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Prologue

 


The show was new. It was forbidden.
And it was running, right where Robbie could see it.

His parents, Lorena McNeal and Senator
Dusty McNeal, watched it on the widescreen in their living room.
They sat together on the loveseat, holding hands and laughing
occasionally, totally unaware of their young son at the top of the
stairwell. They had drinks. They had a big glass bowl filled with
popcorn, a guilty pleasure they shared.

It was late. Robbie was supposed to be
asleep. Normally, at this hour, he would be.

On screen, there was only the front of
the local penitentiary to be seen, plain red brick with a pair of
glass doors that served as a visitors’ entrance, along with a
massive crowd of onlookers behind a chain link fence in the parking
lot. But as Robbie watched over the unsuspecting heads of his
parents, the front doors of the prison swung outward, and the
gathered multitude murmured under a twin voiceover:

First, a woman with a deep, possibly
affected, southern accent: “Oh, my. They’re coming out. I wonder
what they’re wearing.”

And then a man, his delivery that of a
sportscaster: “Same as they were wearing when they went in on
Sunday, I’d bet. We’ll know in a few seconds.”

Robbie surmised that they were
discussing prisoners about to be released at the end of a short
sentence. They’d be in their late teens or early twenties, just a
little older than he was. He felt a twang of pity for them, without
knowing who they were or what they’d done.

A point of view change. Police
officers with guns and clubs on their belts opening a small gate in
the fence, ushering four adults and three small children through
the gap. The crowd quieted.

From the male voiceover: “And … the
families.”

From the female: “Get your
hankies ready. This is going to be so touching.”

Robbie knew all too well
that he was not supposed to see this. He was only sixteen—two years from the
age of transition, six from the age of full citizenship and access.
He was home for the weekend. At school, everything kids
watched—whether on television or online—was carefully monitored,
meticulously regulated.

Still, nothing
bad had been shown on
this program so far. Not that Robbie could tell, anyway.

But the show, whatever it was called,
had been his father’s idea. That much Robbie knew. Over vehement
objections from the opposition party, Senator McNeal had gotten his
law passed. Robbie understood it was a rehabilitation program for
“misbehaving transitionals,” but little else. Why their treatment
was being broadcast on television—and why anyone would care—he had
no idea. But Father had wrangled a deal with one of the restricted
cable TV channels, and that had resulted in an extra payday. The
following week, Robbie had gotten a state-of-the-art study
computer.

The prisoners emerged from the shadows
of the doors: a boy and a girl of transitional age, just as Robbie
had guessed. They wore nice clothes—a collared shirt and slacks for
the boy, a crisp white blouse over a blue skirt for the girl. It
was if they were coming home from church.

And, oddly, from the crowd arose the
sound of applause, soft and tentative at first but gaining quickly
in volume as the two transitionals approached their families with
slow steps.

Closeups on their faces. The boy
looked shell-shocked. The girl was crying, one hand over her lips.
Their faces were suffused with blood, pink bordering on red. Were
they … ashamed of something?

Well, duh,
Robbie thought. They’re
just out from jail.

The girl’s family—two parents and two
younger kids—rushed out to her. She, too, broke into a run,
separating from her fellow former inmate. She threw herself,
arms-out, into their collective embrace. Everywhere, cameras
flashed as she sobbed, first into her father’s arms, then her
mother’s.

But when the boy was met by his
parents and little brother, seconds later, he jerked away from them
as though out of reflex. He flinched at their touch. His eyes never
changed expression.

My gosh, Dad,
Robbie thought. What did
you do to them?

He wouldn’t learn the
answer to that question for two more years. In the meantime, as if
in reply to his unspoken thought, his father spoke. He sounded
lighthearted, triumphant. “There,” he said. “That’s justice.
That’s contrition. And
they were in and out in less than a week, honey. Mission
accomplished.”

Robbie’s mother leaned over for a
kiss, and Robbie shrank back, deeper into the shadows of the
upstairs landing. He waited there until he heard them munching
popcorn and sipping drinks again. Then he poked his head out one
more time, and now he could see the owners of the voices on TV.
They were like television anchors.

Only—not. For one thing, neither one
of them could have been a day older than thirty. The man wore a
suit jacket and a bowtie but no shirt. The “lady” had on a
sleeveless black leather vest and did her hair up in spikes, like
something out of the dark, wayward days of Old America. They wore
party masks that concealed the upper halves of their faces: a plain
black bandanna with eyeholes for the man, a glittering pair of
stars at the end of a stick for the woman. She held it primly, and
spoke as though coming off a hearty laugh.

“That’s it for now. Until
next time, I’m Gloria—”

From the man: “And I’m
Buck. And we are—”

Together now, with bright
smiles:

“Consequences,
Live!”

 



Part One:


The Last Days of
Innocence

 


Chapter One

Dare

 


She poked her head around
the corner of the partition, making double-sure there weren’t any
boys present. A quick peek confirmed all girls in
there—women, she
reminded herself—yet she couldn’t suppress the nervous giggle, nor
the blush that rose in her cheeks. She dithered, idly wondering if
it was too late to change her mind. She supposed it was.

“Come on out, Maddy,” the
professor said. “It’s all right. Deep breath.”

Tentatively, shyly, Madison Piper
emerged from the back of the studio, the red fleece robe catching
at her toes once or twice as she approached the wooden dais. It
felt funny, wearing a robe and nothing else. She held it closed in
a tight fist over her chest.

Twenty-four pairs of eyes followed her
progress. One of the students adjusted her sketchpad. Another was
putting in her contact lenses. Others sharpened pencils. But they
were all looking, already studying her as she ascended the three
small steps and turned back to face them. They were the same age as
she was, freshman at Eastern Covenant University, new to the
freedoms that came with reaching the age of transition.

Except for the professor, of course.
The art teacher at ECU was in her mid to late forties. Her work
attire consisted of a light blue blouse and long denim skirt.
Sneakers. Casual, but modest. Her soft features radiated
encouragement, bestowing a small measure of courage.

