch on the New York State Thruway. In January, the girls’ school held a meeting to deal with the double tragedy: the death of Claudia’s mother and her father’s arrest for murder. Mary, a clothing designer, was struck not by Joseph’s being a suspected killer but by his wit, charm, intelligence—and his considerable wealth. They talked, began to spend time together, and after a short but heady courtship, Mary left her husband (the marriage was already in trouble) to live with Joseph in his time of need. (Jennifer remained with her father.) In July, only months after they met, Mary became the third Mrs. Joseph Pikul. To the skeptics who asked why Mary would wed a man about to be tried for murder, she replied, “I couldn’t walk away from love. It’s something I had fallen into. I got to know the children. I saw what it was for the first time to be loved and appreciated.”

	During a September 1988 custody hearing in which Joseph unsuccessfully battled his murdered wife’s relatives for custody of his children, Mary told a lawyer that she hadn’t planned on falling in love. “Love is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. You see something so real you can’t walk away from it.” Mary sacrificed her marriage, lifestyle, and daughter for Joseph Pikul. “I signed everything over to my husband. I literally walked out of the house with the clothes on my back.” She also lost her extended family because her relatives wanted nothing to do with her. By the time Joseph was found guilty of murder, in March 1989, Mary was alone in the world.

	Mary had not fallen for a convicted killer; she believed Joseph was innocent, that he killed Diane because she was trying to stab him, that he would not be found guilty and would remain free. But during the months they lived together, both before and during his trial, Mary made many terrifying discoveries. She found out that Joseph had indeed killed his wife and that her own life was in danger. There were incidents during those months: He chased her through the woods near their house, trying to hit her. He slashed a dress she wore with a knife. He told her he was digging a grave for her. Several times, she was forced to call in the local police for help. Perhaps most terrifying, Joseph showed her videotapes in which he revealed his darkest side: He claimed to be a victim of multiple personalities, some of whom were female, and one of whom had killed Diane.

	In July 1989, Mary privately expressed doubts about the relationship she had with Joseph, although, to the public, she maintained the facade of a loyal and loving widow. “I’m beginning to think I used poor judgment. I’m beginning to hate Joe.” A short time after his murder conviction, before he could be sentenced, Joseph Pikul became very ill. He was dying of AIDS. (He died June 2, 1989. Because he died before he could be sentenced, his murder conviction was vacated.)

	“Joe is screwing me again,” Mary said shortly before his final illness. “Joe is scum. He never told me he was homosexual. I just feel this man has screwed me royally.”

	Still loyal, though, she added, “I fell in love with somebody. I still don’t think I did the wrong thing.”
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	Hilary: 

	A Case of Substitution

	LUCAS

	One day in April 1983, Hilary walked through the hush of the coronary care unit in a large hospital on the outskirts of Pittsburgh, in white uniform and rubber-soled shoes. She saw that one of the patients had his ankle chained to his bedpost. She was shocked; she had never seen anything like that. And an armed guard stood next to the comatose man.

	“I felt sorry for him. That poor man. He has nobody here. I didn’t know what he did. Why is he chained to this bed? What is going on?” Hilary walked past the guard and read the patient’s chart: Lucas Milton, heart attack. The patient opened his eyes and Hilary talked to him. Happy with the attention, he asked her to come back. She did, and they spoke regularly during his stay in the hospital. When he was released and asked for her phone number, she was hesitant, though. She had long since found out he was an inmate at the state prison. “I gave him the Dial-A-Prayer number instead of my real number.”

	A few months later, Lucas was back in the CCU and the nurses there called Hilary to let her know. This time, when he was released, she gave him her real phone number. “The first time, I didn’t know if I really wanted to get involved. I thought he was really a nice guy, but I wasn’t sure. He was incarcerated, and I never had any doings with anything like that.”

	But this time, Hilary agreed to write, and she and Lucas began to correspond. The first letters were chatty, friendly, but rapidly became more intimate. “I realized that I really liked this guy. Maybe I had been a little harsh. If this situation was reversed, if that was one of my family, would I want someone to turn their back on him?”

	Choosing not to communicate with Lucas because he was a prisoner would be just like shutting him out in the cold, she thought. Lucas, thirty-eight, and Hilary, forty-five, had a lot in common; when they read, both chose Stephen King novels, and they both liked the same sitcoms on television.

	More important, unlike the men she dated after she divorced her first husband, Hilary thought Lucas was perfect. “When I met Lucas, I just couldn’t find anything that he was lacking.” The only drawback, of course, was that he was in prison for murder. But that didn’t stop Hilary and she fell in love. “Lucas is a gentle person, a sensitive man. He’s not afraid to cry. He doesn’t come off with this big macho-image type thing. He’s not afraid to be a human being.”

	Six months later, Hilary asked Lucas’s lawyer if it would benefit him to be married when he filed his next appeal. Sure, said the lawyer. It would look much better for Lucas if he had a wife, an established residence, and a made-to-order family. Lucas demurred, though. “He told me, I hate like hell to tie you down. I don’t want you to sit at home and wait. I don’t know how long it’ll be before I get out of here.”

	Hilary said she’d live with him when he got released, but Lucas was too conventional for that. “Lucas said, ‘No, I ain’t gonna live with you without a piece of paper between us. I don’t go for that stuff.”’ He did not approve of flouting respectability by living in sin. He wanted it legal.

	Hilary, by now very devoted to this man, decided to stick by him no matter what. If it were better for him to be married, she would marry him. She was also determined to get him freed and promised Lucas, “I am going to get you out of here.”

	FAIRY TALE

	Hilary grew up in a sprawling house filled with humanity: her parents, grandfather, and her father’s eleven brothers and sisters. As soon as her teenaged parents married—mother, Grace, sixteen, and father, Bob, nineteen—they had moved into an old, three-story house on the outskirts of Pittsburgh to provide a home for Bob’s siblings—five of whom had been living in an orphanage—and his father. His mother was dead.

	When Grace was seventeen, Hilary was born. The teenage mother stayed at home caring for her daughter and some of her young brothers- and sisters-in-law while Bob, his father, and two older brothers worked in a steel mill.

	How Grace managed this huge family, thrust on her when she was barely out of childhood herself, is a mystery to Hilary. “I don’t have the faintest idea how she did it. She must have had the patience of a saint. I know that she’s up in heaven now and she got a star for that one.” Hilary remains enthralled with the image of her young, but strong, mother taking care of everyone.

	Grace and Bob had taken in his family because Bob was “a very devoted family man.” With such a large family, holidays, everyday meals, laundry—just about every part of daily life was a huge undertaking. “I can remember my mother starting at five o’clock in the morning and cooking two complete Thanksgiving dinners. They would set the table and then one group would eat. Then they’d clear up and set it again and a second group would start in.”

	Hilary was happy. She had no siblings to fight with; her aunts and uncles, all older, acted as her protectors. She was the coddled, much-loved baby of the family, sharing a bedroom with an aunt who was only two years her senior. “It was fun. It felt like they were all my brothers and sisters. We looked out for one another. We all had to share everything.”

	Discipline in the family revolved around attendance at church and adherence to the Golden Rule, but no one was fanatically religious. If his brothers acted up, Bob “would take the belt to them,” but he never raised a hand against his baby, Hilary. Neither did her aunts and uncles hit her. The boys would threaten to put her in the closet if she misbehaved, but overall, “they were very protective of the girls.”

	Her adolescence was also unmarked by trauma. She was a B student who spent much of her time in roller-skating competitions. She got along with both parents. “Me and my mom talked a lot.” Her father, who was his high school valedictorian, had plans for Hilary to further her education—“He wanted me to be a lawyer”—but she showed no interest in school. She wanted to get married.

	Hilary idolized her father. “He was a very intelligent, understanding person. I could go to him and say, ‘Daddy, I don’t know what to do.’ We would sit there and have great talks. He would always advise me. We would have long talks about everything, about politics.” He never acted angry. “If my father got mad, he’d go outside and sit on the front porch.”

	Unlike some other neighborhood men, he was not a heavy drinker, but on the rare occasions he did get drunk, he was pleasant. “He would come home and have a beer or two. He might go off to the corner bar . . . with the guys on his day off. On holidays, when he did get a little bit too much [to drink], he’d be funny as hell.”

	Her parents got along well in a relationship Hilary describes as a fifty-fifty partnership. Bob earned the money and Grace decided how it would be spent. They always saved, even if it was only a dollar a week.

	Hilary views her childhood as solid, although lacking in luxuries. “When I look back, I had a damn good childhood. We never had a whole lot of money and I never had designer clothes, but I had the basics. And I had somebody that I could go and talk to.”

	That was most important. Her father was someone to confide in, to share her troubles with, to advise her. To Hilary’s unending regret, she gave that up to marry when she was only seventeen. She would spend the rest of her life looking for someone to listen to her problems—a man to take her father’s place.

	YOUNG LOVE

	When Hilary turned seventeen, graduated from high school, and decided to get married, conveniently there was a boy three blocks away who wanted her. They had known each other for years. “I had stars in my eyes. I wanted my own little vine-covered cottage with the picket fence and the kids. It just didn’t work out that way.”

	Her nineteen-year-old husband, Sid, drank a bit and his parents were alcoholics, but that didn’t faze Hilary. She knew she could save Sid from becoming an alcoholic like his parents. “I thought maybe if he had someone to come home to and someone to care about him, maybe it would change him.” But that didn’t happen.

	A few years into the marriage, Sid hit Hilary. He apologized. The second time it was easier for him to hit her, then say he was sorry. The third time it was even easier. “It got to the point when I would see him coming home, I’d try to stay out of his way.”

	They had four children, three boys and a girl. To Hilary and her children, Sid was a brute who thought nothing of punching his family around. Every night, he would stop at a bar and get drunk. If Hilary was in bed when he came home, he’d start a fight. If she was asleep, he’d wake her up. If he arrived in time for dinner, he’d say, “I ain’t eating this slop.” If Hilary was out, he’d harass the children. When she came home, she’d tell them to “go up to their room, but sometimes he’d follow them up and beat them. He never touched the girl though.”

	For their daughter, he reserved special treatment. No hitting. Just emotional and psychological abuse. “She would always analyze everything . . . but he would say to her, ‘You’re nothing but a faker, you’re nothing but a slut.’ He would really pull her down as far as self-esteem. One time she came home from school and complained of pain in her lower abdomen. He said she was faking, but she really did have appendicitis. ‘Oh, Queenie,’ he said, ‘you think you’re the great one but you’re nothing but dog shit.’ I think he didn’t want a girl.”

	In addition to beating Hilary, he insulted her whenever he could. “He was always putting me down: ‘You’re so ugly. You’re so stupid.”’ Her husband’s outrages upon her body and mind also included what Hilary describes as “not so much rape, as force,” sexual attacks during the last years of the marriage.

	Sid was unreasonably jealous and accused Hilary of being intimate with the paperboy, the mailman, the teenager across the street. “I was not allowed to talk to anybody. An old man kissed me on the cheek and I took a beating for it.” She did not work outside her home for the seventeen years of her hellish marriage. She wanted to go back to school once but Sid would not allow it. “Then I’d get a taste of independence and he wouldn’t like that. He was a very insecure person.”

	It didn’t take long for the reality of Sid’s drinking and violence to kill the fantasies in Hilary’s head about a vine-covered cottage. Nor did she get the calm, cozy family life of which she had dreamed. She had no one to talk to, no one to advise or comfort her, either. Her attempt to emulate her mother and be the nurturing center of a large family had failed. She took care of her children, but the family unit was hardly intact; it suffered from daily doses of Sid’s emotional and physical abuse.

	The marriage ended in a violent confrontation with Hilary wielding a gun. Sid broke her arm, and after she drove herself to the hospital to get the bone set, she came home and put her children to bed. “I didn’t want them to see how badly hurt I was. I didn’t want to scare them.” Then she went downstairs and cradling Sid’s hunting shotgun in her good arm, took up a position on the stairs. She put two shells in the gun and sat waiting for her husband to return home from the bar. When he walked in, she flipped on the light and told him, “You take one step towards me and I’ll kill you.” She pulled the hammer back and he turned white. He backed away, afraid. The marriage was over.

	Later, her thirteen-year-old daughter asked her, “Why didn’t you do this earlier?”

	SINGLE MOTHER

	After the divorce, Hilary worked as a waitress in a fast-food place, then went on to a better restaurant. Years passed. After she put her daughter through nursing school, Hilary decided it was her turn and studied nursing at a community college. She graduated in September 1982 and began work as a nurse. “I always wanted to be a nurse. I like helping people.” Later, Hilary went back to school again, earning an associate’s degree as a paralegal. “I love to go to school. I love education, and now I have two professions I can fall back on.”

	She dated after her marriage broke up but decided that “all men were jerks. They were stupid. Every man that I met was lacking something. Either they weren’t tall enough or they weren’t this or that. I thought all men were idiots so I didn’t even date for two years.”

	MURDER FOR BEER

	It was true that the old man had very little, but on the first Saturday in December 1972, three young Pittsburgh men believed they had even less and decided to rob him.

	Lucas Milton, then twenty-eight, and two friends planned a break-in to relieve the old man of his social security check. The three younger men followed their target home to his tiny place in Pittsburgh’s Northside after he cashed the $289 check at a neighborhood bar. They listened outside and heard him talking about having a lot of money. Then they bashed in his door.

	Unfortunately for all involved, the old man habitually talked to himself about possessing large sums of money, but in reality he was a pauper. And no match for the youthful burglars. A third accomplice reportedly waited outside with a getaway car while Lucas Milton and a second partner broke into the apartment. When the elderly man refused to reveal where he had hidden his cash, they beat him to death. They ran out with four cans of beer they had taken from the refrigerator, but not before one of the burglars tried to decapitate the old man with a saw.

	Eighteen years later, the Pittsburgh assistant district attorney who prosecuted the murder case, J. Alan Johnson, said the old man had been a plasterer. His killers, after trying unsuccessfully to cut off his head, covered his body with plaster and then walked outside, leaving dusty white footprints that eventually led police right to them.

	In July 1973, Lucas Milton pleaded guilty to attempted robbery and murder in the first degree after first watching his accomplice’s trial result in a first-degree murder conviction, carrying with it a sentence of life without parole. But pleading guilty didn’t help Milton, and he, too, was sentenced to life without parole.

	Then he was twenty-eight, single, and a killer. He is now forty-six, married to Hilary, and according to the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, a killer, still serving his term.

	To Hilary, Lucas does not belong in prison. “He’s a good man, a very good man, religious . . . not a religious fanatic, but a . . . good-hearted, unselfish person. He’d do anything for anybody . . . Now he has a heart problem, but he carried a man across the yard who [was ill].” Hilary told Lucas, “You made a mistake, you never had a prior record, nothing. You don’t deserve to be in here.” Even her family agrees. After her grown children met Lucas, they said, “You gotta get him out of here. He’s a hell of a man.”

	DENIAL

	Although Hilary is bothered by the murder, she believes his drunkenness is what caused Lucas to beat the old man to death. The Lucas she knows and loves does not have that capacity for violence. “That’s not his makeup. If he was in his right mind, if he hadn’t been drinking that night . . . I’m not making excuses for him. I know it was the alcohol that did it.”

	Lucas had a deprived childhood. He was raised in an orphanage, his mother was unmarried and he never knew his father. “He never had people that said, ‘I love you,’ and meant it . . . He never had anybody . . . Lucas was fighting it all himself. He never had somebody say, ‘That’s wrong.’ All he had was somebody who would cuff him back of the head. He told me he never had anybody who cared. I do. I care now. Lucas has been hurt enough. I can’t let him get hurt anymore.” Hilary must protect Lucas to satisfy her own emotional needs. She is his savior; when his attorney files appeals, Hilary goes before the parole board instead of Lucas. “I’m speaking for him. I’m his voice at that time.”

	SUICIDE

	One cold morning in 1986, Lucas tried to end his life by slicing his wrists with a razor he had managed to conceal in his cell. Although he was already married to Hilary and had her strong love in his corner, he wanted to die. Always understanding, Hilary said she can comprehend why Lucas tried to slit his wrists. “My [Lucas] is very, very sensitive. He is so starved for affection, for love. I asked him why. Didn’t you stop to think who you were hurting? He said, ‘All I could think of was—I’ll never get out of here. I’ll never be with you.’ He couldn’t look ahead at that point.”

	She blames prison life for Lucas’s depression. “It’s a tense, stressful situation. There are two thousand men in an institution built for eight hundred ninety-five. You live by bells. Everything is regimented. Lucas has no space to walk, no space, period.”

	In retrospect, however, Lucas’s suicide try was beneficial because he was admitted to a state psychiatric hospital where, for the first time, he began to deal with his alcohol dependency. “That’s where he learned about alcoholism. He said, ‘I would never stand up in front of a bunch of people and say I’m an alcoholic. Now that I know it’s a disease, I can do it.’”

	Hilary became a hovering angel of mercy to Lucas then. She visited him at the psychiatric hospital although it was hundreds of miles away. “I felt . . . like I was his mother. Get him on the straight and narrow, like a mom does to a kid. He didn’t want to go to the mental hospital, but I told him I’d be there. I went every six weeks. I made it there for his birthday and I made it there for Christmas.”

	LOVE OR THE BOTTLE

	Hilary has told Lucas he has to choose between her and drinking. “Lucas knows how I feel about alcohol. I told him, ‘You’re either going to take me and what I can offer you—or the bottle, and you’re going to die in this place a lonely old man.”’ Unfortunately, Lucas has had a few setbacks in his resolution to quit drinking. “I’m not saying he didn’t slip. But he always got right back on it.” Lucas must stop drinking because of his poor health. Planning for his release from prison, Hilary has already contacted an Alcoholics Anonymous chapter near her house to ask if Lucas could be a speaker.

	Sometimes Hilary wavers. She will admit to being afraid Lucas might drink again. “I have fears what if he goes drinking again. But there’s AA and I have faith in Lucas.”

	In the early years of her marriage to Sid, Hilary was certain she could change his patterns of drinking and violence. “But then I realized a leopard does not change his spots.” So what’s the difference this time, with Lucas? Hilary is convinced Lucas wants to change whereas Sid never recognized his alcoholism. “My first husband would never admit he needed help. Lucas, on the other hand, realizes he does have a problem and that he can’t solve it himself.” Also, for the first time in his life, thanks to Hilary, Lucas “has something he’s never had and something he values—a family.”

	Still, Hilary will have a large burden if Lucas is released. In addition to fears he might start drinking, she will have to support him because his heart condition precludes his working. “I get kind of scared. He won’t be able to work . . . so it’ll all be on me. Will I be able to handle all that?” But Lucas always has the right words for Hilary when she expresses anxieties. “He told me that we’ll handle it. If we have to eat bread and beans, we’ll handle it.”

	Bread and beans? Right now, while he’s in prison, Hilary is supporting Lucas in a relatively comfortable lifestyle. Although she is in her forties, with little money saved, she does nothing to provide for her own future. All her money—and she works sixty hours a week—goes to pay bills, hers and his. And he has some expensive needs: legal fees for mounting a new appeal; a new color television set because “cell thieves” broke in and took the one he had.

	“I’m the one that buys Lucas his TV, his radio, his clothes, and his goodies from Hickory Farms at Christmas. I’m the one who pays for his phone calls.” Hilary puts money on his commissary book so he can purchase small items at the prison store. She has had to do without herself to keep him comfortable. “I’ve been wanting to get a new washer. But when he calls and says, ‘It’s so cold and all I have is one blanket’—so what’s more important, a blanket for him or a new washing machine?”

	THE MOTHER

	According to psychiatrist Dr. Streamson Chua, Hilary’s great motivator is a need to be like her mother. “She admired her mother, who married young and took care of everyone. She wants people with problems so she can take care of them.” Her need to nurture is one reason why Hilary has chosen nursing. When she was dating Sid, she knew he drank, was aware his parents were alcoholics, but married him anyway and took on the burden of trying to change him. After Hilary had children, she had to be constantly vigilant to protect them from Sid’s violence. Now, in Lucas, she has satisfied her deepest fantasies of being a total nurturer and caregiver. Lucas, with his physical problems, alcoholism, and murder conviction, fills the bill; Hilary can be Earth Mother and Florence Nightingale to this incredibly needy victim. “The more problems that Lucas has, the better it is for her,” said Dr. Chua.

	Hilary does not easily express emotions, but she will share her feelings with Lucas when she’s depressed. For the most part, though, she is his rock and has shouldered his financial, legal, physical, and psychological burdens.

	GOOD ADVICE

	At the same time that Hilary strives to be like her mother, she is trying to find a man who will fill the remembered image of her father—an image that is no doubt seen through a rosy filter. She wanted a kind, understanding father and describes hers as infinitely patient and willing to listen. But anecdotes she tells about him hardly fit the fairy-tale person she describes.

	Early in her marriage, when she and Sid fought, she went home to talk it over with her father. She was only eighteen at the time. Her father had always been willing to advise her, but this was different. “He told my mom to make me a cup of coffee . . . and he said, ‘You’re welcome here anytime. You can come back here but this is no longer your home. When you have a problem, you have to figure it out and you have to settle it.’”

	Incredibly, Hilary is grateful for that advice. “If my father had been the type to say, ‘Oh, no, no one’s doing that to my baby girl,’ I might have become too dependent. I might have said to my husband, ‘My dad will take care of you.’ I have to thank my parents for me being as independent as I am right now. They’re the ones that built my character.”

	Yes, Dad was right to let Sid keep beating up his baby girl; it made her independent. While her parents were building her character, her husband was destroying her body, ripping apart her confidence and self-esteem. “When I was beaten by my ex-husband, I could have asked for help, and I know my parents would have said, ‘Come on home.’ But . . . it was my bed and I would handle it.”

	Actually, she did not tell her parents directly that she was being beaten because they had not wanted her to marry Sid. “I didn’t tell my parents. Then it would be, ‘I told you so.’ I didn’t want to admit I made a mistake.”

	When she was bruised, she would make up excuses. Her parents never really believed she walked into a door or fell down the stairs. Still, they did not intercede. “I think they were just waiting for me to do something. I have a lot of pride. I didn’t want to admit that I failed.

	“When I pulled a gun on Sid, my father wondered why I didn’t do that years ago. My parents’ attitude was, ‘You knew we were always here, but we didn’t want to step over the line.’”

	SOMEONE, PLEASE LOOK AT ME

	Growing up in such a crowded household, it’s likely that Hilary didn’t receive as much attention as she needed. She is probably fantasizing when she recalls the warmth and love in the family and when she describes her kind, understanding father. “It’s a fantasy that her father sat down and talked to her so gently,” said psychiatrist Chua.

