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    Dedication


    For the Kids in Orange

  


  
    Directions


    Poetry Workshop


    Thank you for volunteering to be a facilitator for the poetry workshop. There are a few things you must know:


    How to Enter the Facility


    Before you leave your car, slip off all your jewelry and leave it with your purse. You will tuck your purse under a thick, heavy blanket in the back of your car. We have lockers inside the facility, but it’s really easier just to hide your valuables in your car. No one will break in. The criminals are all inside.


    You will walk up to the double glass doors of the facility. It’s a concrete building. On your left, there are windows. You can see pots of flowers sitting on desks. On your right, there are no windows. There are only concrete walls. This is where the criminals live. Along the sidewalk, you might notice the weeds growing in the empty flower beds. You might wonder why the criminals aren’t assigned to weeding. We think they are best kept inside. These are dangerous youth.


    Dangerous.


    How to Clear Security


    As you enter the facility, you will want to thank the young criminal who holds open the door for you. However, we hope you don’t engage for too long. You will notice his jeans sag and his T-shirt is over-sized. You will see his baseball cap pulled sideways over his thick, dark, curly hair. Somewhere, he’s got his gang name tattooed, most likely along the inner edges of his arms. You will watch him head toward the probation office while you will wait in the security line.


    The security is no different than at the airport, but here you may leave your shoes on. You place your book bag and purse on the long scanner. You remove your belt and hand your car keys to the guard. You will walk quickly through the full-body scanner. If you lean to the left or to the right, there will be a small beep, so please walk straight through the scanner. We don’t want to have to use the wand on you. Afterward, pick up your book bag and slip your belt back through your belt loops. Ignore the cluster of parents, lawyers, and families who wait outside the court room and scrutinize you.


    Signing In


    You will turn right and find yourself in a small waiting room. You will see the pamphlets about gangs, drugs, and violence covering the small tables. Unfortunately, no one seems to read the pamphlets. In a glass cabinet, you’ll also see the framed art. There will be colorful pictures of barnyard animals and sunny, cloudless days which illustrate stories for preschool children to read. The criminals created this art. You will want to stop, but you must hurry now. You are only assigned one hour for the poetry workshop. We must keep on schedule.


    You will step up to a large glass wall. There is a camera on the wall which will watch everything. At the glass wall, a small metal drawer will open. You will place your driver’s license into the drawer. The drawer is pulled inward by a guard on the other side of the wall. In return, you will receive a badge. You will clip the “Professional” badge to the lower left-hand corner of your shirt. You will make sure the cameras can see that you are a “Professional.”


    Then you will wait until the double doors open. Inside these doors is a long hallway leading to the units. Sometimes your wait will be long when the guards are watching other places and forget to hit the button that opens the doors.


    Rules of Waiting


    As you wait, you will feel eyes on your back. You will turn to see a woman who is not much older than you. She is waiting for her son who is to be released that afternoon—most likely at some point during the poetry workshop. She will watch you from her green plastic chair. You will know her wait has been long. She has the look on her face, the one that says she’s been here before. It’s always the same. We hope you will ignore her. You do not need to talk to the parents. We will do all the communication with parents.


    However, you never did follow direction well. You will slip your hand into your bag and pull out a small poetry book with the title Poems from Youth in Detention. You will hand her the book. You will know that this is only one more piece of information in a long line of brochures, pamphlets, and booklets which have been pressed into her hands from well-meaning counselors, probation officers, and lawyers. But, instead of glazing over or becoming defensive, she looks up at you and says, “You know my son?”


    You know that you don’t know who her son is, or even if he’s been in the weekly poetry groups. Inside, they are all the same in their orange jumpsuits. But you nod and say, “I do.”


    Her son is the boy who writes about siblings he has disappointed. He’s the boy who writes apology poems to his mom. He’s the boy who returns again and again because he just can’t get off the drug.


    You know him.


    This boy.


    Her son.


    But, before you can tell her anything more, the double door clicks open.


    You are ushered inside to the poetry workshop.

  


  
    The Big Gang Leader Who Doesn’t Write


    “Guess she got caught.”


    “Couldn’t stay out there forever.”


    “There is going to be trouble!”


    I lean forward at the hundred-pound table in the girls’ unit of the detention center and soak up the anticipated trouble. There is a rush of exhilaration that surges through me. It is familiar and comfortable and I revel in it. In middle school, I enjoyed challenging Dad at the dinner table. His temper flared easily after a few Manhattans, and there was something inside of my preteen self that wouldn’t back down.