“Okay,” she said,
“whenever you’re ready, take the robe off.”

I can’t believe I’m doing
this, she thought, letting go up top,
inadvertently exposing her left breast as her fingers trembled over
the loosely knotted sash at her waist. Mom
would kill me if she knew.

Her friends back home would be
scandalized as well. As for her friends here at college, maybe not
so much.

She put on her brave face. The knot
uncoiled in her hands.

Two months ago, she’d
never have dreamed it. She would have assumed it was illegal. But
the ad had been clear: Student applicants
preferred. Money was tight. She hadn’t
been able to secure an on-campus job yet. And Mom wasn’t here to
stop her.

The sash came free in her hands. The
robe parted down the middle. She did as she was told, took a deep
breath. And let the robe fall.

****

The ad had been placed by one
Professor Veda Mack. Maddy had come across it yesterday morning on
the bulletin board of her dorm building. She’d been getting ready
for her morning run with Jasmine and Heather, just checking the
announcements before heading outside.

Trouble making ends meet?
Cost of books getting you down? Art class models needed: three
sessions over one week, one hundred dollars per hour, two hours per
session. Several of the little strips of
paper with the contact email had already been peeled from the
bottom. Professor Mack had been looking for one male student and
one female. Freshman Art 106: The Human Form.

She’d stared at it in quiet
astonishment until Jasmine and Heather came in to get
her.

“This has to be a joke,”
she’d said to them, disbelieving.

“Wouldn’t we need, like, a
parental consent form, or something?” Heather had
wondered.

But Jasmine had cackled, her eyes
alight with glee. She tore off one of the contact strips and put it
in Heather’s hand. “Dare you!” she’d said.

And Heather had dropped it, as though
the little paper had been on fire.

Later, after their run, Maddy had
returned to the board, only to find the remaining contact strips
gone. She’d sighed, head down, finding herself relieved that God or
fate or random circumstance had intervened, rescuing her from the
perils of her own questionable decision-making skills. Relieved—and
a touch disappointed. But…

The strip Jasmine had torn was still
on the floor. Right between her feet. She knelt. Picked it up. Told
herself she’d probably toss it in the trash when she got back to
the dorm to study her Theology notes with Barb.

Instead, she’d answered the email,
sent in a headshot. And waited.

And given up.

This morning, just after three, she
had padded into the bathroom, slipped out of her nightgown, and
looked herself over.

There’s not an ounce of
fat on me, she had thought, gazing at
herself, trying to be critical. But her dark hair shone, even just
out of bed. Her face was pretty without makeup. She was toned. Her
skin had a healthy color. She groomed herself well, even down
there.

Boobs are a little
small.

But so what? Those hadn’t been in the
headshot.

She turned around, looked at herself
in the mirror over her shoulder. Nope—no sag in that
ass.

Who are you kidding?
You’re just a girl. There are real women all over the place
here.

A noise, from back in her room—from
where her roommate, Barb, was trying to sleep.

Her phone. Like an idiot, she’d left
the ringer on.

“Sorry!” she’d called
through the door, throwing her things back on and going to her bed
stand. She had the ringer off before she checked the incoming call
number, then flopped on the bed with the phone in her hand. Who’d
be calling at this hour? Surely not—

But it was. And rather than leaving a
voice message, Professor Mack had sent a follow-up text:

Madison, sorry I only just
got the email. I know this is short notice, and the hour’s REALLY
bad—but can you send me an image with all of you in frame? I’ve got
my list down to you and two others.

Quickly, Maddy had run her thumb over
the sea of selfies stored in her phone pics until she found one
that might be suitable: lifeguard duty, wearing a one-piece. It at
least showed her arms and legs—well, from the elbows and knees
down. And even though the modern swimsuit didn’t allow much in the
way of actual cleavage, this particular picture hinted nicely at
her curves…

Such as they
are.

Before she could think herself out of
it, she selected the picture and sent it. And again, she waited.
But not for long.

Madison, you look great. I
want to say yes, but…

Maddy texted back:
But?

You do realize this is a
nude modeling job?

She did. Or, at least, she had assumed
it was. But it hadn’t been real to her until Professor Mack had
stated it so openly in the text.

Just Maddy,
she answered. Yes, I
understand.

Still haven’t
committed, she told herself. But Professor
Mack wasn’t wasting any time.

I see on your student
profile page you’re on academic scholarship and looking for part
time work on campus. I always try to give these jobs to the young
men and women who really could use the stipend. Job’s yours if you
want it, Maddy, but you have to say so right now.

She hesitated.

From Professor
Mack: Yes or no, Maddy?

Still, she stared at her phone a full
five minutes before answering back.

****

“Have a seat,” Professor
Mack said, returning her to the present. “Please.”

Maddy placed herself on the stool,
hands in her lap. She forced a smile, taking in her audience. Some
of them were whispering to each other, chatting pleasantly as they
readied their supplies. None of them were drawing yet.

Well, she thought. Here I am, buck naked
in a room full of strangers. Good thing Jasmine and Heather don’t
take art class.

Professor Mack came to her. “I’m just
going to guide you into today’s pose, all right? Easier to show
than tell.”

Maddy steadied her breathing as the
teacher took her hands from her lap.

“Think we’ll just have you
like this, holding your hair up like so.”

She eased Maddy’s arms into place,
guiding her hands until they were at the back of her head. Maddy
felt a little ridiculous, with her boobs jutting out like that,
nipples at full attention. But she allowed herself to be led, to be
positioned, even when the older woman eased her right leg up by the
knee until her foot rested just in front of her buttocks on the
edge of the seat. When she placed Maddy’s other foot on the lower
rung, she couldn’t help but look down on herself.

She had trimmed her pubic
hair to what she hoped was a cute little V-shaped thatch, fully
expecting that much to be on display. She hadn’t counted on having
to show off like this, though.

Vagina, this is the
world, she thought. World, meet my vagina.

