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Shawna Baldwin in the documentary Untouchable. Screencap via YouTube

In the coming months, Jenny* will be extra vigilant at checking her mailbox
before her husband and daughter do. The holiday season is the time of year the
letters tend to come. 

Most likely the return address will be the state penitentiaries in Angola or Dixon,
Louisiana. Often what is written follows a pattern. The letters will start off telling
Jenny how the inmate saw her picture and that she looks lovely and he doesn't
judge her for what she did. Then things go downhill.

"I want you to teach me so bad..." read one letter dated April 3, 2016, and written
on lined paper with a blue pen. "Your my fantasy. I wish I blessed to touch your
body [sic]"

Jenny, who is in her early 40s, said more than 100 sexually grotesque letters,
some �ve or six pages long, have landed in her mailbox in her three years on
Louisiana's sex offender registry. Her photo, home address, charge (as a teacher
she had sex with a 16-year-old student), and even her scars and tattoos are listed
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on the state sheriff's website. Some news reports about her crime also list her
address.

The plight of registered female sex offenders could be a hard sell to some. Like
males who offend, they can and do cause extreme physical and emotional
damage to their victims. In addition to prison time, they can also be subject to a
long list of lifetime restrictions such as where they can live and work as well as
being listed, often publicly, on their state's sex offender registry. The reason for
these post-sentence restrictions come under the guise of public safety, but a
growing number of critics are disputing the true bene�ts of what they call
"draconian" laws.

Prior to 1994, few states kept a sex offender registry. That changed with the
kidnapping and disappearance of 11-year-old Jacob Wetterling in 1989—a
disappearance that haunted parents across the nation (27 years later Daniel
Heinrich, while on trial for possessing child pornography, confessed to killing
Jacob). In 1994, a law in Jacob's name was passed requiring all states to create a
registry of convicted sex offenders for the use of law enforcement. In 1996,
another brutal crime spurred a new law. Megan's Law—named for the seven-
year-old girl who was raped and murdered by a man previously convicted of
sexually assaults—made those registries public. These registries provide
information to concerned residents about where sex offenders live, work, and
attend school as well as their internet identities.
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More than 750,000 people are listed on the FBI's National Sex Offender Registry,
which is a rough accumulation of registries that are managed by each state.
Women make up about 7 percent of that number. While it is dif�cult to gauge
the experience of all female registrants, the half dozen I interviewed for this
story detailed how they have become the objects of sexual assault and
harassment because of their sex offender status. Furthermore, because of the
stigma of their convictions, the women often feel powerless to stop or report
incidences.

Like Jenny, Shawna Baldwin, 34, has received her share of letters from strangers.
"Describing their male parts to me, asking if I have ever been gang banged, if I
have rape fantasies," she said. "They assume that I am a closet sex freak because
I'm on the registry."

The now-mother of three was convicted at 19 for having sex with a 14-year-old
male, which she details in the documentary Untouchable. Her parole period
�nished in July, which included twice-yearly lie detector tests and sex offender
therapy, but she will remain on the Oklahoma registry for life. In 2011, Shawna
says the letters she received materialized into a stalker who would stare at her
outside the salon where she worked as a hairstylist. When he began approaching
her and her children, Baldwin �led a protective order, according to court
documents she supplied. That was the one time she stood up for herself.

Baldwin says that, while working in her old job, her boss would constantly make
crude comments and intentionally rub himself on her. He knew of her status
because she is required to inform every employer. Baldwin never felt she could
complain "because who is going to believe the sex offender," she said.

Jenny hasn't reported the authors of the letters to prison wardens because she
wants "to stay under the radar," especially when it comes to law enforcement.
Any violation of her parole could kickstart a 15-year suspended sentence.
Neither prison responded to questions or a request for comment.
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Watch: Meet the Canadian vigilante who spends his nights hunting sexual
predators.

