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            Author Note

         
         
            Mainline (noun)

            
               	A principal highway or railroad line

               	A principal vein of the circulatory system

               	Prison slang: general population (gen-pop)

            

            Mama (noun)

            
               	Mother

               	Slang: wife or woman

               	Slang: term of endearment or affection

            

            Mainline Mama (noun)

            
               	Black woman with relationship to prisons—through visitation or incarceration—who engages with family, children, partners,
                  and other women
               

               	A population, practice, and theory of reimagining possibility from the margins

               	A particular form of precarity that also searches for joy, family, and connection in the midst of carceral state violence

            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction

         
         
            Dear KeKe,

            I love you.
            

            I know you do not hear it often enough.

            Today you found out you’re about to be somebody’s mama. Relax, girl. You’re gonna make it. It’s me, Keeonna. Or, I guess,
               I should say it’s you. I’m grown now. Or, I guess, I should say we’re Grown now.
            

            The love that you been searching for is going to find you. You just have to be still.

            I know you have big plans for yourself—stay on the honor roll, graduate high school top of the class, go to Spelman, become
               an obstetrician. Home feels good right now too. I know you are staying in line, as far as Mom knows. Your plans are about
               to change, but you will get there. You’re going to break the mold and do stuff nobody in your entire family has done. There
               are some other lessons you have to learn first. You’re good at school and going to stay good at school, but people are about
               to come into your life to teach you lessons about yourself and how to love yourself. All the bullshit you are about to encounter is going to teach you how to push on
               to get to everything you want.
            

            I’m gonna need you to buckle up, because this shit is going to be a wild ride for some years. Getting caught stealing a pregnancy
               test from the SavOn around the block feels like the scariest thing that could ever happen. You never expect Mom to cuss you
               the fuck out. Your dad is going to pop up outta nowhere, for the first time in forever, to demand you get an abortion. You’re
               going to learn all kinds of shit about the father of your child. You are going to learn that your family is greater than your
               bloodline. Everyone is showing you how they see you now, but they have no idea what you are really capable of doing.
            

            It feels like you’re never going to talk to Mom the same again. Someday she will apologize for calling you a “ho” and a “bitch.” I know it sounds unbelievable, but she will. You’re at the lowest point of
               your relationship, and someday it will be better. Today me and Mom have the relationship you always wanted. We talk all the
               time. I don’t have to hide any part of myself from her. This bond is not going to be soon, or easy. But it will get better.
            

            You’re going to struggle, feel tired, get sick, go through bouts of depression, and feel suicidal. People you think will be
               there for you won’t show up. You are going to feel like you’re all alone. For a while. Your family and friends are around,
               but you’re fourteen and nobody can relate to where you’re at. Your family is going to switch all their visions of you from
               college to the workforce. Nobody is going to tell you that you’re going to be good, that you’re capable, that you’re going
               to keep going. You are. Even though your granny was a teen mom and your mom was a young mom, they aren’t going to give you
               wisdom or reassurance to guide your path. They’re too busy with their own lives. They mean well, but this is life. Everybody
               is trying to live, and survive, and figure it out. You’re going to have to figure it out yourself. Nobody is going to save
               you. Fall semester is going to come, but college will have to wait. You are not going to get everything you deserve when you
               feel like you deserve it.
            

            You’re so smart and so clever. You got more heart than any of these motherfuckers. You visited Dad and Uncle in jail, but
               jail is about to go from the horizon to the cloud right over your head. Prison is about to become part of all your relationships.
               I wish I could tell you there’s an opt-out. You’re going to have to deal with prison for the rest of your life.
            

            But you’ll figure shit out. Going to the prison is going to teach you how to advocate. For you, for us, for our family. And you’re going to feel like things are falling apart, again. People are going to make you feel like shit. Shame is very real. Part of you is going to feel like giving up, like your soul is crawling, dragging you by your fingernails to go to work, to go to school, to just breathe. 

            This baby you just found out about is going to be perfect for you. It doesn’t feel like it now, but he’s not going to be a
               crier; he’s not going to keep you up all night. He’s going to be up, walking and talking, before you know it. Your baby is
               about to be an amazing child.
            

            And even with this perfect baby, you’re going to feel alone sometimes. You already feel a little alone, being the only child.
               But you are going to find your people. You are going to meet the best people in the places you least expect: at school, at
               the prison, at work. I can see your whole support network about to grow—you just won’t realize it as it’s happening.
            

