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1

Intake

The clerk turns the manila envelope upside down, and it spews forth the remainders of Adriana’s life onto the counter. Then the woman carelessly flicks through it all, as if panning for gold through a sieve. Gold that she’s apparently never found.

A stranger’s touching my stuff, Adriana thinks. She wants to slap the woman’s hands away but controls the impulse. Not an easy thing for Adriana to do.

“Did you look at the list of things you are and are not allowed to bring into the detention facility?”

The clerk’s name plate says Paula Laplante. She somehow seems both under thirty and over fifty at the same time. Like being a juvenile detention intake clerk has sent her soul through a time-space wormhole. When she speaks, she addresses Lana, Adriana’s stepmother, still not making eye contact with Adriana.

Lana leans down so she can talk through the slot in the bulletproof glass. It’s the kind of partition they have in banks. Adriana wonders if there’s a little button under the counter to call in a SWAT team if anyone on her side of the glass gets out of hand.

“Yes,” Lana says, “we read it.” Lana’s mouth is so close to the little voice grille in the glass, it looks like she’s kissing it.

Paula Laplante gives Lana a dubious glance, then pushes aside some photos and a pill bottle to reveal a small soft-covered leather journal. She picks it up, and even though she doesn’t open it, Adriana feels violated. She wants to shove Lana aside and reach through the slot in the window to break Paula Laplante’s fingers.

Pretend it doesn’t matter. They can’t hurt you if they think you don’t care.

But the woman must sense Adriana bristling, because she finally looks at Adriana, studying her. Then she pushes the journal and pill bottle back through the little window slot.

“Nope,” she says dismissively. “The photos are okay, but any meds in your profile will be prescribed on-site. And personal notebooks aren’t allowed.”

Adriana reaches for the journal, but Lana puts her hand on Adriana’s—as if taking the journal back through the slot is an admission of defeat. Lana grabs the pills, but the journal stays put. Now it sits there in the slot halfway between two incompatible worlds.

Adriana’s dad should be there to help, but he had to stay home with her half brother, who’s only three. Of course, they could have found someone else to watch him, but after the trial, it was pretty clear that her father was done with court orders, done with signing forms, done with her.

“Is there a problem?” Paula the intake troll asks. “The instructions on personal belongings are very clear.”

“The journal is from her doctor,” Lana blurts out. “Her therapist. She’s supposed to write down everything she thinks.” That might be possible for Lana. Her thoughts are limited to her toddler, social media, and her job—which she’s about to be late for, as evidenced by how many times she’s looked at her watch in the past five minutes. Adriana’s thoughts, however, could fill phone books. That is, if she could get them out of her head. Most of the time she just looks at the blank page, lucky to get a paragraph out. But damn, do those paragraphs feel good.

Lana turns from the exchange between Adriana and Paula, glancing at the door as if she’s hoping Adriana’s father will show up and take charge of her intake. Weird, but in the moment, Adriana can’t exactly remember what her father looks like. In the diffused light, Lana’s face has gone a bit blurry, too, like a television dream scene. Why is her family dissolving, while the detention center and its soulless little troll look so clear she can see cracks in the walls, and the spinach in Paula Laplante’s teeth?

“I’m sorry, it’s not allowable,” says Paula. “Can you imagine what it would be like if we made exceptions for some, but not for others?”

Adriana bites the inside of her cheek till she tastes blood. She has to have that journal, but she won’t beg. She’ll say nothing more. Not. One. Syllable.

The journal remains in the slot, between this world and the other. It becomes the touchstone in a game of chicken. Who will blink first? Who will commit the journal into their world?

It turns out that Paula Laplante doesn’t care enough to press the issue. She takes the journal to clear the slot for an onslaught of paperwork—but she doesn’t put the journal with the rest of Adriana’s belongings. She puts it to the side, like a petulant child in time-out.

Lana pats Adriana’s hand gently as if to say it will be okay. Adriana doesn’t pull her hand away each time Lana tries to comfort her, but she doesn’t respond to it either. Lana’s various attempts at affection are always like cockroaches skittering across the floor. Small, irritating, and betraying a frantic need to escape.

Behind the blue door leading into the detention center, a buzzer sounds. It’s machine-gun loud, followed by a racket of doors slamming and a stampede of steps. Sounds like normal school. Except nothing feels normal about it.

There are a dozen pages for Lana to fill out. Signatures, disclaimers, releases of liability. The kind of stuff you sign at the doctor’s so that you can’t sue them if they kill you or leave their car keys in your intestines or whatever.

“It took less time to marry your father,” Lana jokes, but neither Adriana nor the intake troll laughs. In fact, Adriana finds it insulting.

“Is she allowed to sign stuff for me?” Adriana asks Paula. “I mean, she’s not my real mother.”

Lana takes a deep breath and releases it. She says nothing.

“A legal guardian is all you need,” Paula says. Adriana wants to tell her that she needs a whole lot more than that, but what would be the point?

Lana finishes signing without reading any of the small print—and it’s all small print—then shoves the pages back through the slot. Paula looks through them, as if to make sure Lana correctly signed her own name.

“The order says you’ll be with us for seven months,” Paula says to Adriana. She picks at her teeth but misses the spinach. “You’re aware of that, right?”

Now Adriana knows the real reason for the glass partition. It’s not about bullets—it’s because Paula Laplante would be slapped senseless by everyone who encountered her if it weren’t for the glass. Seven months. The rest of her junior year, and the beginning of her senior year. Suddenly homecoming has an actual meaning.

“Yeah, I know.”