Similar incidences of sexual assault and harassment have entered the dating lives
of some female sex offenders. Several years ago, Tanya*, a therapist in her 30s,
had sex with a 17-year-old client.

Tanya is not publicly listed on her state's registry because she is a level one, the
category considered least likely to re-offend (not all states have a tiered system
or allow for some listings to be only available to law enforcement). However, her
probation requires she disclose her status before sexual contact with anyone.
She �nds men are either repulsed by it or begin to fetishize her. "It's harder to
say, 'Well, I don't want to do this with you,' or 'I want to wait to have sex,'" said
Tanya. "How do you assert a boundary when you have broken a law?" She said
she would have reported some incidents as sexual assaults if she wasn't carrying
the sex offender stigma. "It's a bit internalized for me, that I don't have a right to
my own body anymore because of what I did and what happened," said Tanya.
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Kim*, also in her 30s, reported similar experiences with some men she has dated
and worked with. They tend to present unsolicited and aggressive propositions
once they �nd out her status on the Kansas registry. "They want to tie me up and
blindfold me and make me their 'little slut' as one guy put it," said Kim, who was
convicted of raping an 11-year-old. "They expect me to put up with it because I'm
a sex offender."

"Many people tend to think most women on the registry are like Debra Lafave"—
a sex offender who made headlines because of her looks as well as her crime
—"and most men are uncontrollable pedophiles," said Derek Logue, a registered
sex offender who also advocates for the rights of sex offenders. The stereotypes
are "just not true," he added. Logue said he has never known any male sex
offender to attract the type of attention described by the six female registrants I
interviewed for this piece. The online comments on news stories about female
teachers having sex with students, and articles like the Houston Press's "The 10
Hottest Women on the Texas Sex Offenders List" give an idea of the infatuation
some men have with these women.

In the 15 years Professor Franca Cortoni has studied sex offenders, she had never
heard of experiences like those of Baldwin, Jenny, and the four other women, but
found them unsurprising.

"How this would be interpreted by these men that are writing [the sexualized
letters]—because it is not men in general, it is those certain men who are
thinking, I'm looking, and I want to have this type of sex because this is what
turns me on," said Cortoni. "And lo and behold it is publicly known that she has
done deviant sex so clearly she is fair game [to him]."

"There is a reality without pitying the women—I think we have to be careful not
to fall into that trap—but there is a reality that is different for women offenders
compared to men offenders in general," said Cortoni, a psychologist who worked
clinically with offenders before becoming a professor. One difference she
pointed to is that women already make less than men in the wider community.
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That becomes ampli�ed due to the dif�culties that registered sex offenders have
in �nding employment and a living wage.

She along with many others want to see an overhaul of how sex offenders are
managed from a legal standpoint. In a recent opinion piece in the New York
Times, David Feige, a former public defender and director of the documentary
Untouchables, laid out how public registries and other post-punishment
restrictions for sex offenders have often been justi�ed by a woefully exaggerated
statistic that 80 percent of sex offenders re-offend. Depending on what study
you refer to, recidivism or re-offense rates are more like 13.5 percent and even
less among female sex offenders, at 1.5 percent. "Why don't we, as a matter of
principle, at least ask ourselves, Do these [laws and restrictions] work?" Feige
told me recently. "And shockingly the answer I think is no—they don't really
work." 

These laws take away from public safety by sending some convicted sex
offenders into a life of instability, homelessness, and poverty, according to Feige
and Cortoni. The women I spoke to who are primary caregivers of children said
their parole restrictions and the public registries put their families in harm's way
too. For example, Baldwin must live at least 2,000 feet from schools, parks, and
day-care centers. In the two years following her divorce, she was a single mom,
and the only home she could afford was a trailer "in the middle of nowhere." At
that time, she was raising two small children while dealing with a stalker, sex
mail and the knowledge that her photo, address, and conviction are public
knowledge. "It is very frightening," she said.

*Interview subjects have asked to be made anonymous out of concerns for their
safety and the safety of their families.