	But Lucas, locked up, a murderer, sick, alcoholic, with no one on the outside caring much about him—Lucas will pay attention to Hilary. Lucas, as do most other convicted murderers, focuses intensely and solely on his woman. He gives her all the attention she could ever want or need—constant phone calls, emotional letters, warm personal visits. As do all the wives and girlfriends of these men, Hilary relishes the attention. As long as Lucas satisfies her need for attention, Hilary is willing to sacrifice.

	Anything Lucas asks of her, he gets. “If he would call right now and say, ‘I need your right arm,’ I’d say, ‘You got it.’” Lucas “fulfills my needs. I know that sounds strange. I’m here and he’s in a correctional institute. We’ve been married for seven years and he fulfills my needs! [But] sex is not everything. I could be at my lowest point and he’s always there to pick me up.” (Hilary and Lucas actually had sexual relations once when a guard at the hospital, after finding out they had never consummated their marriage, left them alone for an hour. Hilary said that “it was wonderful and his attorney is afraid that when he gets him out of there, I’m gonna kill him the first night.”)

	DADDY’S GIRL

	While Hilary can recreate her mother’s role in the family by providing Lucas with care, stability, security, nurturing, he can be the father she imagined, the man whose memory she embellished out of her deepest needs. When Lucas is released—Hilary is certain it will be soon because he has served seventeen years and has serious health problems—he will “round out the family circle.”

	“I know he has a lot of my father’s qualities. The strange part of it is, he even looks like my father.”

	Lucas is Hilary’s fantasy come to life; if that’s love, then she loves him. “There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for him and he feels the same way. He’s told me many times he would lay down his life for me. There is no other man on the face of this earth that could come up to my Lucas. I have never cared about anybody as much as I care for him.”

	For more than a decade, Hilary has lived without an abusive, alcoholic man in her house. Perhaps it’s time to take up residence with such a man again. Once, when Hilary teased Lucas and told him she had to leave early from a prison visit because she had a date, he said, “Oh, yeah, you want me to knock you out right here?”

	No. Hilary will wait until he can knock her out right in her own living room.
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	Why Women Love Killers

	We’ve met several women in love with murderers and found out how they meet their men. In order to understand them, it’s necessary to examine their love, to put romance under a microscope and try to comprehend what makes a woman fall in love with a killer.

	Through the vagaries of social change, from the Me Generation of the seventies to the New Agers of the eighties, the yearning for romantic love remains central. Love makes the world go round but comes in many shapes—from the perverse to the practical. Romantic love consumes us as we see from television, books, movies, and popular music. With today’s somewhat waning traditional values—because of physical relocation, a 50 percent divorce rate, and other, positive factors such as a decrease in sexual stereotypes—we have seen an increased importance placed on romance, especially for women.

	“Passions are the great moving forces in people’s lives,” said Ethel Spector Person, Ph.D., author of Dreams of Love and Fateful Encounters: The Power of Romantic Passion. A fundamental need for romantic love motivates people to act, to seek, to relate. “When you fall in love and you really bridge that chasm and you almost merge with somebody else, there is ultimately a strength, an enlargement, and an enrichment that comes out of it.”

	Romance is used to sell women on almost every single product, from cars to food. Romantic love makes the world turn on soap operas and in romance novels, two hugely popular and profitable forms of entertainment that have almost half of America mesmerized—the female half. In the world of the soaps, shows that attract millions of devoted viewers, romantic relationships are all turmoil, turbulence, conflict. Best-selling romance novels reach an estimated 20 million people, most of them women.

	In recent years, academics have taken up a serious study of the psychology of love. “Romantic love . . . has supplanted religion as the arena in which men and women seek meaning, transcendence, wholeness, and ecstasy,” writes psychologist Robert A. Johnson, a Jungian analyst, in We: Understanding the Psychology of Romantic Love.

	Many women use love relationships as an arena for excitement and drama. Although this has slowly been changing due to the influence of the feminist movement, it is still evident, from talking to women in love with murderers, that many women use love as a substitute for other types of excitement. Instead of being aggressive in business or sports, for instance, some women find excitement by falling in love with the wrong men. Many women think they can get satisfaction only from a man: the larger-than-life man . . . the remote man . . . the crazy man . . . the risk-taker . . . the rich and powerful man . . . the macho man. Women who fall in love with murderers display an extreme need to find excitement, satisfaction, fulfillment, from a socially unacceptable man.

	These women also have an idealized and romanticized perception that love between men and women is based on constant passion, unsatisfied yearnings, and ungratified desires. These women search for and find this type of romantic love with eagerness and intensity. Unlike other seekers after romantic love, women who love killers always find their Holy Grail. They find it in unlikely places, with unlikely partners. But they find men to love who will provide them with constant, renewable, unending passion, with undying love—with romance that resembles a soap opera or a romance novel more than it resembles real life.

	By choosing as their lovers men behind bars for committing murder, they have found a way to keep romance, passion, and love alive forever.

	How? First, let’s look closely at romantic love; then we’ll see how women who love killers, how women who marry murderers, are really very successful at what we call “love.” They are able to fly around the flame without getting burned to death—maybe only a little singed.

	COURTLY LOVE

	What is romantic love? Is it something we should search for? Is it good for us? Or is it, as Robert Johnson believes, merely the mask that spirituality wears today?

	For women in love with murderers, romantic love is spiritual transcendence. They experience an exalted emotion, an ecstatic, transformational love. They soar above the earth and its mundanity, escaping from the trivia and pain—and the reality—of daily life.

	Their idea of romantic love is based, although they don’t know it, on the medieval concept of courtly love, which downplayed marriage and sexual encounters between knights and their ladies in favor of endless courtship. Women who love killers are also not allowed to experience (normal) marriages or (normal) sexual encounters with the men they love. Johnson explains three characteristics of courtly love that could also be used to describe the relationships between convicted killers and the women who love them.

	NO SEX

	Courtly love, “an idealized, spiritualized relationship, designed to lift the [participants] above the level of physical grossness,” forbade sex, writes Johnson. Women in love with murderers don’t have sex either. All the women who spoke to me expressed revulsion at sex in public visiting rooms.

	Although some had a stolen sexual encounter or two at one time or another, all of them downplayed sex. To these women, sex is simply not as important as romance.

	Many of the women talked about the intimacy they share with the men even though there is no sex; some said their relationships are successful because there is no sex involved.

	“I am as important to him as he is to me,” said Dolores. That she and her boyfriend, Louis, who killed a businessman during a robbery twenty-one years ago, have never had sex is an integral part of their relationship. “He has never been able to establish such a long-term relationship with anybody without having sex confuse the whole thing.”

	After a long friendship, they fell in love, and using the language of courtly love, Dolores describes how Louis changed as he opened up to her. He is “like a flower that’s a bud and you can see it opening before your eyes. Maybe that’s what I’ve fallen in love with: this transformation.” Dolores, responsible for the transformation of another human being who loves her enough to flower, is made to feel special.

	Alicia loves Bill, in prison for life for stabbing a man in 1981 with a butcher knife. Happy to do without sex, she said that romance without sex “is easier for me. I played out my youth as hard as I could till I was sick to death of it.” She will most likely never be able to have sex with the man she loves, but that’s okay. “I’m not interested in transient sexual relationships. And as long as I’m committed to this relationship, I know I won’t be interested in having sex on the side.”

	They will never sneak into the little room outside the visitors’ room that some couples bribe the guards into letting them use. It’s just not worth it. “If there’s no chance of getting caught and it’s very private and the chance comes up, we’ll take it. But if it’s going to endanger his case in any way, no.”

	Elena loved Terry so much she married him despite the many obstacles: her grown children who resented their mother’s having a husband in their age bracket; the state that wanted to execute Terry; the fact they could never be alone in a room together because he was a death-row inmate.

	“We couldn’t live together, but other than that, it was just perfect.” Their “chemistry was perfect” but they couldn’t do anything about it. “We talked about ideas. Sex was something we skirted around because we couldn’t have it. He was not a grabby kind of man.” A few days before Terry’s execution, a sympathetic guard put the very-much-in-love married couple alone in a room together. But nothing happened. “That might have been an opportunity but he was not that kind of man. He would not have grabbed me and done something with the chance a guard would come in. He was very respectful of me as I was of him. Just that act wasn’t that important to us. You can get that on the street.”

	NO MARRIAGE

	Courtly love precludes marriage between the knight and his lady. Although many women in love with murderers who are behind bars marry the men, their relationships are hardly intimate; they can’t relate as normal husbands and wives. Even those women who try to make their marriages as normal as possible fail dismally. Marriage and intimacy do not flourish under prison conditions. Marrying a man sentenced to life in prison is taking on a situation with guaranteed separation and loss. It means choosing to have a relationship that exists in an artificial, repressive, and threatening environment.

	ONLY PASSION

	By not allowing sex, marriage, or intimacy, the focus of courtly love becomes, solely, passion. Writes Johnson: “The courtly lovers keep themselves aflame with passion . . . they suffer intense desire for each other, yet strive to spiritualize their desire . . . by never reducing their passion to the ordinariness of sex and marriage.” (Emphasis added.)

	This is the incredible nature of the love between women on the outside and convicted killers. These women have found a way to keep themselves aflame with passion. By choosing as her beloved a man who has committed murder, a man who will never be able to be a regular husband or lover, each woman keeps her passion burning by endless, painful, limitless suffering.

	Women who love murderers “are a real romantic breed. They have to be to put up with what they put up with. Their relationships become very dramatic. The Department of Corrections constantly does these horrible things and [the man and the woman] feel defenseless and they get very romantic,” said Alicia.

	These women don’t choose their relationships; they just “fall” madly in love. They are victims of love with no control over their feelings. “I don’t think you make the choice to pursue it. It ends up unfolding in front of you and you move with it,” said Mary.

	“Bill is just—I don’t know—it was one of those things. I think I was swept off my feet the first time I heard his voice on the phone. I just love his voice, it’s the sexiest voice ever. He’s got this deep, heavy Southern accent,” said Alicia.

	Kay, with a history of unsuccessful relationships, fell desperately and instantly in love with a man serving a life sentence for murder because her first glimpse of him rendered her helpless with swooning passion: “Oh, my God, he is fine. I didn’t even know who I was. What is this man doing in here? He was so handsome. He looked like a black messiah, a black Jesus Christ. He had these big, black, piercing eyes and a wonderful voice.”

	Elena, recalling the love she had for Terry, said, “I loved him. I absolutely adored him. I loved him beyond sanity, probably.” Imagine the ecstasy of her suffering as he was taken away to be executed. Will she ever again feel as deeply? “His family was clutching at him and crying, and he turned around to me and he looked straight into my eyes and he said, ‘You, I love.’ And they shackled him and took him away.” Those words, that moment, will sustain her for the rest of her life.

	There are no bounds to this romantic love, no limits to its depth—or to the pain these women suffer. One notorious woman who loved a murderer—and suffered great losses because of her love—was Tennessee attorney Mary Pentecost Evans. Her lover, William Timothy Kirk, described by another woman married to a murderer as “quite the cavalier and the gentlemen,” was originally Evans’s client. Kirk, charged with being the triggerman during a prison uprising in which seven inmates took four guards hostage and killed two inmates, was to be represented by the court-appointed Evans on the murder charge.

	They met in the attorneys’ room at Brushy Mountain Prison in Tennessee. He was a career criminal who ran with a rough crowd. Already serving a life sentence for armed robbery and other felonies when he was brought up on this new charge, murder, there was little hope that Kirk, thirty-six, would ever get out of prison. Mary Evans was blond, beautiful, bright, from a wealthy family. Both Kirk and Evans, twenty-six, had been married and divorced before. But the day they met, it was as if no one else in the world had ever existed.

	Evans arranged for Kirk to be transported from prison to a psychologist’s office on March 31, 1983, supposedly for a routine consultation. But the couple, by now crazy in love, had planned a daring escape. Evans gave Kirk a gun, and he disarmed the three guards who had accompanied them to the psychologist’s office. The pair ran out to her car and drove off. They were on the road for more than four months before they were captured in a motel in Daytona Beach, Florida.

	There was a lot of talk in Knoxville about what made Mary Evans do it. No one could understand the appeal Kirk had for her. No one, to this day, ever has. But theories abounded. Evans’s boss, Knoxville lawyer James A. H. Bell, was quoted in The Knoxville News-Sentinel as saying that Evans may have become “psychologically hypnotized” by Kirk. He even suggested Evans was suffering from the Stockholm Syndrome, a deep emotional bond that can develop between hostage/abuser and victim, implying that Kirk had kidnapped Evans. (In 1973, a Swedish woman became so emotionally involved with a bank robber who held her hostage that she fell in love with him, broke her engagement to another man, and remained committed to the bank robber during his trial and subsequent incarceration.)

	The psychologist in whose office the daring escape took place speculated that Evans simply loved Kirk. “What I think happened is that she fell in love with him. It is hard for a man in prison to brainwash his lawyer. I think you have to consider the male-female aspect of this thing,” said Dr. Gary Salk, quoted in The Knoxville News-Sentinel.

	“Yeah, she was beautiful. It wasn’t like she was some ugly lawyer who was man hungry. It was unusual that she would suddenly fall in love with a killer,” said Robert Fellman, a staff attorney for the Tennessee State Board of Professional Responsibility.

	Evans’s defense during her trial for aggravated kidnapping, armed robbery, and escape was that she was temporarily insane. If temporary insanity is a euphemism for mad, passionate love, then her defense was valid. While she and Kirk awaited trial, they kept in touch through their lawyers and by telephone. “I think that’s obvious,” answered Kirk’s lawyer, Steve Oberman, when asked if the couple was still in love.

	Evans was tried, convicted, and disbarred; she served two years in jail and moved to Florida, where she has reportedly married. Kirk is in prison; his earliest parole-consideration date is 2013.

	But there is an incredible footnote to this story. Only one year after this shocking romance and escape, Kirk manipulated another woman into falling in love with him. Her name also is Mary. They married in 1985 and two years later had a son. Kirk sees his wife twice a week and they communicate daily by telephone, he told Geraldo Rivera on a television show that aired August 26, 1988. “We deal with the same problems and situations on a daily basis that any other husband and wife do, I imagine.”

	Rivera asked Mary if she worried that her husband was exploiting her. “Is he using you so that the parole board might hear his plea for clemency or for lenient treatment? Is he using you and this boy?” Mary said she had wanted to marry Kirk and have his child. “I had the choice. He didn’t make the choice for me. I’m not fascinated by him because he’s done crimes or because he’s in prison. I met him when he was on escape.”

	Is it possible that Kirk had two women in love with him when he escaped—Mary, his then-lawyer, and Mary, his now-wife?

	Another woman on the same program, Deborah Lee, told Rivera that her fiancé is serving a 150-year term. Her passion for him led her to divorce her husband, a Baptist minister. She initially tried to resist loving her murderer, said Lee, but passion overpowered her. “I tried not to. I fought it. But my heart . . . I knew that I was doing something that morally was wrong, and I tried to back out of it. I just couldn’t do it. I loved him so I kept going.”

	COMPANIONSHIP

	The romantic passion experienced by women who love convicted killers never, ever becomes ordinary, everyday love, what some call companionship or companionate love. This affectionate bonding is a warm, tender sharing based on the exchanges of a mutual daily life together. But the special population of women in this book who have fallen in love with murderers has found a way to stave off this more relaxed kind of love. After these women fall in love, they maintain a high level of intensity with their murderer/lover; the relationship does not change into companionate love. It remains eternally romantic.

	But some psychologists and psychiatrists give no credibility to romantic love, saying our culture creates an addictive attitude toward love. If the measure of love is its destructiveness to the two lovers and their families, it’s not healthy. These experts advise against a romantic love that brings suffering, suggesting instead a down-to-earth, painless love that brings comfort and companionship.

	Only “consummate love” is real love, writes psychologist Robert Sternberg in an essay “The Psychology of Love” in his book of essays on love, The Psychology of Love. Consummate love has three aspects: intimacy, passion, and decision/commitment. Passionate love is “a continual interplay between elation and despair, thrill and terror, positives and negatives,” agrees psychologist Elaine Hatfield. Hatfield contrasts the radical ups and downs of passionate or romantic love with companionate love. According to her, companionate love is characterized by more positives than by negatives and by an exchange of affection in a loving relationship where partners are capable of both intimacy and independence.

	Women who fall in love with convicted killers don’t want the companionate love described by Hatfield or the consummate love described by Sternberg. These women seek a love that causes discomfort and pain because they want to ride the crests of the waves, lingering over the highs and lows, suffering intensely, denying themselves the normalcy of an average, everyday kind of relationship. These women want passion and won’t take anything less. And they accept that passion means suffering. (According to the Oxford English Dictionary, compact edition, 1971, the root of the word passion means “to suffer”—the sufferings of pain, the sufferings of Christ on the cross.)

	An excellent example is the story of Kate Soffel, told by Ron Nyswaner in his original screenplay for the film Mrs. Soffel. In 1900, Kate Soffel was busy as the wife of the warden of Pittsburgh’s Allegheny County Prison and mother of their four children. A year later, she was in prison, having fallen passionately in love with one of her husband’s charges. Her obsessive love for Ed Biddle, a murderer and robber who was sentenced to death, was so overpowering that Kate threw away everything she had to be with him. She helped him and his brother escape from prison and fled with them on New Year’s Day, 1901. At some point during their crazed one-day run for freedom, Kate and Ed realized they would be captured. Kate’s passion for Ed was such that she could not live without him so she asked him to shoot her; she preferred dying to going back to her everyday life. He shot her, but the bullet missed its mark and she lived. Ed was killed when the runaways were captured.

	Kate, in her early thirties, first met Ed when she read the Bible to him. That, as well as supervising food preparation and making sure the inmates had blankets, were her responsibilities as warden’s wife. Ed, twenty-four, and his brother were doomed to die and had become a cause célébre, capturing the imaginations of the women of Pittsburgh. Ed, in particular, handsome, smart, eloquent, and genuinely poetic, was the focus of hundreds of women who stood outside the prison daily, praying for the brothers, protesting their imprisonment and their imminent hanging.

	After the brothers were killed during the escape attempt, their funeral turned out to be one of Pittsburgh’s most well-attended events. Countless grief-stricken women sobbed over the brothers. Because of her sorrow over Ed’s death, one teenaged girl committed suicide by ingesting lye. Like Kate Soffel and the women of Pittsburgh, she had fallen under Ed’s spell.

	Kate, who had encountered passion for the first time in her life with Ed, was never to know it again. She would, however, know a different kind of suffering. After her capture, she served two years in prison. Her husband did not allow her to see their children, and she died five years after her release. She had nothing to live for.

	Companionate love is the kind of love that allows lovers to see each other’s faults and flaws, weaknesses and needs. It is love that flourishes on commitment and reason, not on wild upswings of irrational expectations, on mad passion, on ecstatic joinings and despairing partings. It is not the love experienced by women who love convicted killers.

	FALLING IN LOVE

	Women who love murderers, like everyone else looking for love, are seeking transcendence, elevation above the daily routines of life, completion, a feeling of being totally united with another so the self can never again feel the awfulness of existential loneliness. This falling in love, to most of these women, means losing control over their emotions, being totally consumed by an obsession that takes precedence over everything else.

	Carla, whose husband is currently on Florida’s death row after his conviction for the beating and stabbing murder of an elderly woman when he was sixteen, described her passion: “I have never been in love. I had many boyfriends, but now I know I’m in love. I will love him no matter where he is. My feelings will not change.”

	Mary loves Al, a convicted killer; her feelings for him are deep, passionate, and committed. She talked about the sacrifice that is a necessary part of her relationship: “This is a burning question inside every woman—What is the extent of my love? Could I ever love like that? Are they crazy? Would I be crazy to do that?”

	Falling in love is “prompted by an internal psychological state,” said Dr. Ethel Person. H. G. Wells wrote of “the Lover Shadow,” an explanation for love at first sight. If a woman sees someone and instantly loves him, it’s likely he fits her image of her lover shadow. The lover shadow “is made up of many, many different things—memories, sensations, wishful fantasies,” according to Dr. Person. And that’s fine, she added, unless a person “can only fall in love with somebody who is a disaster.” Like a murderer.

	Women who love killers are seeking the oblivion of total passion, total commitment and the giving up of the self to another. Does it sound religious or spiritual? It is. When we love, “we believe we have found the ultimate meaning of life, revealed in another human being,” writes Robert Johnson. Searching for the meaning of life in another person is part of romantic love. And passion is the fuel. Not sexual passion, but the passion of transcendence, ecstasy, intensity, extremes of joy and despair.

	Women who love murderers experience all this: They suffer deeply. Their love flourishes in an atmosphere that tries to kill it. For women who love killers, every prison visit presents an opportunity for a tearful, joyous reunion, a demonstration of intense feelings and a sharing of devotion. Every parting is an opportunity for tears of despair, cries of eternal love, and feelings of longing. A single prison visit contains as much drama and intensity as a romance novel or soap opera. The women relish these incredible highs and lows; they live for them and on them.

	DRAMA

	“One of the great paradoxes in romantic love is that it never produces human relationship as long as it stays romantic. It produces drama, daring adventures, wondrous, intense love scenes, jealousies and betrayals,” writes Johnson. Women who love men who kill are always in a romantic relationship. They experience continuous excitement and tension: Will the prison allow me to visit? How much time will we have together? What’s happening with his appeal? Will he be released? Will he spend the rest of his life behind bars?

	In addition to the adventure of their prison visit together, there is the great drama of his life behind bars, as well as her life on the outside. Each week, they exchange impassioned stories. He was attacked by another inmate. A guard harassed him. He was found with a newspaper in his cell and punished with four days in solitary. She was insulted on the telephone by her parents for having this relationship. She could only work a regular forty-hour week so she can’t buy him shoes right now. And so on.

	ILLUSION

	Romantic love can be an emotion felt by one person and directed at another—a feeling that considers the happiness and well-being of the beloved as most important. Or romantic love can be an illusion, a reflection of the lover’s own desires and fantasies. “Hence the popular idiom that love is blind, for a lover projects onto a partner, or love-blot, his/her unique love image,” writes John Money, Ph.D., in Love and Lovesickness: The Science of Sex, Gender Differences and Pairbonding.

	Women in love with killers refuse to see faults in their men. And they bestow upon their inappropriate partners qualities that most objective observers can see are not real.

	These women do not allow themselves to admit their men have weaknesses. They deny the murders their lovers have committed. Their love is fed on illusion and fueled by fantasy so they naturally have false beliefs about the natures of the men they love.

	These women love a shadow lover of their own creation. It’s as if each woman has taken a blank canvas and painted her ideal man, then fallen in love with him, making him come to life in the process. He is an ink blot, a blank, a reflection of her inner needs; he, and the love she feels, are not real.