And, Oh, God, that woman over there. She’s totally
staring.

The student in question,
currently nibbling the back end of her pencil, wasn’t even coy
about it. “Money shot,”
she whispered to the student at her left, who
tittered with her hand over her mouth.

“Are you comfortable?”
Professor Mack asked, seeming not to have heard.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m
fine.”

“Good. Hold that—just like
that. Fifteen minutes, then a five-minute break. Breathe normally,
Maddy, okay?”

She reminded herself to
breathe.

What on Earth was a “money
shot”?

Finally, the professor turned her
attention from Maddy and addressed her class. “All right, everyone,
clock’s ticking. Get started.”


Chapter Two

Crush

 


The studio emptied, and there they
went—the freshman art students of Eastern Covenant, first section.
In clusters and packs they emerged, a bustle of exuberant young
women, all new to university life and getting their first taste of
life away from home. They chatted happily, talking over matters
great and small: their course loads, the big game next week,
student loans, first impressions of their teachers—as if they had
not spent the last two hours staring at one of their own in the
nude. As if some poor soul had not stood on display in front of all
of them to quietly bear their scrutiny as their eyes flitted over
sketchpads or canvas, gawking at her.

Robbie McNeal, and a couple dozen
others who made up the second section, men’s group, awaited their
departure before going inside. He and his new friend, Michael,
watched them go. He sought one face in particular. She’d been in
his morning government class yesterday, and he was already smitten
with her. Madison Piper was a classic beauty, her long black hair
straight and luxurious, her form lithe and athletic. The green of
her eyes was so bright Robbie might have suspected colored
contacts, if only she hadn’t been wearing a set of very fashionable
wire-rim glasses. They gave her an erudite air, those glasses, an
appearance of subtle wit. Her clothes had been modest but tasteful,
a simple white blouse, pressed jeans, and red leather boots. She
didn’t come from money, but she wore middle class very
well.

The chances of her taking two of the
exact same classes as he was were miniscule, Robbie knew. And the
studio was now almost empty. It wasn’t good for him to get his
hopes up like this, but…

But he couldn’t stop thinking about
her.

She had an infectious laugh, a
helplessly cute smile. And, just as he had with Michael, Maddy had
fallen in with a couple of new girlfriends. He’d seen her with them
on the quad, surreptitiously caught their names in passing. And
they were quite pretty as well—spritely blonde Heather and her
quirky-cute redheaded companion, Jasmine—just not beautiful in the
way Maddy was.

And, unbelievably, there she was,
bringing up the rear with a cluster of girls Robbie didn’t know
from Adam. Maddy was giggling, a little flushed in the face. Over
the crook of her right arm she carried a red fleece robe, or
dressing gown. Unlike the others, she didn’t have any art supplies
that Robbie could see.

“That was brave of you,”
one of the anonymous girls said to her.

“You’re so pretty,” said
another. “I could never do that.”

And then
she saw
him—saw him looking at
her.

Did she recognize him?

She offered him a finger wave in
passing.

After she had gone, Michael clapped
Robbie on the shoulder. “You can haul your jaw back up off the
floor anytime you feel like it, bro.”

Robbie shook his head,
struggling with his disbelief. Had it been her? Had she
really just modeled for
the women’s art class—at her age?

“They get …
students for that?” he
asked, somehow stricken, torn between sympathy for her and a simple
but merciless jealousy of her classmates.

“Sure,” Michael said.
“Easiest recruiting there is, I bet. College isn’t free, my friend.
And we are adults, after all.”

Transitional,
Robbie thought. We’re
not really adults until we’re done here. There’s so much we can’t
do yet. So much we’re not allowed to know. “I suppose,” he conceded, feeling suddenly rather
downcast.

“You disappointed? C’mon,
Robbie, it’s not like there was a roomful of horny, frustrated guys
like you in there leering over her. Look, you should be happy. She
waved at you.”

“No, you’re right. Never
mind me. It’s just…”

As the last of the first class
departed, Robbie caught his breath. The young woman bringing up the
rear was carrying her sketchpad under her arm, and it was open. The
pencil-drawn image of Maddy Piper, naked with her hands in her hair
behind her head, bounced right past him. The artist’s arm was over
Maddy’s waist, but her breasts were visible.

They were perfect.

It’s a drawing, Robbie, he said to himself. Grow up, for
crying out loud.

He felt dizzy.

“Two hundred bucks is two
hundred bucks, amigo,” Michael said. “Where else you gonna get work
for a hundred bucks an hour around here?”

It was a fair point, especially from a
guy who doubled as a charity scholarship student and gym janitor.
Robbie had never had a friend so in need of money in his life. It
opened doors in his perspective.

Anyway, it
was a gender-separated
section. The course in Human
Form, freshman level, maintained the same
protective wall of modesty around the students that all of society
did. Only the post-graduate class presumably allowed for the
sketching of the opposite sex.

But Professor Veda Mack taught both
sections. And that meant…

“Wonder who signed up for
our group?” Robbie wondered aloud as the guys started filing
in.

“Like I said—two hundred
bucks is two hundred bucks. I’m not in this class. Neither is she,
I guess.”

Robbie stopped,
thunderstruck.

Michael laughed good-naturedly. “Hell,
man. I can’t draw. Don’t be weird about it, all right?”

Robbie shared in the laugh. “Whatever,
man. Doesn’t mean a thing to me.”

Robbie, you perv,
he thought. If Maddy
knew what went on in your head half the time, she’d want nothing to
do with you. And she probably won’t anyway.

It was a misery familiar
to him since high school. By law, he’d been allowed to have a
girlfriend from the age of sixteen, provided the relationship
stayed within the boundaries of basic decency. And in spite of his
money and his looks—Robbie fancied himself a fairly handsome young
fellow—he’d never gotten one. He could hardly even
talk to
girls.

That’s got to
change, he said to himself.
Like, now.

He followed Michael into the
studio.