ADVERTISEMENT

https://www.vice.com/en_us/topic/law
https://www.vice.com/en_us/topic/harassment
https://www.vice.com/en_us/topic/sex-offenders
https://www.vice.com/en_us/topic/sex-offender-registry
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/12/opinion/when-junk-science-about-sex-offenders-infects-the-supreme-court.html
https://www.safersociety.org/press/store/working-with-women-who-sexually-offend/


10/26/2017 The Sex Offender Registry Leaves Female Sex Offenders Open to Abuse - VICE

https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/vb75m9/the-sex-offender-registry-leaves-female-sex-offenders-open-to-abuse 8/28

LAW HARASSMENT SEX OFFENDERS SEX OFFENDER REGISTRY

Watch This Next

How an 11-Year-Old Car Thief Became a Professional Stunt Driver

4:10

Like us like we
like you.

LIKE VICE

ADVERTISEMENT

https://www.vice.com/en_us/topic/law
https://www.vice.com/en_us/topic/harassment
https://www.vice.com/en_us/topic/sex-offenders
https://www.vice.com/en_us/topic/sex-offender-registry
https://www.facebook.com/VICE/


10/26/2017 The Sex Offender Registry Leaves Female Sex Offenders Open to Abuse - VICE

https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/vb75m9/the-sex-offender-registry-leaves-female-sex-offenders-open-to-abuse 9/28

'Super Nature,'
Today's Comic by
Merv Heers

COMICS

Merv Heers
Oct 25 2017, 4:30pm

http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsu_cHt0BWFaG9NVQ0jQfEvPFarALPMTxZpcDXRc5SNGVTkEy_l2ah8ogKRXTzZAsGTk3d_m1okdrn8BPnINlkYCHsOi-dcedgNFiXOvDelsJND9ZjDreZaHwl0_Vp5W19W89rb_vYwR2U9p5gxf7g4Sa3q4GaWLpGaXsoW0mEtBF70mY9VPl6uz8Ujg2HKdBpZfCsQierXNcv38vN_GghLfWbTR95EOR67bxsJfGMyzGIZJ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzGMZ0ESVXSDQ&adurl=http://prideatwork.ca/lgbtcertificate/
https://www.vice.com/en_us/topic/comics
https://www.vice.com/en_us/contributor/merv-heers


10/26/2017 The Sex Offender Registry Leaves Female Sex Offenders Open to Abuse - VICE

https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/vb75m9/the-sex-offender-registry-leaves-female-sex-offenders-open-to-abuse 10/28

After catching a glimpse of her childhood sweetheart, Tahira finds
herself questioning God and humanity.

SHARE TWEET



10/26/2017 The Sex Offender Registry Leaves Female Sex Offenders Open to Abuse - VICE

https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/vb75m9/the-sex-offender-registry-leaves-female-sex-offenders-open-to-abuse 11/28



10/26/2017 The Sex Offender Registry Leaves Female Sex Offenders Open to Abuse - VICE

https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/vb75m9/the-sex-offender-registry-leaves-female-sex-offenders-open-to-abuse 12/28



10/26/2017 The Sex Offender Registry Leaves Female Sex Offenders Open to Abuse - VICE

https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/vb75m9/the-sex-offender-registry-leaves-female-sex-offenders-open-to-abuse 13/28

SHARE TWEET

Check out more of Merv's art on his Instagram and website.
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Located in upstate New York, housed in a former dollar store, he
built the thing himself.

All photos by the author.

SHARE TWEET

Lots of folks likely consider themselves the ultimate Star Trek fan, but there's a
good chance none could hold a candle to James Cawley, a 50-year-old
professional Elvis impersonator living in a tiny town in upstate New York. Cawley
is the owner/curator of the Star Trek Original Series Set Tour in downtown
Ticonderoga (population: 5,000), open to the public for just over a year now. He
built the thing with sweat equity and money he made performing as Elvis, and
it's become a bona �de mecca for Trekkies.

