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DEDICATION

For my Toddy family





EPIGRAPH

Even people with dark pasts
can show a softer side of their soul
in the presence of innocence.

—Kate West





chapter one

TEENY-TINY SURPRISE, NEBRASKA

Big Ed is about to tell it again. He greets all the new ones. He sits them down, tells them about the place, and gets to know them as quick as he can. Being a welcomer is part of his work at Blue River, which is the biggest thing you’ll find in the teeny-tiny town of Surprise, Nebraska.

Big Ed asks, “Are you from around here?”

The new resident shakes his head no. He sets his dinner tray down across from us. The answer is almost always no because Surprise is a long way from most places.

“You know why they call it Surprise?” Big Ed asks. “It’s because this little nowhere-Nebraska town gets an impressive amount of snow. But the snow is not the surprise. What you find after it melts—now that’s the surprise. Uh-huh. Things you never knew you lost. Of course, I’m talking mostly about folks on the outside. Here on the inside, well, most of us have nothing left to lose. Or it can feel that way.”

Big Ed laughs. He sounds like a harmonica. Then comes his coughing. He has to pull himself together before he can go on. “But spring comes and on the outside they find all sorts of things. Baseballs and dog bones. That favorite pair of garden gloves all flattened down into the mud and grass. Maybe even a set of keys. And don’t we all wish we had the keys around here. Huh, Perry?” Big Ed gives me such a nudge I almost spill my milk.

The new rez—that’s short for resident—listens nicely enough. I wonder how long he’s going to be here. Maybe not so long. Depends on what he did. Depends on what’s been decided. Sometimes I hear. Sometimes they tell me. I never ask.

Big Ed tells the new guy, “You’ll see so much snow outside these windows it’ll make you forget that grass is green.” He always pauses for several seconds right here. Then he says, “Unless, of course, you’re doing a catnap.” A catnap means a short stay.

Big Ed leaves a little airtime, waits to see if the new rez feels like talking. He might tell him about his sentencing. Sometimes they do. Sometimes they don’t.

This guy dips his head like he’s talking to that bowl of turkey chili on his dinner tray. “I got eight months,” he says. He doesn’t say what he’s in for. Meanwhile, he keeps eyeing me. Big Ed claps a hand on my shoulder and tells the guy, “This here is Perry. Perry T. Cook.”

I put my hand out. The guy waits. He looks to the right and left where the supervisors are standing. He’s knows he’s being watched, and he’s trying to figure out what is allowed. There are rules about contact.

“Handshaking is okay,” I tell him. “As long as it’s brief.”

Big Ed says, “You can listen to Perry. He knows it all.”

I push my hand closer to the new rez. Last try. Finally, we shake.

“Name’s Wendell,” he says, and I don’t know if he means that’s his first name, last name, or only name. Mom’s rule is, I can call the adults whatever they tell me to call them, but she wants me to add Mr., Mrs., or Miss to the front end. For Big Ed, well, I just added “Big,” and I guess nobody ever corrected me. It was such a long time ago. He’s the only rez at Blue River who’s been here longer than Mom and me.

“What’s a kid doing here outside of visiting hours?” The new guy wants to know.

“I call him my Morning Son,” says Big Ed. (It’s an old story.) “Perry makes sure we all wake up on time.”

“The kid will be here in the morning?” Mr. Wendell looks confused. New ones always do until it dawns on them that I live at the Blue River Co-ed Correctional Facility here in teeny-tiny Surprise, Nebraska.

From behind the serving counter in the kitchen, we hear Eggy-Mon dishing up the last trays of supper for the evening. He thinks all food deserves poetry. Tonight he calls, “Get your gobbling-good order from south of the border, with a hunk of corn bread, or white rice instead.”

Mom comes by with her tray in her hands. “Perry, down the hatch with that milk, pal.” She sounds impatient, and she has left more than half her supper. It’s strange because she doesn’t waste food, and the turkey chili is not that bad. I take my milk carton in both hands and gulp it back so fast my throat aches. Bad manners. But Mom needs me to move along tonight. Something’s up with her, and I don’t want to add to her trouble. Neither does Big Ed. He gives me a pat on the back and says, “Good man, Perry.”

Earlier today, Warden Daugherty called Mom into her office for a conversation. Whatever that was about, it put Mom on a tilt. Now it’s one of those weird days when everybody knows something’s going on. Everybody but me.

“I want to have one more look at that map of the middle school with you before lockdown,” Mom says. She glances at the gray clock on the wall, and so do I. We have to pay attention to the time at Blue River. At nine p.m. I have to be in my bedroom next to the warden’s office off the Upper East Lounge.