Could it be that the reason Adriana is having trouble remembering her father and seeing her stepmother is that, in a way, she’s seeing them through a glass too? The one separating her from her old life. By court order she’ll live in a world of locked doors where little pen pushers decide whether you can have a stupid journal or not. Where seven months isn’t a measure of time, it’s just a list of things that don’t belong to you anymore.

From this moment on, she will only see her family like one might from inside a science experiment: scrutinized in rooms low on oxygen, high on perspiration, and in precisely measured fractions of time. That is, if they bother to come at all.

Paula Laplante regards the journal once more, wrinkling her nose like a jackal sniffing dead meat.

“I’ll pass the diary to the staff psychiatrist,” she says. “He’ll decide what to do about it.”

Journal, not diary, Adriana wants to scream. A diary is a pink thing that princesses and spoiled suburban girls fill with Christmas lists. This little book is no-nonsense brown leather.

“Yeah, sure, whatever,” Adriana mumbles.

“Thank you,” Lana says, as if translating for Adriana—but when Paula the intake goblin turns to the phone, Lana flips her the middle finger. Adriana refuses to say anything, but her lip quirks for a nanosecond before gravity pulls it down again.

“Adriana Zarahn is ready to be processed,” Paula announces into the phone.

Processed. Like American cheese or Spam. This is it. You’re no longer a real person.

In a few moments an angular Black woman appears at the narrow window of the detention center door. No, not door—air lock. A pair of doors on either end of a short corridor, keeping one world from infecting the other. The clerk buzzes the woman into the reception area. She spots Adriana right away and offers a practiced smile—the first one Adriana’s seen today—although it’s about as fake as Lana’s nails.

The woman wears a blue polo shirt and tan pants—a uniform trying to not look like a uniform. She’s at least six inches taller than Adriana. Paula passes her a single sheet and Adriana’s manila envelope. The woman takes only a moment to glance at the sheet.

“Adriana, I’m Jameara Abeku, your unit counselor.” Without waiting for a response, she turns to Lana. “Are you family? You’re welcome to join us while I show Adriana around. If you have the time, that is.”

“She doesn’t.” Adriana says before Lana can make the excuse herself. “She’s late for work.”

Jameara goes still except for one raised eyebrow.

Lana gives a humorless laugh. “She’s right.” Then Lana hugs Adriana, who is careful not to hug her back. “We’ll see you very soon, yes?” she says, speaking for her absent father as well. Lana peels herself away then trots quickly out to the parking lot, leaving only the florid scent of her perfume on Adriana’s top.

“Shall we?” says Jameara, as if Adriana has a choice. Then they step into the air lock that marks the interface between what was and what is.
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More Doors Than Walls

“Take everything off, put your clothes in the bag, then put on the gown and have a seat,” Jameara says. “Nurse Thomas will be in to examine you. I’ll be back when you’re done.”

Jameara steps out, closing the door. Adriana strips, puts on the gown, and sits in the hard chair. This is her new life. She might as well get used to being ordered around and treated like a thing. Nurse Thomas—does that mean that the nurse about to examine her is some guy? No way a guy nurse is touching her. But she doesn’t have a choice about it, does she?

She tenses at the sound of footsteps outside the door.

Stay calm. Be cool. Don’t scream. When he comes in, she’ll ask for a woman. They’ll have to give her one, won’t they?

She takes a deep breath of the cold antiseptic air and laces her fingers together. The door opens after a perfunctory knock, and a woman enters. Adriana tries to hide how relieved she is. Thomas must be her last name. She wears green scrubs, her hair is pulled into a tight bun at the nape of her neck, and she throws a no-nonsense look at Adriana.

“Hello, Adriana. I’m going to check you out and then you’ll be good to go.”

“You mean good to stay,” Adriana points out.

“You got me there.” As she speaks, she pulls on thin, vanilla-colored rubber gloves. “First I’m going to check your head for lice.”

Lice? thinks Adriana. Lice!

She must read Adriana’s indignation because she says, “Health code compliance. Doesn’t matter how squeaky-clean you are, we’ve got to check.”

Adriana sits as if made of stone, feeling Nurse Thomas’s gloved fingers methodically parting her hair all the way down to the roots, and moving through it with a literal fine-tooth comb. Adriana wonders if that’s where the expression comes from. A fine-tooth comb searching for lice. When she’s satisfied that Adriana is louse-free, Nurse Thomas puts down the comb and takes a step back. “Okay, stand up, please, and hold your arms straight out, palms up.”

Nurse Thomas checks the inside of her arms and her wrists. Adriana knows what she’s looking for. Track marks.

“I don’t use,” says Adriana.

“We have to check,” responds Nurse Thomas. “Health code.”

Next, she examines between Adriana’s toes, inspecting her toenails for fungus, or toe jam, or whatever the hell else that might be a health code violation. Finally the nurse snaps off the gloves and drops them into a trash can, along with whatever is left of Adriana’s dignity.

“To the right is the shower room. There’s soap, towels, and a plastic bag holding your uniform. I’ll tell Jameara you’re almost ready.”

After a shower where the water only hinted at getting warm, Adriana puts on her uniform: a Day-Glo yellow sweatshirt so bright it could be visible from space, puke-olive pants with an elastic waist, and generic sneakers.

As promised, Jameara’s waiting for her. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Jameara leads her out of the infirmary, tapping her badge to the reader near each door. They turn down another hallway, going past a single giant daisy painted on the wall—but it’s not a full-fledged bloom; it’s just a yellow outline of the blossom on the ice-white wall, drawn in a wiggly style like Jack Frost painted it, and the stem isn’t exactly green; it’s brown daubed with green like it’s got some sad daisy disease. Well, they tried, she thinks. But to be honest, they didn’t try hard enough.