    Dad’s and my fights ended up in the green-tiled bathroom with a bar of Dial soap. In the summer, my brother and I found cockroaches tucked in the back corners of the bathroom closet—large black cockroaches that had crawled through open holes in the window screen. Somehow those roaches never emerged during the soap episodes, but they were there every other time we used the bathroom. I held onto the green sink while Dad pushed my mouth to the yellow bar of soap and I panted, with my tongue out, the way the orthodontist’s assistant had taught me not to gag on the gooey impressions gel used for my braces. The panting technique worked just as well on bars of soap, and I never threw up. During my parents’ first separation, we attended counseling sessions and practiced role-playing with a stuffed, oval-shaped potato with black glass eyes. The counselor told us we could avoid these dinner-time blow-ups. He told us this feeling of anticipated trouble is called “walking on eggshells.” It is not a good thing to have this feeling in a family home. None of us ever quite understood this lesson, and years later, I’m really not sure how to live without anticipated trouble.


    Each week as I enter the detention center, I feel the same thrill building. Although the guards, locked doors, and constant cameras hanging from every ceiling offer protection, there is still that possibility of knowing that things aren’t so safe, and I thrive on that feeling. In all the years of running the poetry workshop, I will never have to break up a fight. When the poetry workshop moves to the school day, I will never have to use the red emergency button in the classroom because I fear for my safety. But fear is always there, taunting me with the possibility of what might happen. Fear lurks along the edges of every poetry workshop, and I revel in that feeling of being right up against the edge of a high cliff, staring down.


    I press my stomach against the hundred-pound table as the girls mutter about how when a recently admitted girl finds out that a big gang leader is also booked into this same unit there is going to be trouble. They talk as if a party is about to happen; their voices rise and the guard does very little to silence them.


    Which one of the girls is the gang leader? I scan the faces at the table. None of the girls seem too scary to me in their orange T-shirts, plastic sandals, droopy orange pants and thick socks. Without makeup, the girls look to be eleven or twelve, not fifteen and sixteen.


    Eventually everyone settles at the table, and I explain that we write poems from the heart about life experiences. There is no glorification of crimes and addictions. I tell the girls they can write about the sex and violence as a part of their experience, but not to glorify, and to watch the profanity. They always laugh when I tell them an occasional shit or damn doesn’t send me over the edge, but I don’t want to hear the rest, and neither does anyone else who will read the poems.


    I reach into my canvas bag and pull out my poetry books and yellow writing tablet. I place the collection of poetry books on the table. It’s an odd assortment: copies of the detention-center poetry chapbooks written by the teens, poetry books such as Paint Me Like I Am, published by WritersCorps, as well as Things I Have To Tell You: Poems by Teen Girls, by Betsy Franco. The poetry books and the topic list on my yellow tablet are to encourage writing about the girls’ experience and life stories. The detention center poetry program is based on Richard Gold’s Pongo Publishing Teen Writing Project in Seattle. Each writer is asked to write from the heart about their life experiences, with the emphasis on empowering the writer’s voice so they may better understand and cope with their emotions.


    Some of the girls I know from previous weeks in the poetry workshop, but others are new. It’s like this each week—a mix of girls who have been in the workshop and girls who are new that week and will need the rules explained. The detention center program director’s goal is to run the poetry workshop with kids who are repeat offenders and who have been assigned a stay of at least three or four weeks. But the kids are often switched out of the units on a weekly basis. Sometimes units are combined as numbers drop too low, other times personality conflicts occur and changes must be made.


    I’ve just finished with the rules when the unit door clicks open. A girl saunters in and calls out “One” as she enters. The escort guard nods his head as the unit door closes and locks. The girl carries no blue blanket, which means she is returning from either court or visitation. I’m guessing by the look on her face, and the way she yanks her chair with a hard tug, that it’s court.


    “I got three extra days.” The girl fumes as she plops into her chair. She leans back and two of the legs come off the floor. No one says anything to her.


    Immediately, I know this is the big gang leader. The girl holds the power at the table, in the unit, and, it seems, with the guard.


    It’s her unit.


    “Damn judge,” she continues. “Three extra days.” She slams her chair on the floor, pushes back from the table, and crosses her arms.


    The girls all nod in sympathy with her. No one writes.


    “Hello,” I say. “This is writing workshop. Do you want to write?” I’ve never been a gang leader, never lived life on the street, but I feel my thirteen-year-old self as it rises to challenge her, just like I once challenged Dad.


    “I go by Missy May.” She repeats her name to me as if I am slow. “Missy May.”


    “Fine, Missy May,” I say. “We’re writing today. Poems.”