Mom has to be in her room down at the end of the hall on Cell Block C.





chapter two

ALL RISE

It’s 6:23 a.m. I scoot forward and put my lips close to the microphone of the prison PA system. I always begin quietly. Warden Daugherty comes to wake me every day, and she is gentle about it. So I do the same for all the residents at Blue River.

“Good morning,” I say in my slow, low voice. “This is Perry at sunrise. It is Tuesday, the sixth of September. If you need a reason to bother getting up today, well, it’s probably not the weather. ‘Tut-tut, it looks like rain.’ That’s the quote of the day—comes from Christopher Robin, by the way, and if you don’t know who he is then maybe it’s time for you to get some literature in your life. Mrs. Buckmueller and the Bucking Blue Bookmobile will be here to restock the Leisure Library from four o’clock to five o’clock, and don’t forget, she takes requests.”

I glance at Warden Daugherty. She smiles as she leafs through a stack of papers. She likes it when I give literacy a plug. The clock on the wall above her desk reads 6:26. I lean toward the mic again.

“The news on the outside is, it’s the first day of school in Butler County. That means I’ll be gone all day. Don’t miss me too much. The good news for all of you is, waffles are popping out of the toasters down in the caf. Scrams are in the pan. They’re even letting some fruit cocktail out of the jar. Choice of beverage, as usual. Remember, there are no knives in the flatware trays at Blue River, so get used to that spork for however long you’ll be with us.”

I lean away from the mic and whisper to Warden Daugherty, “That last part is for the new intake, Mr. Wendell.”

She whispers back to me, “I’m sure he will feel most welcome now.” She points to the clock without looking at it. She doesn’t need to. The warden is so precise you can almost hear her ticking.

Six twenty-nine and a half a.m. Time for me to get louder. I grip the mic in my hand like I’m about to fly a plane.

“Ooo . . . kay, residents of Blue River! If you’re not up by now, time to get up!” The finish has to be big. It’s the same every day. I take a deep breath and bellow. “Al-l-l-l-l rise!”

I turn off the mic and hustle toward the door. I stick my head into the hallway and listen for morning release. Six thirty a.m. Locks disengage. Doors click and creak. Toilets flush, and the residents yawn themselves awake.

Foreman Joe is coming up the hall from Block A, which is one of the men’s wings. “Good morning, Fo-Joe.” I started calling him that when I was little. (Rs tripped me up when I was first learning to talk. I used to call myself Peh-wee.) “How’s things?” I ask. But I don’t really want to know, not right now, and Fo-Joe knows it.

“Things?” he says slowly. “Well, let me see . . .”

I chew the inside of my lip and wait. He’s being slow on purpose.

“Things are fine. But I’m wondering what they fed you all for dinner last night. Was it burritos? Because . . .” He stops, pinches his nose. Fans the air. “That morning release had some fire on it.”

“Turkey chili,” I tell him. “With beans.” Then before he can go on and on about that, I remind him, “Hey, Fo-Joe, it’s the first day of school.”

“Oh yeah!” he says. “Thus the new sneakers, hey?”

I look at my feet. “Can I go?” I ask.

“To school?”

“Fo-Joe!” He knows what I want. I am already facing Block C. I’m crouched into a runner’s stance. But I have to wait for permission. It’s one of the rules. “Fo-Joe. Puh-leese!”

“Perry?” he says.

“Yeah?”

“Are you still here?”

I am not. I am off like a flash, sprinting toward Mom’s room at the end of the hallway on Block C.





chapter three

JESSICA

Jessica Cook liked to be out of her room before Perry reached her in the morning. Maybe it was silly. Her boy knew that his mom was locked in at night. He knew that she had to wait in her room for morning release just like any other resident at Blue River.

Release. The word ricocheted between her ears. Not morning release. Get-out-of-prison-for-good release. Jessica shook her head. She tried to will herself not to think about it until there was something definite. Trouble was, she couldn’t think of anything else. She’d been awake most of the night, and the thought stuck while she did her morning push-ups, crunches, and hamstring stretches on the person-size patch of floor beside her bed. Jessica had coached at least a hundred residents through the release process at Blue River. That was her work here, and it was a little bit twisted considering she had not had the pleasure herself. But that day should be coming.

She had served nearly twelve years of a fifteen-year sentence. She could apply for parole in just a few more weeks. Finally. There would be a process. But up until yesterday, she’d had every reason to think—every reason to hope—that come the frosts of late October she’d be a free woman. She’d had been coaching Perry for the day they’d leave the only home he’d known.

But now, this glitch. The warden had received word that there was a wrench in the works. No details, just yet.

Do not lose hope, she thought.

