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 Chapter 1
The Cross-Section Assignment
The cable came in at 09:14 on Tuesday, September 7, 2027, with the small soundless arrival that any administrative document made on her DOJ workstation. Imara Halberstam-Vandermeer was already at her desk on the fifth floor of the Robert F. Kennedy Department of Justice Building, 950 Pennsylvania Avenue NW, with her morning coffee in the ceramic mug Imari had glazed in seventh grade and a half-eaten clementine on a napkin beside the keyboard. The fifth floor at that hour was quiet in the particular way of Civil Rights Division corridors before the first cross-section meetings: keyboards ticking behind half-open doors, the recycling cart squeaking its way past the printer alcove, the radiator under her window pinging through its first cycle of the morning.

She read the cable twice. The first time was the reading any senior trial attorney in the Disability Rights Section gave to internal traffic, with one eye on the routing line and the other on the authorization paragraph. The second time was the reading she gave to a cross-section assignment, slow enough to catch the operative verbs and the duration field and the signature block.

The signature block was the Acting Assistant Attorney General of record. The routing line was Civil Rights Division, Office of the Assistant Attorney General, with a copy line to the Special Litigation Section Chief and a separate copy to her own Disability Rights Section Chief. The authorization paragraph cited the standard internal authority for cross-section assignment under the Division's 2019 coordination framework, and it cited the substantive statute for the underlying matter: 42 USC 1997.

INSTITUTIONAL CROSS-SECTION ASSIGNMENT CABLE. From the Office of the Acting Assistant Attorney General, Civil Rights Division. To: Halberstam-Vandermeer, Imara, Senior Trial Attorney, Disability Rights Section. Subject: Cross-Section Assignment to Special Litigation Section. Authority: 42 USC 1997 et seq. (Civil Rights of Institutionalized Persons Act). Matter: Pattern-or-Practice Investigation, Halsen-Pemberton Youth Development Center, Pemberton County, Alabama. Duration: Five months, projected September 7, 2027 through February 9, 2028. Reporting: Persis Brock-Vandermeer, Chief, Special Litigation Section. Disability Rights Section portfolio: temporarily on-hold; coverage by Section Chief Cordelia Halsen-Brandbury.

The cable ran another two pages with the standard administrative attachments: ethics-screening confirmation, conflict-check clearance against the Halberstam-Pemberton-and-Brock LLP defense roster and against Allegheny Correctional Services LLC corporate-officer index, travel-authorization framework for Pemberton County and Montgomery, and the four-page summary memorandum on the Halsen-Pemberton Youth Development Center as it currently stood in DOJ records.

She set the mug down and turned to the summary.

HPYDC. A four-hundred-eighty-seven-bed state-run juvenile-detention facility in Pemberton County, Alabama. Operated under contract with Allegheny Correctional Services LLC, a private corrections operator headquartered in Pittsburgh. Population: residents aged thirteen to twenty-one, adjudicated under the Alabama Juvenile Justice Code. State authority: Alabama Department of Youth Services. Contract authority: ten-year operations contract, signed 2019, scheduled renewal 2029.

The trigger was a coalition filing. Fourteen Family-Letter-Complaints filed jointly in July through the Southern Poverty Law Center Alabama office, the Alabama Disabilities Advocacy Program, and the Children's Defense Fund. The allegations were grouped at the procedural-summary level. Excessive force in the use-of-force-of-record framework. Prolonged isolation in cells that, by the coalition's documentation, exceeded thirty consecutive-day cycles for eighty-seven residents over a five-year window. Inadequate mental-health-services framework, with a staff-ratio of fourteen-to-one for residents on the active mental-health caseload. Inadequate education-services framework, with IDEA-compliance gaps for the special-education-eligible population. Failure-to-protect from resident-on-resident violence at the dormitory level. All five categories at the CRIPA pattern-or-practice level, not at the individual-incident level.

The cable noted what it always noted on a CRIPA pattern-or-practice referral. The Department did not litigate individual juvenile-detention incidents. It litigated institutional patterns. The framework was administrative before it was litigative. The instrument of resolution, in the ordinary course, was a Consent Order, not a damages award.

Imara read the summary a third time. She did not write on it. She did not annotate. She let the categories sit in her head the way she had let case categories sit in her head for twenty-nine years of practice.

Then she opened her calendar and cleared the next five months.

The Disability Rights Section portfolio she had been carrying since 2014 was, by the cable's authority, on-hold. The ADA Title II matter against the Cobb County, Georgia, sheriff's office; the IDEA-coordination cable with the Department of Education on the Pulaski County, Arkansas, school-district matter; the three ADA Title II school-discipline cases at various stages of pre-suit investigation. All of it would go to Cordelia Halsen-Brandbury, who as Disability Rights Section Chief had carried these matters before and would carry them again. Imara drafted a one-page handoff memorandum, attached the active-matter spreadsheet, and queued it to send at the end of the morning.

At 09:47 her desk phone rang. The internal extension was Brock-Vandermeer's. She picked up on the second ring.

“Imara.”

“Persis.”

“You read the cable.”

“Twice.”

“Come by at ten-fifteen. Fourth floor. We'll walk through the team.”

“I'll be there.”

She set the receiver down and looked, for a long moment, at the photograph on her desk. Tobias and the children at the Lincoln Memorial two summers ago, the four of them in the kind of family-portrait composition Tobias's mother had insisted on at every visit. Cassius at fifteen there, towering already. Imari at eleven, mid-laugh, half-turned. Tobias in the middle, one hand on each of their shoulders. Imara, just behind, in her DOJ blazer.

Five months. She had told the children, after the last cross-section, that the next one would not be for a while. She would tell them tonight.

She finished the clementine, washed her hands, and walked down the corridor to the elevator.

On the way past Suite 5118, she stopped at the open door of Felicia Brandt-Halsen, the Disability Rights Section senior trial attorney who had carried the parallel Ohio matter with her in 2024, and gave the two-sentence summary of the cross-section. Brandt-Halsen nodded once, with the attorney recognition of what a five-month CRIPA cycle meant for the calendar of the lawyer carrying it, and told her she would absorb the IDEA-coordination cable with Education for the duration. Imara thanked her, made a mental note to send Brandt-Halsen the Pulaski County file by end of week, and kept walking.