Jameara stops at another door; her card whisks through the reader. The place is like a maze of cages connected by locked doors, with cameras everywhere. A cold draft breathes over Adriana, and she shivers.

Does this place ever warm up?

They step into a tunnel brightened by a series of round lights set into the ceiling. The lights gleam over a full mural painted in vibrant colors the entire length of the tunnel. Better, at least, than the desolate daisy.

“I know it might not feel like it, but you’re lucky you were assigned to Compass,” Jameara says. “Our facility’s a little different from the others. A new way of thinking about juvenile detention.”

She goes on to explain that there’s more self-reliance and less rigidity than other facilities—although it all seems pretty rigid to Adriana. She doesn’t want to imagine things being worse.

“Usually pre-adjudicated kids are housed separately from those who’ve already been sentenced—but we have special dispensation to blend the populations.”

“And that’s good . . . how?” asks Adriana.

“It gives the sentenced kids hope, and makes the kids awaiting trial less scared, because they know if they’re found guilty, they’ll be coming back to familiar faces.”

Adriana wasn’t quite “sentenced” but she did stand before a judge. It was all about lawyers making deals. At least she got to present herself this morning, rather than arriving in chains. Did they do that? She had no idea. At any rate, she likes the idea of a “mixed population,” and that not every girl around her has already gotten the thumbs-down.

Another door, another card swish, and down a short hall ending at the most solid-looking door yet.

“We’re in the girls’ building now,” says Jameara.

The sound of girls’ voices and a blaring television spill through as they enter a large three-storied common area with steel stairs leading to the other levels, and doors on each wall, on every level. Adriana hangs behind Jameara. The last thing in the world she wants to do is meet a bunch of strangers all at once.

“This is the Rec Hub. You can spend free time in here—watch TV, and there are art supplies. Your pod also has a little living room—but that’s just for the other girls you share the pod with.”

Pods. What are we, whales?

Jameara sends another practiced smile her way, as if TV and colored pencils would solve everything.

I just need my journal, thank you very much. I’m already done with this tour. Can I go to my room now?

The Rec Hub has beige chairs and sofas, like if you looked up “furniture” on Google, these are the pictures you’d get. On one wall, a vertical band of glass maybe four inches wide lets in some daylight to compete with the fluorescent lighting.

“Girls,” calls out Jameara, her voice commanding attention. Eyes fix on Adriana and silence falls, except for a Disney character on the TV. Adriana gets the feeling that television here is highly curated.

“Say hello to Adriana,” says Jameara. “She’s just joining us.”

A couple of noncommittal hellos and heys float from the group. They all wear the same olive pants and yellow sweatshirts. Her gaze skates over the group, a blur of faces in various shades, and she wishes she were anywhere but here. She hates meeting people. They are always a disappointment. Her stomach tightens and tension grips her, but she flips up her hand in a s’up gesture, carefully keeping her smile to herself. She’s not the needy type, and she wants them to know it.

Her eyes snag on a slight girl, underweight to the point of looking malnourished, and maybe a little bit hunched. Her feet dangle several inches from the floor, and her face seems as misplaced and innocent as that sad wall daisy back in the infirmary hallway. Compared to the other girls, she’s almost ghostlike. Her ethnicity is a mystery. She could be any race, or any combination. But then, so could Adriana. So could half the girls here. The ghost girl gives Adriana a kind smile, and Adriana wonders what on earth this girl could have done to get her locked up.

Adriana realizes she’s staring and looks away, inadvertently meeting dark eyes in a brown face that won every genetic lottery. The eyes preside over high cheekbones and a perfectly proportioned mouth holding a hint of a grin. This girl sits in an ugly armchair as if it were a throne, her legs resting in a feminine slant the way ladies sit in old movies; an elegant beauty attended by the girls around her.

Prom Princess with her court, thinks Adriana, taking in the other girls sitting around her. There’s neither curiosity nor welcome in their faces, but the prom princess looks at her with a touch of interest, one slim-fingered hand idly stroking a long braid of glossy black hair.

Jameara gestures to the door. “I’ll show you your room now.”

Adriana is happy to have an excuse to get away from the stares, but she feels their eyes on her as she follows Jameara. Adriana brushes a hand through her hair, regaining her composure.

“Each floor has four pods, and each pod has five bedrooms.” Jameara brings them through a door on the main floor of the Rec Hub, labeled with a bright yellow C, which leads to another air lock. “Each pod has a letter so you’ll know which one you’re in—you’re in Pod C.” She opens the door to reveal a pathetic mini living room with doors to several bedrooms.

More doors than walls in this place.

“Not all the rooms are occupied,” Jameara tells her. “There are three other girls in Pod C, so you’ll be the fourth. The fifth bedroom is used for storage.”

She takes Adriana to a door embossed with a yellow number four. Jameara’s card hisses through the reader. “Here we are. C4,” she says. “This is home.”

Adriana steps in, dragging her feet on the concrete floor.

A built-in platform bed grows out of the windowless wall. It’s unmade, with a bedroll and a single pillow. A low cinder-block divider only partially hides a stainless-steel toilet and, a few feet away, a sink attached to the wall. No desk, no chair.

She casts Jameara a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding gaze. “It looks like a kennel.”

Without stepping into the cell, Jameara leans against the doorframe in a way that’s both casual and not casual at all. “It’s just a place to sleep. You won’t be spending all that much time here—and the bedrolls are comfortable; that’s what matters.”

“So I’m a dog, but a comfortable dog.”

Jameara ignores her. It must be part of her training. No negative attention given.

“Right there is your detainee handbook,” says Jameara, pointing to a pamphlet lying on the pillow. “Read it,” she continues. “I’m happy to answer any questions, but I think the handbook’s pretty clear.”