    “I don’t write poetry,” Missy May says, and smirks at me. “I don’t write.”


    The girls’ attention swings to me as if we are in a tennis match.


    I take a deep breath. “Try.” My voice sounds harsh and cold as my irritation fuels the fire smoldering at the table. I know how she feels. She wants her freedom, just like I wanted mine at fifteen. I know I should act like a grownup. I should use my teaching skills and ignore her until the behavior goes away. But I can’t. There is something in her that calls to me. Some primal place that urges me to fight.


    Missy May’s lips curl into a sneer. “That shampoo over there.” Missy May points to the small generic bottles of shampoo on the window ledges. “It makes my hair nappy.” She slips her right hand up to her head and pulls on a piece of her hair. “Nappy.” Her glare is enough to make a couple of the girls giggle and look down at the table.


    I don’t look at the bottles of shampoo and Tampax that line the shelves by the doors leading to the showers. I’ve gotten used to seeing the toiletries sitting out in the open. It’s part of the detention center units. “Write about your hair,” I tell Missy May.


    “I told you,” She glares at me. “I don’t write.”


    The table is silent.


    It’s too much for my patience, and I grip the edges of the table, my knuckles turn white. I am struggling to stop my thirteen-year-old voice, which wants to tell Missy May exactly what I think of her and that nappy hair. I am struggling to stop the part of me that wants to go toe to toe with her and tell her that she is not more powerful than me. I want to tell her she is not my father and that I am the most powerful person in this room.


    But, somewhere under that bubbling rage, I am not that thirteen-year-old girl, and there is another part of me, too. By the time I am the poetry-workshop facilitator, I have had twenty years of Al-Anon, a few years of counseling, and a lot of experience setting boundaries in my personal and professional life. I have worked with at-risk kids in my classroom and I have loved men who, as teens, might also have been called at-risk. And I have come to learn that I too was once a child at-risk, and my survival skills of being independent, fierce, and powerful mask a scared vulnerability inside. Although boundaries in my growing-up home were more often than not set with shouting and a violence that had me shaking under the covers with my yellow-and-white cat, as an adult I have learned that boundaries can be firm and kind, both when I set them and when someone else sets them with me. I understand boundaries are what makes all of us feel safe and protected, and my job in the poetry workshop is to set this boundary.


    The guards tell me I can always send a child back to his or her cell if they are not writing, but I have never done it. Even if a kid does not want to write, I allow them to remain at the table. I know that not writing often can mean the writer doesn’t want to face the emotion of the poem. I know this resistance. I face it myself. There are the days when the blank page seems too much and I spend all my writing time checking email and Facebook and blogging. I understand this resistance is a part of the process. I allow this resistance part of the process in the poetry workshop.


    But Missy May is not challenging her writing process. She is challenging me. If I don’t send Missy May back to her cell, she will run the workshop.


    I wave at the guard. “Send her to her cell.” My voice is calm and measured. It doesn’t give away any of the turmoil I feel about setting this boundary. It doesn’t give away any of the fear about how the other girls will respond to this action.


    “In your cell,” the guard says to Missy May. He stands and his voice is firm.


    My heart is in my throat. My palms are wet with sweat. Will she slam back her chair? Throw a temper tantrum? Yell obscenities at me? All of the things I once did to Dad when I was disciplined? Suddenly, trouble feels too scary and too dangerous. I should have thought this through a little more. I could have had a little patience. I could have tried harder. The old tapes play in my head. If I could be something different, things would be different.


    Missy May slides back her chair and quietly pushes it under the table. Missy May doesn’t say a word to me. She doesn’t say a word to the other girls at the table, who are ducking their heads and suddenly have found plenty to write. Missy May walks to her cell. She doesn’t look back at us. She doesn’t peer out the small window of the cell door. She is gone.


    I spend the rest of the workshop questioning if I did the right thing.

  


  
    Teen Girl


    I Am


    I am a blue diamond spiral.


    I am a Cadillac Escalade Infinity and beyond.


    I am Skittles from the rainbow.


    I am a blue berry tree with emotional pain.


    I am a microphone from California.


    I am a bed where thugs cry.


    I am a pit bull who buzzes around town.


    Published in Call It Courage, August 2006.

  


  
    Those Little Windows


    The rain sleets sideways across the brick walls of the juvenile detention center. I pull open one of the heavy glass doors and struggle against a gust of wind. Fall in the Pacific Northwest is neither kind nor gentle, but after fifteen years of living in the Seattle area, I have come to love the moody and unpredictable windstorms. I place my canvas bag, filled with poetry books and a yellow tablet of paper, on the security scanner. Removing my belt and dropping it on the scanner, I inhale deeply, as if holding my breath will lift me above the metal detector to a place where I am an observer and not a participant. Today there are no beeps. Airport security is a breeze compared to the highly tuned security system at the detention center.