****

“And where have you been,
young lady?” Jasmine asked, affecting an older woman’s tone. She
and Heather had taken a seat near the back of the cafeteria, by the
stage where would-be poets waxed political and the occasional
garage band came out of hiding to play a set. In front of her, a
fresh but untouched cup of coffee steamed. “We were looking for
you.”

“Sorry,” Maddy said,
plopping down with them and blowing steam from the rim of her own
cup. “Should have said something. Missed our run, I
guess.”

“We didn’t go,” Heather
groused. “Didn’t you get my texts?”

Probably sent them while
my phone was in the bag behind the partition, Maddy thought, along with the rest
of my things.

She drew her phone out. Three
messages—two from Heather, one from Jasmine. “Okay, now I feel
bad,” she said. “Got busy. Lost track of time. How do I make it up
to you?”

“Thought you’d been
abducted,” Jasmine said. “You said you’re never late for
anything.”

“I did?” She sought her
brain for the memory, found it, and frowned, sipping her coffee.
“Usually, I’m not. Look, I had a thing to do this morning. Won’t
happen again.”

The cafeteria was mostly empty. It was
past lunchtime. The ensuing silence quickly got thick.

“She had a
thing to do,” Jasmine
said to Heather, as though explaining the obvious to someone
tragically slow, brushing an errant lock of ginger hair out of her
eyes and giving her drink a small, tentative slurp. “Yeah. That’s
helpful.”

Should I tell them?
Maddy thought. Do I
dare?

“Everything okay?” Heather
asked.

The obvious thing to do would have
been to offer to run with them now, get it in before the two of
them had swim practice in an hour. But she didn’t think they’d want
to go straight from one workout to the next, and coffee did not
make for great hydration prior to a run. Her own legs felt
unaccountably … wobbly, at present.

Might as well,
she thought. People will
talk, even if I don’t.

It was unavoidable.

Jasmine studied her sidelong. “Go
ahead,” she said. “Spill.”

Maddy sat back, defeated. “I got a job
this morning.”

“Mm, hm,” Jasmine said.
One corner of her mouth curled, expectant.

“What?” Heather asked them
both, as if Jasmine even knew.

“If I tell you, you
promise not to laugh? No teasing of any kind. I don’t think I could
take it.” She reached for the sugar, adding a pinch. “I need
encouragement today. I …
I have to go back tomorrow and Friday.”

“Oh, my God,” Jasmine
said, cluing in completely now.

“You didn’t,” Heather
said, eyes wide with sudden understanding.

“I did.”

The perfect O of Heather’s
mouth melted into a wide grin. “How exciting!” she crowed. “But—so
many people answered that ad. How did you do it? I mean, good for you, but
there must have been at least ten applications just from the
bulletin board back at the dorm.”

“I know,” Maddy said,
shaking her head at the unlikelihood of it all. “And I
don’t know, if you get
me.”

“Well, you
are kind of gorgeous,”
Jasmine said. She made a clucking noise with her
tongue—Tchock, tchock—and looked at her over her coffee. Her expression was
friendly but more than a little scandalized. Pleasantly scandalized, Maddy could
not help but observe. “You got some nerve, girl. I’ll give you
that.”

“What, Jas?” Maddy pushed
her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “It was only other women in
there. Like, no different from cleaning up after a
workout.”

“Right!” Heather agreed.
“Oh, my gosh. When I saw that ad, I could not believe how many people wanted that
job. Never thought one of them would be you, though.”

We haven’t known each
other that long, Maddy thought. But she
understood. If she were to be completely honest with herself, she
was still trying to get a handle on what she’d done. Cleaning up
after a workout was not
the same as being the undivided center of
attention for a room full of art students. Modesty was one of the
virtues of innocence. There were twelve of these in total, and six
of them weren’t legally lifted until the age of twenty-two. Girls
and young women simply didn’t display themselves in that
way.

“It’s art,” she said.
“It’s ‘The Human Form’. They, uh…”

“Needed a human?” Jasmine
supplied.

“Yes, damn it,” Maddy
said, slightly exasperated.

They laughed, the three of them
together, and Maddy was only slightly distracted when a boy she
recognized—also in their government class—came in, presumably for a
late lunch. He was a furtive thing, this quiet young man who had
stolen surreptitious glances at her all through the opening
lecture. A little sneaky, even, but not so skilled as to have gone
unnoticed.

She thought he looked familiar, as
though she had seen him on TV at some point, but she could not for
the life of her recall from where.

Kind of cute,
she thought, hoping the conversation would now
turn to something else.

“Go for a run later?” she
asked her friends.

****

Two days later, when the
bell signaled the end of their morning government class, Robbie
hurried out of the room after her. He was painfully aware of how
she was, again, sandwiched between Jasmine and Heather. But
Michael’s words, “Go get her, Tiger,” uttered at the moment of
dismissal, reverberated in his ears like a challenge. Like a
dare. Here goes nothing,
he thought. Watch me
work, Dad.

Out on the quad, hundreds
of students alternately hurried or milled about, all well within
earshot if he should raise his voice and call after her. He jogged
closer, trying to affect an ease—an air of casual—that he couldn’t make real.
He came upon her rather sooner than he had expected, and the three
of them turned to him in a group.

“Look who it is,” Heather
said. “Robbie McNeal, right? The
McNeal?”

Well, crud,
he thought. He’d wanted to keep that family stuff
on the down-low. People would get the wrong idea about him, think
he was all high and mighty and too good for—

Jasmine’s eyes lit. “I thought you
looked familiar!”

But Robbie’s eyes never left Maddy.
She looked so friendly, so inviting—so … well, social.

“Robbie, yeah,” he
said. “Just Robbie, though, okay?”

They introduced themselves, shook his
hand amiably enough. His flesh seemed to burn when Maddy, the last
to do so, wrapped her fingers around his. “Maddy Piper,” she said.
“No major just yet.”

“I know,” he replied
before he could think himself out of it. “I mean—I mean … well, I
heard you at roll call. It’s nice to meet you.”