	THE MEN THEY LOVE: HEROES AND KNIGHTS

	The murderers these women love are similar to the heroes of popular romance novels. Readers devour the heroes in the books because, in real life, no men like these ever cross their doorsteps. These heroes are long, lean, and mean—but also loving, caring, and giving to the women who win their hearts. There is no doubt the men are hot-tempered and capable of violence and passion; they’ve proven that by murdering. But they are also tender. Rochelle’s husband is “sensitive to the tiniest of animals” although he is convicted of rape, kidnapping, and murder. Over and over these women describe the men they love as caring, thoughtful, concerned human beings.

	According to their women, these men are one-of-a-kind guys. They are leaders, bright, articulate, handsome. Bill “is intelligent, politically, philosophically. He’s very liberal. He’s very positive; he’s one of those power-of-positive-thinking people,” said Alicia. Bill is also smarter than she is: “He’s a whiz at computers and math. His areas of knowledge are more than mine.”

	Naomi Zack, a Ph.D. in philosophy, in her introduction to My Return, written together with her murderer/husband, Jack Henry Abbot describes him as “one of the most promising young philosophers” of her generation. (In 1981, Abbott stabbed Richard Adan to death.) Abbott is so brilliant, even Zack can’t understand some of his writing. To her, he is a genius, an existential hero, and finally, a tragic figure. Writes Zack: “He has paid—more than any man today who has been convicted of manslaughter—for the events of that fateful night—both in the time he has so far served and in his dangerous circumstances in prison.”

	But there is a more tragic figure: Richard Adan. In her obsessive and delusional love for Abbott, Naomi Zack has forgotten the real victim.

	MASTERY AND CHALLENGE

	Murderers are also masterful, like romance-novel heroes. Very often, even though they are imprisoned, they are consulted by their girlfriends or wives on life issues. Generally, to his woman, the word of her man is law even though he is a powerless inmate behind bars. Bill has a dominating personality, admits Alicia, and he tries to control her. But her denial mechanism clicks in quickly and she softens this statement. “He has a dominating personality but only in the sense that he’s very cocky and intelligent and he simply likes to be right. He has a tendency to think he knows a little bit more about most subjects. And he’s right. He does know more than most of the people around him.”

	Consulting a prison inmate is a sham, because if a man is in for murder, he has little control over anything. It is the woman’s need to see her man as masterful that makes her ask him what she should do and causes her to seek his advice.

	“One of a woman’s most pervasive fantasies is being Swept Away by the man of her dreams,” writes Carol Cassell in her book, Swept Away. Although no woman interviewed for this book chose to fall for a murderer, they each described sensations of being swept away by the uncontrollable fervor of their love.

	Each woman fantasizes that her man is a hero, a knight in shining armor, so he can save and protect her—not only from the world but from himself and the threat of his own violence. Every man is special and none is a con who uses women. “In [my man’s] case, he’s not much of a con man. I think our relationship is somewhat different,” said Alicia.

	Each woman in love with a killer views her man as her salvation: He will save her from loneliness, from selling herself in the meat market of singles bars where rejection is always a threat, from the potential sexual threat of other men. And by making him into a knight, a hero, the woman dilutes what is perhaps the greatest threat of all: that he murdered once and if he had the chance, might just murder again . . . and she might be the victim. After all, her subconscious reasons, her Sir Lancelot would never hurt a damsel in distress or force himself on her.

	Many of these women are drawn to their murderer/lover because the men represent challenges; relationships with them are obstacle courses. Meeting him, earning his love, making the relationship work despite the tremendous odds against it—women who love killers thrive on these challenges.

	Also, these men are “bad,” socially unacceptable, extremely macho, because they have killed. If a man is certified masculine, then a woman can be more certain of her femininity; with a man whose maleness or machismo is exaggerated, a woman feels most womanly. These “bad” boys, these killers, fulfill some part of the woman’s desire for excitement, for challenge, for adventure—and even make her feel more of a woman. “Crime holds a special attraction for middle class women, who don’t turn to it out of economic hardship or peer pressure,” writes Joy Davidson, Ph.D., in The Agony of It All.

	Who are the women whose psychological needs impel them to seek this type of intensity in their love relationships? Which women must have romantic love that never ends—an unchanging courtship, filled with agony and ecstasy? Why do they want the illusion of romance rather than real love?

	These women are satisfied with a love relationship that exists under conditions the majority of us would avoid and find awful. In the classic Women Who Love Too Much, Robin Norwood writes: “Prison wives . . . represent perhaps the ultimate example of women who love too much. Because they are incapable of any degree of intimacy with a man, they choose instead to live with a fantasy, a dream of how much they will love and be loved someday when their partner changes and becomes available to them. But they can be intimate only in fantasy.”

	We must keep in mind the difference between “prison wives,” “women who love too much,” women who are addicted to love relationships—and women who love murderers. Murderers are special. Women who love murderers are special, also, although they share some characteristics and qualities with women addicted to love relationships and women who love too much. Murderers have acted with total disregard for societal mores. They have shed someone else’s blood. The women who love them accept this as part—perhaps the most alluring part—of them. Murderers and their women, who can’t live without each other but are forced to remain apart, may be under the spell of “death love”—the German concept of Liebestod. By worshiping death—or the men who have caused death—these women find the union they cannot find in life. Death becomes the orgasm, the high, the kick.
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	Denial

	Women who love killers don’t really love at all. They need. They fantasize. But what they feel for men who kill can hardly be described as love. These women are totally deluded about the men they think they love—“practically living in a trance state,” said Charlotte Kasl, Ph.D., author of Women, Sex and Addiction. “Each woman totally colludes with her man’s denial system. She is absorbed into his being. She and he are enmeshed into one person. They bond through this incredible denial,” said Kasl. “There is no human connection.”

	Al committed a murder—but not really. It was during the robbery of a tiny store in a run-down section of Boston. “He was shot in the back and was knocked into the door. His gun discharged and he killed somebody who was standing in the wrong place.” The store owner, who was armed with a shotgun, shot Al first, causing Al’s gun to discharge. Result: one dead store clerk.

	The store wasn’t a respectable shop; it was a front for a bookie joint. Anyway, Al’s junkie friends manipulated him into committing the robbery. “His friends took him along on a stickup. He was given a gun.” Al was just a nice guy standing there in the middle of a robbery holding a gun that someone had shoved in his hand. And passive, he did not shoot his gun; it went off. “The store owner had been standing in the loft surrounded by an arsenal, with a loaded weapon.” This Rambo-type store owner defending his business was guilty of overkill: He had too many weapons and was too quick to shoot the burglars. “[Al] had a semiautomatic in his hand and it discharged, killing a woman clerk. He was standing six feet from her; it hit her in the chest. He never meant for this to happen. If he didn’t intend this, then he can’t really be guilty.”

	This version of the murder committed by Al is told by his wife, Mary, who must deny his guilt to continue loving him. She does not want to accept that he armed himself, went into a store to commit a robbery, and then killed a clerk. Her denial mechanism is stronger than her rational, clearheaded social-worker side.

	What I never heard from any woman interviewed was a simple statement: Yes, the man I love committed a murder, but I have forgiven him and love him anyway. Each woman excused her lover’s murder; some concocted fabulous rationalizations to explain how the murder took place. These rationalizations range from the fantastically intricate to the simple. Some women create unbelievably involved denials (see the next chapter). Others excuse the murder by blaming it on social forces or drugs and alcohol. These denials are part of each woman’s individual defense mechanism for coping.

	If a woman falls in love with a murderer, she must attribute his behavior to something—either to psychological causes or to outside factors—in order to exonerate him. She can’t admit he’s a murderer inside, that he has the heart and soul of a killer. Otherwise, she would be crazy for loving him.

	“She denies the true character of the man regardless of whether he will [later] abuse her or murder someone else,” said psychologist Stuart Fischoff, Ph.D. She compartmentalizes the fact that he has murdered, taking it out of the context of his personality. Then she can deny the murder’s importance.

	Here are some examples of actual denials in which real women describes the murders committed by the men they love:

	
			He meant to shoot over her head.
	
			He was framed.
	
			He shot in self-defense because the man was coming at him.
	
			He was drunk.
	
			He was stoned.
	
			My husband is serving a ninety-nine-year sentence for murder. He swears to me he is not guilty.
	
			He didn’t mean to kill; it was unintentional.
	
			There are degrees of the reprehensibility of these crimes.
	
			They’ve got the wrong man in prison.
	
			My husband was guilty with mitigating circumstances.


	While it’s true that a large number of convicted murderers had terrible childhoods, the women who love them emphasize the detrimental effects of these childhoods. But they always add a disclaimer: “I’m not trying to excuse his behavior.” Carla married Martin, a Florida death-row inmate, in 1989, more than a decade after he bludgeoned an elderly woman to death. He was sixteen at the time. “He was chronically sniffing gasoline for four or five years. He had a history of being sexually abused by his uncle and cousin. His father, an alcoholic, used to punch his mother around. They’d catch him sniffing gasoline and they’d whip him,” said Carla. She describes the murder, using the psychological jargon she’s picked up as the wife of a death-row inmate, as an “isolated explosive disorder.”

	Despite Martin’s dysfunctional family—and despite the fact that in four separate trials, he was convicted of murder and sentenced to die—Martin is “a great person. You’d never think he had that childhood. He’s a very nice guy. He cares about what happens to people,” according to his wife. She sounds as if she’s describing a totally different man, not the Martin who has been convicted four times, who struck an elderly woman with a glass vase and wrench, then dragged her into the kitchen where he stabbed her sixty-seven times with a kitchen knife and sexually abused her with his fist. Carla also denies that Martin will die: “You have to kind of pray for the best. If he’s sentenced to die—I just don’t believe that’s going to happen this time,” she said before his fourth conviction.

	Ruben “is a beautiful person, inside and out.” He was sentenced to twenty years to life for a murder committed during an armed robbery—felony murder—so he did not actually kill anyone. “The only reason he got caught was he got shot and he couldn’t get away.” Why was he committing a robbery in the first place? “He was with other people,” said Kay, the woman who loves him.

	Several years after his execution for a double homicide, Terry’s crime is still not something his widow, Elena, can talk about. On a segment of the Geraldo Rivera television talk show, “The Wives of Death Row,” Elena said the murder Terry committed “was thirty seconds of his life. That’s not all the man was.” She added, “I would really prefer not to go into his crime. No murder is pretty. I don’t justify any murder. I don’t justify what he did as right. Although there were circumstances.”

	With women who love men who kill, there is always although. There are always circumstances. There are always excuses. There are, mostly, denials.

	In an interview broadcast on the Fox 5 television network, Shawn Kovell discussed her love for Robert Chambers, a love undiminished by knowing he had killed Jennifer Levin—perhaps a love enhanced by that knowledge. “He’s a special person. He’s caring. He’s warm. He’s funny. I know [the death was] an accident. He’s not that type of person. I know him well. I’ve been with him long enough . . . that he would never intentionally hurt anyone for any reason.”

	Only six weeks before he killed Richard Adan, Jack Henry Abbott was paroled from Marion Federal Prison in Illinois. He had spent most of his life in institutions—foster homes, then a reformatory, then prison—a life of torment as he described it in his 1982 book, In the Belly of the Beast. When the book was published, Norman Mailer and other members of the literary establishment hailed Abbott, then thirty-seven, as a brilliant writer. Mailer helped convince a parole board that Abbott could earn his living by his pen. A short time later, Abbott, who had never lived outside the walls of an institution, was sent to a halfway house in New York City.

	Weeks later, during a dispute in a restaurant on the Lower East Side, Abbott stabbed to death an out-of-work actor working as a waiter, Richard Adan. Abbott ran and eluded police for a few months. When he was caught, he was convicted of murder and sentenced to a New York State prison where he will likely spend the rest of his life. In In the Belly of the Beast, which is dedicated to Carl Panzram, a notorious serial killer, Abbott demonstrates his romanticizing of criminals and violence. “It is the high esteem we naturally have for violence, force. It is what makes us effective, men whose judgment impinges on others, on the world. Dangerous killers who act alone and without emotion . . . this is a state-raised convict’s conception of manhood in the highest sense,” writes Abbott. But Colin Wilson, in A Criminal History of Mankind, writes that murdering Richard Adan was an act of cowardice, not heroism, “about as heroic as strangling a baby.”

	Abbott has written that he acted violently in a violent world, that he had no choice but to kill when it was necessary to kill. Two years after he murdered Adan, Abbott met Naomi Zack, a resident of a small upstate New York town with a Ph.D. in philosophy from Columbia University. To Zack, according to one friend of hers, Abbott is an existential hero who allows nothing but purity to guide his actions, actions that are truer, more honest, and more valid than most people’s.

	Five years after Abbott’s murder conviction, Abbott and Zack, by then deeply in love, collaborated on My Return, Abbott’s apologia for the murder of Adan. And Zack’s cry of denial.

	The introduction to the book, written by Zack, is replete with denials: “The incident was something ordinary, but everyone refused to understand it . . . What happened was simply this: The man [Abbott] was returning from an after-hours club . . . The man had a disagreement with the night manager [Adan]. The night manager finally drew a knife to intimidate him, and the man stabbed the night manager one time and killed him accidentally . . . No one admits that the night manager had a shared responsibility.”

	In another section of My Return, a defense attorney rather euphemistically asks: “Mr. Abbott, did there come a time when you put a knife in the chest of Richard Adan?”

	In the book’s appendix, Abbott and Zack continue their denial by attempting to make the victim look responsible for his own murder: “Those who knew Adan report that he was aggressive and impatient with strangers. Timidity was not a character trait anyone attributed to Adan, nor has anyone described him as having a sunny disposition . . . Adan was twenty-two years old, a grown man . . . He had lived in a violent section of the city for about two years. He knew the streets. He was the same age as the ‘Son of Sam’ killer. He outweighed Abbott by almost fifty pounds. It was Abbott who knew nothing about Bowery behavior.”

	This skinny innocent, this naïf, is the same Jack Henry Abbott who wrote in In the Belly of the Beast: “Have you ever seen a man despair because he cannot bring himself to murder . . . The only prisoners I have seen who do not despair of being incapable of murder are those who are capable of it.” He also wrote: “You have sunk the knife into the middle of his chest . . . You can feel his life trembling through the knife in your hand. It almost overcomes you, the gentleness of the feeling at the center of a coarse act of murder. You’ve pumped the knife in several times without even being aware of it. You go to the floor with him to finish him. It is like cutting hot butter. No resistance at all.”

	In the next chapter, we meet Rochelle, an expert at denial, whose description of the murder committed by the man she loves is one of the most incredible stories in this book.
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	Rochelle: 

	A Case of Delusion

	DEATH ON A SPREE

	She had always been a good girl: obedient to her parents, an average student who had earned a bachelor’s degree, a loyal friend, a loving fiancée. But when the man she was to marry broke their engagement, she fell apart. She plunged recklessly into a nether world of drinking and drugs, activities that had been only mildly appealing when she was in college. In an attempt to numb her feelings, drugs became her whole life, and there were rumors she used sex to obtain them, that she consorted with the vilest and lowest of characters. One thing is certain: Samantha Lynch was no longer a good girl.

	And so she came to spend a night in the winter of 1984 with a young drifter named Duane. They partied at a club and then he invited her back to his place. At thirty, Duane lived occasionally with his mother, at other times with friends; sometimes in jail. He had been convicted of a string of felonies including attempted kidnapping.

	Michael E. Knight, in the late 1980s a judge in California, was the district attorney who would eventually prosecute Duane for murder. He said Duane had been convicted of attempted kidnapping in Las Vegas in 1980: “A woman drove her thirteen- or fourteen-year-old son to school to pick up his books. It was late summer, 1979. While she was sitting in her car in front of the school, [Duane] jumped in, punched her in the face, knocking her against the passenger door, then drove away [with her], saying he would kill her. She was an acrobat or a gymnast and managed to tumble out of the car as he sped away. The next day, after a police pursuit, he crashed the car into a house. He hid under the house but was caught and convicted of attempted kidnapping.”

	Four years later, Samantha, not knowing and likely not caring about Duane’s history, went with him to his mother’s apartment. The two snorted cocaine and drank, becoming more and more stoned as the evening went on. When they were about to have sex, Samantha apparently changed her mind, and Duane resorted to force, hitting her with his fists and with a pistol his mother kept in the house. Finally, Samantha’s drugged mind told her it was time to sleep; she wanted to go home. She was exhausted and wanted to lay her head down in her own bed. She told Duane she wanted to leave; when they walked out the door, he had his mother’s gun in his pocket.

	Changing environments was a fatal mistake. Somewhere between the time she decided she wanted to go home and the next day, Samantha ended up on the hard, cold ground, asleep forever. Duane had killed her.

	MURDER ONE

	Arrested three days later for Samantha’s murder, Duane confessed to police and in a letter to a friend. After a hiatus of three years, Duane was tried for murder, and the then-deputy district attorney of San Fernando, Michael Knight, succeeded in proving Duane guilty.

	In California, if the state can prove either that a murder was committed with “malice aforethought” or that it was done during the commission of other felonies, called “special circumstances,” a conviction will be first-degree murder for which the sentence can be death. In Duane’s case, the prosecutor proved rape and kidnapping—that Duane forced Samantha to drive around with him and that the sex he had with her was, in part, involuntary. Although Knight convinced the jury it was a premeditated, deliberate killing, Duane was spared the death penalty and was given life without parole. The jury was divided on the penalty, with the major dissenting voice belonging to a forty-year-old supermarket cashier who did not believe Duane to be guilty of premeditation or rape and kidnapping. Her name was Rochelle.

	THE PROSECUTOR’S TALE

	According to Knight, “He tried to have sex with [Samantha] but she locked herself in the bathroom and was trying to climb out the window when he broke the door down. He yanked out the phone wire, then beat and pistol-whipped her. He admits that he had sex with her twice and he admits that he forced her.”

	The pathologist from the L.A. coroner’s office who originally examined Samantha’s body said she was pistol-whipped and that there was evidence of sex, but not necessarily of rape. “I did the autopsy and determined that she had been pistol-whipped and was very concerned that she had been raped. I noticed an abrasion or a roughening of the vaginal lips. There was evidence of sexual activity, but there was no medical proof of rape. There was clear, unequivocal evidence of pistol-whipping. The wound she had to her head had a characteristic pattern—curved lacerations associated with an abrasion on one side [indicating she was] hit with a hard object, usually a gun,” said former coroner Terence Allen, M.D.

	During Duane’s trial, Knight said that after they left his mother’s apartment, Duane and Samantha got into his truck, but he refused to take her home. “He drove her around with the gun to her head for two or three hours. He took her to a park in a remote area, then shot her in her ear, then in the back of her head. After she was lying on the ground, he shot her in the chest.” The prosecutor described Samantha as religious and studious. “She was engaged to a man who had unceremoniously dumped her. She became lonely and confused.” Duane and Samantha likely drank and used cocaine that night. “He gave it to her probably in the hopes she would go to bed with him,” said the prosecutor. While he acknowledged that Samantha initially spent time with Duane of her own free will, she ended up trying to get away from him.

	In the park, just before dawn, Duane cold-bloodedly “executed” Samantha. As she lay on the ground, he shot her a third time, in the chest. There were contact wounds to Samantha’s head, meaning the gun was against her skin when it was fired; the chest wound was made from a distance of a few feet. “I theorize that after she was lying there, still breathing or gurgling or making noises, he then shot her in the chest,” said Knight, who believed Duane is a vicious killer. “This man has committed a very callous, cold, terrible criminal act against another human being . . . He planned the murder and he deliberated over whether or not to do it and he decided to do it . . . He committed all kinds of acts that showed us he premeditated and thought it out. He formed the intent to kill. He found a place to kill. He executed her. He put the gun in her ear and shot her in the brain.”

	A SOCIAL TRAGEDY

	Duane’s defense attorney, Gerald Chaleff, said his client cried when he confessed to police. He said Duane also described the night Samantha died in a letter to a friend. “On the tape, he was crying, was remorseful. He did kill her. He admitted that,” said Chaleff.

	The legal issue was the degree of murder involved. “I always worried he would be convicted of first-degree murder,” said Chaleff. The main problem for the defense attorney and his client was the number of bullets Duane had shot into Samantha’s body. In contrast to Michael Knight, Chaleff said the chest wound was made before the head wounds because ballistics reports indicate that it was a clean, round hole with no powder burns. He is also not convinced Samantha was raped. “[Duane] sort of said he had sex with her. She would stop. He said he sort of forced her but she wanted him to.”

	Also in contrast to the prosecutor, Chaleff does not believe Duane is a killer. “I don’t think he is a dangerous human being, an exceptionally violent person. He was under the influence of alcohol and cocaine. If he ever got out, I don’t think he’d commit another crime.”

	Chaleff said the murder was “situational” with “mitigating circumstances.” He is completely opposed to Duane’s sentence of life without parole, believing it to be a symbol of hopelessness. “I don’t think anyone should be sent to prison without parole.” What hope is there of rehabilitation if an inmate believes he will never be released no matter how he behaves? But the lawyer acknowledged that Duane murdered a young woman who did not deserve to die. “There should be some punishment. But locking someone up forever is not appropriate. Nothing will ever bring her back.”

	“AN UNPLANNED SHOOTING THAT RESULTS IN DEATH”

	“He shot a girl, but he didn’t plan it. It was accidental. When the shooting took place, [Duane] was drugged out of his mind,” said Rochelle, the juror who stayed the jury’s hand, preventing them from sentencing Duane to death.

	Even though she went along with her fellow jurors in convicting Duane of first-degree murder, she never really believed him guilty. She caved in, however. “There was too much pressure. I held out for two weeks, then gave in the last day. I wished that I’d been a little stronger . . . I broke down at the last. All these people believed so strongly, but I didn’t see it that way.”

	Rochelle’s tale is radically different from the district attorney’s version of the crime, and somewhat different from the defense’s. She feels quite strongly that Duane did not receive a fair trial and that he is guilty of, at most, manslaughter.

	“He is responsible for taking a life. But what happened is the gun went off when he was not trying to shoot the person, but trying to fire the gun above the person’s head and scare them.” (Emphasis added.)

	“But it had such a heavy trigger pull that by the time he pulled it down, it was chest level and went off and shot the girl. A person convicted of an unplanned shooting that results in death is guilty, not of murder, but of manslaughter.

	“I could tell as a juror on his trial that the truth was not coming out. It was obvious it was so one-sided. He had been in county jail for three years, and this was his third set of [appointed] lawyers. The defense attorney was very weak . . . He hardly brought anyone in to show the district attorney’s theories were incorrect . . . [Duane] is not innocent, but he’s not guilty in the way that’s charged.”