When Jameara straightens, Adriana stiffens. The woman looks like she’s going to give a pep talk, and that raises Adriana’s walls high.

“I know things seem bleak to you right now—believe me—I know how painful life can be for young people, especially a young girl like yourself.” Jameara looks so serious, her tone so quiet, Adriana can’t help but be drawn in. She waits silently for the rest of what Jameara might say, barbed wire now atop her walls.

“I want you to know and to believe that your future lies in you. Right now, you’re looking for it, but don’t worry; in time you’ll find it.” Jameara smiles. “Okay?”

Adriana crosses her arms over her chest, hunching her shoulders. “Sure,” she says, but she doesn’t believe it. Her stepmother would say something like that. She’s full of touchy-feely crap too.

As uninviting as her room is, Adriana wishes she could just stay here for the rest of the day, but Jameara is already on to the next item on her agenda.

“It’s nearly lunchtime.” Jameara steps back from the doorframe. “Normally you’d be escorted with the rest of the girls, but just this once I’ll take you to the cafeteria myself.”

Leaving Adriana’s room, Jameara pulls the door closed behind them and Adriana hears the lock click into place. It must be her least favorite sound in the world.

The cafeteria is a large room of rectangular tables with no-nonsense bolts securing them to the floor. Flimsy plastic chairs are upside-down on top of each table, their legs sticking up in the air. Why are the tables solid and bolted, but the chairs so cheap? she wonders. There must be some detention center logic she’s missing. Or maybe it’s just bureaucratic stupidity. It makes her think of her school library. The school made a big deal about its renovation, only to discover that the designers had failed to put in electrical outlets. When questioned, they had said, “Why would you need outlets in a library?” The thought of her old school gives her a sudden pang. She wonders if this place even has a library. She wants to pretend she doesn’t care, but she does.

It suddenly occurs to Adriana that the reason for cheap plastic chairs is to prevent kids from weaponizing them. Or at least from causing too much damage if they try. Now she wishes she hadn’t figured it out.

Two girls at the far end of the cafeteria have begun taking down the lightweight chairs and arranging them at each table. A food station runs the length of one wall; its metal front shines dully in the faint daylight falling through the thin band of window glass set just below the ceiling.

“We have chores here, including cafeteria work. You’ll find out how we do things at orientation tomorrow. Breakfast is at seven, lunch at eleven, and dinner at five.”

“Why so early?” Adriana asks.

“The cafeteria is one of several areas we share with the boys. Girls get seven, eleven, and five; boys get eight, noon, and six.”

“Sucks that they get better hours.”

Jameara grins. “Yeah, but they do all the after-meal cleanup. To remind them that you girls are not their maids.”

Although they’re a few minutes early for lunch, the food’s ready, so Jameara takes her to the service counter. Adriana glances at the girls setting up for lunch. One of them puts a chair down and stares at Adriana, her face a mask. She turns her head, catches the other girl’s eye, and jerks a nod toward Adriana as if to say, Check out the fresh meat.

“Go ahead,” says Jameara. “The others will be here in a minute.”

Adriana takes a tray from the stack, breathing in the aroma of institutional food, which is an oasis in the midst of other less appealing odors that permeate the center.

“So new girls get to go first?” asks Adriana.

“Well, I figure you must be hungry. I’ve dragged you all over the place.”

Behind the counter, a hefty woman in a white apron with a net covering her hair presides over the warming trays. Lunch ladies are the same throughout the universe.

“Dorella, this is Adriana. She just joined us.”

“Hey there, Adriana,” says Dorella.

Behind her, two more staff workers at a long steel table place lettuce and tomato chunks in the corner section of rectangular partitioned plates, finishing them off with a dollop of Thousand Island dressing. Dorella grabs one of the plates.

“Spaghetti and meatballs, or fish sticks?” Dorella asks—and Jameara points out that kids at other facilities don’t get to choose what they eat. It’s part of the Compass experience.

Adriana chooses the pasta, and Dorella piles on spaghetti, slops on sauce and meatballs, then adds a slice of garlic toast, and hands the plate to Adriana. She hates Thousand Island dressing, but that’s not one of the things she gets to choose.

Adriana takes a napkin-wrapped plastic fork and a plastic cup from the last counter. After filling the cup with water, she sits at a table, unwraps the fork, and takes a tentative taste. The food smells good, but the meatball tastes like cardboard, and the spaghetti’s texture is beyond sad.

How do they manage to get the spaghetti mushy and crunchy at the same time?

“Good job, girls,” Jameara says to the chair flippers. All the chairs are down and neatly placed. The girls now stand with their hands behind their backs. Adriana can tell they’re trying not to stare at her, but she feels their eyes on her anyway.

What’re they waiting for . . . orders? Adriana wonders.

The cafeteria door opens, and a female guard in a khaki uniform with a shield-shaped badge on a shirt sleeve leads in a line of girls, all walking with their hands behind their backs and all absolutely quiet. The two chair flippers join them at the end of the line.

“At ease, ladies,” says the guard.

The girls file past Adriana to the food counter, casting curious looks her way. She recognizes Prom Princess and her court from the communal area.

Jameara flashes a quick smile at Adriana. “Everyone at a table remains standing until either it’s filled or they’re given permission to sit. But you get a pass for the first meal.”

Adriana grimaces. A “pass” just singles her out.

“I’m going to leave you now.” Jameara nods toward the guard. “Officer Bonivich will be here,” she says, departing. Adriana wonders why Jameara thinks she might need a security guard.

Having to share the room with a pack that has yet to accept her makes the meal seem even less appetizing than it already is. She looks down at her plate and focuses on winding spaghetti on the tines of her fork, taking her time to eat as slowly as she can, because sitting there with nothing to focus on is the stuff of nightmares.