    After picking up all my belongings and slipping my belt through the loops on my jeans, I walk down a small hallway and take a sharp left into another waiting area filled with chairs and tables attached to each other and the floor. Leaflets and pamphlets about recovery centers, homeless shelters, and ways to spot violence cover the small tables. In the three years that I’ve been coming to the detention center, I’ve never seen anyone reading these booklets. The only thing read by the waiting visitors are the poetry chapbooks, written by the teens in detention poetry workshop, which I leave on the tables. There are no bylines in the poems. Identifying details of crimes, addictions, and friends and family are removed. There is nothing in the words of the poems to tell a parent or sibling this writer is related to them. But it doesn’t matter to the waiting families. The voice of each anonymous writer, captured on the page, is more than enough.


    I’ve walked past the waiting family members with their clenched jaws and eyes hardened with the effort of keeping the sadness, fear, pain, and love bottled up inside. As I pass, I want to tell them I understand this struggle. In the late eighties, I was also a family member in a waiting room of a treatment center, the sterile and cool room empty except for vinyl chairs and tables filled with pamphlets about the family disease of alcoholism on wire racks. Mom thought it would be a good idea if I attended my younger brother’s family week at the treatment center. She figured that I, as a senior in high school, could miss a week’s worth of classes and not struggle to catch up. Only months before, my parents finally pulled the trigger on their divorce. That final moment of “we are divorced” had been building over a six-year time period.


    My sister, eleven years younger than me, was not old enough to attend family week, and years later, I will not remember where she was during that time. When I ask her, she frowns and says, “I don’t know. I think I remember a room with coloring books. But maybe I was at a babysitter’s or something?” It is an absence I will notice often as I think about those years: my memories are all black and white, nothing is in color, and my sister skates the very far edges of my mind, surfacing only as a distant image as she sits in my parents’ dark bedroom watching TV after school. When asked, my brother won’t talk much about that time in the treatment center except to say, “I had to have two family weeks. Mom and Dad couldn’t even get along long enough to come to family week at the same time. No one else had two family weeks. No one.”


    Today the detention-center waiting room is empty, and I head for a row of red metal lockers on the wall. Opening a locker on the bottom row, I drop my car keys inside, insert a quarter, and pocket the locker key in my canvas bag. I turn to a glass window behind me and see a guard waiting on the other side. His face is empty and void of expression as he pushes a metal drawer toward me. He says nothing and neither do I. I place my driver’s license inside the drawer and push it toward him. He picks up my license and places it on a counter. Without smiling, he drops a plastic “Volunteer” badge into the drawer and shoves it back to me. I open the drawer, pull out the badge and clip it to my jeans’ belt loop. Sometimes I receive a “Professional” badge. I want to be a professional and paid for my work. But money for an individual artist who is not a non-profit seems to be a hard thing to find.


    Each month, as the adjunct teaching and article writing doesn’t quite pay the bills, I advance myself another chunk of money from my home-equity line of credit. It’s a loan I opened before I left full-time classroom teaching. I believed I would repay it with that elusive first book sale. In the early 2000s, the West Coast housing market was booming and my credit line was endless. But Dad had taught me well about money management, and I set a limit for myself. If I reached that amount on the loan, I would have to go back to teaching. In the seven years I run the poetry workshop, I will never reach that limit, and I receive numerous offers to increase the loan well beyond what I can ever hope to recover with the sale of the house.


    The heavy door beside me clicks open and I step inside a small area of enclosed glass. There is a locked door in front of me and a locked door behind me. I take deep breaths and try to let go. From this point, I am no longer free. Every step I take will be monitored by the tiny cameras on the ceiling. I will have to wait for someone to open each door so I can move into new spaces. Sometimes the wait inside the two doors is long as the guard’s cameras scan other areas of the detention centers before returning to my space in between doors. It takes a lot of deep breathing to surrender to someone else’s control over my life for the two hours I am in the detention center.