	After the trial, Rochelle was so upset by what she felt was an unfair verdict, she called Duane’s attorneys and made an appointment to visit him in prison. “There was no way I could drop it. After, I came to see just how much was wrong. If [Duane] had had his proper trial, if he had had a decent trial and I felt it was just, I would never have spoken to him. I would never have pursued any of this. I would never have come to know him.”

	They met: the tall, dark-haired convict and the attractive, redheaded juror. There was instant chemistry. They fell in love, and five months after she helped convict Duane of first-degree murder, Rochelle married him. She was forty-one; he was thirty-four.

	THE WIFE’S TALE

	Rochelle tells the story of Samantha’s death as she heard it from Duane, not as she heard it in the courtroom. She believes the story of Samantha’s murder as testified to in court was tainted, prejudiced against Duane.

	Duane and Samantha were together that night, drinking and using cocaine that Samantha procured because she had the connection. Samantha was living in her car off and on and was already a heavy drug user when she met Duane. “She slept around for drugs with various people.” After spending some time at Duane’s mother’s apartment, there was a dispute about sex, and at some point, she hit her head on the showerhead in the bathroom where they were tussling.

	Samantha asked to be taken back to her drug dealer’s house as she and Duane argued over what was left of the cocaine they had scored earlier. They left the apartment, Duane taking his mother’s gun so he could buy ammunition for it. A few days earlier, he had accidentally shot a bullet into the floor under his mother’s couch, and that night he remembered to take the gun so he could replace the missing bullet. “He thought, ‘I’ve got to replace the bullet ’cause my mother will see it and get mad.’” Duane and Samantha got into Duane’s truck so he could take her home, but she fell asleep. “He wanted to wait until she sobered up some. He wanted to wait until her mind was straight.” They drove around for a while, then stopped at a park, got out of the truck, and began walking. Abruptly, Samantha decided to leave Duane and hitch a ride. He told her not to since it was five-thirty in the morning and he offered to take her home. She refused to get into his truck, and in order to convince her, he took out the gun.

	“He was going to fire a shot over her head to show her that he meant business. He had a cut on his trigger finger. It had nine stitches on it three days before so it was entirely bandaged up and sticking out straight.” He had to use a different finger to pull the trigger. Also, as a juror, Rochelle had felt how heavy the trigger pull was since the gun was part of the trial evidence. “I could hardly pull the trigger back with both hands, it was that heavy a pull. And I imagine if you’re drunk and doing drugs, that it would be even more cumbersome.” Duane pointed the gun over Samantha’s head and tried to pull the trigger, but “by the time he pulled it down, it was chest level and went off and shot the girl . . . He tells me that part of it is sort of hazy.”

	In the dim light of near-dawn, the gunblast lit up the sky. Duane bent over Samantha. “He heard a gurgling sound and he could hear body fluids leaving her body. He said he knew she was dead but her muscles were trembling. Now this is the part that hung him. Had he gone for help at that moment . . . ”

	But he didn’t, and Rochelle blames his poor judgment on drugs. “A drug specialist said . . . when you’re on drugs, especially cocaine . . . you just do the first thing that pops into your mind.” In the heat of the moment, Duane recalled an event from his childhood, and according to Rochelle, that memory has cost him his freedom. “When he was a small boy, he remembers his dad backing out of the driveway and running over their puppy . . . All the kids were upset and everything. His dad said, ‘This dog has to be put out of its misery.’ . . . He shot it.”

	Duane performed the same kindness on Samantha. “He went over to her, knowing that she was dead already but she was still moving. I don’t know if he saw blood coming out of her mouth. In his mind, he knew absolutely that she was dying or dead and she was suffering. So he fired two shots to her head. That’s a horrible thing, but he thought he was putting her out of her misery. That’s not done here in the United States. You don’t do that to humans; you do that to animals.”

	Duane’s attorney later said: “If he had only shot her once there wouldn’t be an issue. But euthanasia is not a defense.”

	The police picked up Duane a few days later. Said Rochelle: “He had been drinking and falling down drunk in the park for a week, just waiting for them to pick him up. He knew that sooner or later they’d find him. They picked him up at noon and took a statement from him at one o’clock. He was still drunk. That was the only statement they ever took from him.”

	Duane hanged himself with his confession. As it is quoted in the L.A. Times, he said: “I told her I’d shoot her, and I cocked the gun and when I let go, it went off. I knew I’d hit her, hurt her, so I didn’t want her saying anything, I remember thinking at that time, so I just shot her some more.”

	A ROMANTIC MEETING

	After the trial, Rochelle wanted to tell Duane “that someone believed that he wasn’t guilty in the manner that he was found guilty. Too many things didn’t fit. I wanted to let him know . . . I felt maybe I could say some words to comfort him, to give him the strength to go on and face prison.”

	She initially visited him in prison to give him some words of comfort and leave some religious tracts with him. She also felt his family and friends were not really supportive during his trial and wanted him to know that someone did care. “I have always been a person who likes to help other people,” said Rochelle, who describes herself as God-fearing but not particularly religious. Duane appealed to her desire to be useful and compassionate.

	But when she walked into the prison visiting room and saw the man she had watched so closely in the courtroom for the past six months, something more than kindness was kindled. “When I met him face-to-face in the holding prison that day . . . it started to come to me there was far more than I could imagine. I started to see the type of person Duane was. It was overwhelming the injustice [that] was done.” Duane told her that he had been shanghaied, railroaded, framed, and his trial had been a distortion of justice. “It was like [my] worst nightmare. Everything I had suspected and could possibly be, was . . . He began to tell me things. He told me he was so discouraged.”

	Rochelle believes Duane’s defense attorney did not represent his best interests. “We were supposed to get to the truth. Not what you think happened, but the truth. Justice was not served. Duane was convicted on what the district attorney said. No one said anything on his behalf; no one brought anything up. [The defense] didn’t call in people.”

	Commiserating on the rotten deal Duane had received, he and Rochelle grew close in that prison visiting room. “I saw a very sensitive and gentle man. When you think of prison, you think of hard-hearted [people] and name-calling, and you think of the toughest, roughest person.” But not Duane. “He is sensitive to the tiniest of animals. He’s sensitive to nature. He is a very warm, caring, sensitive person that doesn’t fit this role at all.”

	She fell in love, experiencing the deepest feelings she had ever had for a man. Although Rochelle had been married twice, including one seventeen-year relationship during which time she had two children, she believes she had never loved before. “Very few people ever really love. There are lots of people you can meet and be compatible with. This has happened to me in my life many times before.” But Duane struck her like a bolt of lightning. “It’s entirely different. All the other possessions, all the other things in life, mean very little. What I want is to be with him.” They married in late 1988.

	“To say that I love him is not enough. Love doesn’t cover it . . . doesn’t even scratch the surface. I adore him. I love and adore him.”

	“This is stranger than fiction,” said Deputy District Attorney Knight in the L.A. Times. “She apparently fell in love with the guy during the trial. I’ve seen some jurors become enamored of the guy, but I’ve never seen where they’ve actually gone and met the guy and married him.”

	For the first time, Rochelle is passionately in love. But she will neither lie in his arms nor live in a house with him; she will not cook dinner or raise children or enjoy and endure any of the many large and small acts that make up a marriage. Rochelle will live alone and Duane will spend his years inside the walls of a state penitentiary. Although they share the deepest love, they will not be permitted to be together except for two six-hour visits a week.

	The body of Samantha Lynch lies between them. And always will.

	AT HOME IN TENNESSEE

	Mom was from a tiny village in Tennessee and Dad was a big-city barkeep. For a few years they lived over Rochelle’s father’s bar in Detroit, but eventually Mom put her foot down, and the family, minus Dad, moved back to Tennessee.

	Dad lived above the bar because it was convenient for a man with a sixteen-hour workday; it was the only life he had ever known. He had no interest in moving to a rural town with a population of 250 and living off the land. But Mom hated the big city. It was just about the worst place in the world to raise children, she thought. Rochelle was conceived one summer when her mother and brother visited Detroit, but her pregnant mother returned to Tennessee anyway.

	Mom and Dad visited back and forth when Rochelle was very young. “He was always in and out of my life until I was three. Then my mother decided, ‘No. No more.’” Dad was “business minded,” refusing to give up his bar and move to the country, so Mom built her own house on land her parents gave her, using money her absent husband sent. When the house was finished, she moved in and never left. Life was simple, almost spartan. Mom made the children’s clothing and fed them from her garden. When Rochelle’s brother got older, he hunted and supplied the family with meat.

	Mom and Dad never divorced. Rochelle spent summers in Detroit until she was nine, then the visits stopped, but Dad wrote every week. Rochelle did not feel his absence much. Mom was everything. Rochelle adopted all of her mother’s ideas, values, fears, and hopes. “I never felt I was missing out particularly. I never had any fantasies. My father just wasn’t there. We didn’t even want to go to visit him in Detroit because the country life was better than the city life. [In Detroit] we couldn’t go out on the sidewalks because my mother worried that someone would snatch us.”

	Gradually Rochelle and her father drifted apart; he became a fading memory of “a nice man.” She would have enjoyed more visits, but not on his turf. Like Mom, she despised the city. “I would have liked to have had him in the country, but not in that environment. There was always lots of trash on the sidewalk and dirt and spit.” Dad, so reluctant to leave Detroit and move to Tennessee, relocated to Florida “to get out of the cold” when Rochelle was a teenager. She visited him once in Florida. She was fourteen and only noticed, with surprise, that he was short.

	Rochelle’s self-sufficient mother is her role model, the person she most admires. “My mother has very strong beliefs. She’s religious but not a fanatic. She just has a basic good sense about the way life is. She’s a simple person, not cluttered or complicated by worldly possessions. She doesn’t need a new car to make her happy. She believes in God, in raising her family, in doing the right thing by others . . . in doing right, not doing wrong. She’s a laughing and loving person, but very strict.”

	Mom still lives alone in her house in the middle of forty acres but is so strong spiritually and emotionally that “she doesn’t need to have people around her to feel of value. She doesn’t need other people to satisfy her. She’s satisfied with herself.”

	Mom has one fault, though, a shortcoming one would expect in a self-sufficient, strong countrywoman: She minces no words. “She’s cut-to-the-bone outspoken. She doesn’t cover anything over. She just says the way she feels.” While Mom’s single flaw fits her personality, that did not help Rochelle while she was growing up. She was often embarrassed in front of her friends by her mother’s sharp tongue.

	Despite this one problem, Rochelle recalls her childhood as extremely full and happy. “I never really felt the need for a father ’cause my mother was everything. She was a strong, together person. Other than the fact of a father’s presence in the house, I never knew, I never thought, that a father could make any difference because my mother did everything.” Childhood was picture perfect: “the American home, out on the farm, good country living, the family sitting down to the dinner table at night all together.”

	FIRST MARRIAGE

	Although her life was “perfect,” at the tender age of seventeen with her senior year of high school still unfinished, Rochelle decided to leave home and see the world, believing the only way to do that was to marry. With Mom’s blessings, she married a man six years older. He took Rochelle away from the small village of her idyllic childhood, but the marriage was such a disaster that six weeks later it was annulled and she returned home to finish high school.

	After graduation, she made a more successful attempt to leave home, making it all the way to California, traveling with relatives and living with them until she got settled. She began working in a restaurant and soon started dating Pierre, a coworker who was seventeen years older. When they married after three years, Rochelle was twenty-one and Pierre was thirty-eight.

	As her second husband, Pierre was the father she never had and the teacher she desperately needed. Being more sophisticated, he had knowledge and experience that his wife soaked up eagerly. They had two children together. They had a tranquil life, never arguing, working together to get ahead.

	When Rochelle was in her thirties, she began to feel that she wanted more than Pierre could offer, more passion, more excitement. “We never fought. It wasn’t a bad situation, but I knew there should be more to life. I had really outgrown him. I just wanted to branch out, to explore the world.” They stayed together for several years more, sleeping in separate bedrooms and finally separating when Rochelle was thirty-eight and Pierre fifty-five.

	When they separated, Rochelle found no shortage of interested men. She dated a lot and had three serious relationships. Finally, she decided to marry again even though her fiancé, like all the other men she knew, just never seemed totally right. “Men have cared more for me than I cared for them. I always ended up seeing something in them that I didn’t care for. I just never really found the person that I really wanted.”

	She compromised as she had with Pierre and was living with her fiancé while she was a juror in Duane’s trial. Her fiancé didn’t believe in God, though, and that was a real problem because in order for her to truly love a man, he must “have a relationship with God.”

	TRUE LOVE

	“When I met Duane, nothing that had ever been before could even compete with my feelings.” To Rochelle, Duane is worthy of her adoration because he is more than a regular man. Men have always been imperfect to Rochelle. She could never quite find the right one, the one who would arouse in her the passionate enchantment of deep, romantic love. But she can love Duane because he is the perfect victim who inspires in her noble and pure feelings. She will be his crusader: saving him, fighting the system, making any sacrifice necessary.

	Duane was raised by a neglectful, alcoholic family. Later, he was victimized by the imperfect and heartless California criminal justice system. He was even a victim of the woman he murdered: She supplied the cocaine; she sold her body for drugs; and finally, she refused to get in his truck, forcing him to shoot her.

	Duane has convinced Rochelle that he is kind, gentle, sensitive; he believes in God. He told her that his morality and ethics are the same as hers; they are two sides of the same coin. “He is the male version of me. He is myself, but he is a man. We have the same feelings. It’s amazing how much alike we are and how sensitive we are in the same areas. We feel the same about . . . moral issues, life around us, love and family.” But there is something confusing here: Even if Duane did not intend to murder Samantha, his actions still don’t fit in with Rochelle’s proclaimed values. What is she doing with a man who used a gun in order to “scare” someone? With a man who’s used drugs?

	ROCHELLE’S DENIAL

	Despite what she heard and saw as a juror, Rochelle has chosen to ignore evidence and testimony so she can believe what Duane told her. Her denial is necessary for maintenance of her fantasy; she has to believe his version of what happened so she can continue to love him.

	By saving Duane, Rochelle can shore up the rough edges of her own psyche. By battling the California justice system, Rochelle is David fighting Goliath, truth and right battling injustice. If she can win—or even if she can maintain the fight—she will prove that she is “right” and “good,” that her mother was the perfect mother, that she had the perfect childhood. She can prove that life really is wonderful. That bad things don’t happen to good people. That people don’t kill for no good reason. That life is not arbitrary and capricious. That life is orderly, good, clean, healthy, and all the other Girl Scout adjectives by which Rochelle has precariously lived for forty-three years.

	She has tentatively balanced her idealized childhood, her fantasy of her mother, her illusions about the world, her idealistic view of life—with what she saw and heard in a California courtroom. She won’t acknowledge ugliness because it threatens her fragile defense mechanism. She won’t admit what she saw and heard in the courtroom: That people do drugs. They beat each other. They rape, kill, and lie.

	If Rochelle can crusade for Duane so forcefully and convincingly that she saves him from prison, she can validate herself.

	SACRIFICE

	“I gave up almost everything.” First, her fiancé. Then, her daughter and son, sending them to live with her ex-husband, then with her mother in Tennessee. “My son wouldn’t speak to me; he was nine. My daughter had just graduated from high school. It was a hard time for her even without this. She went to stay with my mother.” Crusaders set out on missions knowing they will inevitably make major sacrifices. Rochelle is no different.

	“I knew this was what I wanted, and I knew I had to cut a lot of ties . . . and I did. I wanted to give him myself,” said Rochelle on a segment of a syndicated television show “The Reporters.” On the same show, her children related the effect on them of their mother’s relationship with Duane. Her daughter said, “I cried . . . I got emotional . . . I thought she was giving everything up. I didn’t think she was treating my brother and I the right way.” Rochelle’s son said the whole experience “was really awful.”

	Eventually, Rochelle gave up her home, moving to be near Duane’s prison. She has also sacrificed countless hours of her time, waiting on line to get into the prison for visits. The first year Duane was in prison, Rochelle visited 300 out of 360 days. Why the sacrifice? an interviewer on “The Reporters” asked. “Because he enjoys it. Because he’s so appreciative of every effort I make.”

	She gave up her privacy, allowing her story to be told on television. She almost lost her mother, who initially disapproved of Duane. “I was bitterly opposed. I thought he might get out and even kill her,” Rochelle’s mother said on “The Reporters.”

	Rochelle is “very delusional. She went into the trial deluded—that much badness just couldn’t exist. For her to recognize the truth would destroy her concept of the world. She has to recreate [Duane] as a good person, so she has to put the blame on the system,” said psychiatrist Dr. Neil Kaye.

	Because she never rebelled against her mother, a natural part of the maturation process, she is unable to “grow up as a woman and differentiate herself from her mother,” added the psychiatrist. So she fantasizes about returning to Tennessee, with Duane, to live on the land as her mother does. She wants to go back to the womb, the mother earth. Rochelle has to confirm the picture her mother painted of the world. If she finds out the world is grays—not black-and-white—her belief system will crack.

	FANTASY: AFTER PRISON

	Rochelle and Duane are sitting on the front porch of their house. It’s made of wood planks that Duane cut from trees growing on their own land. They eat fresh vegetables from their garden and fruit from their own trees. The house is furnished simply with furniture Duane built and curtains and cushions made by Rochelle.

	“Should he get out, we would go back and live on a piece of ground and work in the garden and live a simple life. We would do the simplest of things, go to church, be close to our families. He is a welder and a carpenter. If we didn’t live in the city and didn’t pay rent, we wouldn’t need that much money. There’s trees and lumber and we could always build a house.”

	Her fantasy of a pioneer/farmer existence for the two of them is delusional considering Duane has a prison record that began when he was in his teens; his crimes progressed from burglaries to use of a weapon to murder. His probation officer wrote: “He seems unwilling or unable to do anything to alter his pattern of criminality . . . Cannot live in a civilized society . . . Criminality seems to increase . . . remorseless . . . also intelligent and articulate.” Also, it’s unlikely Duane will be freed since he’s serving life without parole.

	In Rochelle’s mind, Duane’s good values were distorted by his family’s bad influence, so she’s trying to remake his terrible past. “I’ve tried to be an example of goodness and cleanliness to his family. I don’t want to be a saint or anything, but they’ve done all the wrong things.”

	SAINT ROCHELLE

	Truth is, she does want to be a saint, and according to one prison official, she acts like one. “I don’t think this guy knows what he has—a treasure. She truly believes that with her love and support, he can change. [Rochelle] is an archangel,” said Lt. Cammy Voss, public information officer at Folsom Prison. “We think there are fifty states, but women have more than fifty. We have fifty-one . . . a State of Hope.” Rochelle is living there, believing that her love will change Duane and will even clean the slate of his past transgressions. “He has not been a good boy, but he is not a criminal, not a killer,” said Rochelle.

	By making Duane her cause, Saint Rochelle takes two empty, unfulfilled lives—his and hers—and gives them purpose and meaning. “The guy is almost irrelevant at this point. He’s a dream lover, a phantom limb,” said clinical psychologist Stuart Fischoff, Ph.D. Although her relationship with Duane is the most exquisite love affair of her life, she’ll never share real intimacy with him. And that’s fine because up until now, as she has said, men have disappointed her—just as her father did. There’s been something “wrong” with all of her previous relationships. But Duane can’t disappoint her. He’s whoever she wants him to be. Saint Rochelle and her fantasy prince will live happily ever after.
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	Little Girl Lost

	Like Rochelle, women who love killers are only acting the role of women in love. The men they love are not real; they are fantasies created by the women’s psychological and emotional needs. But on the surface, there are similarities between these women and “women who love too much” in their behavior in relationships and in their family histories. Like “women who love too much,” women who fall for murderers generally came from dysfunctional families. As a child each woman was a little girl lost. “Their internal script for how you have a relationship is one of pathology,” said Dr. Janet Warren, a forensic social worker who studies murderers and their relationships.

	The majority of the women interviewed for this book were abused during their childhoods—physically, emotionally, and/or sexually. They lived in families where little love was shared. The suffering these women endured as children eradicated parts of their psyches. For some, their souls were killed—“soul murder,” according to psychiatrist Leonard Shengold, M.D., author of Soul Murder: The Effects of Childhood Abuse and Deprivation.

	“The horror and violence of murder are immediately apparent. But not all violence, not all murder, indeed, is physical. Violence done to the emotions can destroy us as thoroughly as a blow; faith, love and trust can be murdered as well as people,” wrote Alison Hennegan in her introduction to Reader, I Murdered Him: Original Crime Stories by Women.

	Children, so sensitive to hurt, can easily be destroyed. “The effect on them of torture, hatred, seduction, and rape—or even of indifference and withholding love and care—is usually the devastating one of developmental arrest, for their souls, their psychological structure and functioning, are still forming,” writes Shengold.

	Chronic, repeated abuse has the effect of suppressing the mechanism that allows us to feel happy, to trust, to love, and to care about others. This is why so many abused girls grow up to be women who can’t really love but must form illusory relationships with inappropriate men—such as murderers. These women often go directly from abusive childhood homes to marriage at very young ages, to men who are abusive physically, emotionally, and/or sexually.

	Women who love killers generally had terrible relationships with all men, in addition to the poor relationships with their husbands and fathers. They were raped, sexually assaulted, and attacked by men; they were used by men and often saw themselves as victims.

	Many of these women experienced loss during their childhoods: the death of either a parent or a close relative. Loving a murderer allows a woman to experience endless repetition of loss; her beloved will never be with her and she feels this loss on a daily basis. This is acceptable because it is familiar.

	Every woman interviewed for this book described, in varying degrees, some pathology in her childhood. These ranged from the woman who was raped at age five by her father . . . to the woman who was daddy’s girl until she needed his protection from the husband who was so abusive he broke her bones . . . to the woman whose “perfect childhood” was spent with a mother who was mentally ill . . . to the woman whose mother committed suicide.

	The most commonly seen structure of the childhood families of these women—a domineering, often alcoholic father and a submissive mother—lends itself to abuse and dysfunction. After a while, it seemed to me as if everyone I interviewed had been abused; every woman had a “horror” story to tell. “As soon as you start working with criminals and their women, you begin to think everyone has been abused,” said forensic psychiatrist Park Dietz.

	With a few exceptions, the women interviewed for this book were raised in families where the father was dominant. For other women, raised without fathers, mothers took on the role of authoritarian and ruled the roost as firmly, and repressively, as any man. But for the most part, the father was the focus of the family.

	FATHER

	He was the boss; his opinions were not questioned either by his wife or his children. He worked and brought his paycheck home to support his family while his wife stayed at home and ran the house. The family was centered around his desires, needs, and availability. Dinner was eaten when he arrived home from work, no matter the hour. If he was in a bad mood, mother was quieter than usual and the children had to keep out of sight. If father was feeling okay, good times were in order.