She propped her door open while she brushed her teeth. Foreman Joe usually let Perry head down immediately after the all-rise. Her boy would be sprinting, and he was fast—and getting faster.

Minimum security meant that she stayed in a narrow, dorm-like room, not a cell behind bars. This was not a crusted prison from a late-night movie. In fact, Blue River was a campus with natural light in some of the common areas, and not-so-horrible colors on the walls. Those were the good things she told herself about this place. She was locked up. Hard fact. But being assigned to the facility in Surprise had been a little spot of good inside a blurry nightmare of bad.

The years had been bearable because her boy had lived with her for eleven of them. Such arrangements were unheard of. So lucky. Still, she longed to get him out of here and begin that new life on the outside, when her time, and Perry’s time, would be their own.

Jessica spat toothpaste into the saucepan-size sink at the back of her toilet. She ran the faucet to wash her hands then quickly pulled her hair into a high ponytail. She checked her bed again, though she’d already tucked it tight as a springboard. A surprise room inspection could come at any time, and if there was one thing she hated, it was being reprimanded in front of Perry. Jessica toed the line.

She heard her son’s sneakers slapping along the low-pile carpeting, pounding his way toward her. She broke into a grin as she jumped out into the hallway.

Perry was arriving, nostrils flaring like a racer and blue eyes wide beneath the cap of dark hair. (More and more he looked like another boy she’d once known.) He was beautiful, she thought. He was hope in a new pair of cross-trainers. Jessica opened her arms, her boy leapt, and she caught him for the swing-around, which she was pleased she could still manage. So far. Then with Perry back on his feet again, the two exchanged good mornings and started down to breakfast.

“How are you feeling about school?” she asked.

“Nervous. Excited.” Perry rocked his head side to side as he spoke. Jessica tucked her fingers into his hair for just a moment.

“I’m feeling the same way for you,” she said. “But some things won’t change. Miss Maya will still pick you up here. Now that you are in the middle school you’ll see her during the day.”

“Yup,” he said, and Jessica felt her son give a little shrug beside her. They’d already gone over it. Perry was his quieter self this morning. She should let him be.

“I’m glad Zoey’s on Team Three with me,” Perry offered. “Same homeroom.”

“I’m glad too,” Jessica said, and she was. This was where Perry’s not-so-ordinary upbringing had worried her. There was the stigma of the prison. But also, for a kid, he had a strangely adult social circle—the nearly impossible mix of ragtag and colorful, half-lost and fate-tossed nonviolent residents at Blue River. Meanwhile, she, his mother, had never been able to meet the one young girl he called his “best friend on the outside.”

When Perry had first mentioned Zoey Samuels, Jessica had pulled Maya Rubin aside and said, “Please tell me she’s not imaginary.” Maya, Warden Daugherty’s niece and Perry’s main escort on the outside, had promised that yes, Zoey was real. She’d also remarked that Perry was as good a friend to the girl as she was to him.

Jessica felt relieved to know he had a friend. That part hadn’t been easy. A lot of questions might be asked. Rumors might be whispered behind the slender back of a boy who called a correctional facility home.

Well, the day was coming—or was supposed to be coming—that she and Perry would both leave Blue River.

“Mom?”

“What?”

“Is something wrong? Something you can tell me?”

“No, no. I am just never going to be a ‘Yay, September!’ mother,” Jessica said as they passed the warden’s office. “I’m only lending you to that school because I’m nice. I’m really going to miss you today.”

“I’ve got the camera. I’ll bring you pictures.”

“Boy, that was the best gift ever,” she said, and not for the first time. The camera was a hand-me-down; the benefactress was Zoey Samuels, who had somehow ended up with two. The camera had been a boon for a locked-in mother who ached not to be locked out of those hours her son spent on the outside.

Jessica and Perry accidentally brushed hands as they walked. He looked up and gave her a comforting half smile.

Her boy had not seen her in her tiny locking room this morning. She noted it as a win. It was one of the ways Jessica preserved hope. You do a lot of that when you have fifteen years to serve—parole after twelve. If everything goes right.





chapter four

WELCOME

The middle school is three times the size of the elementary Zoey and I went to. Miss Maya brought me to the open house last week. The hallways were jammed with kids and their parents. But Mom pointed out that the school building is much smaller than the Blue River campus. I started finding my way around that place as soon as I could walk. I figure I won’t get too lost in a school. It’s a good thought to be having as Miss Maya turns into the parking lot. The schoolyard is already busy even though she has brought me here teacher-early. I see a lot of new faces.

We stand under the clock in the foyer. Miss Maya shifts her tote on her shoulder. I tuck my thumbs under the straps of my pack. “Okay, Perry. I’m off to my classroom,” she says. “You have plenty of time before you have to be in yours. You remember where you’re going, right?”