The fourth-floor Special Litigation Section corridor was indistinguishable, in architectural terms, from the fifth-floor Disability Rights Section corridor she had just left. Same beige walls, same fluorescent fixtures, same low-pile carpet in DOJ procurement gray. The differences were in the door plaques and in the framed posters on the corridor walls. Disability Rights Section had Olmstead and the ADA on its walls. Special Litigation Section had CRIPA, the Police Accountability Act framework, the investigation case-list spanning forty years. She had walked this corridor before. Twice, on prior cross-section coordination matters. Never as the assigned senior trial attorney.

Persis Brock-Vandermeer's office was at the far end, the corner office with the partial view of the Department of Commerce roof and, on a clear day, the Washington Monument. The door was open. Brock-Vandermeer was at her conference table, not behind her desk, with the HPYDC referral binder open in front of her and a second cup of tea steeping at her elbow.

“Imara. Come in. Close the door.”

Imara closed the door and took the chair across from her. Brock-Vandermeer was fifty-eight, twenty-four years at DOJ-CRD, Special Litigation Section Chief since 2020, with the close-cropped silver hair and the steel-rimmed reading glasses she had worn in every conference photograph Imara had ever seen of her. She had the institutional weight of a section chief who had taken three CRIPA matters to Consent Order and four to litigated judgment.

“I'm going to walk you through the team,” Brock-Vandermeer said. “Then I'm going to walk you through what I want you to do in the first thirty days, and then I am going to let you read the Family-Letter-Complaints in your own time. Take notes if you want to. The notes are protected. Five-attorney team. Three expert consultants. Standard CRIPA framework, ramped to the size of the facility and the breadth of the allegations.”

“Go ahead.”

“You are the senior trial attorney of record. Adelheid Pemberton-Halberstam is your co-lead. Adelheid has been in Special Litigation Section since 2012, seventeen-year career at the Division, ran the co-lead on the Mississippi juvenile-detention matter we closed in 2022 and the Louisiana adult-corrections matter we closed in 2024. She knows the CRIPA framework as well as anyone in this building. She will run the records-pull and the resident-interview framework. You will run the field-investigation framework and the eventual Letter-of-Findings drafting.”

Imara nodded. She had worked one prior matter with Pemberton-Halberstam, on the Mississippi coordination cable in 2021. Pemberton-Halberstam was, by every administrative measure, exactly the co-lead this matter required.

“Brecken Vandermeer-Pelletier, trial attorney, thirty-eight, eight-year career. Strong on the federal-court complaint-drafting side. He'll work the litigation-track preparation in parallel, in case the matter does not settle to Consent Order. Halsa Brock-Halberstam, trial attorney, thirty-five, six-year career. She handles the IDEA-compliance side of the education-services allegation. She came in laterally from the Department of Education Office of Special Education Programs in 2021. Wilberforce Pemberton-Brock, senior paralegal, fifty-two, nineteen years on this floor. He runs your records framework. There is no one in this Division who works a CRIPA records-pull better than Wilberforce.”

“Five attorneys, including me, plus paralegal of record.”

“Correct. Three expert consultants are already retained, contingent on your sign-off after you read the Family-Letter-Complaints this afternoon. Dr. Cordelia Brandbury-Halsen, retired Annenberg Institute for Children, sixty-one, twenty-three years on juvenile-detention mental-health-services research. She is the witness we need on the inadequate-mental-health-services framework. Dr. Wilberforce Vandermeer-Brandt, Cornell Institute for Justice Research, fifty-four, nineteen-year career on juvenile-justice and use-of-force protocols. He is the witness we need on the excessive-force-of-record framework and the prolonged-isolation framework. Dr. Adelheid Halsen-Pemberton, Vanderbilt Peabody College, forty-nine, fourteen years of IDEA-compliance research in institutional settings. She is the witness we need on the inadequate-education-services framework.”

“Three categories, three experts.”

“Three categories, three experts. The failure-to-protect framework we will carry on the team's own expertise, with potentially a fourth consultant if the dormitory-incident records require one. We will know after the first unannounced site-visit.”

Brock-Vandermeer took a sip of her tea, set it down, and folded her hands.

“First unannounced site-visit. Monday September twentieth. You, Adelheid, Wilberforce, two of the experts. Two-day visit. We will have served the standard CRIPA notice-of-investigation letter the prior Friday. Pemberton County. The facility is forty-three miles southeast of Montgomery. You will fly to Montgomery the Sunday evening and drive out Monday at oh-six-hundred.”

“Site-visit scope?”

“Walk-through of the entire facility. Every dormitory. Every isolation cell. The medical clinic. The education-services classrooms. The recreation yard. The visitation room. The intake-and-processing unit. Photographic-documentation framework on the physical-conditions side. Resident-interview framework, by random-selection from the roster, ramped to forty-seven residents across the three-week window after the first visit.”

“Forty-seven.”

“Forty-seven. Plus twenty-three current-and-former staff. Plus the administrative-record-coordination with Alabama Department of Youth Services. Plus the corporate-records framework with Allegheny Correctional Services LLC.”

“Schedule?”

“Five months from today to the Letter-of-Findings. If the Letter goes out in the first week of March, we are in pre-litigation-negotiation by the end of March. If they negotiate, we are at Consent Order entry by late summer. If they don't negotiate, we file in the Middle District of Alabama and we are in trial preparation through fall. The presiding judge for the District is the Hon. Brecken Halsen-Vandermeer. Appointed 2008. Reasonable on the CRIPA framework. I have appeared before him three times.”

“And defense counsel?”

“Halberstam-Pemberton-and-Brock LLP, Montgomery. Lead partner Cordelia Halberstam-Pemberton, fifty-eight. She has handled the State of Alabama's institutional defense for nine years. Separately, Allegheny Correctional Services has retained Cravath Swaine and Moore's Pittsburgh office. And the Alabama DYS is represented by the Alabama Attorney General's State Litigation Section.”

“Three counsel tables.”

“Three counsel tables on their side. One on ours. Standard CRIPA arrangement. The Commissioner of Alabama DYS, by the way, is the Hon. Persis Halberstam-Vandermeer. No relation to you. The surname-coincidence will come up in the correspondence framework. Flag it at the first internal meeting so the team is not confused.”