	“The entire family revolved around him, our little nuclear family, my mother and the girls . . . I remember the last time that he beat me. I remember feeling that I had a power, that if I didn’t cry out . . . I didn’t, and that upset him terribly. He told my mother, ‘I can’t reach her anymore.’ I felt cold rage. I stood there like a piece of stone. That was the last time he ever beat me.” (Francine, married to Charlie)

	In the families of most of the women interviewed, fathers were more than family heads. They were domineering, controlling little czars, brooking no autonomy or independence in anyone else, including their wives. They were frequently cruel; they beat their daughters. Some had sex with them.

	“I was sexually abused by my father [when I was] five years old. My mother knew . . . She hated me and I hated her. She wouldn’t let me sleep at night. She would throw water on me. I’d have to get up, change my pajamas, change everything. Then she’d throw water on me again. She would take a top off a pot and put it over my head and bang it. She would make me lie on the hard floor. Now when I look back at it, now that I understand it, I see that’s why she hated me. He was her man.” (Lori, in love with Kevin)

	Many fathers of the women interviewed were alcoholics. Francine was beaten on a regular basis throughout her childhood by her alcoholic father, who was also harshly critical of her and psychologically cruel. As a child, Francine fantasized that eventually her father would stop drinking and stop beating her, and that her passive, withdrawn mother would become a loving, nurturing parent. This is wrong, she thought. It all should be perfect, the way it is on TV. Now, as an adult, Francine is trying to “make it perfect” by living an illusion, by having a “love” relationship with a “perfect” man, a man of her own creation.

	Children raised in families where abuse is the norm, often end up retreating into fantasy because reality is too painful. The child has nowhere to go, no place to hide, so she opts out of real life. “How much more oppressed can you be than to not be able to walk on the earth as your own person? It’s literally that, psychologically, she has never gotten the chance to be born,” said psychotherapist Charlotte Kasl, Ph.D., author of Women, Sex and Addiction.

	“I can remember going for a week without really eating,” said Lori. There was no help; she thought about calling the police but never did. “I was so afraid of my father, of what he would do. He could kill me. He probably would have.”

	If a woman can come out of a tortured childhood without cracking up, without going off the deep end, it means she has successfully developed sophisticated defense mechanisms. Falling in love with a killer is one of those defenses; it’s a way of having a relationship without ever having to get too close. Women who fall in love with murderers are trying to do over their troubled childhoods. They say to themselves: “I will make it perfect. I will fall in love with a man who can’t drink and can’t beat me. He’ll always be there for me because he really needs me.” The love affair takes place behind prison walls and the man she loves has committed murder, but he’s under her control. Her compulsive need to be loved by a man she can control, who can’t hurt her, leads her to love a man who will never get out of prison, who will never have any real power in their relationship. No, daddy won’t ever get a chance to hurt her again.

	MISSING FATHERS

	Instead of abusive fathers, women who love convicted killers may have had missing or absent fathers—unavailable to them for a variety of reasons. Some were workaholics. Others died. Often a divorce would mean the father dropped out of sight and the child lost her relationship with him.

	Dolores, whose boyfriend, Louis, is serving life without parole for murder, was her father’s pet. “He spoiled me quite a bit. I was always his little girl. I was the only one that he let drive his cars, that he let help in the store. Even today, he relies on me more than he does the other ones. I used to go out of my way a lot for him. I would bake cakes for him and make special things for him . . . I always wanted him to be proud of me.”

	He was basically an absent father. A workaholic who put in fifteen to eighteen hours every day, he was home only for dinner, and then went back to his business. Dolores achieved excellent grades to please her father. “It seemed that he was so busy all the time working that I had to get good grades in school and be on the honor roll. When he was home, it was nice to be able to have good things to show him, to talk about.” Dolores became an object to her father and to herself; she lost touch with her self, lost self-esteem, lost ego, unless she was performing and achieving to please her father.

	Despite the fact that her mother—with whom Dolores got along well—ran the family since her father was never there, he was still the head of the house. “He was the boss. Anything major, he would handle. He would look at you in a certain way and you would know what was happening.” Dolores’s mother, true to her Catholicism, didn’t inform Dolores about sex as a physical act. “I knew only how babies were made and how you got your period.”

	Despite her academic achievement, Dolores skipped college and married at eighteen. Her choice was unfortunate: an alcoholic and a womanizer, eight years older than Dolores. She was a virgin, ignorant about sex. He raped her repeatedly for the first few years of their marriage. The marriage fell apart when her husband began beating their son. “When he was drunk, he was very mean. When [our son] was three or four years old, he would beat him up, abuse him very badly.” He threatened Dolores, also. Finally, he told her he had developed an obsession for young girls and that he had molested several girls—including Dolores’s niece.

	What does daddy’s girl do when she’s in trouble? It didn’t work in this case. “My father’s attitude was, ‘You make your bed, you sleep in it.’ He actually said that when I got married. Mother didn’t have very much to say about it. She was very much under my father’s thumb.” Dolores divorced her husband when their son was eleven, then moved out of state. Neither her father nor her mother had ever come to her aid.

	A PERFECT CHILDHOOD

	Like many people whose families were dysfunctional, women who love killers often hide the truth about their childhoods because their pain is too enormous to confront. These women, masters at denial, learn at mother’s knee how to deny that which is painful. When Hilary’s husband beat her brutally, her parents refused to acknowledge what was happening. She pretended she’d walked into a door and they pretended to believe her.

	Women who love murderers use their childhood ability to deny in their adult relationships. Even for the women who claim to have had happy childhoods, something seems amiss. Annette, married to a career criminal convicted of murder, said she had “a happy childhood. I’m so fortunate.” But something went wrong in her development. The oldest of four children, she was brought up in a “close-knit” Catholic family that emphasized “careers, getting a job, doing a good job.” The children’s education, apparently, left out sex. At age forty-eight, Annette is still a virgin and she’s very proud of it. The boys, and later the men, she dated during her life were interested in sex; she never was.

	What mattered to her were work and career. And when she finally fell in love, at age thirty-eight, it was with Jack, who was serving two consecutive prison sentences: first, twenty-five to forty years for wounding a police officer; and second, a life sentence for murder. Annette’s virginity is safe: Jack won’t be making sexual advances during this lifetime.

	MOTHERS

	Even if fathers wielded most of the power, mothers, too, could be highly destructive presences. One woman who claims a “perfect childhood,” Carla, is married to a Florida death-row inmate. After Carla’s parents divorced when she was three, she visited her father but spent most of her time with her mother. When her father remarried a short time later, Carla didn’t like her stepmother “because my mother was resentful” and tried to make Carla dislike the new woman in her father’s life. Today, Carla says her stepmother is a “nice, good person, but I didn’t like her then.”

	Although Carla identified closely with her mother, she was also angry at her and blamed her for the divorce. “My father was a good man and she kicked him out; she didn’t want to be married.”

	Carla’s mother “had a history of mental problems. She wasn’t that rational. She just had her lapses. I didn’t know it, but before I was born, she was in a mental hospital.” While Carla was growing up, her mother had no breakdowns that Carla remembers, except she continually tried to influence Carla to stop loving her father. “She would always say he was a terrible man; she tried to turn us against him.”

	When this little girl lost grew up, her social drinking rapidly “got out of control.” She described herself as “a little depressed and an alcoholic” when she met her murderer/husband, Martin. Now, she’s helped him and he’s helped her. “I don’t drink or smoke anymore,” said Carla.

	Sometimes, mothers act in a domineering and repressive manner, inspiring love-hate feelings in their bewildered and overpowered daughters. Rochelle had such a mother. Another domineering mother is described by Elena, whose husband was executed a few years ago.

	Her mother was an attorney, “intelligent, domineering, very repressive, very controlling. I wasn’t even allowed to go to Sunday school class. She was definitely the head of the household.” Father, twenty-three years older than Mother, “thought she was a gift from heaven. Anything she did was all right.” She didn’t bother to hide her affairs—everyone knew the names of her lovers and Father even baby-sat when she went out. Mother always told Elena she wasn’t good enough. When the child was thirteen, she had enough, went to live with her grandmother, and married a year later when she was fourteen.

	Domineering mothers are a minority, however, in the families of women who love killers. Generally, the typical dysfunctional family described by these women consists of a bossy, often abusive father and a passive mother who knuckles under to his demands. Mother passes on to her daughters a legacy of low self-esteem, self-doubt, and nonassertive behavior. She can’t protect her daughter from being beaten because she can’t protect herself. Her behavior, and that of her husband, reinforces sex-role stereotypes to her young daughter. She is woman as victim, and her daughter models from her. These mothers are themselves so intimidated, they can’t protect their daughters from rape, incest, physical batterings, emotional abuse. Sometimes they share in the abuse because, by participating, they create the fantasy that they have some control over their own lives.

	The ultimate threat of a domineering, cruel father and a passive mother is that the father will eventually turn to his daughters for sexual gratification.

	Says Francine, “My father was very invasive in his questioning of my feelings and development and in telling me the kinds of things that were going to happen to me. He deliberately went around the house with no clothes on. It upset me and my sisters, [but] he said that sexuality was a natural healing experience and he didn’t want his girls excited because they never saw a man before. If you were going to be punished, he was likely to call you in for the lecture as he took a shower and then got out and shaved—all of which he did without his clothes on.”

	EMOTIONAL ABUSE

	Emotional abuse is a catchall term to describe all the wrong things parents do to children. It’s normal for a parent to lose control once in a while, but a child brought up in a household where parents are constantly berating the child—faulting, criticizing, blaming, putting down, insulting—will suffer great damage. Many women who love convicted killers described damaging relationships with parents, from outright cruelty to the opposite extreme—overpossessive, suffocating “love.”

	REPETITION

	The great majority of women interviewed for this book were married by seventeen or eighteen, even those who said they had “happy” or “perfect” childhoods. Many of the women married men who displayed the very qualities they so despised in their fathers. This repetition is to be expected when a parent is so authoritarian that the child can’t develop her own will; she takes on the will of her parent. The child, later a woman, with no will or self of her own, internalizes the beliefs of the parent or parents who abused her.

	A majority of women who love men who kill have had severely abusive relationships with men before they met their murderer/lovers. Each killer is therefore a safe haven because he is locked up, a respite to the woman who has been so brutalized previously. He is also a repetition of the abusive father because he has, after all, murdered.

	Says Dolores, “My first husband was emotionally abusive and threatened me with death. He beat the kids. The second marriage, we argued all the time; it was a turbulent relationship.”

	Kay’s live-in boyfriend would become “very violent. He threatened my life.” When she tried to move out of their apartment, he threatened her until she became afraid he would kill her. “We had an oil lamp. He said, ‘I want to tie you up and just let this lamp turn over and burn you to death.”’ Kay did not want to have sex with him because of his abusive behavior, so he would rape her—“but not really because I would give in.”

	When she finally left him, he pulled the cruelest trick of all—emotional blackmail, showing friends pictures of the two of them engaging in oral sex from an earlier, happier time. He even threatened to show the pictures to her son. “I had to get my phone number changed, but he found out where I lived. I got an [order of protection] out on him and that helped some. Then his mother . . . begged me to take him back.”

	What a relief it was for Kay to meet Ruben! A convicted murderer, doing life, he was handsome and exciting—and behind bars.

	Elena had four children with a man who ran around with other women and neglected his family. “He didn’t want the responsibility. He also discovered he was attractive to other women and began philandering.” That first marriage soured Elena toward men. Between her divorce at age twenty-five and the day thirteen years later when she fell in love with death-row inmate Terry, she had no serious long-term relationships.

	LOW SELF-ESTEEM

	The more awful the childhood, the less self, or identity, develops in each individual because a child’s identity and self-esteem depend, in large part, on her feeling that she is cared about, that she has a nurturing, all-knowing parent who can right wrongs. How can a woman think anything of herself if her parents don’t? How can she love herself if she is criticized, abused, and belittled? How can she have a positive self-image if she is a member of a family whose female role model, mother, is a weak, impotent creature who does father’s bidding?

	Women who love killers take low self-esteem to its furthest reaches: I wasn’t worth anything to my parents. I’m not worth anything to me. So I’ll go after someone that society has branded unacceptable. “I would be amazed if they weren’t among the neediest and most dependent of women. As in the transference cure in psychoanalysis, the women are sucking up a part of the men’s egos and that gives them the illusion of being in control. So by identifying with the popular stereotype of the tough guy, they feel stronger,” said psychiatrist Park Dietz.

	In truth, though, murderers are weak, not strong. “Murderers are losers,” added Dietz. The strength of a murderer is an illusion; the idea that he is tough is a fantasy. But these women are so used to living lies, they don’t see the weaknesses in the men they love. As children, they were players in a big charade presented by their families, an illusion they had to maintain in public, in school, with their friends. Don’t tell anyone that daddy beats you. Don’t tell anyone that mommy pours water on your head in the middle of the night. Pretend that everything is fine. Pretend mommy and daddy love you, that you’re secure, that you are safe in their care. Women who love convicted killers are pros at maintaining illusions.

	“These women live in a different reality with a different emotional system . . . Any of the elements—an alcoholic father, an abusive father—could warp her view of men so she would pursue a totally nonrational attraction to men,” said psychologist Stuart Fischoff. Each woman will use her love as a way to (falsely) boost her self-esteem. “She tells herself, ‘I’m offering myself to a man who is in jail so I will become an extremely special person.’”

	One woman, quoted in Ebony magazine, explained how special her murderer/lover made her feel. “I wasn’t looking for a husband, but there was something about him that attracted me, and I liked it,” said Zettye Price, who married convicted murderer Willie Bates in 1980. They met four years earlier when she and her minister went into a state penitentiary in Mississippi to talk to the inmates. “I think everyone needs someone, and he’s the person I needed because he loves and appreciates me.” Willie Bates may have been a murderer, but he made Zettye Price feel loved and cared about. For women with low self-esteem, that is the most important aspect of any love relationship.
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	Victims, Repeaters, Rebels

	VICTIMS

	Many women who love murderers learned victim behavior during their childhoods and were launched early in victim careers. “Loving an inmate who’s in [prison] for life is . . . victimization because these marriages cannot deliver a stable intimate relationship with another mature adult,” said Dr. Dietz.

	Women who love convicted killers are partly attracted to these men because, subconsciously, they want to remain victims. The women are aware, on some deep level, that they are being used. They are not getting all they could out of a love relationship. They will never enjoy sex, companionship, the joys of a loving marriage. But these women are so convinced they should remain victims because they don’t deserve anything better that they maintain the fiction that they are happy. As children, they learned to live lies; now, as women, they continue lying and pretending—to themselves, as well as to everyone else.

	Says Francine, “As I look back on it, I see that was my perception of myself, that first I had been powerless with respect to my father, then I was powerless with respect to my husband. Finally I realized—you are going to have to quit clutching all these hurts to your bosom. Pain is like a shield and it protects you from the outside world. But the only way you can ever get out of this place is to give up the luxury of the pain that you’ve suffered.”

	As a child victim, being beaten was preferable to being forgotten. Women who were abused as children develop a victim mentality, often causing them to confuse beatings with feelings of endearment. The beatings can even be gratifying because they can be viewed, in a twisted way, as proof of affection: Better battered than ignored.

	Women who love murderers also mix up endearment, love, affection, and attention with violence. Dancing with a master of death has its allure. Not only the potent attractiveness of a violence that is confused with strength, but the violence that each woman remembers from her childhood, violence connected with attention and love.

	REPEATERS

	Children who are abused must deal with the often remorseful, apologetic parents who hurt them. A child will have mixed feelings after an abusive episode if her parent expresses regrets: She will feel angry and hurt, but she will also feel guilt and love. Over and over, this is repeated, sometimes on a daily basis. Eventually the child begins to feel there is some connection between love and pain. She learns that if she feels hurt first, love and hugs will come later.

	As an adult, she may seek a relationship that repeats this pattern of pain/hurt first, followed by love/affection. She may grow to love a man who abuses her because it’s the only kind of love she has known. Repeatedly, women who love killers told me about abusive parents, boyfriends, and husbands. Now, in their relationships with murderers, although they are safe from abuse because the murderers are behind bars, there is still a basic underlying threat, a potent danger lurking just below the surface. These men have killed and could kill again. They represent the greatest potential threat of abuse. The women are repeating the love-pain connection they learned as children in their relationships with murderers.

	Many women who love men who kill suffer from repetition compulsion and “are trying to rework their pasts to finally conquer the unapproachable fathers,” said Dr. Fischoff.

	Francine’s case is one of the most bizarre. Of all the women interviewed, she was one of the worst victims of physical abuse. Yet the father who brutalized her and her murderer/husband share the same first name, so she is constantly reminded of her father. “She is struggling desperately to replace her father,” said psychiatrist Neil Kaye. “If [Charlie] is her father, she finally has the chance to turn the tables. She finally can control him the way her father controlled her.” When Francine’s father died, she felt sorry for him because he had been very sick. That pity is not unlike the feeling she has for Charlie, according to Dr. Kaye: “He has a little problem called killing, and her father had a little problem called drinking.”

	REBELS

	Some women who love murderers are rebels, creating drama out of the stuff of their everyday lives because they have no other outlet for feelings of aggression and daring. Because their self-image is so weak, they are attracted by a life on the edge. These women reject what is culturally endorsed and are attracted to what’s deviant. Sheer badness attracts them; they are “good girls” attracted to “bad boys.”

	For the rebel, excitement and drama make life worthwhile, and chaos substitutes for warmth and affection. In The Agony of It All, Joy Davidson writes: “In the titillation of rebellion, we are buttressed by the irrational belief that we are special, that we can get away with it.” The sheer outrageousness of loving a man who has murdered causes a woman to transcend her feelings of low self-esteem, of vulnerability. The thrill of her relationship makes her feel alive and important. By controlling the melodramatic events in their lives, women who love men who kill get a false and temporary sense of power.

	Alicia, in love with Bill who murdered another man during a knife fight, began rebelling in college by using recreational drugs. “One of the reasons college was so intense for me was that my background was so dull. [College] was like winding up in Disneyland.” During college, she had no focus and was interested mainly in playing. She had fun and worked at easy jobs just to pay the bills. “I went to a bar once when I was eighteen, and came out when I was twenty-eight.” Finally, “I just got sick of being drunk, of having hangovers. All my friends were partying. My life was at a dead end. I wasn’t going anywhere.”

	In the years since, Alicia tried to find a center by taking college courses and working, but she never found what she was seeking. She was a drifter of sorts, living in six different states, working in a dozen fields. When she met and fell in love with Bill, she became focused, chose a career, went back to school, and is now working full-time plus twenty hours overtime to support the two of them.

	Alicia is not aware that choosing Bill as a lovemate is a continuation of her lost, lonely drifting and that she is still a rebel. If anything, she has found an even better way to live on the edge; her relationship provides about as much risk as anyone could handle. As it does with other rebels, the drama in Alicia’s love relationship takes the place of real intimacy and closeness. By loving Bill, she is able to experience dramatic conflict, challenge, and excitement.

	He is her biker, her Hell’s Angel—the bad boy she was warned against. For middle-class women especially, loving a murderer can be very attractive because it satisfies inner needs for intensity, excitement, and risk taking.
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	Lori: 

	A Case of Desperation

	LORI

	One night when Lori was five, her father climbed into her bed. He sexually abused her repeatedly until she was eight. By then, Lori’s spirit had died, a victim of “soul murder,” killed by incest, beatings, and emotional abuse. And her mother! Her mother sometimes woke Lori in the middle of the night by pouring water on her. Both parents were alcoholics and both abused their daughter.

	When Lori was thirty-eight, she considered killing herself. Her life had been an agony of loneliness, suffering, and pain, a long march toward nowhere. She had never had anyone to love; no one had given her any love. Her husband of twenty years didn’t respond to her with affection. She had no children. Waitressing for a living offered no real satisfaction. What was there to live for?

	Lori’s husband said he was “not interested in her as a woman.” He humiliated and belittled her. He didn’t allow her to write checks; other than her income as a waitress, she had no access to money. She cooked, cleaned, and administered her husband’s daily asthma medication. The few friends she made in her church advised her to stay with her husband even though she wasn’t happy. Where else can you go? they asked. And because she had little education and few job skills, Lori stayed. Besides, since her spirit had been killed as a child, she was not one to make changes.

	Lori plodded on, sadly, hopelessly. But she never broke down. One day, on television, she heard someone talking about taking life “one day at a time,” and that’s how she made it through the endless days and nights. “I’d get up in the morning and I would say, ‘Well, I’ll go to lunch without thinking about my father, thinking about other things.’ And I did it. Then I would go from lunch to dinner. And I kept doing that, day in, day out, day in, day out. And it did ease the pain. I can remember someone saying to me, ‘Time heals all wounds.’ I thought, ‘Are you kidding?’ But it’s true. The weeks turn to months, the months to years. The pain isn’t the same.”

	Lori sat down one morning during her break and began to look through a copy of The Village Voice, a New York City weekly newspaper, where she saw a personal ad from an inmate at a state prison seeking someone to write him. This intrigued Lori. Although she didn’t know why he was in jail, she knew he was lonely and his need touched her emptiness; and so began a passionate love affair, the first she had ever known.

	“It’s been over two years and I feel like a kid. If I don’t see him for two, three days, I get—Then when I know I’m going to see him, I get so excited. I’m in love. We love each other. We’re crazy about each other.”

	Lori answered the ad because she was desperately lonely; Kevin placed the ad for the same reason. Although they were worlds apart in ages and backgrounds—she’s about fifteen years older—their common need for an emotional connection drew them together. After two letters, Lori visited Kevin.

	Kevin was gracious and thoughtful during that first visit. No one had ever treated her that way before. “He was so cute. He got us a little paper towel and he put it down on the table and he put ketchup on my sandwich for me. He was very attentive, which I thought was nice. He wanted to make sure I was comfortable all the time. He asked, ‘Are you comfortable in that seat? Would you want me to put your jacket on? Did they give you any problems coming in?’ . . . I never saw five hours go so fast in my life.”

	Of course not. They were, perhaps, the only happy hours Lori had ever had. She didn’t yet know about Angela Simon.

	ANGELA SIMON

	Angela Simon had difficulty socializing. The fifteen-year-old couldn’t make small talk about boys, clothes, and music like the other girls could. Angela would walk up to a group of kids and ask for a cigarette as a way of getting into the conversation. She would stand around and smoke, but she didn’t talk. “[Angela] was physically attractive but possibly mentally dull,” said attorney Sidney Dworet.