The 13,000-square-foot building that houses it certainly doesn't look like much
when you roll up, owing to its prior history as a long-shuttered grocery store-
turned-dollar store. Inside, though, is an astoundingly precise recreation of the
Starship Enterprise sets used during the �lming of the series that debuted in
1966 (roughly nine months before Cawley's birth) and ran for three seasons
before hitting syndication nirvana. 
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Accuracy is the selling point of Cawley's Star Trek experience, and the
painstaking �delity to the original designs is jaw-dropping as you walk the
corridors of his Enterprise and peep the transporter room, sickbay, engineering
room, the Jefferies tube, and the pièce de résistance, the bridge—all laid out
exactly as it was at Desilu Studios Stage 9 in Hollywood a half-century ago. The
dimensions and colors are spot-on, the fabrics and ambient sounds piped into
the rooms and hallways. The liquid in the squeeze bottles on a table in the back
of Bones McCoy's science lab are the correct color and level. Panel buttons
sound the familiar klaxon when pressed. Gobos cast the same shadow patterns
on the walls that draped over Kirk as he discussed a Klingon menace with Spock
and Scotty.

"The drive to get it right is what makes it special, because people grew up with
this and they know the details intimately—their eyes would go to what's wrong,
not to what's right," Cawley said during a recent visit to his Trek-land. As he
speaks, a retired couple from Connecticut—who trekked four hours to take the
tour this particular afternoon—geek out over a Tribble and the authentic gold
vest-and-sash costume Kirk wore in the second-season episode "Mirror Mirror,"
both of which sit in a long memorabilia display case nearby.
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The tour, Cawley said, "is emotional for a lot of people." He pointed to the sliding
doors that the thousands of fans who've made the pilgrimage here since last year
—some from as far away as Ethiopia—pass through to begin the guided hour-
long tour. "When they go in there, I've had people cry. I've had people say, 'I
never thought I'd actually see this,'" Cawley said, noting that nearly all of the
original sets, except for a few pieces that are now in private collections or
museums, were destroyed shortly after Star Trek was cancelled in 1969. "This is
wish-ful�llment for a lot of people."

The set tour is the culmination of two decades' worth of work during which
Cawley established himself as the O.G. of the modern Star Trek fan �lm. Cawley
created and starred as Captain Kirk in his popular (and mostly self-funded)
original web series Star Trek: New Voyages from 2003 until just a few years ago,
along the way attracting such Trek luminaries as George "Sulu" Takei and Walter
"Chekov" Koenig to reprise their iconic roles in his productions. The hour-long
ST:NV episodes were �lmed in and around Ticonderoga using Enterprise sets
Cawley started constructing in his grandfather's barn in 1996 purely as hobby,
with the idea that he and his local Trekkie pals could use them to �lm their own
little Star Trek vignettes for kicks.

Cawley's Star Trek obsession goes back a lot further than that. Like many
children of the 70s, he and his friends ran around the streets playing Star Trek
while bedecked in store-bought costumes. When he was 17, Cawley recalled, he
wanted to make his own Kirk costume, so he picked up the phone and dialed
Paramount Studios in the hopes of speaking to Bill Theiss, the costume designer
for the original Star Trek series.
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"I've always had this thing where if I take something on, I want it to be right or
perfect or as close as I can get it, so that's why I called," Cawley laughed. He was
patched through to Theiss, who happily provided valuable information about
Trek costume patterns and fabrics. The pair became friends, which eventually
led to Cawley interning for Theiss on Star Trek: The Next Generation.