“Acknowledged.”

Brock-Vandermeer closed the binder.

“The Family-Letter-Complaints are in the secure-reading room on this floor. You can read them this afternoon. They are not pretty reading. The summary you have already covers the categorical framework. The letters themselves are the families' own words. Read them at the procedural-summary-level for purposes of the investigation. We are not litigating each letter. We are using them as the trigger for the pattern-or-practice framework.”

“I understand.”

“Any questions?”

“Not yet.”

“You will have them by tomorrow. Bring them to the first team meeting Wednesday morning. Nine o'clock, this floor, conference room four-twelve.”

“I'll be there.”

“Imara. One more thing. The matter is going to draw press attention. The coalition filed publicly. The Southern Poverty Law Center has been on this facility since 2024. Be ready for the press framework to ask for comment by the end of next week. Refer everything to Public Affairs.”

“I always do.”

“I know. I just say it.”

Imara stood. Brock-Vandermeer stood. They shook hands across the conference table, the small handshake of two senior DOJ-CRD attorneys who had worked the same building for thirteen years and had now, by cable, been put on the same investigation.

“Welcome to Special Litigation Section.”

“Glad to be here, Persis.”

Brock-Vandermeer did not smile, exactly. The Section Chief smile was, as it always was, a fractional thing, the corner of the mouth and not the full face. But it was warmer than the institutional handshake suggested, and Imara recognized it for what it was. The handing of the matter to the senior trial attorney of record was the moment in which the section-chief work ended and the trial-attorney work began. They had both worked enough CRIPA matters to know it.

“One more administrative item,” Brock-Vandermeer said. “The notice-of-investigation letter to Alabama DYS and to HPYDC goes out Friday at noon, signed by the Acting Assistant Attorney General. The press-release goes up at one. The coalition will have their statement ready for one-fifteen. The Public Affairs office has been read in this morning. You will not be asked to comment. You will, however, be the senior trial attorney of record on the matter, and your name will be in the correspondence framework from Monday forward.”

“Understood.”

“That is everything. Wednesday at nine.”

She walked back to the elevator and rode it up one floor to the fifth.

Cordelia Halsen-Brandbury was already at her desk when Imara came by Disability Rights Section to coordinate. Fifty-seven, the Section Chief since 2017, the Yale Law classmate Imara had stayed in touch with for twenty-nine years before they had ended up on the same DOJ-CRD floor in 2014. Cordelia had been expecting her since the cable went out.

“Five months.”

“Five months.”

“Pemberton-Halberstam co-leads.”

“She does.”

“Then you are in good hands. I'll cover the active matters. Send me the handoff this afternoon, and I'll set the standing call with the section attorneys for Friday. Don't think about Cobb County for the next twenty weeks. We will hold it.”

“Thank you, Cordelia.”

“It is the work, Imara. Go do it.”

They had said the same thing to each other, in some version, four cross-sections ago, in 2019, when Cordelia had taken on the Cuyahoga County matter for nine months and Imara had carried Disability Rights. The trade went both directions, over the course of a Division career, and Cordelia had always been the kind of Section Chief who returned what she had been given.

“I left the active-matter spreadsheet on the shared drive.”

“Found it. I have the call set for Friday morning. Now stop talking to me and go read your letters.”

She went back to her own office and ate the rest of the clementine, and at one o'clock she walked down to the secure-reading room on the fourth floor with a fresh legal pad and read the fourteen Family-Letter-Complaints.

She read them slowly. She did not read them for graphic content; the investigation framework did not turn on graphic content, and she had learned over twenty-nine years of practice that graphic content lodged in the wrong part of an attorney's memory and crowded out the categorical framework that did the actual work. She read them for what the categorical framework required: which categories the families were alleging, which residents-of-record were named, which time-windows were described, which staff-of-record were referenced, which prior administrative-complaints had been filed, which Family-Letter-Complaints had previously gone to Alabama DYS without response.

The fourteen letters fell, by her count, into the five allegation-categories the coalition cable had named. Eleven of the letters alleged excessive-force-of-record at the staff-on-resident level in the dormitory and intake-and-processing context. Twelve alleged prolonged-isolation in the isolation-cell framework, with several letters referencing isolation-cycles described as running thirty consecutive days or longer. Thirteen alleged inadequate-mental-health-services, with multiple letters describing residents on the active mental-health caseload going weeks between clinical contact at the staff-ratio level. Nine alleged inadequate-education-services, with several letters describing residents with IEPs on file at the receiving Alabama public-school district who were receiving no special-education services at HPYDC, in contravention of the IDEA-compliance framework. Seven alleged failure-to-protect from resident-on-resident violence, with letters referencing dormitory-incident dates that the families had attempted to corroborate through administrative-record requests to Alabama DYS.

She rendered the categorical framework on her legal pad in a four-column matrix: category, letter-of-record number, time-window referenced, resident-of-record name (redacted to initials at the procedural level). She did not transcribe the letter content. She wrote categorical summaries: dormitory incident, August 2024, resident M.J., staff-on-resident force allegation, prior complaint to ADYS unanswered. Isolation cycle, October 2025, resident D.B., thirty-four consecutive days alleged, prior complaint to ADYS unanswered. Mental-health-services gap, March 2026, resident L.S., active caseload with three-week clinical-contact gap alleged. The matrix grew to four pages.

She read each letter twice. The first reading at categorical-allegation level. The second reading at administrative-correspondence-history level, with attention to which families had filed prior letters with Alabama DYS, which prior letters had received responses and at what level of substantive engagement, and which had received the standardized non-responsive acknowledgment that DYS had used in its correspondence framework since 2022. Eleven of the fourteen families had filed prior letters to ADYS. Eight had received the standardized acknowledgment. Three had received no response at all. None had received what Imara would have characterized at the investigation level as a substantive administrative response.

That was a finding before it was an allegation. The categorical absence of substantive administrative response was, in the CRIPA framework, the marker that elevated a cluster of individual complaints to a pattern-or-practice question. The Division had used that marker as the trigger for the cross-section assignment, and the marker would, by the end of the five-month cycle, become a paragraph in the Letter-of-Findings.