“Room 208. Second floor.”

“Okay. I’ll see you for Language Arts in my room this afternoon and here in the lobby at the end of the day. Actually, I bet we’ll cross paths a few times. I’ll wave to you,” she says. She turns, and all her ropy rows of hair swing and follow her like a curtain.

“I’ll wave back,” I say.

I turn around and there is Zoey Samuels. Her hair is pale and her skin is tanned. She was away all summer.

“Perry!” she says. “Hey, Perry! Come on. I want to show you something.”

I follow Zoey up the wide stairs to the second floor. “Hello. Hope you had a nice summer . . .” I use an under-mumble like Big Ed’s. It’s for when you don’t expect an answer. When we reach the landing, Zoey stops and turns. She points to a set of high windows where a whole lot of morning light is streaming in.

“Sun,” I say. “Huh. It was supposed to rain all day.” I am thinking about the report I gave during the all-rise.

“That’s why I rushed you up here. Check it out.” Zoey is pointing upward. Someone has stuck colored cellophane letters to all the windows. WELCOME. Zoey shuffles backward and presents the floor to me with both hands. “Look!”

The colors from the windows are being sun-cast on the floor at our feet. Welcome is spelled upside down and backward. Zoey sticks her leg out, and a purple M curves over her shin. “Is that cool or what?”

“It’s cool,” I say. I start to haul my pack off my shoulder. “I should get a picture of the welcome message for my mom . . .”

The landing darkens. Welcome disappears. Zoey and I look up at the window. Large spatters hit the panes. “Aw, rats!” she says. “Well, maybe the weather will clear later this week. You can get the shot then.” She tags my shoulder. “So listen, I found out that we don’t get seated alphabetically.” She says this like it’s the best news in the world. “Even though you are C for Cook and I’m S for Samuels, we can sit together. But we better get in there before it fills up. Come on!”

Zoey is quick, weaving around kids in the hall. She is through the door to the classroom. I’m caught in a bottleneck, but I can see between shoulders. She lands her backpack onto the top of one desk and sits down at another right beside it. Claims two with one blow. When I finally get to her, she pulls out the chair with her foot and waves me into it.

Zoey Samuels is always on a mission.





chapter five

A TALE OF SURPRISE

Zoey Samuels was mad when she moved here. Mad about her parents’ divorce, and mad that her stepdad was trying too hard with her and coming off like a big fake. She was mad about the house she had to leave, and mad about having to start at a new school in the middle of the year. She was mad that it was snowing. I never would have found out all of that if it hadn’t been for Big Ed.

Zoey sat by herself at lunch. That’s pretty much what I did too. Not because I don’t like people—I do. But a lot of things changed right around fourth grade. Kids started to talk about karate and music lessons, soccer teams, and playing for the ice hockey club in David City. Those were all things I couldn’t do. Fourth grade is also when the trouble with Brian Morris began, and it was all because of the one-mile run. That’s the first year they timed us in gym class. Brian didn’t like the way that turned out.

He’s one of those kids who other kids magically follow, so if you get in trouble with him, it sticks on you. Brian is also the boy who started calling Zoey Samuels Mad-Zoe. That stuck to her.

I watched Zoey sitting alone for a few days. Then I went over and stood beside her with my lunch tray in my hands and said, “Welcome to Butler County. I’m Perry Cook. I live in Surprise. It’s a tiny place.”

“Isn’t everything tiny?” she said.

“Well, it’s a tiny place and it has a funny name. I’m guessing you’re not from around here.”

“Not at all,” she said. She rocked her head and rolled her eyes. She probably wanted me to go away.

“Do you want to know why they call it Surprise?” I asked.

Zoey Samuels looked right at me. Her mouth twisted to the side. She pointed to the seat across the table, so I sat down. “Okay, tell me. Why is it called Surprise?”

I could have told her the real story. I had written a report about it in third grade. But I liked Big Ed’s story better. “It’s because of the snow,” I said. We both looked out the cafeteria windows at the January whiteness. “But the snow is not the surprise. It’s what you find when the snow is gone. All the stuff you never even knew you lost. Like a mitten that you dropped. Or a dollar bill. Or a letter that you meant to mail. You look down on the ground and things are—”

“Flattened,” Zoey said. She smacked her palms together. “Stuck to the driveway. Or frozen to a rock under a bush,” she said. “And so . . . you should give yourself the dollar bill because you’re the one who found it. And you should just open the letter and pretend it’s from you to you. Because it’s been there so long that you will have forgotten what you wrote, and when you read it . . .”

“Surprise!” I said.

Zoey Samuels cracked up.