Jasmine made a noise with
her tongue—Tchock,
tchock—and said, “Oh, boy. Here it
comes.”

Heck with it,
Robbie thought. I don’t
know if this is going well or going to hell, but it’s now or
never.

“I was hoping we could go
out sometime,” he said. “Maybe catch the game after the homecoming
parade.”

Jasmine and Heather laughed—but
Maddy’s face suffused with a blush, and for one agonizing second,
Robbie had a moment of burning, white-hot hope that she would say
yes.

“Bold move,” said Heather,
and Jasmine looked him up and down as though considering his offer
herself, and his worthiness.

They didn’t matter. Only Maddy did.
Time stretched.

“I don’t even know you,”
she said. “I’m sorry,” she quickly added.

They walked off together, Jasmine and
Heather laughing, Maddy shaking her head.

“She doesn’t like
football,” Jasmine called back to him, eliciting more laughter from
Heather.

“Fuck,” Robbie muttered
under his breath. It was the first out-loud swear word of his life.
He’d pray for forgiveness later, but for the moment, he thought God
might understand.

You tried,
he told himself. Step in
the right direction for you.

Still, he was more than a little
crushed. It was a full ten seconds before he realized he wasn’t
even watching her anymore. He was looking at the ground, at his
shoes. He turned his head up, hoping to call out, suggest something
different they could do together instead. But by then she was gone,
swallowed up by the teeming masses of students on the
quad.

****

Not far off—right outside
the Carter Building, in fact, where they’d all just escaped
Government 101 ten minutes early—Michael watched over the entire,
sad scene with a pitying smile on his face. Poor guy, he thought.
“A” for effort, though.

“Robbie,” he said,
catching up to him, putting an arm around his friend’s shoulder.
“Don’t look so glum. Lots of fish in the sea, you know?”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“I ought to be. Look—go
get your gym stuff. Meet you in the weight room.”

“This is not the time,”
Robbie said. “Not in the mood.”

“Oh, shut up,” Michael
said, giving him a brotherly squeeze. “Nothing like pumping a
little iron to get your mind off things. Work out some of that
frustration.”

Robbie didn’t answer that.

“Indulge me,” Michael
said. “Later, I’ll tell you something I freakin’ guarantee you want
to hear.”

****

That night, Maddy sat at her desk,
trying to concentrate. She had her Government textbook open, but
she wasn’t seeing it. Instead, in her mind, she saw only the face
of the boy she’d let down earlier today. The senator’s son.
Robbie.

He caught me by
surprise, she told herself, again and
again and again. Heather and Jas were with
me. Bad form on his part. Not my fault.

He’d looked so disappointed. So
hurt.

She ran her hand through her hair.
Adjusted her glasses. Made herself read.

Then, next to her hand, her phone lit
up with an alert. Something in her government class study
channel—but restricted. A private message, only for her. Could be
anyone.

Could be
Robbie.

But it wasn’t. Instead,
when she tapped open the message icon, she found a message
from another boy,
someone named Michael.

I have to warn you about
something.

 



Chapter Three

Court

 


Twelve Days
Later

“Will the defendant please
rise?”

The judge reentered the courtroom from
the back. She was a shrewd, severe woman with short black hair and
dark eyes, both of which matched her robe only too well. She had a
reputation for fairness. The lawyer Robbie’s father had picked for
him hadn’t wanted her to get the case.

“You don’t want a
jury,” Dawson had said.
“Trust me. And I’d rather we’d gotten Hawking or
Dunning at gavel, but I still think we can work with
this.”

But today, for the first time since
the whole miserable process had gotten underway, Judge Corinne
Stephens looked angry.

Oh, this can’t be
good, Robbie thought, running his right
hand over his left wrist and missing his Smartwatch. Remembering he
had been told not to wear it—or anything in the way of
“jewelry”.

Otherwise, he had dressed his best,
precisely according to instructions. He wore a starched, white,
long-sleeved dress shirt without cufflinks and unassuming
business-black slacks. The tie was pressed but unadorned. It was
blue, which was supposedly more sympathetic than red. Or so said
Mr. Dawson.

It’s like a movie,
Robbie thought, standing from behind the table.
There were cameras everywhere. He was a legal adult—had been for
three weeks—a senator’s son, and fair game for the media. Worse, he
was Senator McNeal’s son, which made him big news. And
even though these particular cameras were turned off at the moment,
his image, his story, was doubtless already plastered far and wide
across the Internet.

Mr. Dawson remained seated, eyes
focused on a blank notepad. His fingers clutched nervously at a pen
but wrote nothing.

“You’ll be fine,”
his mother had said. “Your father will take care of it.”

Robbie looked over his shoulder, into
the gallery. Neither of his parents were there. How could they be
late for this? Fear tickled at his chest—not nervousness, like his
attorney was showing, but actual fear. He’d never been in trouble
before. He was a…

“Good boy,”
his mother had said. “Be
brave, won’t you? People will be watching.”

You should have let me
confess, Mom, he thought
desperately. I should have said I was
sorry. It was a mistake—a bad decision. God, help Judge Stephens
see that’s all it was.

She sat. She looked down on him as
though from a height. Her features were now inscrutable. The lines
in her face might have been cut from granite.

“You have nothing to worry
about,” his mother had promised
him. “Daddy’s fixed harder problems than
this.”

But they weren’t here now, and that
couldn’t be good, either.

Michael was here. Right in the front
row, flanked on either side by his parents. He smiled at Robbie
reassuringly. He held up his hands to show crossed fingers. But he,
too, was worried. Robbie could tell. It was obvious.

He ought to be,
Robbie thought, bitterly. It was his dumb idea.

But you did it, Robbie.
You. Only you.

His accusers were here as well: Maddy,
Jasmine, and Heather—three of the prettiest, most popular young
women in his freshmen class. And they were out to get
him.

For fun. For their personal amusement.
Even Maddy, for whom he still harbored an unshakable crush. They
wanted their share of justice, and they intended to enjoy every
minute of it.