By three forty-five Pemberton-Halberstam was in the secure-reading room with her, and they sat across the small table and traded notes at the procedural-summary level. Pemberton-Halberstam was forty-seven, six-foot-one, the kind of co-lead Imara had heard described in the corridor for years as imperturbable. They worked through the matrix for forty-five minutes. By four-thirty they had a working draft of the investigation-plan framework: first unannounced site-visit Monday September twentieth, records-pull-cycle launching the same week through Wilberforce Pemberton-Brock, resident-interview framework launching the first week of October, staff-interview framework launching mid-October, Allegheny Correctional Services LLC corporate-records framework in parallel through the Pittsburgh-office subpoena cycle, expert-consultant deployment after the first site-visit so the experts could ground their declarations in physical-walkthrough observation, Letter-of-Findings drafting from mid-January through February ninth.

Five months. Mapped to a calendar.

At five fourteen they closed the secure-reading room, signed out the binders, and went their separate ways. Imara walked back to her own office, put the day's notes in the safe, and shut down the workstation.

The walk home was the walk she had taken almost every working day since 2014. Out the south entrance of the RFK Building, east on Pennsylvania Avenue, around the National Gallery, across First Street to the foot of Capitol Hill, north of the Capitol grounds, past the Library of Congress, east on East Capitol Street toward Lincoln Park. Two miles, just under forty minutes at her pace. The September afternoon was the kind of clear, dry, gold-late-afternoon that Washington gave for about three weeks a year between the August humidity and the October chill. She passed the joggers on the National Mall, the tourists at the Court, the East Capitol Street neighbors she had come to know by face if not always by name.

She did not work the case on the walk. She had learned, years ago, that the walk was for the transition between the building and the rowhouse, and that the case did not benefit from being walked with. The case benefited from being put down for forty minutes and picked up at the kitchen table after dinner.

She let the day go, block by block, until she was at her own front steps.

The East Capitol Street rowhouse was a Victorian, 1899, three stories of red brick with the original cast-iron stair-rail and a stained-glass transom over the door. She and Tobias had bought it in 2014, the year she made Senior Trial Attorney, and they had been there thirteen years now. The front-room window was open. The smell of garlic and onions came through it, and beneath that, the faint smell of the cardamom that Tobias used in Tuesday evening dinners.

She let herself in.

Olafur was on the kitchen-window seat where the late sun came across the rear garden. The tortoiseshell cat looked up at her with the slow blink of long-acquaintance, then put her chin back down on her paws. Seven years old, turning eight in November, and she had not changed her opinion of the family or its routines in any of them.

Tobias was at the stove. Fifty-three, in the wire-rimmed glasses he had worn since law school, in the gray shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms, the wooden spoon in his right hand, the Tuesday evening dinner well underway.

“Cross-section?” he said, without turning around. He had read her face the way he had read it for twenty-six years.

“CRIPA,” Imara said. “Juvenile-detention facility in Alabama. Five months. Pemberton-Halberstam co-leads.”

He turned, then. Howard Law civil-rights professor, fifteen years on the faculty, two books on the IDEA-compliance framework in detention settings. He gave the kind of nod that was acknowledgment of the institutional-matter at its institutional-level, not surprise.

“Pattern-or-practice.”

“Pattern-or-practice.”

“How big?”

“Four-hundred-eighty-seven beds. State-run, Allegheny Correctional Services LLC on contract. Coalition filing through SPLC, ADAP, and CDF.”

“You have a good co-lead.”

“I do.”

“First site-visit?”

“Two weeks. Monday September twentieth.”

He turned back to the stove. “Then you should eat dinner and not work for the next two hours.”

“That was my plan.”

She washed her hands at the sink and scratched Olafur between the ears on her way past. The cat blinked at her again. The garlic and onions and cardamom did the work the walk had begun. The kitchen radio was on at low volume, the local NPR station, the late-afternoon-into-evening transition.

Cassius came down at six-forty, in the Wilson High track-team hoodie, with the seventeen-year-old's preoccupation that was, by Imara's estimation, both age-appropriate and survivable. He kissed her on the cheek and helped Tobias set the table. Imari came down at six-fifty, with the math binder still under her arm, on the way to dropping it on the foyer table before dinner.

They sat down at seven-fourteen.

“Mom got a new case,” Tobias said.

Imari looked up. Stuart-Hobson eighth grader, the curious one, the one who at thirteen had read every page of the John Lewis civil-rights memoir Tobias had given her last Christmas.

“Civil rights?”

“Civil rights.”

“What kind?”

Imara set her fork down.

“CRIPA,” she said. “C-R-I-P-A. The Civil Rights of Institutionalized Persons Act. It gives the Department of Justice Civil Rights Division the authority to investigate state-run institutions for a pattern-or-practice of violations of constitutional or federal-statutory rights. The statute is from 1980. It covers prisons, jails, juvenile-detention facilities, mental-health facilities, nursing homes, intellectual-disability facilities. We use it when we see institutional patterns. Not individual cases. Patterns.”

“And this case?”

“A juvenile-detention facility in Alabama.”

“What did they do?”

“That is what the investigation is for. Some families wrote letters describing things they were worried about. The Department is going to look at those things, look at the records, talk to the residents, talk to the staff, and decide whether the facility has a pattern.”

“How long?”

“Five months.”

“You will travel?”

“Yes. To Alabama. A few times.”

Imari nodded slowly, taking it in at the eighth-grade-curious-question level. Cassius, at seventeen, had heard a version of this conversation eight or nine times in his life. He passed the bread.

“Will it be on the news?”

“Probably at some point, yes.”

“Will your name be on the news?”

“Not by name. By title. By the office. The case is the Department's, not mine.”

“Cool.”

The dinner finished the way the family's Tuesday dinners always finished, with Tobias and Cassius on the dishes and Imari on the dog she did not have, which was the family's running joke at the cat she did have. Olafur tolerated the attention in the way of a tortoiseshell cat who had lived seven years in the household and had developed her own ratio of indulgence to indifference.

By eight-thirty the children were upstairs at homework, and Tobias was at the front-room desk with a manuscript he was peer-reviewing for the Yale Law Journal. Imara took the legal pad from her work satchel and sat at the kitchen table.