	Most of the kids in the Islip, Long Island, neighborhood where Angela lived as a foster child teased her. Later, when questioned by officials, these teenagers described Angela as “quiet, introverted, slow intellectually . . . naive and frequently the brunt of ridicule.” She was seen a lot on “the path,” a shortcut teens used to get to a nearby mall. She also spent time at a local luncheonette, a hangout for neighborhood kids. In Suffolk County police reports, the luncheonette proprietor described Angela as “a good kid, very quiet and reserved . . . who rarely spoke to anyone unless she was spoken to first.”

	Kevin, during an interview in a prison visiting room, remembered: “She was shy. I felt a protective thing toward her. But I wasn’t her boyfriend. She regarded me as a person she could talk to. [The others] picked on her. They teased her.”

	Angela’s favorite refuge was “the hut,” an abandoned truck body on the dirt path. The hut was furnished with a blue and white box spring, small filthy scatter rugs, and empty cartons; it was strewn with empty beer cans and cigarette butts. It was not a place that many people knew about, but according to police, a small group of youths, including Angela and Kevin, used the hut as a hangout.

	Some of the boys who spent time with Angela in the hut may have been sexually intimate with her, depending on who’s telling the story. The boys wrote their nicknames on the walls. They hung out. They wasted time. They sat around drinking beer and smoking cigarettes. On March 18, 1984, one of the boys raped Angela, strangled her, and smashed her head in with a cement block.

	THE BIRTHDAY MURDER

	According to police in Suffolk County, New York, Kevin celebrated his twenty-first birthday on Sunday, March 18, 1984, by eating a large midday meal with his foster family. Later he went with friends to play video games at the mall. At about five P.M., he met Angela on his way home as he walked along the dirt path. They went into the hut to talk and smoke. Kevin gave her one of his Marlboros. After a while they started to kiss; he felt her breast, then pulled her bra up. When he tried to tug her jeans and underpants down, she resisted and finally, screamed. She tried to get away but he stopped her.

	“She continued to resist me and screamed for me to stop,” Kevin told police in a taped confession. “I told her she was not going anyplace, that she was staying with me a little longer. I then started to squeeze her neck harder because she wouldn’t stop screaming. When she stopped moving, I let her go and took her pants and underpants off. I tried to fuck her, but I couldn’t get my dick in her cunt. I checked to see if she was breathing and I knew I killed her.

	“To make sure she was dead, I picked up the cement block as high as I could and threw it at Angela’s head. I then turned her around on her stomach and put the cement block on her head. I put the box spring across the benches to cover her up.” Kevin went home and took a shower. At eight P.M., a friend picked him up and they went bowling to celebrate his birthday.

	Kevin’s version of his birthday is different from the police version and does not include rape and murder. He said he ate a big dinner in the middle of the day with his Italian foster family as they did every Sunday. After dinner, at about two-thirty P.M., he went to a friend’s house and later played video games at the mall. Then he walked back to his house to enjoy a birthday cake. “That’s when they think I did it,” said Kevin.

	That night, he, his friend, and his friend’s girl went bowling, then took the girl home. The two guys went drinking; Kevin got drunk on beer, then his friend dropped him off at the local 7- Eleven store. “I knew it was too late for me to go home, so I went to the trailer,” said Kevin. His family didn’t allow him in if he came home after midnight because he made too much noise, so he decided to sleep in the hut. “I knew there was a mattress there. I thought it was great [that] I wouldn’t have to sleep on the floor.” In the morning, “I woke up frozen cold and the only thing on my mind was to go home and catch some rest before I would have to go to work.” When he later heard Angela Simon’s body was found in the hut, he was very upset. “That freaked me out when I heard the girl was underneath the mattress I slept on.”

	Although Kevin signed a confession, he claims smart, veteran cops coerced him, using the good cop–bad cop tactic to force him to admit to something that wasn’t true. “They said, ‘If you sign this, you’re all right. If you don’t sign this, we’ll throw away the key.’”

	There are great discrepancies between Kevin’s story and police reports, and Kevin continues to maintain his innocence. A brief filed in 1989 in New York Supreme Court’s Appellate Division asking for a new trial describes Kevin as “a nervous individual” who was “visibly upset and emotionally unstable” when he was questioned by Suffolk County detectives. The brief maintains that Kevin was questioned in a locked police car in an isolated parking lot, thus violating his constitutional rights, and that no direct evidence was found—blood, hair, fingerprints, etc.—linking him to the murder.

	Kevin’s defense attorney, Sidney Dworet, interviewed five years after the trial, said: “I didn’t defend him believing I was defending a guilty person.” But Dworet expressed ambivalence about Kevin’s guilt. If he did kill Angela, “he repressed the act into a dream state. He has to deny the act. If he did it, and the evidence seems to indicate that he’s done it, his psychology is such that he believes himself to be the kind of person who couldn’t hurt anyone.”

	Added Dworet: “He believes he’s innocent. But I’m not certain . . . He just wants to please everybody. He’s a real Eagle Scout . . . It’s hard for me to come to a conclusion there was injustice here. If he didn’t do it, where is the murderer now?”

	AN EAGLE SCOUT

	“To know Kevin, you would know that he couldn’t do it. He’s too decent of a person. He’s never had a record. He’s never been in trouble with the law. He was an Eagle Scout. He was a good kid,” said Lori. Kevin has lifted her from the tedium of an empty life and she believes in him totally, perhaps more than he believes in himself. He cries when he talks about the murder, but Lori gets angry; she proclaims his innocence, the unfairness of it all, the injustice that this good, kind man is in prison.

	Kevin is caring, affectionate, has a good sense of humor, and is ideal for her, according to Lori. He makes her feel happy for the first time in her life. He worries about her wellbeing and focuses all his attention and affection on her. No one has ever done that for her before, and in gratitude, she promises to remain with Kevin forever. “Love is unselfishness, giving yourself. To be loyal, to stick with the man and not give up on him.”

	Lori knows Kevin may well lose his appeal and have to spend twenty more years in prison. But she will always believe him to be innocent. “He’s just not that sort of person. You have to be a kind of a person to do crimes like that, but he’s not.” Asked how she would react if she found out he was guilty, Lori has no answer. “I don’t know. I would want to know why he did it. I really don’t know how I would be able to justify it.”

	Fortunately, she does not have to make that judgment. To her, Kevin is a victim just as she was throughout her life. They are two hapless souls, clinging together in a lifeboat built of love and need, in a world that is often unjust.

	EARLY YEARS

	During Lori’s empty marriage, her husband “turned aside all the time when I would go to him for affection. He didn’t want to be bothered.” Once, he told her about a homosexual encounter. “He said this fellow came over and he wanted to do things. And he said he did them and he liked doing them.”

	Lori was so confused that she used to ask people if what her husband told her was normal. She left him once, but went back because she was emotionally and physically exhausted. Waitressing did not really pay enough to support her.

	When Lori was a teenager, she worked after she quit school but turned her paychecks over to her abusive parents. She also took care of the house because her mother was too drunk to bother. “Thinking about it, I must have been like a wife to my father. My mother wasn’t around. She was out picking up men, having affairs. My father was working and coming home and sleeping and beating us up. We just lived from day to day. It was survival.”

	There was rarely anything to eat in the house. More than once, she went without food. Life was hell, and when she got an opportunity to marry, she took it. She met her husband through the church she and her father belonged to until the congregants kicked him out. “We would sit in the parking lot and he’d beat me up in the car. And then a couple of people saw him in bars . . . Christians don’t do that.” Although they asked him to leave the church, no one ever reported him for abusing his daughter.

	So Lori, eighteen, married the first man she dated. Although she and her husband had intercourse the first night, weeks went by before they again had sex; thus began a pattern that would repeat itself through the marriage. He would ignore her and she would badger him. “I would say, ‘Come on, now, we can at least have sex once a week.’ Then he made me feel guilty because I had to ask for it. I thought there was something wrong with me because I had been abused.”

	The unending nightmare of rejection got worse when Lori’s father died. He died as he had lived, drunk, in a bar. Lori almost had a breakdown then. “I looked up to this man for so many years, and to know that I had been abused by him . . . ” Confused and lost, she turned to her husband for love and affection. She asked him to hold her, to love her, but he refused. “I would just go over and say, ‘Put your arms around me. Just, can you hug me?’ And he’d say, ‘Just get away from me.’”

	TRUE LOVE

	“I’ve always been made to feel as though I’m nothing. Being with Kevin, everything was new. It was like I never had a life before. I never had a man treat me like a woman. He called me his princess.”

	She loves him so much it hurts. At night, she lies in bed, crying, punching the pillow, wishing he were there with his arms around her. When she’s unhappy, she tells him; once she talked about suicide. He said, “Oh, God, don’t ever say that again.” Now, she feels she has something to live for. Even if Kevin’s appeal is unsuccessful, they will always have each other.

	“I can’t believe he’s so attentive to me, so considerate. Why me? I’m nobody.” This attitude makes Kevin angry; he wants her to have more self-esteem. “He makes me feel as though I’m somebody.”

	Love is consuming Lori. So new to her, after all these years, it is a feeling she can barely contain. She inhales and exhales love; it radiates from her. She finally has someone who will hold her. In a maximum-security prison waiting room with dozens of people around, he puts his arms around her for five minutes and then asks if it’s enough. “No. Just a few minutes longer.”

	For Lori, whose mother stood on street corners begging money from strangers, whose father raped and beat her, there can never be enough holding.

	Although she has difficulty expressing it, Lori feels great rage toward the people who have hurt her. Like so many women, Lori spent her life turning her rage inward, gaining weight, living in misery, depressed all the time. It was not until she met Kevin that she began, with his encouragement, to voice her anger.

	“I’m ready to kill somebody.” Of course, after she says it, she quickly retracts the angry words. But the power of her rage is frightening.

	According to clinical psychologist Stuart Fischoff, Lori may be “trying to rework her past, to finally conquer the unapproachable father” by maintaining a safe relationship with a man behind bars.

	But Lori, seeking intimacy with Kevin, is being fooled because their intimacy is an illusion. On the other hand, for the first time in her life Lori is being loved, and there is no underestimating the benefit of that. Her relationship with Kevin is good for her; she knows he cares about her and it makes her feel better about herself. Her life is happier and more fulfilled than it’s ever been.

	Like other women who love convicted killers, Lori was launched early in her victim career. But victim though she may be, it is clear that, with Kevin’s help, she is trying to build up her self-esteem, not tear it down. She has chosen to fall in love with a man who appears to really care about her wellbeing. When she wrote to him in response to his ad, she chose a person she felt was needy, someone she was certain would answer her letter. Her self-esteem was so low, she assumed no one but a lonely inmate would write back.

	Kevin gives her love; her husband is still supporting her financially. “At the moment, it’s taking two relationships to satisfy her basic needs—without sex, of course,” said Dr. Kaye. In a way, Lori is taking care of herself, and this can been seen as a first, positive step. She is actually growing as a result of this relationship and gaining strength from it. Lori believes Kevin to be innocent and is using denial to continue in the relationship.

	For Lori, and Kevin, there is a way to forget about being victimized, a way to keep terror away, to prevent real life from intruding into the careful fantasy they are weaving together.

	They are like young lovers, sharing an emotion so innocent and pure, it cannot be touched with ugliness or harshness. He is her courtier, all gentleness and sweetness. She is his rescuer, all kind and giving. They remain enclosed in their cocoon of mutual dependence and illusion, separated from real life by more than prison walls.
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	Devotion

	Women who love killers make serious commitments, promising fidelity to men who are locked behind prison walls for the rest of their lives—or at the least, for a very long time. It is a commitment without limit, a devotion that has no bounds. Despite the fact they do not share sexual intimacy, or because of it, their killer/lovers inspire the deepest, most passionate, most committed love in these women. They would never be unfaithful. Francine said her husband Charlie totally trusts her. “My husband one time told me, ‘I’m the only man in prison who doesn’t have to worry about his wife, because I know that you don’t see other men.’ And I don’t. For the same reason that I went more than twenty years faithful to my first husband—it would never occur to me to be otherwise.”

	A man from Huntsville, Texas, doing life for murdering his wife, wrote to me about his fiancé of six years whom he has never met: “Communication, understanding, patience, and a whole lot of love have been the keys to our relationship and its continual growth. Since Cely came into my life, my days are a lot brighter and every day is a good day. How much longer is Cely willing to wait? How ever long it takes. Remember, Cely is Filipino, not American. Filipino women are extremely devoted. In our hearts we are already married.”

	Despite the men’s inaccessibility, women who love men who kill devote their lives obsessively to them. Careers take second place, and the women spend all their savings and extra money on legal fees, sometimes working two jobs to pay for them. Their children are sometimes neglected. They may even give up custody of their children, either temporarily or permanently, in order to be near the men they love.

	The women put up with incredible hardship. They are alone most of the time; they are financially responsible not only for themselves but for the convicted murderer. Nothing comes easy. Every phone call, every letter, every meeting, means the system has to be dealt with one way or another.

	Often, a woman assumes her man’s life, his identity; she does his time with him. He’s committed the crime but she shares the imprisonment. His legal battle becomes her struggle, his friends and family become her closest allies. In hypothesizing about ending her relationship with a murderer, one woman said it would also mean ending everything else in her life. “I would be giving up a whole lifestyle I have developed. I have become very involved with his family.”

	Probably the greatest sign of these women’s commitment is their patience. They wait—for visits, calls, letters. And of course, they wait for their fantasy to come true: that the man they love, who is on death row or serving a life sentence or life without parole, will eventually be freed, and they will be together.

	“I think most people who marry lifers don’t believe that he’s going to do life in prison,” said Ruth, whose husband, Alan, forty, has been in prison for sixteen years. The strength of her fantasy is evident when she refers to the men as “lifers” at the same time that she says most women “don’t believe that he’s going to do life.”

	Adds Ruth: “He might do a long time, a very long time, but [everyone] will eventually be parole eligible.” This is not true. As of November 1989, eighteen states have sentences of life without parole. And in the cases of particularly heinous mass murders and serial killings, the murderers serve consecutive life sentences (one life sentence after another) for each count of murder, so the likelihood of their being released is nil.

	MONEY

	“Wives are willing to go out on a limb [for their men]. Mothers tend to be more consistent, but mothers are old and don’t have the financial resources,” said Alicia. Willingness to commit financially to a murderer is one big proof of loyalty and devotion. Frequently, supporting a murderer in prison forces a woman to work two jobs—and she still has a tough time making ends meet.

	“What gets the women I know, long-term, is not the loneliness or the lack of sex or anything else. What wears them down, long-term, is the bills: trying to pay the lawyers, trying to pay the phone bill, trying to support the kids, sending him Christmas boxes. I work sixty hours a week because I have myself and him to support,” said Alicia.

	These women commit all their money to the men they love. Annette has spent more than $10,000 in legal fees trying to get her husband’s murder conviction overturned. He says he’s innocent and she believes him. The $10,000 is a bargain, “half-price because the lawyers believe my husband did not do it.”

	RELOCATION AND CHILDREN

	Alicia initially proved her devotion to Bill by leaving her job and her home to relocate to the state where he was imprisoned. She is by no means alone in this; many women who love convicted murderers move to be near the prisons where their men are doing time. In order to be near Jack Henry Abbott, Naomi Zack left her home two hours north of New York City to live near Clinton Maximum Correctional Facility in Dannemora, a few miles from the Canadian border.

	Many women also give up their children. When Mary Bain left her husband to be with the man she loved, Joseph Pikul, her daughter remained with her husband. Zack also left her two children with others when she went to live near Abbott.

	When Rochelle fell deeply in love with Duane, she sent her teenage daughter and ten-year-old son to live first with their father and later with their grandmother. Rochelle also left her home and job and relocated to live near the prison where Duane was serving his sentence.

	Sometimes women with grown children wreck their relationships with their offspring because of their obsession with their murderer/lover.

	“I turned my whole life around; I loved him. I absolutely adored him,” said Elena about Terry, the man she married a few years before he was executed for murder in 1987. Elena had four grown children, three sons and a daughter, when she met Terry, who was about fifteen years younger than she. “My children didn’t understand at all and it pretty much broke the bond I had with them. I lived and breathed him, all my waking hours.” Elena’s daughter “understood quite well,” but her sons did not. “They threw a fit and quit speaking to me. They saw themselves cut out by a male person their own age; I would have preferred them to be supportive.”

	It’s surprising that a woman would relinquish her children because of her commitment to a man she has just met and begun to love. But the intensity of the obsessive love felt by women who love killers is incredible. These women have such strong psychological needs that when they think they’ve really fallen in love, they are willing to give up everything else in their lives for that love—including their children. Nothing can interfere with their love, nothing, not even children.

	THE STORY OF RUTH

	Ruth, an educated, mature professional woman married to a convicted killer, is eager to talk about commitment. “I want to tell how we managed to survive all the obstacles and made a relationship that we feel meets our needs. I have learned from it. It’s been one of the more challenging things in my life and continues to be.” Because of her devotion to Alan, she has become director of a local prison-reform advocacy group, an officer of a national prisoners’ rights group, and a leading prison rights activist in her state.

	Ruth met Alan while she was on a prison tour. They began writing and then “got serious and fell in love,” according to a woman who knows Ruth. Alan, convicted of the execution-style slayings of two men in a drug deal sixteen years ago, was a minimum-security inmate because of his good behavior in prison. Ruth and Alan believed their patience was going to pay off when, in the fall of 1989, his sentence was commuted by the governor of the state. The commutation meant he would be able to go before a parole board almost immediately.

	But by Christmas, 1989, the governor was under heavy political pressure to reverse the commutation order. Although the State Board of Pardons and Paroles had cited Alan as a rehabilitated model prisoner and had recommended commutation, the governor’s actions were viewed as so politically damaging to her and her party that she eventually reversed her decision. Alan is now in a maximum-security prison. Officials believe that he is a good candidate for an escape attempt because of his disappointment over the commutation reversal. He is now not eligible for parole until 1999. Ruth remains by his side, and they have publicly said they will appeal the governor’s reversal.

	Of all the women interviewed for this book, Ruth is by far the closest to accepting the fact that her husband has committed murder. She said, “My husband admits his guilt. He pleaded guilty to first-degree murder. He was too embarrassed to go through a trial . . . He always took responsibility for being there. He didn’t blame his lawyer or anyone else.”

	However, there are degrees of denial. At one point, Ruth said, “The murder was an aberration as opposed to being part of his criminal activity.” Of course. Other than serial killers, who murder as a way of life, all murders are aberrations. Also, she said her husband pleaded guilty to avoid the embarrassment of a trial. But according to a spokesman for the State Department of Corrections, that is not the case. He said Alan pleaded guilty in order to receive a life sentence instead of the death penalty.

	Finally, Ruth talked about “degrees of reprehensibility,” and one could assume, she meant that the murder of drug dealers is less awful than the murder of innocent people. The families of the murdered men might not agree with her.

	STIGMA

	Whatever type of murder a man has committed, a woman in love with him often faces the same stigma he does. Society generally believes that a woman who loves a criminal is likely to be a criminal herself. People think a murderer’s wife or girlfriend might herself be capable of killing; she is guilty by association and suffers the consequences. Women who love killers, if they tell the truth about their lives, are often ostracized by acquaintances and even by friends and family. Relatives may disown them, refuse to associate with them, and keep them out of the family circle. This makes the women, alienated to start with for many reasons, feel increasingly estranged; they begin to identify more and more with their murderer/lovers.

	The women never expect what they have to deal with in this area. “Nothing they will ever do in their lives, including earning a Ph.D., will prepare them for having a man in prison,” said prison-reform activist Jeanette Erickson. “People don’t understand. It’s never ending: the insults, the injuries, the lies.” Not only does society not understand what it’s like to love someone who has committed murder, but people don’t want to hear about it either. It is expected that a woman with such a “secret” will keep it to herself. Whenever the women interviewed for this book have come out of the closet about their relationships, they have gotten hurt. “You become a target of the neighborhood, a stigma attaches to you as the relative of a murderer,” said one woman.

	Terry, for example, was on the police force in Galveston, Texas, for four years. She had a steady boyfriend, two children, a good life. Until she met Bobby, described by Galveston assistant district attorney George Cooley as “a local drug dealer, burglar, and robber [who] had been in jail three times.” Something about Bobby got to Terry; she couldn’t resist him. One night while they were at her house the phone rang. It was Terry’s ex-boyfriend, Roger. He wanted to come over and talk, and since she had lived with him for so many years, she agreed. When he rang the doorbell, Bobby went into the bedroom. Terry and her ex started to talk, but they quickly became angry and ended up screaming at each other. He punched her in the face. Bobby ran out of the bedroom with a gun—Terry’s service revolver. He shot once and Roger fell over, dead.

	When the police pulled up to the house minutes later, Terry, crying, hysterical, said that Bobby had murdered her ex-boyfriend. But her story changed by the time a grand jury was convened. Then, Terry testified that Bobby shot in self-defense, that Roger had attacked him first. Terry’s son testified also, saying that directly after the shooting, his mother had told him, “Your daddy just killed your daddy.”

	A grand juror asked Terry what she thought about Bobby, his violence, his quickness to shoot and kill. Terry responded, “I love him and I’m gonna marry him.” And she did. Bobby and Terry were married November 3, 1989. She is, of course, no longer a member of the police department.

	Cooley voiced the disbelief and shock common to friends and relatives of free women who love murderers. “It’s unbelievable to me. She ruined her career. I’m very disappointed with her. I always thought she was a sharp individual. I just can’t believe it . . . He’s using her. He’s gonna drag her down.”

	Another woman, a successful professional in a Western state, said, “I may lose my job; my boss is questioning me about my husband.” In another state, a leading prison advocate is also afraid publicity surrounding her marriage to a convicted murderer will negatively affect her career.

	In Colorado, Annette was suspended from her high school teaching job because of public reaction to accusations against her by prison officials. These officials barred Annette from visiting her husband, Jack, a convicted murderer, saying she “had been seen fondling [him] during a visit,” according to The Rocky Mountain News. A year later, after a long battle to vindicate herself, officials at the prison apologized and Annette was once again allowed to visit Jack. (She had not seen her husband for a year!) She was also rehired by her school district and given back pay.

	There is no limit to the humiliation women who love killers must undergo when they visit their men. One woman, whose husband is in a Massachusetts prison doing time for murder, said that visiting wives and girlfriends have to change their tampons in front of a female prison guard. Prison officials know that contraband is smuggled in, are aware of the methods used, and generally expect wives and girlfriends to do the smuggling.

	“Visitors are treated like dogs,” said Hilary. “If you have a metal clip on your bra, you have to remove your bra. If I bring pictures of the grandkids in, they look at them to make sure they’re not pornography.”

	Lori said, “It is humiliating. You’re being incarcerated right along with them. The way [the guards] look at you, like you’re a third-class citizen coming through, like you’re the scum of the earth.”