            I want you to know with everything ahead of you, you will grow. You will grow stronger. You will have great moments. You will find love. That’s what we’ve always needed. But
               I know you will find it because I love you. This is the best kind of love: self-love.
            

            So, during those times when you think you don’t wanna see tomorrow, remember that I NEED YOU! I made it because you made it. I need you to remember that the people judging you are not half as brave, half as strong, or half as ready for the
               world as you are.
            

            Love,

            Keeonna

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Desert Bloom

         
         I run my fingers across the fabric. It’s almost too perfect to take off the wire hanger. I knew this was the dress as soon as I saw it in the window of Lane Bryant. The saleswoman taps me on my shoulder. “Do you want to try it on?”
            I nod and follow her to the dressing room. “Let me know if you need anything,” she says. It’s long, past my knees, and white,
            with eyelets all over it. It ties behind my neck, leaving my back out. This dress isn’t traditional by any means, not a big
            frou-frou beaded dress with a train or veil. The eyelets add perfect detail, like something you would wear in the country,
            walking barefoot in the grass. A smile comes over me because today is my day.
         

         
         I’m an LA girl at heart. Even though I was raised in the city, I am obsessed with the country. Not saying I wanna be a farmer, but I resonate with the open landscapes, where you get to feel calm with all of your senses, to be mindful of everything around you—the dew from the humidity on your skin, the sound of the water in the creek, a deep breath of clean country air. I love the shaded wraparound porches where you can sit for hours looking out at the expansive world. The country is a place I’ve only visited, but it’s a deep part of my family history. It comes to me from stories my granny used to talk about growing up in Kilgore, Texas. Stories of her family, ten of them in a little house, everyone sharing clothes and beds. They could not afford toys, but they were content with the games they played with one another. At Christmas they would be lucky to receive a piece of fruit or a peppermint stick—something rare and sweet. They ate the same few things cooked in different ways: hot dogs on plain bread, hot dogs in beans, beans and cornbread. They didn’t rely on material things to make them happy; they relied on one another. 

         
         My dress is my country, where, uninhibited by the weight of the future, I can slow down and be present. In my dress, I am
            finally living on my own terms, like Janie with Tea Cake in Their Eyes Were Watching God—laughing without having to worry about who is listening. I can take in as much happiness as my heart can hold. Instead of
            a veil, I wear a silk shawl big enough to cover the back of my dress and go over my shoulders. Burgundy, like the cherries
            I used to eat with my cousins on my granny’s porch in the summer. The dress is comfortable and familiar, just like the nightgown
            I stole from my mom—something worn and loved for years. I touch the fabric as though it has always belonged to me. In this
            dress I am perfect.
         

         
         I am also tired. For years I wasn’t a human being but a human doing—doing tasks, taking care of whatever needed to be done. Everything was a task, checking off the list for the day to take care of the house, the kids, everybody else. Now, at twenty-five, I’ve been working and raising a family for a decade. This moment means I can finally breathe and be with myself. 

         
         My outfits almost never reflect my personality. Weekdays are for work: business casual, Dockers, Coach or Steve Madden flats—no
            makeup, nothing extra. Weekends mean only visitation-appropriate attire—nothing flashy that could draw the attention of guards.
            Today, though, is my day. This will be the first and only time I show up on the weekend as my authentic self: live and in
            color. It’s my wedding day, and I’m checked in at the motel down the street from Calipatria State Prison. This isn’t the bridal
            suite at the Four Seasons. This is a no-questions-asked truck-stop hotel where the décor hasn’t changed since the seventies,
            which might also have been the last time they washed the sheets. For once I don’t have to manage my kids; they’re staying
            a few rooms down with my mom. But the TV isn’t working, I forgot to bring my laptop and DVDs, and I’m not trying to pay the
            hotel rate or spend all my minutes calling people. Now it’s just me waiting with my outfit for tomorrow.
         

         
         The next morning I get dressed. I wear chintz lipstick, bronze like a new penny—MAC, of course—and chestnut lip liner. The
            rhinestones of my shimmering chandelier-cut burgundy earrings dangle and pop against my deep brown complexion. I have extensions
            in my short locs, so I can wear my hair up, off my neck and tucked in a French roll. My shoes—backless with a small heel-and-toe
            strap—are burgundy and accented with rhinestones, a perfect match with my earrings. I wait for my mom, my granny, my aunt,
            or my cousins to tell me how beautiful I am. I wait for someone to hold the door closed, to tell the groom not to look because
            it’s bad luck. But it’s only me in the hotel room, with the perfect outfit. I shimmer and shine.
         