The investigation-plan framework grew under her pencil. Site-visit logistics. Records-pull sequence. Resident-interview window. Staff-interview window. Expert-consultant deployment. Coordination with Alabama DYS, with Allegheny Correctional Services LLC, with defense counsel, with the coalition. The five-month calendar in the form of a working document that she would bring to the team meeting Wednesday morning at nine.

At ten-fourteen she put the pencil down. The first unannounced site-visit was thirteen days away. The flight to Montgomery was booked through GSA. The hotel was booked. The rental cars were booked. The team was assembled. The experts were retained. The framework was ready.

Olafur came down off the window seat, walked across the kitchen floor with the unhurried pace of a tortoiseshell cat near her dinner hour, and sat at Imara's feet.

“Two weeks,” Imara said, to the cat, to the room, to the case.

She closed the legal pad, returned it to the satchel, and went up to bed.



 Chapter 2
The Notice and the First Visit
Wednesday September 8 began at the kitchen table at 06:14, with the legal pad already at her elbow and Tobias making the second pot of coffee. The investigation-plan framework she had drafted Tuesday night had grown a second column overnight in her own head, and she added it now in pencil, on the same legal pad, before any of the rest of the day touched her: a small column titled administrative-record-coordination, to track which of the records-of-record were going to come through Alabama Department of Youth Services and which through Allegheny Correctional Services LLC. The two streams would have to be reconciled later. She wanted to know, by the end of the first month, which institutional-record-holder was the institutional-record-of-first-resort for each category. The incident-reports, she suspected, would have two record-holders that did not match each other on the same incident, and the reconciliation between those two record-holders would itself be a finding before the Letter-of-Findings drafting opened in mid-January.

Tobias set a mug of coffee at her elbow without speaking. He had been a Howard Law civil-rights professor long enough to know what a CRIPA Wednesday morning looked like on a kitchen table, and he had been her husband long enough to know that the institutional-record-coordination column did not need conversational accompaniment at 06:14. Cassius came down for cereal at 06:52, in the Wilson High track-team hoodie, with his physics binder under his arm. Imari came down at 07:14, hair already pulled back, with the John Lewis civil-rights memoir Tobias had given her last Christmas wedged under her arm beside the math binder. Imara kissed both of them on the way to the foyer and was out the door at 07:34.

She walked into the Robert F. Kennedy Department of Justice Building at 08:34, signed in at the fourth-floor desk, and was at the door of Conference Room 412 at 08:54.

The room was already half-filled. Brock-Vandermeer was at the head of the long conference table, with the HPYDC referral binder open in front of her. Pemberton-Halberstam was already at her right, in the navy blazer she wore the way Imara wore hers, with a legal pad and a fresh felt-tip pen. Vandermeer-Pelletier was at the far end of the table, in the gray suit he had worn every Wednesday Imara had seen him in three years of cross-section coordination cables. Brock-Halberstam was beside him, with the laptop already open and the IDEA-compliance reference materials queued. Pemberton-Brock was at the paralegal-of-record chair on the other side, with the records-pull framework binder and the DOJ-records-management spreadsheet open on his laptop screen.

The three expert consultants were across from the attorneys. Dr. Brandbury-Halsen, sixty-one, in the rust-colored cardigan and silver-rimmed glasses Imara recognized from the Annenberg Institute's juvenile-detention symposium two years prior. Dr. Vandermeer-Brandt, fifty-four, with the bound report on use-of-force protocols he had testified to in the Mississippi matter. Dr. Halsen-Pemberton, forty-nine, with the IDEA-in-detention research file she had built across fourteen years of institutional fieldwork.

Brock-Vandermeer opened the meeting at 09:00.

“Five-attorney team. Three expert consultants. The investigation framework is on the screen behind me. The target is HPYDC. The statutory-authority is CRIPA. The cycle is five months, today through February 9, 2028. Imara is senior trial attorney of record. Adelheid is co-lead. I will be available for Section-Chief-level coordination but the investigation-of-record is theirs. Let me hand it to Imara.”

Imara took the head of the table at Brock-Vandermeer's nod.

“Thank you, Persis. Good morning, everyone. Before we walk through the investigation-plan, two administrative items. The Alabama Department of Youth Services Commissioner is the Hon. Persis Halberstam-Vandermeer. No relation to me. Surname coincidence. It will appear across the correspondence framework from Friday onward. Flag it in your own correspondence and do not let it confuse the institutional-record. The second administrative item is that the Notice-of-Investigation letter goes out Friday at noon. The DOJ press-release goes out Friday at one. From Monday September thirteenth we are in the pre-site-visit-preparation cycle.”

She walked the table through the investigation-plan framework. She did it the way she had learned to do it, in the procedural register, category by category.

“Allegation-categories. Five. Excessive-force-of-record. Prolonged-isolation framework. Inadequate-mental-health-services framework. Inadequate-education-services framework. Failure-to-protect from resident-on-resident violence. The first four have expert-consultant coverage. The fifth we will carry on the team's own expertise pending the first unannounced site-visit.”

She turned to the team-division on the second page.

“Institutional-team-division. I will run lead-coordination across the matter, the records-pull framework with Wilberforce, and the witness-interview framework with Adelheid. Adelheid will co-lead the matter, run the Letter-of-Findings drafting framework from mid-January, and be the second-chair on the Site-Visit days. Brecken Vandermeer-Pelletier will subject-matter-coordinate on IDEA-and-special-education with Dr. Halsen-Pemberton, and he will run the litigation-track preparation in parallel through the federal-court complaint-drafting framework, so we are filing-ready on March nine if the negotiation does not close. Halsa Brock-Halberstam will subject-matter-coordinate on mental-health-services with Dr. Brandbury-Halsen. Wilberforce Pemberton-Brock is paralegal-of-record, running records-management across the matter. Dr. Brandbury-Halsen will lead mental-health expert-coordination. Dr. Vandermeer-Brandt will lead use-of-force expert-coordination. Dr. Halsen-Pemberton will lead IDEA-in-detention expert-coordination.”

She paused for the acknowledgment around the table. Pemberton-Halberstam nodded once. Vandermeer-Pelletier wrote one line on his pad. The three experts traded a brief eye-contact among themselves, the institutional-recognition of a CRIPA matter at full ramp.