She’s been my best friend ever since. I’ve never been to her house, and she can’t come home with me after school. But Zoey knows exactly where I live. She knows why too.

She’s never said a bad thing about it.





chapter six

SWIPE

It is lunchtime in the new school. My meal card won’t swipe. The cashier tries again and again. Her name pin says “Miss Jenrik.” She’s not very old. In fact she looks like she should be down the block at the high school. She has pink spiky hair and long earrings with feathers at the ends. She is wearing rings on every finger. Each time my card fails she shakes her head and something on her jingles.

“Did you activate this?” she asks. She gives my card a hard look.

“Yes,” I say.

“Did it go through the washing machine?”

“Not yet,” I tell her.

Zoey is right behind me. She laughs. Miss Jenrik laughs too as she squints at the display on the machine and wiggles all her rings at it.

“I don’t know why this thing is asking me for a code,” she mumbles. “I’m new on the job. But I haven’t seen this all day . . .” She punches a few buttons. She tries the card again. The line is backing up behind us.

I tell Zoey, “You should have gone first. You could be eating by now.”

Zoey leans around me to speak to the cashier. “Hey, what if we swipe my card twice? Just for today.”

“It’s not going to let us do that.” Jingle-jingle. “Hmm . . .”

The line is pressing on Zoey now. I’m pretty sure the edge of someone’s lunch tray is in her back. She plants her feet like she’s holding our ground.

“What gives?” someone asks from the back of the line. I look and see a tall boy with his empty tray clamped in one hand. He points to himself with the other. “Starving here!”

“Well, look who’s holding things up.” I know that voice. It’s Brian Morris, and he’s leaning out of the line to sneer at me. “Not so fast today, are you?” he says. As if I ever sprint through a lunch line.

Miss Jenrik asks me, “Did you pick up this card here in the school office?”

I lean forward and tell her, “It was mailed to me. From the state.”

“The state? Oh! This is an assistance card!” She seems to get louder with each word. “You’re on assistance! That’s why it wants a code.”

Zoey lets a puff through her lips and shakes her head.

Brian Morris makes a duck-call with his hand from behind us. “It’s Perry Crook!” he squawks. “Escaped from Surprise!”

Miss Jenrik’s head snaps up when she hears that. Her face turns five shades of red beneath her pink hair.

“I’m s-sorry,” she says. She’s very quiet now. “My fault. Totally my fault.” She puts in a code. My card goes through.

Zoey and I sit across from each other at the very end of a long table. We both lean into the cranny where the table folds out from the wall. Zoey is giving her hot macaroni a cold stare. She’s mad about the card. I’m thinking that the harder won a lunch is, the more I want to eat it. I’m also thinking that soon I won’t have a card from the state. When Mom is paroled, my card will be like everyone else’s.

“She didn’t mean it,” I tell Zoey. I pick up a forkful of noodles.

“She was loud, Perry. Megaphone loud.”

“But she was just glad she figured it out. Tomorrow will be a breeze.”

“She could have done better,” Zoey says. “Way better.”

“Hey, Zoey,” I say, “where did you get that ring?”

“Trying to change the subject?” She twirls the ring as she speaks.

“Yeah,” I say. I can’t hide much from Zoey.

“Stepdad Tom gave it to me,” she says. “He bought it in the gift shop at the bed-and-breakfast we stayed in this summer.”

“Cool,” I say.

“I suppose,” she says. “But it’s like I’ve told you before, he gets me things that I don’t really want or need—like the camera,” she says, leaning up a little.

“I’m glad he got you the camera.” I say it with a shrug and a grin.

“It’s not just the gifts with Tom. It’s that he has to talk about why he gave them. ‘This ring is to celebrate the vacation we took as a fam-i-ly . . .’” Zoey grumbles. She starts to imitate Tom. “‘Isn’t it so great how far we’ve come, Zoey? You and your mom and I, we have made ourselves into a fam-i-ly . . .’ And then there he is this morning asking, ‘Are you going to wear your new ring to school today, Zoey? Huh? Huh?’ I felt bad because I didn’t even think about putting on the ring this morning, Perry. But I pretended that I did. Mostly to make my mom happy.”

I’ve met Zoey’s mom a couple of times, just to say hello at the window of her car in the school parking lot. But I’ve never met Stepdad Tom. I don’t always understand exactly how Zoey feels about him. But I know that he is her biggest thing to need to talk about.

“It’s been two years, Perry,” Zoey goes on. “He still does it. He still talks about how great we’re doing. You want to know what?” (She is going to tell me.) “The best times are when he says normal things like, ‘Please pass the rice.’ That’s when I feel like we are a family.”

I nod my head. I think I get the part about Tom trying too hard.