	Tricia Hedin, a prison activist from Oregon, has had a baby with her inmate husband through artificial insemination. In Newsweek, she wrote: “One day, in the visiting room, I see a woman’s hand slapped by a prison guard when she places it on her husband’s knee. Another day, another woman is kept waiting for half of her three-hour visit as prison officials try to ‘find’ her husband and bring him to the visiting room.”

	Said Alicia, “I have one foot on the inside and one foot on the outside and am straddling the wall. We don’t live in the free world. We sit home nights by ourselves because we can’t get involved with someone else because we’re involved with someone—but that someone you have isn’t there with you. He can’t be with you. The inmates don’t realize how much this dominates your life.”


	[image: image]

	Women Who Love Serial Killers

	Ted Bundy murdered thirty-one women and girls in four states. “Hillside Stranglers” Kenneth Bianchi and Angelo Buono killed ten women. John Wayne Gacy strangled thirty-three young men and boys. In California, “Night Stalker” Richard Ramirez killed fourteen people. David Berkowitz, “Son of Sam,” shot six people in New York City.

	Incredibly, every one of these multiple killers, whose crimes were bizarre, repulsive, and inhuman, has had at least one woman fall in love with him. Three of the six men were married after being convicted as murderers.

	Bundy, executed in 1989, married Carole Boone, whom he met during his trial; she bore him a son. Bianchi married a Louisiana woman, Shirlee Book, in 1989. Buono remarried one of his former wives while he was in prison. Gacy’s former girlfriend, Sue Terry, told the world in television and newspaper interviews that she was passionately in love with him. Richard Ramirez’s fans—women who correspond with him and followed him faithfully from courtroom to jail—fantasize they love him. David Berkowitz has had at least one girlfriend and is now supposedly in another relationship.

	Who are these women? Do they differ from other women who love murderers? How do women who love serial killers deny the hideous crimes committed by the men they believe they love?

	WOMEN WHO LOVE SERIAL KILLERS

	“Particularly notorious inmates attract prison groupies . . . [Serial killers are] more famous, more prominent, more sinister, more recognition enhancing” than ordinary killers, said psychiatrist Park Dietz. Relationships with these men can give women social significance, perhaps for the first time in their lives.

	Serial killers provide themselves with a “celebrity career . . . The public treats them as major celebrities . . . Virtually all our multiple murderers achieve true and lasting fame. They thus attain an immortality denied the unenterprising common man,” writes Elliot Leyton in Hunting Humans.

	Some women’s fascination with serial killers is “the most excessive hero worship and passion that I have ever encountered,” said Leyton. The glamour and celebrity status given these killers creates an escalating excitement. When the bodies are found, there is a kind of a pre-arrest celebrity; once the killer is caught, he becomes a genuine celebrity with a sensational kind of allure.

	Women who love serial killers, not unlike women who love men who have killed once or twice, are attracted by notoriety. In our hierarchy of criminal celebrity, the serial killer is at the top, so his status gives his woman a boost, playing on her quite common and universal desire to become known. “If you can’t get your fifteen minutes of fame, you can get close to someone who got it. If he raped and killed, that doesn’t matter so much,” said psychologist Jonathan Segal, Ph.D. When an individual develops a romantic interest in a celebrity to the point of pursuing that celebrity, he or she may be suffering from a psychological condition called erotomania. The pursuers are often “plucked from . . . obscurity” by contact, real or imagined, with the celebrity, wrote Segal in “Erotomania Revisited.”

	MACHISMO

	Of course, there is a dark side to women’s romantic feelings for serial killers. Even if she insists on his innocence, somewhere inside her, she knows she loves a brutal killer, and often, a violator of women. And somewhere inside her, she is excited by this knowledge.

	“In a twisted kind of way, the male who is the most strong and dominant—and most violent—will appear to be the most male,” said Leyton. The serial killer takes on a maleness that is attractive to women who, because of the limitations of their psyches, can’t see the difference between real strength and brute violence.

	Story after story of the appeal of the serial killers for women illustrates this. “Outside the courtroom, some of them [the Ted groupies] would admit to reporters that Ted frightened them, yet they couldn’t stay away. It is a common syndrome, this fascination that an alleged mass killer has for some women, as if he was the ultimate macho figure,” wrote Ann Rule in The Stranger Beside Me, about Ted Bundy.

	TED BUNDY

	During his four-year coast-to-coast killing rampage, Ted Bundy kidnapped, tortured, raped, and murdered thirty young women and at least one child. One expert on serial killers believes the total to be much higher. Bundy may have committed more than one hundred murders, according to Robert Keppel, chief investigator for Washington State’s Attorney General’s Office. No one is positive how many states Bundy killed in—four, five, six—or more. After a lengthy investigation, trial, and appeal period, Bundy, convicted of three of the murders, was executed in Florida on January 24, 1989.

	Despite being apprehended by the authorities, Bundy’s career was not over. Although the murders would stop, his celebrity career was just starting, and his notoriety would draw countless women to him. For the duration of his trial and imprisonment, Bundy had a huge following. “A lot of believers in him thought that he wasn’t the killer. A lot of people were stuck on his good looks, upper-middle-class attitude, being the aspiring attorney, going to school,” said Keppel.

	During Bundy’s trial, “one front row was somehow reserved for the Ted Groupies . . . The front row—just behind Ted and the defense team—was jammed with pretty young women . . . Their eyes never left Ted, and they blushed and giggled with delight when he turned to flash a blinding smile at them, as he often did,” wrote Ann Rule in The Stranger Beside Me. “Handsome, arrogant and articulate, he drew scores of rapt groupies to the jammed court each day,” wrote Stephen G. Michaud and Hugh Aynesworth in The Only Living Witness. The women, some young, some older, were all eager to see in person the “Love-Bite Killer,” as the newspapers had dubbed Bundy.

	Some of Bundy’s courtroom worshipers “sent him lewdly suggestive notes or asked for his autograph. Others were content to sit for a full day in court, happy if just once he would look their way,” wrote Michaud and Aynesworth, adding that he had a “national following” and received “heavy fan mail.”

	Who were these women? How could they love a creature called Ted Bundy?

	One Ted groupie contacted anthropologist and writer Elliott Leyton because she saw him on television in 1986 promoting his book Hunting Humans. After the show, he was told he had an urgent phone call. The woman at the other end of the line said she was desperately in love with Bundy. “She asked did I think he really did it. I said that there was no question in my mind. But that didn’t seem to deter her,” said Leyton.

	In her letters to Leyton “she admitted that she had an uncontrollable passion for Bundy,” he recalled. The woman was single, in her late twenties or early thirties, and worked in a hotel in Toronto. Although she had never met the serial killer, she told Leyton she couldn’t stop thinking about him, that she was “obsessively involved in a kind of romantic fantasy about Bundy.” She stopped writing after a few months and Leyton never heard from her again.

	Bundy was incarcerated at Florida State Penitentiary during the decade between his death sentences and his execution. Prison administrator Paul Decker said he had never seen an inmate with as many groupies as Bundy, “a variety of women . . . [Bundy had] quite a number of personal relationships with women.”

	All through Bundy’s trials and years of appeals, “he would always have at least one woman entranced with him, living for the few moments she could visit him in jail, running errands, proclaiming his innocence,” writes Rule. The most steadfast, Carole Ann Boone, married him and had his child.

	Like other women in love with killers, Carole needed and wanted love so much that she created a fantasy lover whom she named “Bunny.” Also, because Bundy was a serial killer, his notoriety gave Boone status. She was not a nobody anymore but Ted Bundy’s wife. Her opinions, ideas, life story, feelings—she, Carole Ann Boone, was a magnet for hundreds of reporters from all over the world.

	Like other women who love murderers, Boone gave up everything in her life for her man. She relocated from Seattle to Gainesville, Florida, to be near him, taking her son from a previous relationship with her. When Boone went public about their relationship, she lost her county clerical job and had to subsist on whatever reporters were willing to pay her for interviews. She became Bundy’s voice in the outside world. From the moment they connected, she was a true believer, utterly convinced of his innocence. She had to be, in order to maintain her fantasy. She worked tirelessly, albeit unsuccessfully, to prove the charges against him false. Boone spent years being enraged at the press, the prosecution, the legal system—the forces in society that had ganged up on her poor, innocent Bunny.

	Finally, as Ted Bundy stood charged with dozens of heinous murders and was facing death, as he was described in the media as one of the most vicious sexual sadists and serial killers ever, Carole Ann Boone married him. While acting as his own defense attorney, Bundy got Carole on the stand and asked her if she wanted to wed him. She replied, “Yes,” and he said, “Then I do hereby marry you.” Although the method was unconventional, it was legal, and the two would remain bonded in unholy matrimony until Bundy’s execution.

	Like the Toronto woman who was obsessed with Bundy, Carole did not love Ted Bundy, the man, because he didn’t reveal himself to her, or to anyone. She loved Bunny, her own creation, what she wanted him to be—not what he was.

	Sitting through Bundy’s trial, Carole Boone managed to believe in the innocence of her fantasy lover because the side of himself that Bundy showed was charming and courteous; he could not possibly be a serial killer. Boone’s ability to deny was shored up by Bundy’s incredible lies. “He hoodwinked Carole to the extent that she believed he didn’t do it despite what the evidence showed,” said Investigator Keppel. Two years before Bundy’s execution, Carole Boone stopped believing in her husband’s innocence and stopped visiting him.

	Journalist Richard Larsen, author of Ted Bundy: The Deliberate Stranger, a man who knew Bundy in Washington long before his arrest, speculated on why Carole Boone stopped believing in her Bunny. “She didn’t really tell me, but probably a good conclusion is the accumulation of circumstance, circumstance, circumstance. Probably the events in the sorority murders, the fact that Ted was living adjacent to the sorority house, that the police description resembled him, and the rather powerful set of circumstances [surrounding the murder] of the twelve-year-old girl. These were the cappers of her conclusion.”

	Although all these facts were brought out during Bundy’s trial, it took eight years for Carole Boone to believe they were true.

	The FBI agent who spent the last five days of Bundy’s life with him said that, even then, the serial killer did not lack the company of women. “One of his lady attorneys started seeing him regularly,” said Special Agent William Hagmaier III.

	Attorney Diana Weiner, who represented Bundy in civil matters, was described in the Sarasota Herald Tribune as knowing a Ted Bundy who was quite different from the serial killer the public knew: “While emphasizing that she isn’t trying to minimize the heinous acts Bundy committed, Weiner says she believes Bundy was genuine in expressing remorse and sensitivity toward others.”

	According to the article, Weiner said, “I think the public is unwilling to accept that there could be a commonality between Ted Bundy and the rest of humanity or that Ted Bundy could have, at the end of his life, sought to tell the truth, confess or have any moral compunction to do so.”

	Could Weiner have fallen under the charismatic killer’s spell? “He has inspired passionate love and hopeless love,” write Michaud and Aynesworth, adding that Bundy’s psychopathology was what he used to “bind women to him.” Put another way, he was the consummate sociopath. The cons he used for tricking women into getting into his car so he could then sexually brutalize and kill them were the same cons he used on the women who “loved” him.

	JOHN WAYNE GACY

	On death row in Illinois, John Wayne Gacy had been waiting to die since 1980 for the hideous sexual murders of thirty-three youths. (He was executed on May 10, 1994.) The epitome of the serial killer who blends into the background, Gacy was a jovial, outgoing, friendly man, considered sociable and charitable. He organized town parades and dressed as a clown to cheer up sick children in the local hospital. Once nominated “Man of the Year” by the Jaycees of Springfield, Illinois, he was even photographed with former first lady Rosalynn Carter at a local political rally.

	He lived in a quiet Chicago suburb and was married twice, fathering two children with his first wife, Marlynn. During his second marriage, to Carol, he began his killings. They lasted for a period of about six years, between 1972 and 1978. At the beginning of 1975, as he and Carol were divorcing, Gacy’s drinking, pilltaking, and murders escalated. Neither of Gacy’s wives, nor his neighbors, friends, or acquaintances, had the remotest idea of his monstrous self.

	Today, more than a decade later, Gacy still denies he is a serial killer. His claim is that journalists have painted an inaccurate portrait of him. In many of his letters quoted in They Call Him Mr. Gacy, a collection of his correspondence, he repeats this line: “There is a great deal of difference between John Gacy, the man, and John Gacy, the Media monster.”

	They Call Him Mr. Gacy is replete with letters from women desperate to meet a sadistic serial killer. The writers tell of their unhappy marriages, traumatic experiences, deviance—and above all, loneliness. Most of the women express sympathy for Gacy and a belief in his innocence. Their letters are full of the denials and fantasies we have seen expressed by all women who love murderers.

	From Randi, Maine, August 13, 1984: “I have this obsession with you. I can’t for the life of me stop thinking about you. I would like to meet you someday. I would like to get to know about you personally. I don’t think, to tell you the truth, you got a fair trial . . . I would like to have you as a friend; I live in these back woods with my parents and it gets awfully lonely.”

	From Lynn, New York City, November 28, 1987: “I was an attractive girl who got scarred through some fault of her own and now live as a recluse. I only like to know people who have crossed over to the other side. I am still healthy and feel beautiful in a very rough hewn sort of way but I can’t relate to most normal things or situations. I create companions out of my dolls and work on a phone S&M service (at home) so I’m able to keep my worldly interaction limited. I am a mental stimulation junkie—need to read or watch movies all the time. Roller skate in my apartment for hours to ease frustrations. Have a dog who I jerk off . . . I wonder about you and where you’ve been.”

	From Carolyn, Centralia, Illinois, June 12, 1980: “My marriage took me down but I’m coming up slow but sure. Ha. Do you ever have visitors? I feel sorry for you and I hope everything works out!”

	From Terry-Sue, March 2, 1988: “I am a 34 year old black sexy mama. I am looking for a swinging good time whenever you get out. I know you killed them boys but I don’t care . . . P.S. This is a train letter. Please send it to the rest of you killer friends.”

	From Kerri, Milwaukee, March 3, 1988: “I’ve just got over a bad relationship with my x-boyfriend. He was a real bitch—but rather exciting. We would have these wild fights where we would hit each other, scream at the top of our lungs. John I got ‘great lungs.’ Wait til you see—perhaps by photo.”

	From Nancy, Phoenix, Arizona, March 22, 1988: “I wish to express my sorrow for the many years you have spent in prison and on death row. I have from the very beginning believed in your innocence, and still do till this day.”

	From Wanetta, on January 28, 1989: “I am aware that you might not choose to answer my letter, that will be a great loss for me to have the chance to confer with the infamous John Gacy, would be a great honor to someone like me who finds you one of the most intelligent murderers of our time.”

	Gacy is not handsome, youthful, or charismatic. He doesn’t have Bundy’s appeal to women nor did he have avid fans and groupies following his case. He has, however, achieved celebrity status. And the abundance of letters he gets from strangers, women he has never met or contacted, shows how many lonely, deluded women out there want contact with a notorious killer—either to become notorious themselves or perhaps because they’re attracted by his deviance.

	Of the many women who tried to meet Gacy, perhaps the most successful was an Illinois mother of eight, Sue Terry, who first wrote to Gacy after reading about him in a newspaper. Instead of being repulsed by Gacy’s crimes, Sue felt empathy. Herself a victim, she saw in Gacy a fellow sufferer—common to many women who love men who kill. “I thought maybe he is in prison because someone had made a mistake. I thought he might be innocent,” she said.

	Although he responded to her letter as if he didn’t trust her, she went to visit him anyway. Sue was “shocked” when she met Gacy. “He’s got real soft, kind blue eyes. He relaxed me, the way he talked. I can’t explain it. It was like being in another world,” she said. The forty-six-year-old woman visited the serial killer for a year. They also wrote to each other every day and talked on the phone, according to Sue. “I was in love with him. I never had anybody treat me as nice as he treated me.” For Sue Terry, who describes her life as “hard and rough,” who experienced a series of abusive relationships, unwanted pregnancies, and feelings of victimization, Gacy was the first person she ever met who acted as if he cared.

	Using denial and compartmentalization, Sue was able to avoid the truth about Gacy so she could view him as a kind, considerate man and fall in love with him. “I really and truly believed he was innocent. How could people do this to John? He was the nicest, kindest, sweetest person in the world . . . It wouldn’t be the John I know to do something like that.”

	Like so many women who love men who kill, Sue grew up in a home without a father; he’d abandoned the family when she was two. “I had a mother and [step]dad who cared about me, but for some reason, my brothers were the main thing in [my mother’s] life.” At fourteen, after an affair with a married man, Sue gave birth to her first baby. Pregnant again a few years later, she found herself still single when her boyfriend died in a car accident. Next, she had two children with “a man who really cared about me and loved me, but I never really loved him in that way . . . I was depressed.”

	The relationship she had right before she met Gacy was the worst of her life. She lived for five years with a violently abusive man who tortured her: “He cut the ends of my fingers off, bone and all. He beat me so bad . . . Me and my kids slept in cars, did anything to get away from him. He kicked my teeth out and cut my face . . . [I needed] over one hundred stitches.

	“I see this on television, where women kill their husbands. If I could have, I would have. I would be in prison now for murder.”

	Finally, Sue managed to leave her tormentor and until she met Gacy, had nothing to do with men. But Gacy was different from other men. He had killed, over and over; he had committed the crime Sue could only talk about. Much of Sue’s attraction to Gacy has to do with his ability to act while she could only threaten or imagine (like Maria in Chapter 1). Even though she denied his guilt, somewhere inside Sue knew he had really murdered the thirty-three boys and young men.

	Sue and Gacy were close for about a year until he bragged so much about his murders, she could no longer maintain her illusions about his innocence. It’s difficult for a woman in love with a murderer to deny his guilt if he admits it. Once, when Sue took her children to prison to visit Gacy, her son said he had heard of a serial killer with more victims. Gacy became angry. “It made him mad to think someone had killed more than he did. He said, ‘No, he didn’t. I killed more than he did.’ . . . I had seen the cold, mean side of John Wayne Gacy.” Another time, referring to his victims, he told Sue, “All those boys were prostitutes.”

	Today, only Sue’s sixteen-year-old daughter believes Gacy to be innocent. “He still writes to my little girl . . . She just kind of feels sorry for him. He’s got her believing now that if he dies, they killed an innocent man. She doesn’t think he’s guilty.”

	Gacy conned Sue into believing he was wrongly convicted just as he is now tricking her daughter. “He is the world’s greatest manipulator. I don’t know how, but believe me, he just does it. He could con a snake.”

	THE HILLSIDE STRANGLERS: KENNETH BIANCHI AND ANGELO BUONO

	Kenneth Bianchi looked up to his older cousin, Angelo Buono. When the younger man moved from his home in Rochester, New York, to L.A. at the age of twenty-six, he and his cousin began to pal around. Buono, forty-four, was a street-smart, macho kind of guy who “lived with a strict code,” according to Gerald Chaleff, Buono’s defense attorney. Buono married three times, had seven children, and was a self-employed car upholsterer. He was also a known troublemaker, thief, and bully whose children called him the Buzzard. Buono did not have any charm; he was the darker, grimmer side of the killing duo.

	Bianchi “is the consummate con man, always got something going on in his mind, always trying to set something up. [He has] above-average intelligence, a gift for gab, and he’s good- looking, according to some women,” said Sgt. Frank Salerno of the L. A. Sheriff’s Department, one of the principal investigators on the Hillside Strangler case.

	Although the two men were very different, they had enough in common to allow them to kill as a single unit. Both saw women as objects to be discarded when their usefulness was over. Both liked to torture and kill women for kicks. They observed the machismo rule of the streets: men dominate, women are dominated.

	“Bianchi loved to kill and he was crazy. Buono just kind of manipulated the whole thing. If a girl didn’t do what she was supposed to, they would just kill her,” said social worker Lois Lee.

	During a five-month period between October 1977 and February 1978, the cousins raped, tortured, and strangled ten young women and girls. They gassed some victims, injected cleaning solution into others, burned a few, and sexually brutalized all. Their two youngest victims were twelve and fourteen. They dumped the bodies like so much garbage on hillsides in Los Angeles.

	It wasn’t until Bianchi murdered again in Washington State that the cousins were apprehended. Bianchi, ordered to leave L.A. by Buono to let things cool down, moved to Bellingham, Washington, but after a while, he felt the urge to murder. Killing was his work and he didn’t feel good unless he was working. In January 1979, Bianchi strangled two college girls to death.

	Caught when police became aware of similarities in the Bellingham murders and the unsolved Hillside Stranglings, Bianchi tried a variety of ruses to get himself off. He constructed an elaborate scheme—which almost succeeded—in which he pretended that he had multiple personalities. Some psychiatrists bought his act, but others didn’t. He was finally deemed to be sane—or sane enough to accept the consequences of his acts under the law.

	As did Bundy and Gacy in their communities, Bianchi lived as a model citizen in Bellingham. He even had a girlfriend with whom he had a son. “The arrest of Kenneth Bianchi on suspicion of murder was a surprise to everyone in Bellingham who had known him. Kelli Boyd, Ken’s girlfriend and the mother of his baby, always thought of him as a gentle man who was kind to her and to his friends,” wrote Jack Levin and James Alan Fox in Mass Murder: America’s Growing Menace.

	When police presented Bianchi with evidence of his guilt and refused to believe his multiple-personality hype, he decided to accept a deal. He would plead guilty to the Washington murders and to five of the California killings and would also testify against his cousin. In return, he would receive a life sentence instead of the death penalty.

	When Angelo Buono’s trial finally got under way in Los Angeles, prosecutors were afraid they would fail to convict him because of insufficient evidence and because much of their case rested on the testimony of the obviously unstable Bianchi. They asked to have the charges against Buono dropped. But Judge Ronald George refused to honor the prosecutors’ request and the trial proceeded; after two years, Buono was convicted of nine murders. He was sentenced to life without parole, even though the jury had the option of sentencing him to death.

	Both Kenneth Bianchi and Angelo Buono, convicted and in prison for life, are, or have been, married men. Their victims are long dead, and the families of those victims have suffered incredible trauma and loss. But the killers have been allowed to marry, and each enjoys the comfort, warmth, and affection of a woman who loves him. And while their victims’ names have faded into oblivion, Bianchi and Buono are still celebrities.

	When Kenneth Bianchi married Shirlee Book on September 21, 1989, news of the wedding was flashed over the Associated Press wire service. The thirty-six-year-old Louisiana woman’s romance began when she wrote to Bianchi, now thirty-eight, after she saw a picture of him looking lonely during his trial. On television’s “Hard Copy,” Shirlee described her husband as “affectionate, loving.” On the same show, Bianchi says, “I killed those broads.”

	According to a neighbor who spoke with Diane Albright, a reporter, at one time Shirlee tried to become romantically involved with Ted Bundy, but apparently he wasn’t interested and she moved on to Bianchi. “She’s always writing to prisons. She wrote to Ted Bundy, to several prisoners. She reads a lot and her house is filled with books about killers and serial killers,” said the neighbor.