Soon after, Cawley—then an aspiring actor—began landing gigs as an Elvis
impersonator, �nding it to be a quite lucrative career. Theiss died in 1992, and
willed Cawley blueprints for the original Enterprise sets. The blueprints provided
the framework, but to meet his own exacting standards for detail, Cawley �lled
in the blanks by watching each Star Trek episode hundreds of times, poring over
old set photos he acquired, and contacting Trek set designers.
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He also started buying original Trek set props at auction whenever possible,
using his sweet Elvis money: "Elvis has done a lot for me, he's taken very good
care of me for a long time," Cawley laughed. He moved the sets into the vacant
dollar store on Montcalm Street he leased nearly four years ago; he now owns
the building.
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To this day, Cawley obsesses over the minutia. He watches Star Trek episodes
like Bill Belichick breaks down game �lm: Finger on the freeze-frame, eye
scanning the smallest details, absorbing patterns and schemes, searching for
something he may not have seen before. It often leads to little adjustments and
�xes to his sets.

"I never get sick of it," Cawley says of watching Trek. "Never."

A couple of years ago, though, he started to get sick of making fan �lms. He'd
occasionally vent on Trek message boards and Facebook groups that doing New
Voyages wasn't much fun anymore, and that the fan-�lm scene had more drama
behind the scenes than on the screen.

By then, a spirit of fraternity and collaboration among myriad Trek fan-�lm
productions began to fracture into acrimonious one-upsmanship and online
sniping over whose sets, acting, and special effects were better. There was
something of an "arms race," too, with fan �lms—Cawley's included —spending
more and more money on their productions, often through crowdfunding
(although Cawley still paid for most of the costs out of his own pocket).
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For ages, CBS/Paramount—which owns the Star Trek rights—essentially looked
the other way regarding use of its intellectual property by fan �lms, provided
they didn't make any pro�ts off of those productions. The company saw the fan
�lms as helping the Trek franchise live long and prosper.

That all changed in 2015 when the production company Axanar raised more
than a million dollars to make a Star Trek "fan �lm" and hired a professional
crew for a studio-quality effort, spurring CBS and Paramount to �le a copyright
infringement lawsuit to put a halt to something they saw as decidedly more-
than-amateur. The parties settled last year, but in the wake of the incident,
CBS/Paramount established new fan-�lm guidelines that, among other things,
limited fan �lms to 15 minutes and capped crowdfunding at $50,000.

http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/thr-esq/cbs-paramount-settle-lawsuit-star-trek-fan-film-966433
http://www.startrek.com/fan-films
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The latter wasn't a big deal to Cawley. But the New Voyages episodes he was
executive-producing (he'd already ceded the on-screen Kirk role to another
actor) were still in post-production and clocked in around an hour. He shut the
whole thing down so as not to run afoul of CBS, but still wanted to do something
with the sets. To that point they had been closed to everyone except his friends
and those who volunteered on his �lms.

A subsequent licensing deal with CBS—with whom Cawley's had a long and very
good relationship—struck last year allowed him to throw open the doors for the
set tour. When he's not on the road playing Elvis, he's in Ticonderoga leading
tours, working on the sets, expanding the lobby museum and gift shop, and
hatching other ways to improve the fan experience.

To that end, in August, Cawley unveiled another partnership with CBS: the "Star
Trek Film Academy," set to debut in the spring of 2018, which will be like a
fantasy camp for Trekkies in which participating fans will work with veteran Trek
actors, directors, makeup artists, costume designers, and others on his sets in
the making of a short Trek �lm in which they can star or work behind the
cameras.
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And earlier this month, Cawley announced his dream-come-true: Shatner
himself will be making his �rst visit to his sets during a "Captain on the Bridge"
fan weekend in May. "It's a big deal, to get him, it's…" Cawley said, his voice
trailing off as he shook his head, momentarily overcome by the idea of his
boyhood hero venturing onto his hyper-accurate original Trek set and sitting in
the captain's chair Cawley built.

Cawley knows how emotional it will be for him. He's curious to �nd out how it
will be for Shatner. "You never know how he's going to react," Cawley said after a
minute. "But there's got to be a part of him that's gonna say, 'Wow, this is a time
warp.'"

Follow Michael Goldberg on Twitter.

https://twitter.com/MAG_HQ
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