Behind her she hears the rattle of trays and the shuffling of feet as the girls move along the line. Then she looks up to see two girls approaching her table. One is a girl with limp blond hair, carrying a tray. The other is the small ghostly girl, who doesn’t carry anything.

“Hi,” says the sickly girl. “I’m Pip. This is Jolene.”

Jolene, who’s managing to hold Pip’s tray as well as her own, gives her a timid smile. “Adriana, right?”

“Right,” says Adriana.

Jolene puts Pip’s tray on the table in front of Pip.

“Such personal service,” Adriana comments, standing up, so as not to be rude, since they have to stand until the table is full.

Pip shrugs. “Jolene just likes to help. Sometimes carrying a tray is hard for me.”

Adriana wants to ask why but suspects it would be out of line, so instead she says, “Pip’s a cute name. Is it real, or a nickname?”

This earns Adriana a cheerful grin, reminding her of her three-year-old half brother whose face lights up the same way. How old is she? Adriana wonders.

“A little bit of both, I guess,” says Pip. “It’s short for Penelope.”

Then the Prom Princess approaches with a few members of her court, and they join Pip, Jolene, and Adriana at their table. The girl gives Adriana a warm smile. She’s Latina, but there’s a hint of something else there too. Indian? Filipina? Adriana wonders why she’s programmed to care.

When a tall, thin girl with wide attitude arrives at the last spot at the table, everyone sits. Then the tall girl gives Adriana a look as cold and flat as the room’s walls. “Who said you could sit with us?”

This girl looks like a mix of every ethnicity under the sun. No way to know how she identifies, except for being the prime shadow to the Princess’s glimmer. “I asked you a question!”

Adriana gets it right away—this is the girl who keeps the court in line, so the Princess doesn’t have to do it herself. Her challenging tone ruffles Adriana’s nerves in spite of herself.

“Didn’t think I needed permission,” replies Adriana—not as a challenge, but in a mild tone of voice. “Besides, I didn’t ‘sit with you’—I was already here. You guys came and sat with me.”

The girl just glares at her, contempt plain in her eyes. Does she not know she’s a cliché? Or maybe she does, and she’s just owning it.

Finally Prom Princess speaks up. “I’m Bianca,” she says. “This my girl, Monessa.” She waves a hand toward Tall Girl. “And you’re right, we sat by you—because they tell me you’re in Monessa’s and my pod,” she tells Adriana. Adriana’s not sure that’s good news. “Which means you can sit with us anytime.”

Monessa’s eyes don’t lose their coldness, but she backs down.

“Okay, thanks,” Adriana says.

Then, out of nowhere, Monessa takes her fork, reaches over to Adriana’s tray, stabs one of Adriana’s anemic meatballs, and eats it in one bite.

But before Adriana can even react, Pip speaks up. “Monessa, don’t be that way!” Then Pip takes one of her own meatballs and plops it onto Adriana’s tray to replace the stolen one. “Here, I didn’t want it anyway,” Pip says with a smile.

And then everyone waits to see what Adriana will do.

She turns to Monessa. “You gonna take this one too?”

Monessa shrugs. “Not hungry no more.”

Adriana knows that this is some kind of test, with Bianca the silent judge and jury. The question is, what’s the right move? Should she eat it? Should she give it back to Pip? Should she smash her tray over Monessa’s head to show these girls that she can’t be messed with? In the end, she goes with her gut, and just gives the meatball back to Pip.

“No thanks, Pip,” Adriana says. “I’m not the kind of dirtbag who takes another person’s food.”

Monessa’s face turns all sorts of purple. “What did you call me?”

“Nothing—I’m talking about meatballs,” Adriana says.

Monessa postures for a fight—but just then the guard walks over.

“Got a problem here?”

She’s a stocky woman, round face, short brown curly hair; her khaki uniform is sharply pressed and fits her snugly. Her name tag indicates that this is the Officer Bonivich that Jameara spoke of.

Adriana thinks that Bianca might be the one to deflect Bonivich’s attention, but instead it’s Pip who speaks up.

“Hello, Officer Bonivich. We’re good here,” Pip says with a big old smile. “We were just working out portions. Some of us got more than others, so we’re trying to even it out.”

Bonivich considers it, nods without another word, and walks off.

And then, wonder of wonders, Bianca smiles.

“Well, that was fun.” And at that decree, Monessa drops her hackles, but not without a warning stare in Adriana’s direction.
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“Tell Me Why You’re Here”

Meet me in the park, you said,

So I sped.

I’m your friend, you said,

And friends help friends

To the dank dirty end,

So I rode my way down

To the pitiful patch

Of crabgrass

And grabass

Misnamed a park,

Where boys wanting action,

Their own satisfaction,

Infest the sickly sycamores at night,

While in the day,

Little kids,

Oblivious to the lascivious,

Teeter in the playground,

Spinning round and round,

They laugh and swing,

And the thing—the STING

Is as far from their minds

As from mine.

But you know what’s coming.

You sense it,

No matter how dense it’s left me,

I am your plan, your ploy,

Your escape,

Some low-res shape

In your pitiful patch.

Now you’re there by the curb

Where dogs crap and drunks bleed,

Your scraps of weed and powder and pills,

All changed for bills,

Jackson and Grant,

Hey, girl, can’t you help

And be my eyes?

You ask,

As you pimp your packets of pain.

Because friends do right by friends

By night and by day and never say

No.

Until shit goes down,

Nose-down, closed down,

As trust goes bust,

And we’re busted.

The sting

Has venom,

All black and white

And spinning lights,

We’re read our rights,

And the world melts down

To the lies on your lips

That called me your friend.