         
         I’ve never felt more beautiful. I’ve never felt so alone.

         
         *  *  *

         It’s July, and I’m melting; so are my flip-flops. The bottoms leave a sticky trail wherever I place my feet. The line to the
            prison is always long, but today it seems even longer than usual. Calipatria State Prison is in the middle of the Southern
            California desert, less than fifty miles north of the US-Mexico border and almost two hundred miles southeast of Los Angeles,
            far from anything familiar. The prison is surrounded by alternating patches of dirt and barren fields. We are below sea level.
            The lower the elevation, the higher the air pressure, and the higher the air pressure, the higher the heat. You can’t escape
            the sun out here. It feels like you’re that much closer to hell.
         

         
         In the middle of all this heat and dirt, cars are lined up bumper-to-bumper for miles. It’s like the beginning of a disaster
            movie, after the evacuation notice but before everyone starts to panic. Through each car window, you can see people taking
            naps, changing diapers, brushing their teeth, and waiting to move even an inch. I pull past car after car until I get to Chastity’s;
            she’s saving our spot.
         

         
         Chastity greets me with a glistening smile, the metal in her braces reflecting the harsh desert sun. We met through our boyfriends.
            We’re both regular visitors, and over the past six months we’ve become close. We initially formed a connection around the
            shared circumstances of visiting our incarcerated boyfriends, and that soon evolved into a deep friendship where we truly
            care about each other. Chastity has developed a hard exterior over the years, but this morning her smile gives her away. She
            tells me and my family—my two sons, my mom, my aunie, my cousins Kawai and Ka’Nesha, my friend Shanise, and my granny—to pull
            our cars in front of hers.
         

         
         Usually, getting in line takes all kinds of planning. Someone needs to leave their car in line early the day before. Inexperienced visitors show up early in the morning or late the night before and sleep in their cars. Chastity and our crew have a system. Someone drops off a car the day before and gets a ride back to town. This way, when we show up on visiting day, we’re not at the back of a line of cars three miles long. After three hours driving from LA out to Calipatria, not having to worry about the line feels like hitting every green light with no traffic. 

         
         Still, even with the best spot, I’m impatient. I start to chew my lip to keep me occupied, using my finger to hold the inside
            of my cheek against my teeth and slowly scrape the inside. I keep checking the rearview mirror, popping my head out the open
            window to see what the holdup is. CO Davis, who passes cars through the gate every Saturday, is late. I don’t want no bullshit
            today. Cars usually start moving at seven thirty a.m. It’s seven forty-five a.m.; we’re sitting still. The justice of the
            peace is arriving at nine a.m., and my family has to get through security. I get out and walk to my family’s car to chat and
            ease their impatient minds, even though today they should be easing mine. I’m the bride, daughter, mother, niece, cousin,
            wedding planner, concierge, meal planner, and personal GPS. I need a break. Looking back at the cars stretched forever into
            the desert, I tell them to be ready and pay attention.
         

         
         I notice the cars ahead of us start to creep toward the gate, bumper-to-bumper like a giant metal caterpillar inching forward
            slowly. I hurry back to my car, and as I get closer, I can see Davis, a thin, dark-skinned officer, waving for us to pull
            up as he waits in the booth with his aviator glasses.
         

         
         “How many visiting?” he asks. There’s a joviality to his tone.

         
         I’m a regular here, so he already knows I’m with my whole family. “Me!” I say back with a laugh.

         
         He checks my ID and gives me a visiting pass, then waves us through to the parking lot. I give everyone a once-over to make sure they’re dress-code compliant. No spaghetti straps. No underwire bras. No flip-flops. No denim or chambray. No fatigues. No orange. No white T-shirts. No skirts more than two inches above the knee. No slipups today. Can’t risk the guard behind the counter deciding a color is wrong, or a skirt is too short or too transparent or too formfitting. If a guard feels like it, they can hold us up or outright end a whole visit before it starts. I put on my shawl and Cinderella shoes, tossing my melted flip-flops back into the car. Everyone is ready. We walk as a family to the visitation center for Calipatria State Prison. 