Father had said they wouldn’t be here.
They’d be making their retractions, trying to avoid punishment
themselves. This whole circus would be called off.

But I did it,
he reminded himself. If
it happens, I deserve it.

Maddy brushed a lock of dark hair over
her shoulder. She was staring at him. Her bright green eyes behind
those erudite wire-rimmed glasses hardly blinked. Of the three of
them, she seemed to be enjoying this spectacle the least. Her
features betrayed no malice toward him, no delight in his
situation. Robbie supposed that was something.

“Robert McNeal,” Judge
Stephens now said, drawing his attention back to the bench, “have
you anything to say on your behalf before I render a
verdict?”

I’m sorry,
he almost blurted out. Can I go home now?

He wanted to ask where his parents
were. He wanted to cry. Most of all, he wanted it over with, one
way or another.

He lowered his head and shook it. “No,
Your Honor,” he said, his voice trembling.

****

“You’ll do what I tell
you, and nothing more than I tell you,” his father had said. “It’s
bad enough that you put me in this position. You say nothing. We’ll
take care of it my way. Jesus Christ, Rob, what were you
thinking?”

Robbie shared some basic
physical traits with his father: the blond hair, the pale blue
eyes—a barely visible scruff of stubble that struggled to become a
beard. But Senator Dusty McNeal was otherwise everything his son
wasn’t—articulate, confident, aggressive. He could have his way
with a simple word or a gesture. He had the power of command. His
very voice demanded belief and respect. Not for nothing had he
risen to the post of committee chair on the Council for the
Restoration of American Family Values.

And here he now stood,
taking the Lord’s name in vain, hurling it at Robbie like a weapon.
And it stung. Robbie never swore. To hear his father do it cut his
very soul.

“I made a … I messed up,
Dad,” he said. “I didn’t think. I was only in there a few minutes,
tops. I didn’t try to—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” his
father cut in. “You knew exactly what you were doing. Do you have
any idea what a pain in the ass it is, bailing you out of this
shit? Do you have any fucking clue how much this is going to cost
me?”

It’s just, he’d never seen
a girl naked before, not even in photographs. He’d only wanted a
quick peek. They’d never know, never suspect anyone had—

Violated their
privacy, his treacherous mind
supplied. You’re a criminal. And you’ve
wrecked your family’s good name.

“Let me admit it,” he
said. “Let me do my time and take my punishment, whatever it
is.”

The punishments for these
kinds of offenses, for those who were young enough and “qualified”
to avoid jail serious jail time, were a closely-guarded societal
secret, revealed along with so many other mysteries upon
graduation. Those who experienced them firsthand—and the volunteers
who doled them out—were sworn to silence. And, since most of a
young person’s life was spent cloistered in preparatory schools and
then college, the secret remained well kept. Their very mystery
made for a powerful deterrent against … aberrant behavior. Or it
should have.

Robbie thought of the show
his parents had been watching that night two years ago. It seemed
so long ago, yet the memory was vivid.

Robbie’s parents had told
him nothing, even after he’d gotten caught, even though his father
had signed the law that had sanctioned the punishments into effect
more than two years ago. They hadn’t allowed his lawyer to tell him
about them. He’d find out when kids were supposed to find out—when he turned
twenty-two. Not now.

It wasn’t like he would be
subjected to them.

His father shook his head,
ran his hand through his thinning hair in frustration and
exasperation. “Balls already rolling, son. This is bigger than
you.” Then he took a breath, regarded his son directly. “Just keep
your trap shut and let me handle it.”

****

Before the judge could
speak, the main door behind the gallery crashed open. There at last
was Robbie’s mother, her face tear-streaked, running over with
mascara. “Let me through!”
she screamed, battling through the bailiff with
flailing hands. “He’s my son!”

A second bailiff joined the first,
converging unexpectedly from her left. They had her by the arms in
seconds.

“Get off me!”

“Let her go,” the judge
said wearily. “She can be here. We’re in open court. But you’re to
remain behind the barrier, Mrs. McNeal, and if you speak one more
word out of turn, I’ll charge you with contempt. We’re in session,
as you can plainly see.”

Robbie was still watching, lost beyond
mere confusion, as his mother unnecessarily wrenched herself free
from the men who had already been ordered to release her. She
marched right up to the wooden barrier separating the audience
gallery from the two legal teams. She was less than three feet
away.

She was terrified. Clearly and
obviously distraught—and suddenly quiet. Her very sniffles seemed
to echo in the vastness of the chamber.

What just happened?

“Mr. McNeal,” the judge
said.

It took a few seconds for
Robbie to realize she had meant him. To Robbie, Mr. McNeal meant his father, and
then only when someone neglected to call him “Senator”. But he
caught on soon enough. He was in adult court, after all. Legally,
he wasn’t a kid anymore, even though he was still in the
transitional, restricted age bracket—and even though, at the
moment, he felt more like a child than he had in a long, long
time.

He turned to face her, hands at his
sides. He was shaking, shaking. He couldn’t help it. “Yes, Your
Honor.”

“You had it all worked
out, didn’t you?” she asked. “Probably had the rest of your day
planned. Is there a party waiting for you back home?”

Robbie didn’t answer. He
knew rhetorical questions when he heard them. But he shook his
head, fighting back tears. This is
bad, he thought. This is so bad.

“It’s going to have to
wait, anyway,” she said. “And if you’re wondering where your father
is, he’s currently being booked on charges of bribery and
obstruction. He’ll be released on his own recognizance in a few
hours to prepare his own legal defense—against charges far more
severe than what you’re facing.”

Behind him, Mother—sobbing
now.

“Really,” she went on, as
Robbie felt his legs weaken, as dizziness suddenly threatened to
claim him, “I’m at a loss. Nothing you’ve been charged with even
carries a particularly lengthy prison term. There was nothing for
him to protect you from other than a bit of well-earned corrective
discipline—but some people, it seems, cannot be simply told they
are not above the law. Some people need to find out for
themselves.”