Zoey says, “It is a very cool ring though.” She props her elbow on the table and tilts her fist toward me. “Put your face up to the stone, Perry. Don’t put your chest into your macaroni,” she warns. “Get real close. See your reflection? It’s like a mirror in a fun house. Your nose gets really big. See?”

“Oh yeah!” I say. She is right. I am one giant nose-face with tiny eyes way up high. I crack a smile and see giant horse teeth in Zoey’s ring. It’s too funny. I drop my ridiculous face into my hands.

“Made you laugh!” Zoey is triumphant.

Zoey says that I never laugh. I say I’m just quiet about it.

Four boys come to sit at our table, including the loud, tall, hungry one. I shift over and slide my tray back in front of me like I’m making more room. But I am stuffed into the wall already. They are talking about what team everyone is on and about which school they came from. There’s some whispering, and they keep looking at me. Then up comes Brian Morris to sit with them. He knows where I live. He probably told.

“Hey,” says the tall boy, “how about tomorrow you take your assistance card to the back of the line, Blue River Boy.”

Yep. Brian told.

I wonder what else he said, because he makes stuff up. He told the whole fourth grade that I sleep in a cell with no mattress, that I only get white bread and water for supper.

The boys are staring. Zoey’s jaw is set off center. She doesn’t like it when people are into my business.

She looks at me. She jabs her straw onto the table and pushes the wrapper down into a tight accordion. She slides the paper across the table right in front of Brian Morris. She uses her straw to wet it with a dot of milk. It grows.

She looks up at Brian and says, “Worm?”





chapter seven

THE FIRST TIMED MILE 

When we ran our first timed mile in fourth grade, the gym teacher told us it was a fitness test required by the State of Nebraska. “Don’t worry. But do your best.” That’s all he said. Right away I got it into my head that I wanted to finish first. So did Brian Morris.

It wasn’t that close; I think I bested him by ten yards. I’d done a lot of running at Blue River. Mr. Halsey had taught me to breathe, hoo-hah, hoo-hah, and to exhale every time my left foot landed. It worked. I was already walking off that run when Brian barrel-brushed me and almost took me down. Instead, he stumbled, and he’s the one who ate dirt.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

Brian got to his feet, still fighting for breath. He rubbed the long muddy smudges on his arms and legs. Then he let me have it—bad language. He even spit on the ground near my feet.

“You’re fast because you run from prisoners all day,” he said.

I got one of those ice-cold rushes inside—the kind that keep spilling through you. No one had ever said anything like that to me.

“I don’t run from them. I run with them.”

Brian twisted up his face. “What?”

“With the residents. There is a track at Blue River. I run—”

“I’d rather be dead than live at a prison!” Brian swept past me, knocked me in the shoulder. I had to step backward to keep my feet underneath me.

Dead? Really?

That night at the Blue River supper table I told everyone within earshot that I had the fastest timed mile in the fourth grade.

“Yeah, Perry! Victory feels good!” Mr. Halsey put his long arms up in a big V.

“It felt good. But only for a few seconds,” I said. “This kid, Brian Morris, was mad. Like he wanted to punch me in the gut. I think I should let him win next time.”

Every single rez shouted, “No, no, no!” Mom was firmly with them.

“But if it will make him feel better?”

“No! No! No!” It was practically an uprising.

Even the warden stopped by the table to see what was up. “What has you all so excited and united?” she asked.

Eggy-Mon, who loves a rhyme, clicked his fingers from behind the serving counter, and repeated, “Excited! United!”

Mom said, “You should always do your best, Perry. Stay proud of yourself!” She gave me a nudge. “Besides, if you let Brian win, he might sense that’s what you’re doing. That won’t make him feel better.”

“Hmm. You know what else Brian said? He said he’d rather be dead than live at a prison.” Everyone fell silent. Mom hummed a sigh and clicked her tongue.

“You know, Perry, before I came here, if I thought about being incarcerated—if I tried to imagine it—my mind would shut down on me after just a few seconds. I couldn’t bear the thought. It seemed deadly. Maybe that’s what Brian really means.”

Last year, in fifth grade, we ran the mile again. At the starting line, Brian Morris told me he’d bury my sorry butt, and he did—by three seconds—fair and square. I’m curious as to how this year will go. I want to win.

I also want to keep Brian Morris off my back.





chapter eight

JUMPERS

I’m sitting outside my bedroom door in the Upper East Lounge right outside Warden Daugherty’s office. This is the smallest lounge at Blue River. That’s because Big Ed and his Special Projects crew from the woodshop walled off part of it to make my bedroom. I know the story because Big Ed likes to tell it.