“Site-visit framework,” Imara continued. “Three unannounced site-visits across the investigation-cycle, plus one pre-noticed Exit-Conference visit at the back end. The first unannounced visit is Monday September twentieth and Tuesday September twenty-first. The second unannounced visit is the week of October eighteenth. The third unannounced visit is the week of January tenth, after the records-pull is reconciled. The Exit-Conference visit is the week of February seventh, immediately before the Letter-of-Findings draft closes.”

“Records-pull. Wilberforce, walk us through.”

Pemberton-Brock turned the laptop screen toward the room. The records-pull framework was on the screen at category level: 2022-2027 resident-records, isolation-cell-use-records, mental-health-services-records, education-services-records, staff-disciplinary-records, incident-reports.

“Six categories. Estimated two hundred eighty-seven thousand pages across the five-year window. The records-coordination letter goes to Alabama DYS on Friday, paired with the Notice. The Allegheny-Correctional-Services LLC corporate-records framework runs through the Pittsburgh subpoena cycle, opened parallel. The first delivery is targeted at thirty days from the Notice, which puts the first document-production at Friday October eighth. I will run records-management on the SharePoint platform Special Litigation uses across the Division.”

Imara nodded. “Resident-interview framework, Adelheid.”

Pemberton-Halberstam took the laptop pointer.

“Random-selection from the roster. Forty-seven residents-of-record across the five-week window after the first site-visit. Confidential, no-staff-present, recorded. Institutional-administrative-conference-room at HPYDC for the first cycle, off-site at the coalition partner location at Birmingham for the second cycle. Witness-protection framework runs through the DOJ-CRD-victim-witness-coordination protocol. Each resident-of-record is the institutional-record-holder for their own interview. The coalition partners will be in coordination on the witness-protection framework so the residents-of-record do not face retaliation.”

Brock-Halberstam took the IDEA portion. Vandermeer-Pelletier took the litigation-track portion. Each expert took the consultant-coordination portion at category level. By 10:14 the investigation-plan framework was walked, end to end, at procedural-level.

“Questions,” Imara said.

There were several. Dr. Brandbury-Halsen asked about the mental-health-services staff-ratio at the roster level, and whether the records-pull would be sufficient to validate the staff-ratio across the five-year window. Imara said the records-pull would include the staff-rosters by month, and that the staff-ratio reconciliation would be a deliverable in the Findings-Memorandum draft. Dr. Vandermeer-Brandt asked about the use-of-force incident-reporting framework, and whether HPYDC's incident-reporting framework was at the level of granularity the investigation required. Imara said the incident-reports would be one of the six categories pulled, and that the CRIPA-Site-Visit walk-through on Monday September twentieth would establish whether the incident-reporting framework was of-record or of-discretion. Dr. Halsen-Pemberton asked about the IEP-of-record framework for special-education-eligible residents, and Imara said the records-pull would include the IEP-of-record for every special-education-eligible resident across the five-year window. Pemberton-Halberstam asked about the coalition-coordination framework with SPLC, ADAP, and CDF, and whether the witness-protection framework would extend to the residents-of-record's families across the investigation cycle. Imara said the DOJ-CRD-victim-witness-coordination protocol covered the residents-of-record and the family-of-record at the statutory-authority level, and that the coalition-coordination would be confirmed by Wednesday end-of-business of the pre-site-visit-preparation cycle. Vandermeer-Pelletier asked about the litigation-track preparation, and Imara said the federal-court complaint-drafting framework would be opened in parallel from the week of October fourth, so the team was filing-ready at the March-nine cutoff if the pre-litigation-negotiation did not close to Consent Order.

Brock-Vandermeer closed the meeting at 10:42.

“You have a plan. You have a team. The Notice goes out Friday. I will see you at the Site-Visit debrief on Monday September twentieth at oh-seventeen-fourteen, by phone if I am still on the Mississippi compliance call.”

The team broke. Imara stayed behind for two minutes with Pemberton-Halberstam to confirm the Friday morning final-review of the Notice draft. Then she walked back up to five and sat down to read the Notice-of-Investigation draft that the Acting Assistant Attorney General's office had circulated overnight.

The Notice-of-Investigation letter went out at 12:00 on Friday September 10, by certified mail and by DOJ-courier, to three addressees of record.

The first letter was to Alabama Department of Youth Services Commissioner Hon. Persis Halberstam-Vandermeer, fifty-six, at the ADYS-headquarters in Montgomery. The letter, on Civil Rights Division letterhead and signed by the Acting Assistant Attorney General, notified the Commissioner that the Department had commenced an pattern-or-practice investigation under 42 USC 1997 et seq. of the Halsen-Pemberton Youth Development Center in Pemberton County Alabama, with respect to five allegation-categories: excessive-force-of-record; prolonged-isolation framework; inadequate-mental-health-services framework; inadequate-education-services framework; and failure-to-protect from resident-on-resident violence. The letter set out the statutory-authority, the investigation-cycle, the records-coordination framework, and the site-visit framework. The letter requested that ADYS designate an institutional-administrative-record-coordinator-of-record by Friday September 17 for the records-coordination framework. The letter acknowledged the surname-coincidence between the Commissioner and the senior-trial-attorney-of-record at a single footnote.

The second letter was to Allegheny Correctional Services LLC CEO Wilberforce Halverson-Brandbury, sixty-one, at the Allegheny-Correctional-Services-corporate-headquarters in Pittsburgh. The letter notified the CEO that the Department had commenced the pattern-or-practice investigation, that the corporate-records framework would be coordinated by subpoena under CRIPA Section 1997a authority, and that the Allegheny-Correctional-Services LLC General-Counsel-of-record should designate corporate-records-coordination-of-record by Friday September 17.

The third letter was to HPYDC Director Halsen Brandbury-Brock, fifty-four, at the HPYDC-administrative-building in Pemberton County. The letter notified the Director of the investigation, of the pre-noticed and unannounced site-visit framework, of the resident-interview framework, of the staff-interview framework, of the witness-protection framework, and of the no-retaliation framework. The letter stated, in a paragraph the Acting Assistant Attorney General's office had drafted with the CRIPA-no-retaliation language verbatim from the Department's Pattern-or-Practice Manual, that retaliation against any resident-of-record or staff-of-record for cooperation with the investigation would be itself an violation-of-record subject to enforcement.