“But—” he started, rather
desperately, not even knowing what he intended to say.

“Shut it,” the judge said,
her voice clipped, efficient, and final in its authority. “You had
your chance to speak not three minutes ago—and, as I recall, you
took a pass. Don’t make your situation any more uncomfortable than
it already is.”

The tears. Despite all of his efforts
to restrain them, they were coming. He couldn’t stop them, and he
kept his hands at his sides. It’s what Mr. Dawson had said he
should do.

“First, I’m removing all
media restrictions so that there’s a public record of my judgment
in this matter. We are, all of us, equal under the law, as this
court is about to demonstrate.”

At those words, silent digital camera
flashes instantly lit the courtroom, and the sound of video cams
being positioned on ready-standing tripods, then clicked on,
briefly transformed the solemnity of the proceedings into full-on
circus mode.

They’re filming me,
Robbie thought. People
are watching me everywhere.

The judge waited for quiet to fall
again.

Robbie glanced back at his mother,
whose hands were clasped dramatically over her chest. Past her,
Michael leaned forward in his seat. There was a strange look on his
face. He seemed almost … expectant.

****

Michael had said there’d
be a way, had shown him where it was, how to get there.

They were in the changing
room at the gym. Robbie was quick to get back into his class
clothes. He could not quite fathom how anyone could carry on casual
conversations in their boxers and undershirts—but just about
everyone did, including Michael. Michael was a master at it, in
fact, and he didn’t even wear undershirts.

“You want to go for it,
you go through there,” he said, nodding at the ceiling, to the
attic portal.

Robbie looked up, fixed
his gaze there—anywhere but at his new friend. Michael was putting
on his deodorant. To Robbie, taking care of one’s own hygiene was a
personal business, even just brushing his teeth.

“There’ll be an equipment
room right behind their locker room, just like we have,” Michael
went on. “Just past that, the shower stalls—open, just like ours.
No partitioning.”

Robbie didn’t take showers
at the gym.

“You go up through the
attic Saturday morning, when the girls go running. Your pretty
little girlfriend will be out jogging with Jasmine and Heather, and
they’ll come back in to wash up around eleven. Couldn’t be
simpler.”

“You been stalking them or
something?” Robbie asked, hiking his pants up quickly and fumbling
at the last few buttons of his shirt as he clumsily worked them
through the holes. “That’s a thousand times creepy,
man.”

“A little reconnaissance
just for you, my friend,” Michael replied with a devious smirk.
Then, dropping his voice, “And they’ll get naked, just for you. Not
that they’ll know you’re there.”

“Oh, please,” Robbie said,
rolling his eyes. “They’ll change and go.”

Michael shrugged. “Heard
’em doing it, Robbie. I was outside the building, of course. I
didn’t actually see anything—”

“Then how do you know the
attic connects the locker rooms?” Robbie cut in. “You’re so full of
it.”

“Dude—I work here. I’ve
been up there lots of times, just never when the changing room’s
occupied.”

Robbie chuckled, stealing
glances to make sure no one else was paying any attention to
them.

“They’re not very modest,”
Michael reflected, sliding his straight, longish brown hair neatly
into a tail. “Not like you. They’re all chatty and laughing and
giggling…”

“Michael, stop. You are
some kind of weird, you know?”

“I know you like her. Hard
to blame you. She is pretty.”

Robbie shook his head. “No
way am I doing that,” he said. “It’s crazy. Not worth the
risk.”

Michael slid his shirt on,
smiling slyly, not answering.

“But,” Robbie said, “if I
did, you would
have to come with me.”

“Ha!” Michael barked,
sitting down on the bench and pulling on his shoes. “Oh, no. This
one’s all you, pal. You’re the one who’s got it bad for her. Oh,
Maddy … love of my life, if only you would speak to me…”

“Uh, huh. What’s the
matter?” Robbie said, playful in his turn. “You scared?” Then,
doubling down, “Or are you gay?”

Robbie rather suspected
that he was, but it didn’t bother him. In recent years, laws
against homosexual behavior among adults had been first relaxed,
then eliminated entirely. Overpopulation, in poorer parts of the
country, was becoming an undeniable crisis. Senator McNeal had
fought hard against those changes—and lost. A rare victory for
common sense, his opponent had called it.

People liked who they
liked. Robbie couldn’t see what the big deal was, why his father
had fought so hard to “keep America straight”. What business was it
of his?

Michael stood up, chucked
Robbie on the shoulder. “I’m not scared,” he said, and
left.

****

The judge’s voice drew him back. He
corrected his posture. He took a breath, tried to summon a little
bravery—for his mother, if no one else.

“You declined the right to
a trial by a jury of your peers,” Judge Stephens said, all
business, without a scrap of empathy that Robbie could detect. “And
so it has been left to me to weigh the evidence on its merits and
make a judgment on each of the charges.”

He tried not to think too
much about the cameras, about the shame being cast upon his family
for all the nation to behold. Dad,
he thought, how much
trouble are you in?

Because Robbie knew that
this was not his fault—not all of it, anyway. He had wanted
to own this.
There would at least have been some small shred of dignity in
that.

The judge forged ahead. “I see no
reason whatever to doubt the word of your accusers, all of whom are
in good standing with the university as well as the community at
large. In making the decision not to testify on your own behalf,
you lost the opportunity to contradict their sworn testimony. But
it wouldn’t have mattered, given the rest of the
evidence.”

The pictures,
Robbie thought. I never
had a chance.

Dad, why did you even
try?

“Therefore, on the counts
of criminal trespass, invasion of privacy, and misdemeanor
voyeurism—which doubles as a count of sexual mischief—the court
finds you guilty as charged. I will therefore pronounce
sentence.”

Robbie brushed away fresh tears,
shooting Mr. Dawson a frantic, pleading glare of desperation. Could
he object, somehow? Was this a good time to make an
appeal?

But you’re guilty,
he thought. Suck it
up.