         
         After everyone fills out their visitation forms and turns them in to the officer at the front desk, the next round of waiting
            begins. Nothing here is comfortable; everything is designed to ensure visitation is temporary. There isn’t much to look at.
            The waiting room—full today—is filled with hard folding chairs lined up facing a giant counter. Packed behind the counter
            are at least eight COs and the path to the metal detector. A door leading to the bathrooms and a couple vending machines occupy
            the edges of the room. Any bills larger than a dollar are not allowed in the first vending machine, which sells snacks. The
            second vending machine sells picture ducats—the tickets are given to the porter in the visitation room so they can take Polaroids
            during the visit. Two dollars a ducat, one ducat per picture. The porters aren’t photographers, just somebody else locked
            up that the prison assigned to take pictures for the day, and there are no do-overs. Luckily for us, Jason already handled
            the picture arrangements. All we have to do is wait for our number to be called.
         

         
         Well, almost. Here’s where things can go good or bad, depending on who’s working behind the counter. Luckily I’m a regular and I know just about everyone—and even if I don’t know the particular person working, I know how to talk my way through dress-code issues to finesse the guards and the rules. Still, today I have to get nine people through. Plus, I’m wearing a dress with no back—a violation of the dress code. I’m trying to be slick with my shawl to cover it up, but if the officer behind the security desk wants to make a big deal out of my dress, my day will grow even longer. At the desk, I take off my shoes and put my ID and money in the bins to go through the metal detector. Cash is limited to thirty dollars per adult and twenty dollars per kid, so to buy snacks, I brought a hundred fifty dollars, stacked in a neat pile of singles. Of all the dreams for my wedding, watching my whole family go through a security checkpoint was never one of them. 

         
         Prison security is a physical inspection from head to toe. The guards look through my hair, inspect every inch of my body,
            pat me down—all while making little comments to me, at me, or about me to one another. “Can you believe . . .” “Better you
            than me.” “Pssh. These women.” They pick me apart. And I can’t say anything back. Not a peep unless they ask me a question
            directly. The COs have absolute authority over the security process. They can stop the whole visit because they feel like
            it. To see the person I love, I have to put myself at the mercy of the state.
         

         
         Today I’m keeping a close eye on the eyes, faces, and body languages of the COs, trying to see what they’re paying attention
            to. Are they pushing us all through like an assembly line? Are they chatty, wanting to talk? Are they in bad moods? I’m nervous
            that they might decide to make my dress an issue. I’m also watching out for my family. At any moment, an intimate and humiliating
            body search could become part of my wedding guests’ experience.
         

         
         I put my shawl in the bin, and the officer looks at me. “You know you cannot have your back out.”

         
         I put on my slickest voice. “I have this shawl, it covers my whole back, and I’ll wear it the whole time, I promise.”

         
         I get lucky. We’re shuffled outside into the heat to wait for the gates to the prison to open. The shooters in the towers
            give the all clear, and we walk through. Visiting Room C is a good five-minute walk from the gate—in 115-degree heat, on cement,
            in heels. The white room feels more like a storage container than a space for humans. The walls are windowless. Folded chairs
            are scattered and propped against the wall. The porters set them up as people check in. White posters with black text—the
            walls’ only adornment—dictate the rules for adults and children on how to touch, how to talk: “One kiss at the beginning of
            visitation. One at the end.” “No touching.” “Hand holding is fine, but this is a family space.” “Only visitors may handle
            money and purchase food.” “Only visitors may use the microwave.” “No visiting between tables.” More vending machines line
            the walls with large “No Inmates Allowed” signs posted over every machine, and no children are allowed in the vending areas.
            I memorize every item they contain since I have to carry everything back to the table one item at a time. The selection is
            narrow—gas-station delicacies like Hot Pockets and microwaveable burgers and burritos, potato chips and pretzels. My family
            rarely comes to the prison, and even if they are hungry, they aren’t about to eat any of that. They decide to wait while I
            buy food for Jason and the kids—they all have the same junk-food taste buds, and for Jason, the vending machine is an upgrade
            from prison food. Coming early is best; if I came later, all the good items would have been gone. Plus, with only two microwaves,
            coming late also means waiting in line to heat up food, wasting my limited time.
         