“The residents were so sore about it!” He laughs. “They grumbled about losing the morning sun.” (It sure does flood in on a clear day.) “Everybody said, oh, what’s Blue River need with another broom closet? Or, is that warden going to hog the light to expand her own office? What’s going in there?”

The story goes, the partition went up and Mom’s belly grew out. Then a crib arrived. “I set that up myself,” Big Ed likes to say. “Soon everyone knew that a baby was coming to Blue River. We had ourselves a little-bitty prison nursery for one.”

Mom left Blue River to have me in a hospital. (She only leaves on medical passes.) She says that when she walked back through the entrance with me asleep in her arms in a blue blanket, Big Ed was beaming. He called out loud in the Blue River Common, “Oh boy, it’s a boy!” He raised both his arms into the air. “Hey everybody, you can quit moaning about your morning sun.” He pointed to the Upper East Lounge. “We’ve got us a new Morning Son!”

This lounge shrank because of me. Mom says it’s the best place to hold small meetings. Fo-Joe calls Mom the Blue River U-Hauler because she likes to circle up the chairs. He can be a little bit of a jerk about it. He makes her put everything back, and he’ll make her late to supper if the job isn’t done.

Today, I am here on my own. No homework on the first day of school. I’m sitting on the floor, dangling my legs over the common. I have permission. The railings, which happen to be candy-apple red, protect me. Mom says it was all anyone could do to keep me from licking them when I was little. These days, I just rest my chin on the low rail and watch everything that goes on below.

The rezzes are coming in from the woodshop and the greenhouse. Some have been to meetings or classes. The dinner bell will ding in ninety minutes. This is free time for the rezzes. Sort of free. Some will go take showers. There is a schedule for that. Some will go to the gym or to another meeting. The men and women can socialize before dinner. But only in the common. Mom says it’s hard for anyone to have a private conversation that way. But it’s the rule. There’s no dating and no getting married at Blue River. You can’t kiss anyone. Well, Mom can kiss me, and I can kiss her back. But anyone else will get an infraction ticket. Their pay will be docked, and they will have less to spend at the commissary. Some rezzes sneak hugs and quick kisses anyway. I see it happen. I don’t tell.

At this hour there is lots of handshaking and high-fiving down in the common. That’s how the workday ends for everyone at Blue River. The warden says it’s how you show your gladness. Some rezzes like it. Some, not so much. There are some that stand with their backs against the wall. They cross their arms over their chests and stay stone-faced. They are the Cold Ones—I think it to myself. I see ice in their eyes, and that tells me they have the kind of hearts that don’t want to care. Mom tells me, “Steer clear, Perry.” And I do. But sometimes I see that even the Cold Ones go a little softer when they see me—a kid—around the halls of Blue River.

Mr. Halsey and Mr. Rojas are like family. They look for me to be up here. They know I am usually in this spot at four p.m. Sometimes I call down to catch someone’s attention. But I stay quiet if I see people who look like they might be having a heavy time of it. Almost every rez at Blue River has troubles that come upon them pretty hard from time to time. I don’t go jiggling people out of their deepest thoughts.

“Perry, my man!” Mr. Halsey is looking up. He’s been to the commissary. He’s got a plastic grocery bag tied closed at the top. He hands the bag to Mrs. DiCoco. “Protect this for me, will you, Callie?”

She will. Just about everyone likes Mr. Halsey.

Mr. Rojas plays lookout for him. He checks the common to see if Fo-Joe or any other supervisors are watching. “You’re clear, man. All clear.”

Mr. Halsey takes a few running steps and jumps up. He reaches high with one arm, like he’s dunking a basketball. Only there is no ball and no hoop in the common. He’s reaching for me. Easy-peasy. He tags my sneaker. “Check it out!” he says as he lands. “Perry’s got fresh kicks! Woo-hoot!” He takes a look around to see if he is caught. He’s not. He gives Mr. Rojas some skin. “Your go,” he says, and then Mr. Halsey is the lookout. Mr. Rojas is lots shorter. He jumps, stretches, and just misses my foot.

“Give that man a booster seat!” Mr. Halsey teases. Mr. Rojas shakes a finger at him for the diss. Some of the younger rezzes join them taking jumps.

It’s a pretty good game. They are getting away with it. Everybody at Blue River likes to see a little bit of that. Meanwhile, I like the thumps on my feet. I like it when Mr. Halsey asks about getting me and my new sneakers out onto the track for a run. I love to run with him. But we only have Saturdays now that school started.

Mom comes up behind me. “What’s going on down there, Perry? Are those fools jumping again?” She looks into the common just as Mr. Halsey leaps and smacks the bottom of my foot. He lands, spins, and looks up at Mom.

“Hey, hey, Jessica!” he says. He’s smiling but he sounds a little serious when he asks, “How’s it going? You doin’ okay?”