    This wait for the doors to open is not so unlike the writing cycle I am in, waiting for my young-adult novel to sell. Young-adult novels are booming, and every writer I know seems a part of that boom. But I am receiving rejections on one of my young-adult novels while trying to rewrite another novel back to my own vision after too many well-meaning critiques during my MFA program. I am selling articles and short stories, but that long-waited for call from a New York publisher eludes me as I struggle to hold to the dream of what my career should look like. It’s not that unlike my vision of how my high-school years would be when I dreamed of attending the orange-brick high-school building across the street from our home. I would be a popular member of the pom-pom squad, wearing my red-and-white skirt to school on the days of games. I’d attend fall football games on the arm of a boyfriend who was athletic and popular, and hang out with him in the senior hall. And of course I would be a well-respected member of the award-winning high-school newspaper, following in the footsteps of my parents, who were both journalists. In my hopeful vision, it never occurred to me that those fragile dreams would be engulfed and smothered by trying to keep up the façade of our family secret, which, despite all of my attempts at hiding it, exploded out of every crevice of our two-story home. It takes me years of therapy and twelve-step meetings to understand how my dad’s disease of alcoholism tells me in tiny different ways that I am not good enough to have those dreams come true. And that every time one of my long-held dreams moves to fruition, I will fight that same monster whispering in my ear, telling me I do not deserve it.


    The second lock on the detention center door clicks open and I step into a fluorescent-lit hallway with colorful green and blue tiles, the same tiles used in the remodel of the middle school where I once taught seventh and eighth grade. A guard escorts me down a long hallway that smells like laundry detergent and food. We pass the laundry room and the stacks of orange T-shirts and pants with elastic waistbands on a shelf. A woman wearing light-green slacks and a matching top walks past us. She pushes a cart with milk cartons and oranges. This is the afternoon snack at the detention center. I peek into the gymnasium: rubber balls and yoga mats are scattered on the floor. It seems a lot better than my own years of high-school gym, where we played endless days of volleyball and I prayed not to be hit in the face with the white ball.


    The guard and I reach the end of the hallway. Another guard sits at a command station in the middle of the octagonal pod, talking to two more guards who lean against the counter. There are multiple buttons and cameras around him. As we approach, the seated guard reaches under the counter. The double doors, leading into one of the four end units, click open. I scurry forward into the unit. My heart beats faster, the way it always does in the moment I enter the units. I’m not scared of violence breaking out. It’s the kids themselves who intimidate me the most. Welcome to our unit, they say as a chair is held out to me. But their eyes see inside to all those secrets I’ve ever held, and I squirm.


    It’s two weeks before Halloween and the beginning of the holiday season, and although the stores have been filled with artificial trees and lights, there is nothing in the detention center unit that tells me the holidays are around the corner. A hundred-pound table sits in the middle of the unit and seven chairs surround it. There is a printed chess game on the table. I’ve never seen anyone play chess, nor have I ever seen pieces for a chess game. A row of cell doors surrounds the room. The faces of the girls peer out of small, rectangular windows. Some make faces at me, others simply stare. None of them look away.


    A young lady who I’ve worked with often in the workshop stands in the center of the unit by a food cart full of milk cartons and oranges. Her orange detention center T-shirt is too big for her and she has rolled up the sleeves. One is longer than the other.


    “Do you want one?” Alicia holds out a carton of milk.


    I smile at her and shake my head.


    Alicia has reached a level five in the unit. She is allowed to be released from her cell in order to serve the other girls their snack. Alicia picks up a pair of green plastic gloves lying on the cart. She slips them on and places one milk carton and one orange next to each place at the table.


    As Alicia works, I count out six poetry books and set them next to the oranges. Each year, The Blanche Miller Trust provides the workshop with a grant to publish a select collection of the poetry. After the weekly session, I collect the poems and store them in a manila folder. At the end of each nine-month workshop cycle, I sift through the hundreds of poems to select fifty for the book. I am looking for a cross-section of voices and topics from the workshop. The detention rules say that a release form must be obtained for each poem included in the book. It is these release forms that give us the most problems.


    The release forms must be signed by a parent or a guardian, and many times those are not people easy to track down. The program supervisor and her staff make call after call to parents after first trying to find the parents in visitation. Some have gone as far as stopping by the poet’s house for a parent signature. But there are always a handful of release forms that are not returned. These poems are not published, and, like a teen returning from court with a sentence rather than a release date, the poems are not freed.


    The smell of cleansing chlorine permeates the room, and I chew hard on my spearmint gum. Alicia takes off her plastic gloves and places them on the cart. She pushes the cart to the door of the unit. At some point, a food handler will remove the cart with the trash. I stare at Alicia’s long braid hanging down her back: dark hair weaves with blond hair. She’s been here long enough for the natural dark to work its way halfway down her back, blending with her blond. I think of my own six-to-seven-week appointments for hair coloring, without which those dark roots
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