         
         We show the officer our pass. The guard confirms the number of people in our party and shows us to our preschool-height table. We pull up the hard metal folding chairs, which are too tall for the tables, a tactic to make sure the guards can see our hands at all times. According to the pamphlets available at check-in, Calipatria’s visiting rooms are meant to maintain connection between the people who live inside these walls and their loved ones on the other side. Really, though, this room is about chipping away at everyone’s humanity. Everyone who enters is intimately aware that they are controlled by the state. You have to stay focused on why you’re here, because it’s easy to sit in this space once and never want to come back. 

         
         *  *  *

         I’m filled with nerves and excitement. We’re waiting on the guards to walk my groom down the prison corridor that will serve
            as our aisle. The door they escort Jason through is solid metal, painted white, no glass. I have no idea what’s happening
            on the other side. Sometimes men are searched before coming into the visiting room and sent back for petty reasons, for “attempting
            to bring out contraband,” which could be anything—something he made out of yarn, a perfume sample ripped out from a magazine,
            little notes to read after visiting is over. There’s always a possibility that the person you’re coming to see won’t show
            up.
         

         
         I’m excited until they open the door; then I am pissed. Jason’s hair looks a mess. Months before the prison assigned our ceremony date, he’d decided to grow his hair out. We thought it would be long enough to be cornrowed by our wedding. It’s not. It’s still in that middle stage where you can’t do shit with it. Too short to get braided and too long to slick back. He looks like a reject from the auditions for American Me: prison-blue short-sleeved shirt, CDC-issued jeans with “CDC” running up each leg in bright yellow letters, white socks,
            white tennis shoes. His skin is usually a very light brown, but today his face is red from nerves and drinking pruno—which,
            he later told me, was to help him relax. His body is covered in tattoos. Some faded, most homemade and gang tattoos he got
            from his friends when he was a teenager on the outside, and the rest collected over the last eleven years he’s been in prison.
            Big block letters of his gang tattooed on his neck, a teardrop face tattoo, my granny’s name on the back of his neck, and
            arms covered with sayings like “Trust no Bitch” and “Smile now, Cry later.” To top it all off, his shiny pomade pompadour
            makes him look more like a used-car salesman about to sell you a busted car than a groom. I cross my arms and roll my eyes.
            The first words out of his mouth? “I’m sorry, I tried to get it cornrowed, but it was too short—”
         

         
         I shoot back, “You shoulda shaved that shit off, then.”

         
         He tries to laugh it off and turns red. He really wanted to look nice for me; you can see the guilt on his face as his eyes
            go to the floor, and he avoids eye contact. His eyes get watery, and his voice starts to crack and become high-pitched like
            we’re teenagers again. Jason is choking back the tears and telling me how pretty I look. This is our first grown-up moment;
            Jason has never seen me in a real dress or shoes, or with this level of makeup. Now, when it’s just us and family, when none
            of his friends are around, he drops his guard and lets the emotions out.
         

         
         We turn back to the family, and he says his hellos to everyone. We start small talk, and my anger fades as we wait for the justice of the peace. Everyone is catching up. My aunie and my younger cousin Ka’Nesha haven’t seen Jason since he got locked up; he was seventeen, and I was fifteen years old. Kawai and my other bridesmaid, Shanise, have never met him in person. Luckily we all talked on the phone so often that nothing is awkward. Everything is all smiles and hellos. Phone calls let us stay up-to-date on one another’s lives. Jason calls my granny collect, and she reads him Scripture. I talk to him about what’s going on in family life, and I’ve told them all he has his own little life and community. Coffee with his friends, the new jobs he’s taken on in prison, updates on his classes—first his GED, then a substance abuse counselor’s certificate and Toastmasters—all the little things he does to pass the time and try to better himself. On the phone, there are no interruptions, no face-to-face policing. COs monitor calls—you’re always surveilled—but on the phone, you don’t have a CO watching over your shoulder. You can relax a little. 

         
         Over the phone, Jason and I get to have a full conversation. Sometimes we argue, we fight. In person, I have to keep an eye
            on the CO to see if they’re going to get on me or him for talking too loud or step into a conversation when there’s no need
            to. When things are good, I have to worry about a CO getting on us for hugging too long. COs don’t address me directly once
            we’re in the visiting room. They call Jason over to tell him about any rule violation and send him back to the table. They
            run everything, so COs could call him over for anything, from Jason touching my hand to making a comment that a CO decides
            is inappropriate. Getting called over by a CO is like getting called to the principal’s office—everybody knows you did something
            wrong; it’s as much about public shaming as it is about telling you what the rules are.
         