I see Mom nod. But she’s got that worried, not-enough-sleep look. She rests her elbow on the railing and plants her chin in her hand. She gives Mr. Halsey a thin smile. “Hey, Halsey,” she says. “When are you going to play a real game in the yard?”

“I don’t know,” he says. “I’ve still got some work to do.” He points to his own chest and says, “Gotta know that I can keep a cool groove.”

“Play your first game with me,” I say. “One on one. Whenever you’re ready. We can keep it cool.”

“That’s a plan, Perry.”

I look at Mom, but she has gone sort of blank. Maybe it’s because crabby Mr. Krensky is skulking by at the top of the stairs on his way to the law library. He’s a Cold One. We steer clear. But there is something else about Mom. She’s not carrying the New Start file folder. This is the time of day that she usually sits in the lounge shuffling through it. She keeps lists of jobs she wants to apply for once we are out. She crosses them off if the positions get filled. “It’s still early for me to be looking,” she will say. “But this way I know what’s out there.”

The New Start file is also full of apartment listings. We’ll need to rent. Someday. Those come and go too. I know her favorite: it’s the whole second floor of a blue house on Button Lane in Rising City. That’s the next little town, seven miles north of Surprise, where Zoey Samuels lives. The photos show a place with little rooms and long windows, wood floors, old radiators, and round knobs on all the doors. But the best thing about that one is that we could make it back on Saturdays to see Big Ed and the others. Week after week Mom checks on that blue house. “The ad is still there,” she’ll say. “Maybe it’ll wait for us.” She could be right about that. I get the feeling nobody else wants it. Mom’s parole hearing is coming up. We’ll be leaving soon.

Below us, Mr. Halsey takes his grocery bag back from Mrs. DiCoco. “Jess-i-ca!” he calls up to Mom. (He loves to say her name in three broken syllables.) “Think fast!” He comes rising up, the grocery bag sitting easily in his palm. He gives it a push to send it up over the railing. Mom comes to life. She reaches to catch it. She gives the bag a gentle, guessing-game squeeze. Her eyes brighten.

“Broccoli?” she says. “Did you buy me fresh broccoli?”

Mr. Halsey taps his long index finger to his lips. “Shh-shh-shh!” He looks over his shoulder then whispers up to her. “Don’t get me in trouble!”

Mom covers her mouth. There’s not supposed to be giving or trading of goods from the commissary. But that’s a rule that gets broken all the time.

“Thanks, Halsey,” says Mom. “Lookie here, Perry.” She says it with a smile. “Green gold!”





chapter nine

JESSICA

Jessica Cook had two weighty pieces of news on her mind all afternoon, and she carried them both to the dinner table. The first was the incident at Perry’s school—the business of the assistance card for his lunches. The school had called to apologize for what had happened. They said she should please know that the privacy of every student was of utmost importance to them and that Perry should feel no stigma or discomfort using the card.

Jessica thought she should say, Oh it’s fine! Don’t you know I’m in jail? Being outed for an assistance card is nothing to my kid. Instead she’d squelched her sarcasm and thanked them for the call.

Perry hadn’t said anything about the card. He’d been fairly quiet all evening, watching the jump game in the common and then sharing the snack of steamed broccoli with her in the Block C kitchenette. They had joked about how they were spoiling their supper on the healthiest thing they’d eaten all day. Sad truth.

But her boy was onto her. He sat close to her at dinner, his huge blue eyes searching her face for the big tell. Perry always knew when there was a stink in the clink. He just didn’t always know the details, and he knew not to ask. He’d been raised to respect everyone’s privacy at Blue River, including his mother’s.

The second piece of burdensome news had come from Warden Daugherty, in another private meeting in her office just hours ago—and it was far more haunting. “I’m afraid,” the warden had said, “that we have finally come upon that one person who knows about my unusual arrangement as Perry’s foster care giver and is unwilling to look the other way.”

Jessica’s breath had collapsed into her chest.

But who? After all this time? Why now? How bad is this? She was certain she had pondered the words, not spoken them. Yet it seemed the warden had heard.

“We have to stay calm. I’m on this, and I’ll keep you informed. I promise you.”

Sitting at dinner now with Perry and a cluster of female residents, Jessica struggled to be present. Sweeps of cold fear overtook her. She closed her eyes and let a deep breath slide over her lips.

Shake. It. Off.

Eat supper with your beautiful kid. Jessica ran her hand along Perry’s back where he sat beside her. He was wearing one of the new back-to-school shirts she’d sent Maya Rubin to buy. It’d taken the better part of two prison paychecks, but oh, nice knit, nice fit.

At least something was in place.
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