At 13:00 the DOJ press-release issued, at institutional-summary-level, naming the pattern-or-practice investigation, the target facility, the statutory-authority, and the coalition framework that had filed the Family-Letter-Complaints in July. The press-release ran four paragraphs. It did not name Imara. It named the Acting Assistant Attorney General as spokesperson. It directed press-inquiry to the DOJ-Office-of-Public-Affairs.

By 13:14 the Southern Poverty Law Center Alabama office had its own coalition statement on the wire. Adelheid Brock-Vandermeer at the Alabama Disabilities Advocacy Program and Brecken Pemberton-Halsen at the Children's Defense Fund had matching statements out by 13:30. The public-record had opened, exactly on the DOJ-schedule.

Imara stayed at her desk through the press-release cycle. She did not read the press coverage. She had learned, years ago, that the press-coverage was for the Office-of-Public-Affairs, not for the senior-trial-attorney-of-record. She read the Notice copy in the institutional-record-folder, confirmed the acknowledgments-of-delivery from the DOJ-courier service, and closed the workstation at 17:34.

Monday September 13 through Friday September 17 was the pre-site-visit-preparation cycle.

Pemberton-Brock and Imara coordinated the records-request framework on Monday morning, sending the records-coordination-letter to Alabama DYS in parallel with the corporate-records-subpoena to the Allegheny Correctional Services LLC General-Counsel-of-record. The records-coordination-letter was nineteen pages, with an attachment-of-record cataloging the six categories at the procedural level and the five-year window 2022 through 2027. The corporate-records-subpoena was served through the DOJ-Pittsburgh-field-office to Adelheid Pelletier-Halsen, fifty-three, the Allegheny Correctional Services General-Counsel-of-record, on Monday at 14:00 local Pittsburgh time. Pelletier-Halsen acknowledged the service-of-record by close of business Monday and committed to the corporate-records-coordination at the General-Counsel-of-record level.

Pemberton-Halberstam and Dr. Brandbury-Halsen walked the resident-interview-protocol with the coalition partners, with calls Monday afternoon to Halsa Vandermeer-Brock at SPLC, Adelheid Brock-Vandermeer at ADAP, and Brecken Pemberton-Halsen at CDF. Vandermeer-Brock walked the coalition-witness-protection framework she had built across nineteen years of SPLC juvenile-detention practice. Brock-Vandermeer walked the IDEA-of-record framework she had built across twenty-two years of ADAP special-education-in-detention practice. Pemberton-Halsen walked the family-coordination framework CDF had built for the fourteen-family-coalition. The witness-protection framework was confirmed at the DOJ-CRD-victim-witness-coordination protocol level by Wednesday. The coalition-coordination-of-record was closed by Thursday end-of-business.

On Thursday September 16 Imara sent the CRIPA-Site-Visit-Coordination institutional-administrative-letter to ADYS Commissioner Halberstam-Vandermeer, on Civil Rights Division letterhead, confirming the statutory-authority for the unannounced site-visit on a date in the following week. The letter did not name the date. The Notice-of-Investigation framework allowed for the unannounced visit. The institutional-administrative-letter courtesy-noted the coordination protocol for the institutional-record.

By Friday September 17 the pre-site-visit-preparation cycle was closed. The team had the walk-through-protocol, the resident-interview-protocol, the records-request framework, the witness-protection framework, the photographic-documentation framework, and the Notice-of-Investigation Site-Visit-Letter ready for Monday morning at the HPYDC front-gate.

She flew DCA to Montgomery on Sunday September 19 at 16:14, on the GSA-booked 16:14 Delta nonstop. She had packed the Site-Visit-binder, the Notice-of-Investigation Site-Visit-Letter signed by the Acting Assistant Attorney General on Friday afternoon, the resident-interview-protocol, the records-pull framework, the walk-through-protocol, the legal pad, two felt-tip-pens-of-record, the recording-device-of-record, and one change of clothes for the Tuesday return. Tobias had driven her to DCA at 14:34. The children had said the Sunday-goodbye at the front steps of the East Capitol Street rowhouse. Olafur had watched the departure from the kitchen-window seat.

The team arrived at the Hampton-Inn-Montgomery-Eastchase-of-record at 19:34 local, in three rental-cars staged from the Montgomery airport-of-record by the team. Pemberton-Halberstam had organized the arrival-of-record. Pemberton-Brock had coordinated the paralegal-of-record check-in. Brock-Halberstam was on the Day-2 IDEA preparation late into the evening with Dr. Halsen-Pemberton. Vandermeer-Pelletier had stayed in Washington at Brock-Vandermeer's direction to run litigation-track preparation in parallel. Dr. Brandbury-Halsen and Dr. Vandermeer-Brandt had coordinated the expert-walk-through-protocol with Imara at the Hampton-Inn conference-room from 20:14 to 21:14 Sunday evening.

Imara called Tobias at 20:14, the call she always made on the eve of a CRIPA site-visit.

“Montgomery.”

“Montgomery.”

“Tomorrow oh-six-thirty?”

“Oh-six-thirty. Forty-three miles out. Oh-seven-hundred at the front gate.”

“Olafur is on the bed.”

“Tell her I will be back Tuesday night.”

“She knows.”

“Goodnight, Tobias.”

“Goodnight, Imara.”

She slept five hours, which was the sleep she had learned over twenty-nine years of practice to take on the eve of a Site-Visit Day.

The team departed the Hampton Inn at 06:30 on Monday September 20 in two rental-cars: Imara and Pemberton-Halberstam and Pemberton-Brock in the first car, Brock-Halberstam and the two expert-consultants of record for the day, Dr. Brandbury-Halsen and Dr. Vandermeer-Brandt, in the second. The route was south-southeast on the Alabama-state-highway-system. The Pemberton-County-line came up at 06:52. The HPYDC front-gate-of-record was at 07:00.

The perimeter-fence was 12-foot-of-record, double-fenced with coiled-top-wire-of-record. The institutional-administrative-building was single-story-brick at the front-gate. The housing-units, twelve cottages-of-record, were arrayed-behind in the cottage-configuration of the juvenile-detention-facility-of-record. Beyond the cottages were the education-building, the institutional-medical-and-mental-health-services-building, the cafeteria, the recreation-yard, and the isolation-unit at the far-end of the institutional-administrative-axis. The grounds were mowed, the fence was maintained, the institutional-administrative-building presented the institutional-administrative-frontage-of-record that a state-run juvenile-detention-facility-of-record presents at the front-gate-level. Imara made note-of-record on her Site-Visit-pad of the physical-frontage-observation at the procedural-summary-level.