         
         In the big square room with no privacy, we go to the one corner we have to ourselves. I always pictured my wedding ceremony as intimate—a few close relatives and friends. Today I have some of my family and a few friends, but we also have to invite the sixty other people in the room. All of them possibly watching and listening. The justice of the peace comes in. She’s Latina, probably in her midfifties. A mix of strict Catholic grandma and school principal, she’s formal, almost overdressed, with a black dress down to her ankles, black kitten heels, a fancy blouse with a broach at her neck, and a black blazer. I can tell by her attitude she doesn’t want to be here any longer than she has to. She’s not the prison chaplain; she’s from the local town, and she just wants to go home. She starts with a very brief introduction, like in a Vegas wedding from the movies: “Today we are gathered for the union of—What’s your names?” She runs through the formalities, including only what is absolutely necessary, before opening it up for Jason and me to say our vows. 

         
         I start. “I’ve loved you ever since I was fourteen . . .” Immediately I start crying. I’m overwhelmed by this moment, the
            space, the lack of privacy, the expectation that I pour out my heart in front of a crowd of people I do and don’t know. In
            public I’m usually all business. I keep a poker face. I cry on my own time, in private. Now I’m supposed to bare my heart
            out to the person I love in front of a bunch of strangers. The excitement and anxiety I’ve felt all day now contained in this
            hostile prison space overflows. I catch a glimpse of Tre and Eamon out the corner of my eye, wide-eyed and with smiles I haven’t
            seen them wear in a while. I look back at Kawai. She’s always cool, but now she’s crying too, and that makes me cry even more.
            When I don’t stop, the justice of the peace turns to Jason and asks him to start reciting his vows. Even when my sobbing ends,
            I can’t focus. I’m in full sensory overload. I have no idea what Jason said.
         

         
         As soon as Jason stops talking, the justice of the peace moves to the next line of her script and asks for the presentation of the rings. You can’t bring boxes into the prison, so I’m wearing both of our rings on my fingers. I slip mine off and give it to him as I take his ring off and hold it in my other hand. We exchange them. 

         
         “Okay. I pronounce you husband and wife. Kiss the bride,” the justice of the peace says plainly. She’s more like a justice
            of the peace-out. The second she stops talking, she heads for the door. We spend time as a family, with as many hugs and pictures
            as the prison allows, but my family doesn’t want to spend their whole day in visitation. Soon enough they’re ready to go,
            and Jason and I are ready for them to leave too. Shit, we want to have some alone time with each other. Especially because
            we hardly ever get a visit that is kid-free. A long, dry, and drawn-out “bye” from my mom as she is already halfway out the
            heavy metal door, while the rest of my family waves their goodbyes in unison, leaving Jason and me alone, or as alone as you
            can be in a room full of people in a prison.
         

         
         The next couple of hours are our honeymoon. Pepsi and fake-butter-flavored microwave popcorn from the vending machine, talking,
            reflecting on how the day went, and enjoying each other’s company.
         

         
         The story goes that prisons are places for people who made so-called wrong choices. But Jason and I didn’t choose to grow up poor. I didn’t choose to be born a Black girl raised by a single mom. Jason didn’t choose to get lost to the system, didn’t choose to lose his mom to addiction, didn’t choose to be left to family members who were supposed to look out for him but were too caught up in their own lives to really care for him. We didn’t choose to be in the United States, where punishment is valued over education. Jason dropped out of school to make money and wound up in prison. I had to switch schools due to pregnancy and wound up in prison as a visitor and then as a prisoner’s wife. We didn’t choose to be in California, where prisons outnumber colleges. And I didn’t choose who I fell in love with. 

         
         I did have a choice about how to love. So I chose to control what I could. Jason’s being in prison is as much about keeping me out as it is about keeping
            him in. Visiting him consistently for the near decade he’s been inside is not only a challenge for us; it’s also our challenge
            to the prison system. Our marriage, and my commitment to the next ten years ahead of us, is my refusal to let this place determine
            who I love and how I live. Getting married in a prison wasn’t my dream, but I chose it because I refused to let the system
            dictate how I would build my family—even though I had to follow the bureaucracy, jump through all the rules of dress, guests,
            snacks, touching, photographs. Today is my day, and I have my wedding with the man I want to marry, regardless of what I had to do to have it.
         