And now they say

It will all be okay,

But for you, only you,

Because I still don’t know

Your hidden finger—the second stinger,

points to me.

Your accusation abomination

Replaces me in your damnation.

I’m your friend, you said,

But what you meant

Was bent

Into a hinge on that black door,

A trap door,

For your magical disappearance,

While I ran interference,

Never knowing I was the one being played,

Being made,

With no crime

But the dime bags YOU put in my pocket.

What a shock it was to see your betrayal

Of your perfect besties portrayal.

It’s only in cuffs

That I finally know,

When you said friend,

You meant dead end.

The jangling of bells jerks Adriana out of sleep. She presses her hands against her ears for all the good it doesn’t do. What the hell? The morning bell echoes within the concrete walls of her room and abruptly stops, leaving a shaken silence. The door clicks. For a moment she thinks someone’s there—but no. It’s the door automatically unlocking for her.

She reflexively looks for her journal, to catalog her feelings about all of this, but quickly realizes that it’s gone. Confiscated by Paula the intake troll. Did she read it? Adriana wonders. Her private thoughts violated by people who couldn’t care less. Best not to think about that.

She scrambles off the platform bed, pushes her feet into thin rubber slippers, and, dressed in her pajamas, goes to stand outside the door, facing it with her hands behind her back in the required hand-to-wrist hold. Something she learned quickly, without having to be told. Damn, it feels like the crack of dawn. She rests her head against the door and closes her eyes.

“Head up, Zareen!”

Officer Bonivich’s voice snaps her to attention.

“Zarahn,” Adriana corrects, then regrets it. Does she really want to get on Bonivich’s bad side so quickly?

“My mistake,” Bonivich says. “Zarahn.”

Adriana can’t tell whether she’s being genuine or sarcastic. She has the kind of voice that makes everything she says sound mocking.

“Let’s go, ladies!”

They march to the showers. Ten minutes later Adriana is back in her room. She dresses in a fresh set of clothes, then deftly plaits her wet hair into a single braid but decides that looks a little too much like Bianca, so she undoes it. Then she goes to stand once more outside her door, waiting to be escorted to breakfast. Yesterday after dinner, Jameara dropped by and told her she’d have her first session with Dr. Alvarado, the staff psychiatrist, after her first class. She hopes she gets her journal back.

Day two, she thinks. Probably not a good idea to count the days. Her time will only seem longer.

Behind her she hears a cough and faint wheeze. She glances back. Pip catches her gaze and winks at her. Strange girl, Adriana thinks. But at least she’s friendly.

In the cafeteria at breakfast, Adriana takes a moment to gather the big picture that she didn’t get at lunch or dinner the day before, probably because most of her cafeteria time was spent looking into her food or trying to deal with the group of girls she was sitting with. Adriana knows an awful lot can be learned about a place from cafeteria dynamics, and Bianca’s court is only a subset of the larger population.

The faces around her range from vampiric pale to pure cacao, with every shade in between. More brown faces than white—clearly this place isn’t a cross section of America, but more a cross section of who America kicks to the curb.

While prisons tend to break sharply along racial lines, that kind of thing is strongly discouraged here. “We are a community at Compass,” Jameara explained. “Not factions.” Even so, there are tables of Black girls, white girls, and Latina girls, each insisting upon their own—but most everyone else seems to put race aside in the cafeteria, saving it, perhaps, for when it matters.

For a lot of the girls, it’s hard to tell how they identify. But then, Adriana isn’t much different. Her father’s family is Moroccan, her mother’s Greek and Spanish. Her “Mediterranean” look can legitimately be seen as many things. She has found, however, that ambiguity is a double-edged sword. Yes, she can fit in with crowds that want her to—but can also be seen as “other” by crowds that don’t.

“Empty spot here, pod-mate!” Bianca indicates the space to her right at the table where she and her regulars stand, waiting for the last spot to fill. Adriana realizes that Bianca intentionally saved the space for her.

“Thanks,” she says, avoiding Monessa’s disapproving stare.

Adriana’s arrival allows them all to sit. She looks at her tray. Cheesy scrambled eggs bracketed by two triangles of toast and a couple of strips of bacon. The aroma of cheese mingled with bacon makes her stomach growl.

The girls make small talk in between bites. Adriana keeps waiting for someone to ask her what landed her here at Compass. But maybe it’s an unspoken rule that you don’t ask. Still, she wonders how she’d answer if they did. There are various reasons Adriana is here, all of which are true. Skipping school, hanging out with “bad influences,” bailing from the foster homes she’d been forced to live in until her father cleaned up his act, leaving her with a stepmother she doesn’t like. And then the final reason.

When the conversation around the table lags, the other girls also begin to brood on their own thoughts as they eat. A dark interior is something they must all have in common.

An hour later, they’re sitting at desks in history class. Apparently Monessa isn’t allowed to be near Bianca in class because their desks are across the room from each other. Adriana’s assigned spot is next to Bianca—which is good, because being close to the Queen Bee is wise. And because it’s bound to piss off Monessa.

The teacher is not actually in the room. She’s on a big TV screen, a meticulously coiffed woman with a background almost as fake as her eyebrows. She drones on about historical child exploitation, such as forced marriages, and occasionally she poses questions to individuals in the group, perhaps to remind them that this is an interactive feed, and that she can see them. Even so, sometimes she seems like a recording of a talking head. There’s a room monitor in case a physical presence is required. Mostly she keeps track of pens and does crosswords.

As the teacher goes on and on about child brides, Bianca gives an exaggerated roll of her eyes. “I hate listening to this.”

Adriana glances at her sympathetically. “Me too. As if we need to be reminded how shitty things have been for women.”