At 07:14 Imara presented the Notice-of-Investigation Site-Visit-Letter to the HPYDC Front-Gate-Officer-of-record. The Officer radioed the institutional-Administrative-Building-of-record. The Notice authorized immediate institutional-administrative-walk-through under CRIPA Section 1997b authority, and the Front-Gate-Officer acknowledged the statutory-authority at the Front-Gate-Officer-of-record level.

At 07:30 HPYDC Director Halsen Brandbury-Brock, fifty-four, met the team at the institutional-administrative-building lobby. He was in the gray suit and the Director-of-record name-tag and the walking-pace of a Director who had been-Director for eleven years. He acknowledged the Notice. He acknowledged the statutory-authority. He acknowledged the walk-through framework. He acknowledged the records-coordination framework. He cooperated at the Director-of-record level.

“Senior Trial Attorney Halberstam-Vandermeer.”

“Director Brandbury-Brock.”

“My institutional-record-coordinator is Adelheid Brandt-Halsen. Thirty-nine. Seven-year HPYDC tenure. She will be with your paralegal-of-record at oh-fourteen-hundred for the records-pull framework. I have cleared my Director-of-record calendar for the walk-through. You have the facility, Senior Trial Attorney.”

“Thank you, Director.”

The walk-through began at 08:00 and concluded at 16:14. Imara and Brandbury-Brock walked the institutional-administrative-building first: the Director's-office, the institutional-administrative-conference-room, the institutional-administrative-records-room, the staff-break-room, the institutional-administrative-lobby. They walked the housing-units next: twelve cottages-of-record, arrayed in the cottage-configuration of-record, each cottage housing approximately forty residents-of-record at the bed-count level, with day-room and sleeping-area and bathroom and staff-station at the cottage-of-record level. They walked the education-building, with the classrooms-of-record arranged in the corridor-configuration-of-record. They walked the institutional-medical-and-mental-health-services building, where Dr. Brandbury-Halsen paused at the mental-health-services-of-record clinic-area and made notes-of-record at the staff-ratio-of-record level. They walked the cafeteria, mid-morning, with the second-cottage-of-record's cohort in for breakfast-of-record at the cafeteria. They walked the recreation-yard, with the perimeter-track and the basketball-court and the grass-quadrant at the recreation-yard-of-record. They walked, at institutional-summary-level only, past the isolation-unit at the far-end of the institutional-administrative-axis. Imara noted the isolation-unit at the perimeter-level and did not enter the cell-block on Day 1. The isolation-unit walk-through was deferred to the Day-3 cycle, when the Notice-of-Investigation isolation-records-pull would frame the walk-through-of-record.

At 12:30 the team broke for lunch at the institutional-administrative-conference-room. Brandbury-Brock attended for the first half-hour of the lunch and coordinated the records-request framework with Pemberton-Brock. He took the records-request letter from Pemberton-Brock at the conference-table and acknowledged the Friday-October-eighth delivery-deadline at the Director-of-record level. He asked Imara two procedural-level questions across the lunch. The first was whether the Department was coordinating with the Alabama Attorney General's Office at the State-Litigation-Section level on the records-coordination framework. Imara confirmed that the State-Litigation-Section had been copied on the Notice-of-Investigation and on the records-coordination-letter, and that the Alabama-AG-of-record was the coordinated-counsel-of-record for ADYS through the investigation-cycle. The second was whether the resident-interview framework would be conducted with the presence of HPYDC-staff-of-record. Imara confirmed the DOJ-CRD-victim-witness-coordination protocol required confidential-no-staff-present interview-of-record at the statutory-authority level. Brandbury-Brock acknowledged the protocol at the Director-of-record level.

At 14:00 Pemberton-Brock met HPYDC Records-Coordinator Adelheid Brandt-Halsen, thirty-nine, at the institutional-administrative-records-room. Brandt-Halsen walked Pemberton-Brock through the records-management-system the HPYDC maintained, at the institutional-procedural-summary-level. The records-management-system was a hybrid of the Alabama-DYS statewide-data-system at the resident-record level and a separate HPYDC-facility-system at the incident-and-isolation level. Imara noted on her pad that the hybrid-architecture would itself require reconciliation in the records-pull, and that the incident-reports might appear in two institutional-record-systems with two institutional-record-versions of the same incident-of-record. The records-pull targeted the six categories: 2022-2027 resident-records (approximately two hundred eighty-seven thousand pages), isolation-cell-use-records, mental-health-services-records, education-services-records, staff-disciplinary-records, incident-reports. Brandt-Halsen acknowledged the records-pull framework. She committed to the Friday-October-eighth delivery-deadline at the Records-Coordinator-of-record level. She noted that the staff-disciplinary-records would require personnel-records-coordination with HPYDC Human-Resources-of-record, and that the delivery on the staff-disciplinary-records might land at the Friday-October-fifteenth window rather than the Friday-October-eighth window. Pemberton-Brock acknowledged the one-week-extension at the paralegal-of-record level and noted the window-adjustment on the records-pull spreadsheet.

At 16:14 the walk-through closed at the institutional-administrative-building lobby. Imara shook Brandbury-Brock's hand at the Director-of-record level. She acknowledged the Day-1 cooperation. She noted that the Day-2 resident-interview framework would convene at the institutional-administrative-conference-room at oh-eight-hundred Tuesday September 21.

The team drove back to the Hampton-Inn-Montgomery-Eastchase-of-record. The Site-Visit-Day-1 debrief convened at the Hampton-Inn conference-room at 17:14.

Imara walked the Day-1 observations. The physical-conditions-of-record were mowed-grounds, maintained-fence, institutional-administrative-frontage. The housing-units were cottage-configuration at the bed-count-of-record. The mental-health-services clinic-area was staffed-at-a-ratio Dr. Brandbury-Halsen flagged at the note level for the records-pull reconciliation. The isolation-unit was perimeter-observed only. The

