         
         “Visitation is over.”

         
         And with a brief, state-approved kiss, my wedding day ends.

         
         Crossing back from the prison grounds into the visitor’s center snaps me back to reality. The gate closes behind me, and I’m
            back with the guards, shooters in the towers, and the prison’s ambient noise.
         

         
         I walk alone on pavement, back through the reception area, to the parking lot, farther and farther from the visiting room.
            Now I’m smiling and proud: I had my wedding and my day, and nobody stopped me. Chastity and my homegirls visiting their loved
            ones on other yards meet me in the parking lot. We pile into my rental minivan to go to Golden Corral for my reception.
         

         
         Tomorrow I do it all over again. This time no dress. No shiny shoes. No makeup. No family. Just me, Jason, and Calipatria
            State Prison.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Ain’ts

         
         In 1994 I was fourteen, in junior high, and me and Autumn was thick as thieves. She was a year older, but in accordance with
            the best friend code, she was determined that I meet her boyfriend’s best friend, Jason, so we could hook up—or really, so
            she could get some alone time with her man. When we finally met, I was not impressed. Jason had too many ain’ts.
         

         
         
            	Ain’t got no car

            	Ain’t in school

            	Ain’t Black

            	Ain’t a Crip

            	Ain’t tall

            	Ain’t ballin’

         

         Jason wasn’t grown and mature in the ways I thought I deserved. Besides, he was everything I wasn’t used to. I come from a Black, Crip neighborhood, and even though I wasn’t personally involved in any gang activity, where you’re from defines your affiliation. Jason is Mexican, and a Blood covered in tattoos. He’s proud of it too. If he was going into a Crip neighborhood, he was coming through with a tank top on to show off his tattoos, just inviting trouble. He couldn’t come by where I stayed, and I couldn’t go to certain places with him. 

         
         But after a few weekends, Jason started to grow on me. He didn’t talk much, and he always had this mean look on his face.
            He had these long eyelashes and these beautiful hazel eyes that said more than he could with words. There was a sadness in
            those eyes. Both of his parents were dead, and he’d dropped out of high school a couple years earlier. At sixteen he was a
            gang member and lived in a motel, then a dope house. He came off as a mean little asshole, acting like a bully, overly aggressive,
            in people’s faces with smart-ass comments. And he made sure people knew he was carrying a gun.
         

         
         Even though I wasn’t into him at first, Jason was drawn to me. His attention made me feel special—safe, wanted, loved, seen,
            and valued; a priority. He made me feel like nothing bad could happen to me, to us. He was the first one to throw a punch
            when people acted aggressive, quick to flash his gun at anyone who was rude to me because it would end any argument before
            it even started. He wanted me to keep separate from his life on the streets. One time I showed up on his block, and we got
            into a big argument because he knew it wasn’t safe for me to be there and wanted me to go home. That’s when I knew he was
            looking out for me, no matter what.
         

         
         Jason and I came from places that were different but so alike. His mom was a drug addict and wasn’t there for him; his dad had died when he was a little kid. My mom worked nights as a nurse, and she’d wake up right as I was getting ready for bed and walk in the door right as I was about to walk to catch the bus to school; my dad bounced when I was young. We both respected our mothers above everything. We prioritized loyalty. We both cared so deeply about family and craved that family connection. Everything that we were missing—family, love, acceptance of who we were as we were—we found in each other. We fell in love, and we held on for dear life. That was the beginning. 

         
         *  *  *

         Everything changed when I started ninth grade. Before that year, I had balanced good grades and doing what my mom said with going to parties, drinking, talking to boys. At fourteen, I thought I was so mature, flirting and acting grown. I would get into cars with boys who didn’t have a license but knew how to drive, meet up with friends in the next city over, drink at somebody’s house when their parents weren’t around, and come back home like nothing had happened. I didn’t ask permission. I was set on going to Spelman and becoming an obstetrician. My grades were still good, and my mom worked. So if I didn’t send up any red flags, I could get away with anything. Still, I never got physical with anybody. I wasn’t even allowed to have a boyfriend. Playing grown meant playing a tease to get the attention and money I desired. I played the most dangerous game of flirt with grown men. I knew what they wanted with me, with my body, but I also knew what I
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