Then Bianca leans a bit closer. “I almost got trafficked myself.”

“Really?”

“Yep. One of my mom’s losers talked her into pimping me out. They pretended like I was going to a girls’-night-out party. Dressed me up in this glittery minidress, Mom did my makeup. I was kind of excited ’cause she hardly paid that kind of attention to me.” Bianca looks up to make sure the teacher is too involved in the lecture to notice what’s going on in the room.

“Anyway, we get there, and as soon as I walk in, I knew what was going on. There were lots of girls dressed like me, you know, streetwalker style, and one of the guys, looked like some college boy, wanted me to come over to him.”

“What did you do?” asks Adriana.

“I tried to run out of there. Got to the front door but it was locked.”

“Seriously?”

Bianca nods. “Stone locked, girl. I had to climb out a bathroom window.” Her eyes glaze with the memory. “My own mother.”

“That sucks, Bianca.” For a moment Adriana feels a crack in the wall Bianca lives behind. The walls they both live behind. But the moment passes; Bianca brushes at her eyes and glances sideways away from Adriana’s gaze the way a person does when they want to act as if it means nothing.

“Ladies,” pipes up the teacher, “are you with us today?”

“Where the hell else would we be?” Bianca says, clearly displacing her thoughts about her mother on the teacher.

“Language, Bianca.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

The teacher considers Bianca, then decides that Bianca’s not a boat you rock. Instead, she gestures to Adriana.

“Miss Zarahn, please take a different seat.”

The room monitor takes that as a cue to stand and point to a new spot for Adriana. After Adriana moves, she glances at Bianca, who gives her a grin. Because having your seat changed by the teacher—even remotely—is a badge of honor.

After history class ends, Officer Bonivich escorts Adriana to the staff psychiatrist’s office. Adriana walks next to her, hands behind her back, matching her steps to the officer’s. The odor of cigarette smoke slaps her in the face as soon as they step into Alvarado’s office—like oxygen-masks-should-drop-from-the-ceiling kind of stench. It’s only on his clothes—no smoking at Compass—but damn did those threads suck in the funk.

Alvarado dismisses Bonivich and gestures to one of two armchairs arranged around a table. “Please take a seat, Miss Zarahn.” On his cluttered desk is an open folder with Adriana’s name on it.

So is Adriana’s journal.

It pokes out from a haphazard pile of paperwork. She wants to grab it and leave but knows that would probably ensure he’d take it away from her for good.

Alvarado grabs her case file with his nicotine-stained fingers, but instead of going over it, closes it and folds his arms, leaning back in his chair.

“Tell me why you’re here.”

Adriana thinks this must be a trick question. Or the guy’s just too lazy to read it for himself. She points to the folder. “Isn’t it all in there?”

“I’ve already read it,” Alvarado says, then flips his hand like swatting away a fly. “Affidavits, reports, forms. Words, words, words. But not the words I’m interested in.” He pauses, fixing eye contact. “Why are you here?”

Adriana fixes her gaze on the droopy mustache framing his mouth like the jowls of a walrus. She doesn’t know what answer will free her from this little puzzle box of a room.

“I can wait,” says Alvarado. “We don’t have all day, but our appointment lasts for twenty minutes. We could sit here staring at each other, bored to death during that time, or you can answer the question, Adriana.”

The idea of staring at Alvarado—and the overly white teeth that keep peeking out from beneath his mustache—for twenty minutes motivates her to give an answer.

“I didn’t do what they said I did, and I got screwed.”

“Nope,” says Alvarado, far too pleasantly.

“So, you just want me to say I was selling drugs in that park? Is that it?”

Alvarado shrugs. “Irrelevant. The other girl says it was you, you say it was her. Either way, that’s not the real reason you’re here.”

That “other girl” Alvarado mentioned was, in theory, Adriana’s friend. She didn’t have all that many, but this girl she seemed to connect with. And even after Adriana knew she was making some change with dime bags, Adriana didn’t end the friendship, because in Adriana’s life, friends have been few and far between. Sometimes you deny what you know until it’s too late. And when this so-called friend asked her to keep a lookout for cops, or anything suspicious that day, Adriana did—because isn’t that what friends do? Favors? Even when they might get you in trouble? In the end, the girl said she wasn’t dealing at all—that she was the one helping Adriana. And had a better lawyer. She got probation. Adriana got sent here.

“I picked the wrong friends,” Adriana offers Alvarado.

He shows a little more of his over-white teeth. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Keep going.”

Now that Adriana knows the type of bullshit answers Alvarado wants, she can flip them out to him like cards.

“I pissed off my stepmother.”

“I lied to my father.”

“I disrespected my teachers.”

“I punched some dude for no reason.”

Adriana has no idea if any of that is in her file, but what does it matter? It’s all true. Which means they’re not bullshit answers at all.

“So, can you wrap that all up into a single ‘I’ statement?” Alvarado asks.

“Uh . . . I’m a complete loser?”

The man gives off a condescending chuckle that makes her want to rip off his mustache like they do in cartoons. “No, Adriana. Nothing so severe.”

And when she doesn’t continue the game, he finally answers for her.

“You’re here,” he says, “because of your own bad choices. Even if you’re innocent of the crime that landed you at Compass, you’re still here because of a habitual tendency to make poor decisions.”

He pauses as if Adriana’s head is so thick, his words need time to sink in. She really dislikes this man in a profound and fundamental way.

“Other than that, you strike me as a nice girl with a fine future, unless you continue to sabotage yourself.”

So there it is. Alvarado’s final judgment. Now everything about her will have to revolve around that simplistic assessment. It’s good, in a way. It means that following the rules and keeping her file clean will allow Alvarado to check all the necessary boxes for her. Maybe even get her out early on his recommendation. That is, unless he’s right, and she sabotages herself.