	Richard Bauer, assistant superintendent at Washington State Penitentiary where Bianchi is serving his sentence, described Shirlee as “very timid and a plain-looking lady with reddish-brown hair, about five feet five inches.” Shirlee never believed that Ted Bundy was a serial killer. She told Albright, “They killed him, an innocent man. They weren’t Christians who done that to him.” Book—who never had a relationship with Bundy—said, “I would still be with him if they hadn’t fried him.”

	During the three years that Shirlee and Bianchi corresponded, she expressed her fantasies in letters—her dreams, what she wanted out of life, what their life would be like once he got out of prison. Intent on marrying Bianchi although they had not yet met, Shirlee bought a trousseau and a fancy white wedding gown and sent wedding invitations.

	Shirlee Book married serial killer Kenneth Bianchi wearing floor-length white satin, a veil, and white gloves. The couple expected to receive conjugal visits, but Washington State Penitentiary denied their request. Shirlee was very happy. “His future is bright. He’ll be a free man and it won’t be long,” she told Albright. “I got me a good one.”

	It’s possible that to Shirlee Book, who like Sue Terry has had a hard life, marriage to Kenneth Bianchi represents a way out because of his notoriety and celebrity. Shirlee’s first husband, Billy, with whom she had a son when she was seventeen, “was as crazy as she was. They would take nerve pills and things like that. He was kind of mental. He drank cleaning or lighter fluid after they split up,” said neighbor Betty Day. After this marriage, Shirlee became involved with a much younger man. “He treated her okay, but he stole things. He was in trouble with the law.”

	Shirlee is extremely close to her mother. Day described a family in which the father did all the caretaking at home, including housework, because Shirlee and her mother are not functional much of the time. “Shirlee stays up all night and sleeps all day; she’s temperamental. She’ll rant and rave all night and then take pills to sleep all day,” said Day. Shirlee “has always been interested in notorious people” but does not now grant interviews because Bianchi won’t allow her to. Since the Book family has no telephone, many of Shirlee’s conversations with Bianchi are made on Day’s phone. Day believes that Bianchi, thousands of miles away and imprisoned, controls his wife. “He won’t let her give interviews. Kenneth won’t let her. What I really believe is he wants control over her. If she talks to people and makes any money, then he won’t control her.”

	Sgt. Frank Salerno said that Bianchi can only relate to unattractive women he can dominate and control. Shirlee reportedly has no teeth and is extremely thin. “The fact that she is unattractive does fit with Bianchi. Most of his close relationships were with women who were maybe homely or overweight. The woman who mothered his child, Kelli Boyd, was overweight during their relationship. But the women Bianchi attacked were attractive and well built,” said Salerno.

	Both Shirlee Book and Sue Terry are attracted to the serial killers they love for their notoriety. And even while these women deny that the men they love are guilty, they are exploiting the situation—making appearances on television and granting interviews for books and articles. Shirlee and Sue are also attracted to violence. These women may not be able to go out and commit murder themselves, but they have had murderous thoughts and fantasies. Erroneously equating power with violence and strength with cruelty, they live vicariously through their killer/lovers and feel, just for a moment, that they, too, are strong and powerful.

	The other Hillside Strangler, Angelo Buono, remarried a woman he divorced years earlier, according to Lt. Cammy Voss, spokeswoman at Folsom Prison. They have since been divorced again, she said. He has also had at least one other woman interested in him who moved from southern California to be near the prison where he is incarcerated, said Sgt. Frank Salerno. Right now, Buono is not married or involved with any woman, but it’s probably only a matter of time before some woman on the outside starts feeling sorry for him and ends up in love.

	DAVID BERKOWITZ, THE SON OF SAM

	In New York City in 1976, David Berkowitz shot eight people; six died and two were paralyzed. His random, serial attacks, usually against young women sitting with their dates in parked cars, gave New York the feeling of a city under siege. Many residents recall being too terrified to leave their apartments.

	Since he shot his victims instead of strangling them, Berkowitz didn’t have the twisted machismo of a Buono or a Bundy, but appealed more to the nurturing, maternal side of women. Maury Terry, author of The Ultimate Evil, recalled that Berkowitz received numerous letters from women after his arrest in August 1977. “They wrote, ‘I think you’re sexy and handsome and misunderstood.’ One signed her letter, ‘David’s girl,’” said Terry. The letters focused on his blue eyes and his innocence.

	David Abrahamsen, M.D., the psychiatrist who testified that Berkowitz was competent to stand trial, said Berkowitz had a woman in love with him. The woman knew Berkowitz before he was arrested and stood by him after his conviction, making the tedious bus trip from New York City to Dannemora Correctional Facility near the Canadian border every three weeks for seven years, from 1977 to 1985, according to Maury Terry. “There, in the motel where she stayed, she would act like Greta Garbo because her boyfriend was Son of Sam—like she could get whatever she wanted, like she was important,” said the writer. Although this woman wanted to marry Berkowitz, the relationship didn’t work out. He’s now incarcerated in New York State’s Sullivan Correctional Facility, and a fellow inmate has said Berkowitz has a new girlfriend.

	MASS MURDERERS

	In addition to serial killers, the FBI’s National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime also studies mass murderers, defined as those who kill four or more victims at one location within one event. Spree killings are murders at two or more locations with no cooling-off time in between. From 1977 to November 1989, the FBI Academy library reports 112 known mass murderers who are responsible for killing 657 people, and 50 known spree killers who murdered 306 people. Mass murderers are more likely than serial killers to commit suicide after they’ve taken their victims’ lives.

	One such killer, Ramon Salcido, lives on. And he lives on in a relationship with a loving, supportive woman who believes in him.

	On April 14, 1989, in California’s Sonoma Valley, Salcido wiped out seven people: his twenty-three-year-old wife, Angela; two of his three daughters, Sofia, four, and Teresa, one; his mother-in-law; and his wife’s two young sisters, ages twelve and eight. He also ambushed and shot to death the assistant manager at Grand Cru Winery where he worked. Salcido unsuccessfully tried to murder two more people: a supervisor at the winery and his third child, Carmina, three. Salcido, from jail, is battling his wife’s father for custody of Carmina; he wants his family to have her.

	Salcido’s girlfriend, Barbara Pater, is loyal, loving, and faithful. “She wants to marry him. She says, ‘I love this man.’ She’s young, fairly attractive. She looked like she may be normal. She is in love with him, saying he couldn’t have done these things,” said Lt. Cammy Voss at Folsom Prison. At the Sonoma County Jail, a spokesman for the county sheriff’s department said Pater began showing up in court in May 1989 during Salcido’s preliminary hearings. Pater said she was interested in helping people and has seen Salcido once or twice a week since, although he’s under tight security and the couple is separated by a glass wall during visits. Pater, described as almost thirty, lists her occupation as “finder of lost people.” After she began her relationship with Salcido, she moved from southern California to live in Sonoma County to be near him.

	On December 17, 1990, Salcido received the death sentence and was scheduled to die in the San Quentin gas chamber for the six murders he committed.
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	Conclusion: 

	Beyond the Walls

	Women who love killers were often little girls lost, reared in dysfunctional families where they were victims of abuse at the hands of harsh, dictatorial fathers aided by passive mothers. A large percentage were raised as Catholics and were severely affected by oppressive church teachings, including sexism, subjugation of women, and repression of sexuality.

	Fathers were missing: divorced, dead, always working, drunk, withdrawn. Occasionally, mothers took on father’s role and behaved like demanding authoritarians. Women who love killers frequently found that their relationships with men mimicked the one they had with their fathers. Married young, their first husbands were often violent, alcoholic, sexually and/or emotionally abusive.

	Although the women interviewed say they were not looking for love when they met the convicted murderers they eventually fell for, all the women were somehow drawn to this population of society’s outcasts. Writing letters through pen pal programs, answering ads, volunteering, working—they all managed to meet a convicted killer one way or another. “Love” grew quickly in prison visiting rooms, and against her will, each woman was soon obsessed with her beloved/murderer.

	BUT IS IT LOVE?

	As it was between medieval maidens and the courtly knights who protected them, sex and true intimacy between women and the killers they love is usually forbidden by prison systems. These women feel deeply, but what they feel is not mature love or adult sexual passion. It is romantic passion—a passion fueled by deprivation and suffering, enhanced by anguish. These women have found the key to never-ending romance: suffering and pain.

	Because many women who love killers have real difficulties with intimacy because of the damage done to them in childhood, they have chosen to live a fantasy. The majority of these women don’t love real men but an illusion that is based on denial. Each woman separates, or compartmentalizes, the murder from the man she loves. She denies his crime.

	For women who love serial killers, or other notorious murderers, there is the added thrill of fame. Each serial killer’s status gives a woman with low self-esteem a sense of importance; her prestige rises in direct proportion with the heinousness of his crimes.

	KILLERS: THE MOST MACHO MEN

	In our patriarchal culture, murderers are often viewed as more than male: the most macho, strong, violent, and brutal of all men. In a majority of movies and television shows, the violent mystique of the murderer—or the cop, spy, undercover agent, etc.—is the erotic centerpiece. Murderers “represent the most profound, extreme kind of fear . . . They become culture heroes and are portrayed as very erotic. In a patriarchal culture, in a male supremacist culture, violence itself is eroticized. The murder itself becomes an erotic art,” said feminist theorist Dr. Jane Caputi. Murder becomes sexy so a murderer becomes a superstud.

	For some women, it is thrilling to dance with a master of death. If a woman is seeking excitement, passion, a meaning to life, loving a murderer can make her feel intensely alive. She becomes important, perhaps notorious, because she loves a man who has killed.

	As we have seen, some of these women take orders from their boyfriends or husbands even though the men are behind bars. Criminologist and author Dr. James Fox visited convicted serial killer Douglas Clark (the Sunset Slayer) and his wife, Kelly: “He’s very controlling. In the visiting room, he’ll smoke a cigarette and the smoke will get in her eyes. She’ll put up with it for a while. Then she’ll get up to put the cigarette out. By the time she gets back [from walking to the ashtray], he’ll have another one lit.” The couple, married for five years, met after Clark was convicted of the sexually sadistic murders of several women in L.A. “Kelly thinks he’s innocent; she wants to prove his innocence, free him,” said Dr. Fox. But, he added, if Clark should ever be freed, their relationship would not endure: “He’d be gone.”

	A murderer is often a con man who wins a woman by manipulation and lying. Some women, gullible, vulnerable, and needy, are ready to believe these charmers. Each woman hears a story that fits her needs: If she needs to believe that he’s religious, he’ll tell her that. If she wants sweet talk, he’ll woo her. If she needs a brilliant existential hero, he’ll sweep her off her feet with his verbiage. Some murderers are unbelievably charismatic. These men exude self-confidence. The narcissistic and antisocial personalities of these murderers cause them to act as though rules don’t apply to them. They act tough and superior. They believe in themselves (or pretend they do) and easily convince susceptible women (little girls lost) to believe in them also. But in truth, these are deeply disturbed men who, by murdering, have irrevocably broken one of our most basic laws.

	Having killed and been caught and imprisoned, would they kill again? Most people believe so, but to women in love with killers, women who deny the crime, the answer is definitely no. My man is rehabilitated, says each woman. Moreover, he is gentle, intelligent, sensitive. Kill again? He is no more likely to kill than you or I, she says.

	Every relationship between a woman and a killer is based on the hope he will be freed. At the same time that she denies his crime, she also believes he is rehabilitated. He will never do anything like that again, she thinks. I will work, I will sacrifice, I will do whatever I have to in order to secure his release so we can live happily ever after . . . beyond the walls.

	BEYOND THE WALLS

	Sometimes the dream shared by these women, that their men will be freed, does come true. A murderer is paroled or pardoned, and he and the woman who loves him—who has sacrificed for him and fought like a mother bear protecting her cubs to secure his release—can walk off together into paradise. But how often does this happen? Of the women interviewed for this book, only one had succeeded in reaching nirvana with her freed killer/lover. The majority of men remain imprisoned no matter how impassioned the fight for their freedom. And the women who love them remain beside them, giving, nurturing, supporting, sacrificing, denying.

	Each woman in love with a convicted killer fantasizes that on that day which is her entire focus, her reason for being, the day he walks out of prison a free man, they will begin to share a life of unending romance, undying love—with no intrusion of reality, such as bills, kids, and laundry.

	The problem with this dream is that convicted murderers are unlikely to be released. We know that some are paroled—sometimes to kill again, such as Shawcross in Rochester, New York—but generally, nothing ever materializes for these men. There is no parole for serial killer Kenneth Bianchi, no new trial for Duane, no pardons for Alan or Charlie. In short, only failure and frustration for these dreamers, men and women alike.

	Occasionally, a woman in love with a killer will make an interesting assessment of what life after prison would be like. Maria (Chapter 1) told television interviewer Sally Jesse Raphael how she would react if Phil was released: “I’d do what anyone in love would do . . . But we only know each other three hours a week. We might not even like each other in the real world.” (Emphasis added.)

	“Some marriages break down when the prisoner is released and both parties have difficulty adjusting to the changes they have undergone,” wrote Tricia Hedin in a Newsweek article. Geraldine and Nathaniel Grimes, Jr., who married with so much optimism and enthusiasm in 1978 while he was doing life for murder, are now separated and planning to divorce. He was paroled on May 21, 1985, and according to his mother, the marriage lasted two years after that.

	ENDINGS

	Two stories now, about women who fell in love with killers. One has a happy ending. The other, with its grim and tragic finale, can serve as a cautionary tale. The first murderer killed his father but never went to prison for his crime. The second man spent seventeen years behind concrete and steel for murdering his mother and father, then was paroled. Both killers found women to love. One woman is still alive.

	Fran, a registered nurse in Houston, Texas, always read the letters to the editor in The Houston Post and was rapidly becoming fascinated with one writer, David, an inmate serving a life sentence. “I was truly amazed at David’s intelligence and articulate skills on almost every topic from classical music to women’s rights.” She decided she had to meet this man, and when she did, it was love at first sight. David, thirty-five, had been in prison for fourteen years for the 1969 murder of his mother and father. “He looked like a walking zombie. It went right to my heart. I knew this person had been terribly mistreated.” Fran recognized a kindred spirit, another victim of soul murder.

	David had been an abused child and adolescent. When he was twenty-one and a senior in college, he and his father argued violently one night about U.S. involvement in Vietnam. David’s father, who was mentally and physically brutal to both his wife and son, threatened to kill David for what he called un-American ideas. David’s mother took her husband’s side in the argument; she always did. Fran said David’s mother was “pathologically adapted to her terrifying situation. Like so many women so afflicted, she would frequently assist in the violence against David as a means of identifying with her oppressor.”

	When the argument was over, David’s parents went to bed. David hid. Hours later, he “emerged in a state of terror” and killed them both. Arrested, tried, and convicted, David was sentenced to life.

	Fourteen years later, he met Fran. When she visited, David rarely smiled, never laughed. His was a “seemingly emotionless demeanor. He needed to be that way to survive.” But Fran, rather than being discouraged by his lack of expression, tried to draw David out. She wanted to help him because she recognized his pain; it was a reflection of hers.

	“Maybe it was the years of abuse that I had. A terrible life can either destroy you or make you a terrible person.” What did it do to Fran?

	When she was very little, her mother left her father and married another man. Fran’s new “grandfather,” her stepfather’s father, sexually abused her when she was four. Throughout her childhood, she was beaten. “People thought that’s how you raised kids: You beat the hell out of them.” When she was twelve, her mother, who had a history of psychiatric problems, committed suicide. Later, Fran went to live with her natural father, who “had sexual problems. He never tried to have intercourse with me but tried to do everything else. He didn’t know the dividing line.”

	Sexually abused, battered, and beaten, Fran carried her burden alone through life until she met David many years later. “All the short circuits I had in life led me to the real thing,” she says of their love. They met in 1983 and married in June 1984. For the next three years, Fran worked to get David released, convinced that he had murdered because of the abuse he’d suffered. He should “have been charged with the lesser offense of voluntary manslaughter and certainly not given a life sentence.” Fran “played detective,” talked to David’s relatives to find out more about “the craziness of his parents,” went on radio and television arguing on his behalf, persuaded The Houston Post to print an editorial, and appealed again and again to the state parole board. All of Fran’s passion and sacrifice paid off; David was paroled on January 19, 1987.

	Today, they are happily married and very productive. David is even able to show happiness. “Now, he’s very expressive; he laughs. I say, ‘David, you’re laughing. That’s wonderful.”’ Despite the fact that Fran’s sister and brother won’t speak to her because of her relationship, and although she’s had some problems with work because of their marriage, Fran is still firmly committed to David. He assists a social worker at a Houston hospital and is finishing a master’s degree in psychology. She is working toward a master’s degree in psychiatric nursing. They live with three poodles and four cats and are trying to adopt a child.

	Fran’s fantasy of rescuing David has come true. “I had saved David’s life, so to speak, and given him opportunity in life.” Fran refers to David as “my loving husband,” and although they argue occasionally, the disagreements never escalate, never become violent. Is Fran afraid that David, having killed once, could kill again? “You would think I’d be a liar if I never did [think about it], and for the first year, yes, I did. But now, I don’t know why, but no, I’m not afraid . . . If I was ever afraid of David, I wouldn’t be with him . . . The great, overriding feeling I have had about him is his suffering.”

	LOVE KILLS

	“If you stay around long enough, you discover what we have learned again . . . Love also kills,” wrote columnist Pete Hamill. Love killed JoAnn Breton on December 14, 1987.

	Twenty-one years earlier, in 1966, Bobby Breton came home from a date knowing he was in big trouble. His father’s drunken body was lying on the floor directly in front of the door so he’d have to shove it against the old man to get into the house. Bobby was scared because if the old man was that drunk, he might wake up and beat him to within an inch of his life.

	That’s what happened; the door opened and Bobby’s father woke up. What are you doing? screamed the older man. He whipped his belt out of its loops and went after Bobby. Bobby’s grandmother screamed also: Leave him alone! Leave him alone! But Breton, Sr., was beyond hearing. He hated his son, hated his life, hated his mother—just hated. And Bobby was going to pay. He pushed his mother out of the way and ran toward Bobby. Bobby was crying, What did I ever do to you? He picked up a knife from the counter and rushed toward his father as his father came at him. “I hate you, I hate you,” Bobby screamed over and over as he drove the knife into his father’s body.

	His father fell to the floor, his drunkenness, his age, his rage, no match for his son. Robert J. Breton, nineteen, had committed patricide.

	“His father was mean to Robert all the time . . . He was ready to hit [him] all the time,” Eva Breton testified during her grandson’s trial. Her son was abusive and spent all his money on liquor, but Robert was a quiet, obedient boy who helped support the family, she said. It was an open-and-shut case of self-defense, said Judge Leo Gaffney. He gave Breton a one-to-two-year suspended sentence and placed him on parole for two years. The young man never went to jail for killing his father.

	For the next two decades, nothing more was heard from Robert J. Breton in his hometown of Waterbury, Connecticut. He worked, married, raised a family. In 1971, Robert and his wife, JoAnn, had a son whom they named Robert, Jr. A third generation of Robert Bretons.

	Fifteen years went by. By 1986, Robert and JoAnn were living apart and a divorce was imminent. JoAnn, a clerical worker, filed for a restraining order barring Robert from the house, saying he had broken furniture, put a hole in a wall, fired a shot into the ceiling.

	When the divorce became final, during the second week of December 1987, the Bretons’ son, a high school junior, told a neighbor that his father had threatened to kill his mother and had pulled a knife on her.

	It was two weeks before Christmas and Robert Breton was furious that JoAnn had locked him out of his own house. So what if he knocked her around once in a while? So what if he gambled, had a girlfriend, drank? So what if they would be divorced in a matter of days? It was still his house.

	Breton walked up to the front door and banged on it; JoAnn had changed the lock. When she didn’t answer, he broke the glass and turned the knob from inside. Then he ran up the familiar steps into the bedroom they used to share. She was in bed. He punched her in the face a few times, yelling, Why did you do this to me? I hate you, I hate you.

	He ran down to the kitchen and grabbed a knife. By the time he got back upstairs, she was out of bed, trying to dial the phone. He plunged the knife into her body. She stopped moving, stopped crying out.

	He heard a noise on the stairs. Breton ran out of the bedroom and saw his sixteen-year-old son running toward him. He stabbed his son in the neck and the boy pitched backward, falling down the stairs, blood spurting out of his severed artery.

	This time there was no leniency in the courtroom for Robert J. Breton. On April 11, 1989, twenty-two years after he was given a suspended sentence for killing his father, he was sentenced to death for the murder of his wife and son. He is on death row at Somers State Correctional Institution waiting to die in Connecticut’s electric chair.

	“This was a vicious, brutal murder,” said John Griffin, Waterbury’s chief inspector of detectives.

	Did it have to happen? Why did JoAnn marry Robert Breton knowing that he had committed patricide? Didn’t she understand that her life, and the life of any children they would have, would always be at risk living with a man who was capable of stabbing to death his own father? Why didn’t JoAnn realize the danger of marrying a man who had killed? Or did she?

	According to Detective Griffin, JoAnn knew Robert had killed his father and chose to ignore it. “It was common knowledge around here that he had done that.” He described JoAnn as “a nice girl. Anyone we talked to who had known her said she was a nice girl.”

	Like many women who love men who kill, JoAnn suffered a traumatic loss when she was very young. She was six when her parents divorced, and she never saw her father again. JoAnn was raised by her mother and stepfather.

	JoAnn’s marriage to Robert Breton was a rocky one. Said her mother, “It was an on-and-off marriage—we tried to help her as much as we could. He was breaking everything in the house. Who knows if he hit her. But you know what love can do. She loved him. (Emphasis added.)

	“She always told me: ‘I’m not scared that he’s going to hit me.’ But she had no peace. He was always calling her, always going over to her house. She wanted the divorce; there were too many arguments and he was gambling in the end. She cried to us . . . He had a girlfriend for a while; he didn’t bother her then.”

	Since Robert never went to prison for killing his father, it was easy for JoAnn to deny his violent nature so she could love and marry him. We will never know what was in JoAnn’s mind and heart on the day she married Robert. She is gone and buried and her reasons for loving a murderer are gone with her.

	JoAnn Breton represents an unvoiced fear. Is this what eventually happens to women who love murderers—when their men are released from prison, when their phantom lovers become real? JoAnn, who once thought herself passionately in love with a killer, who was able to overlook and rationalize his crime, is herself a murder victim.

	Beaten, stabbed, robbed of her life by her husband, her untold story dead with her, JoAnn Breton may serve as a warning to other women who live with fantasies of love.
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