“So,” says Alvarado, “considering what we now know about you, why are you here?”

Again that question.

“I mean that in a grander, universal way,” Alvarado clarifies, gesturing broadly with his hands.

And although Adriana wants to tell him to shove his grand universe up his ass, she says, “I’m here to learn how to make better choices.”

Alvarado smiles. “Simple as that.” He leans back, incredibly self-satisfied. Glancing down at a paper on his desk, he says, “Your antianxiety RX from home was low-dosage and as-needed. I’ll take you off it for now. We can prescribe it later if you need it.”

Great. So now some juvie joker gets to decide what meds she needs—a doc-in-a-box who probably couldn’t get a real job outside of this place. If Compass is supposed to be all “new concept,” couldn’t they spring for someone better than this guy? Everything about him, from his messy office to his fake smile, screams bargain basement.

“I’ll see you next week,” Alvarado says, then he calls for Bonivich to escort her out—because although it hasn’t been twenty minutes, he got what he wanted from her. Adriana feels dirty somehow. As if she was just an accomplice in her own humiliation.

But before Bonivich comes in, Adriana asks the one thing that matters to her.

“My journal,” she says, and points to it, within the debris on his desk. “Can I have it back now?”

Alvarado pulls out the small brown leather book from the pile it’s under.

“Ah yes, your journal.” He holds it a moment, looking at it, no doubt deciding whether or not to give it back to her.

Adriana waits, watching him. She won’t ask again. Asking again would show weakness. Even more than she’s already shown.

“If thoughts are worth having, they’re certainly worth writing down,” he says, then holds it out to her. Stepping up, Adriana takes it, feeling relief wash over her. Until he says, “Of course, I can’t give you a pen. They’re all monitored.”

Always a catch. Adriana wonders if he’s enjoying this. “So how—?”

“You can check out a pen in class or in the library. But it has to stay there when you leave.” Then he waits for her reaction, but she gives him none. He takes a moment, pretending to ponder, then puts up a finger as if just coming up with an idea. “I think I can solve your problem.” He scrounges around on his train wreck of a desk and comes up with a cheap ballpoint pen. Then he pulls on the tip until the floppy ink insert slides out of the hard plastic sheath. He holds the ink insert out to Adriana. “Writing instruments can be used as weapons—but I don’t think you can do any damage with this.”

It flops in his hand, a spineless thing. A pen with erectile dysfunction. She has to purse her lips to keep from smirking, because now that’s how she’ll always think of him. She takes it, and although she doesn’t want to offer the man any gratitude, she gives him an obligatory “Thank you.”

“Anyone asks, tell them you got it from me.”

Then, as she looks at the journal in her other hand, something occurs to her. Something she wished had never entered her mind.

“You read it!” Adriana exclaims before she can stop herself, her tone full of accusation. She hugs her journal to her chest, outrage burning in her.

“That would be an invasion of privacy, Miss Zarahn,” Alvarado says. “Under the circumstances, it might be warranted, but it would also be unprofessional.”

And although he makes it sound like he hasn’t read it, Adriana notices that he never said that. In fact, he never actually denied it.

This man is dangerous, thinks Adriana. Not because of what he does, but because of what he can do. Not because of the things he says, but because of the things he doesn’t.
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Platitudes and Attitudes

I am Compass,

Brick and mortar,

Blood and bone.

Aware but alone,

Just the scrapings of souls

Who left bits of themselves behind,

Like the faint whisper of flesh on pavement

When a child skins a knee.

Enslavement,

This is me.

I do not question my awareness.

Or the unfairness.

I only know that I see but don’t feel.

When they stumble and fall,

I don’t crumble at all

Under the weight of what I witness.

I pretend to be witless.

I was built to be the brutal frame

For a futile game of hide-and-seek,

Though no one comes seeking.

It’s more about hiding.

And chiding.

And dividing.

Those abiding within my walls

Question the direction

Of my so-called correction.

“Who am I now?”

“Do I still exist?”

They are unmissed, unfixed

By my detention dimension.

I am here to erase the world’s memory

Of the kids it refuses to think about.

Some are rejected.

Some are ejected.

The rest are digested.

Sitting cross-legged on the bed with the journal propped open on her knee, Adriana writes with the floppy pen cartridge that cramps her fingers to use. She has to write the date at the top of the page each day, because the days have already begun to blend together, passing in a numbing rain of emotional sleet. She swore she wouldn’t count the days, but now she has to, just to know that time is actually moving.

Sometimes she writes about her impressions of the other girls. Sometimes the staff. Today it’s about Compass itself. How it feels like a living, breathing thing. Always watching. There’s a room at the end of all the camera feeds, no doubt, with people monitoring the comings and goings—but it still feels like those cameras are the eyes of some silent, unthinkable being.

Writing in the journal eases her, melts the tension that sits in the pit of her stomach all the time. It’s strange, because the things she puts down are never pretty. Harsh emotions and cruel realities. You’d think they’d just rile her up . . . but it’s more like popping a balloon to let all the bad air inside out, where it can dissipate, becoming less and less toxic with every passing breeze. She remembered once seeing a balloon rupture in slow motion. How it shredded and contracted around the air inside, which still held its shape until the tatters of rubber practically vanished. There’s so little holding Adriana’s bad air in. All it takes is the point of a pen to release it. And then she’s free of it just a little. The thing is, there are so many damn balloons.

She squeezes her eyes shut tight against a push of tears. She’s not the kind of girl who cries over things, no matter what. She’s learned not to expect much from others—of course, her dad, the judge, the counselors she’s
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