“Under the law, such
offenses, taken together, could net a grown man five years’ prison
time. Up until two years ago, I would have had little choice other
than to impose that sentence upon you. You’d lose your college
years—wouldn’t see the light of the sun again until you were
twenty-three years old. By then, most of the people you know, the
friends you have, would have finished their education, gotten
married, gotten on with the business of their lives. You’d be left
behind, scrambling to catch up—and all for one dumb mistake. I can
still do it, you know. This might still happen to you.”

Please,
he wanted to say. I
know. I’m sorry.

But he kept quiet.

The judge continued, “It isn’t lost on
this court how young you are—what a sheltered life you’ve led up to
this point. Nevertheless, Robert McNeal, you are legally of the age
of majority, and a prime candidate for our alternative punitive
plan. In order to qualify, you have to pass a special interrogation
session with one of our trained interviewers. If you can do this
successfully, without the utterance of a single false word—if you
can answer the questions honestly, and if your answers commend you
toward this alternative, then this whole business will be over for
you very soon.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, his
voice hardly audible even to himself—but the judge, it seemed, had
heard him just fine.

“Am I then to understand
you consent?”

Robbie looked back, found his mother
still at the barrier, hands clasped over her mouth. Generally, she
was a person given to speaking her mind, especially in matters
pertaining to her family, and it was clearly taking all of her
mental and emotional reserves to restrain herself from speaking
now.

“I—I…” Robbie stammered,
facing the judge again. “Shouldn’t I consult with my attorney
first?”

The judge waited.

“Maybe … with my parents?”
he hopefully added.

Laughter from the gallery behind him.
Only a few, but it was plainly to be heard. He thought he
recognized Jasmine’s voice in the laughter.

“This decision is yours,”
the judge said flatly. “But your attorney would doubtless recommend
it against a long-term prison stay. As for your parents, it’s time
for you to act like the man you legally are and make up your own
mind. Mommy and Daddy can’t help you this time, Robert McNeal. You
are on your own.”

Still, he dithered. It wasn’t like
this was a small decision.

“They don’t know what’s
best for you in any case,” she said. “And they’ve got new problems
of their own. One way or another, the state will look after your
interests for the immediate future. The law will take care of
you.”

“May I … can you tell me …
could you please explain what this alternative is?” Then,
thinking quickly, “Your Honor?”

“That information is
protected,” she said. “The exact measures taken, all with regard to
your safety and the overall effectiveness of the discipline, are
selected from a list of punishments designed for behavior
modification. Which ones are best for you will be determined during
the interview—and the implementation is staggered over a period of
three days. You’ll have today and tonight to get oriented and
interviewed, then Wednesday through Friday to receive discipline,
and you’ll be home by the weekend. Or you may decline, in which
case I’ll be forced to sentence you under the older
statutes—although that would also make you eligible to file an
appeal. Up to you. Make a choice.”

Mr. Dawson, meanwhile, was no help at
all. He was packing his things, avoiding eye contact. He was going
to just get up and leave.

From the judge, “Now, Mr. McNeal. I
have three other cases after this.”

Robbie grit his teeth. “I accept the
court’s judgment,” he said, swallowing back the tears, struggling
for courage. “I consent.”

Cheering, from behind
him—mostly older voices. People who knew. But he could have sworn
he also heard Heather. He definitely heard Jasmine, who was making
that annoying tchock, tchock
noise of hers, clucking her tongue against the
roof of her mouth. He couldn’t make out Maddy.

And his mother, sobbing again. The
squeaking of chair legs as Mr. Dawson got up and
departed.

The judge brought her gavel down.
“That’s it, then. Mr. McNeal, the court sentences you to four days
of incarceration with three days’ Controlled Judicial Humiliations,
pending the successful completion of your qualification interview.
Processing to take place immediately, with the commencement of
discipline beginning tomorrow morning at the discretion of your
punishment wardens. You’re remanded to the protective wing of the
Huntington Adult Detention Center until your release on Saturday at
7 AM. Adjourned.”

And just like that, the
whole gallery was clearing out. Robbie stood frozen in place,
watching his own mother turn her back on him and run, full tilt,
back through the doors she had come in through. Two of his
accusers—my victims, he thought—were giggling.

Tchock, tchock.

But Maddy looked troubled, somehow
sad.

One of the bailiffs was coming his
way. Unclipping handcuffs from her belt. “You can keep your hands
up front,” she said. “You look pretty harmless. Don’t want to make
you uncomfortable.”

The last thing he noted, before being
manacled and led by the arm to a door in the back for processing,
was his friend, Michael—and Michael was crying.

****

He remained long after all of the
other principal players, other than the judge, had gone. There was
a whole new case underway, but Michael didn’t hear any of it. He
saw only the wooden space of floor between his feet. He heard only
his thoughts.

This wasn’t supposed to
happen. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. He was just supposed to
be in trouble with the girls, with school. His famous father would
get him out of it—and he’d never look at Maddy that way again. But
now—now he’s
going to jail. Now he’s facing secret punishments people our age
aren’t even allowed to see.

And he didn’t tell on me.
He kept quiet. Kept me safe.

Michael pulled at his hair until it
hurt.

Fuck!

When one of the bailiffs started his
way, he got up without being told and left.

 



Chapter Four

Intake

 


The media was on either side of the
walkway that led from the back of the courtroom to the police car.
Their cameras flashed, even under daylight. They shouted questions
at him. Unlike the judge, they didn’t call him “Mr.
McNeal”.

Was this a difficult
choice, Robbie?

Do you feel you’ve been
treated fairly, Robbie?

Robbie, are you
scared?

The answer to all three questions was
“yes”, but he said nothing. He bowed his head low enough that his
chin was practically buried in the top of his chest. The bailiff’s
grip on his arm was soft and loose. He could break free, if he felt
like it. But there was nowhere to go—only forward, through the
gauntlet of reporters, to the car that would drive him to
prison.

For being a peeping
Tom, he thought. For being a pervert. For being a bad person. A
creep.

At the time, he thought it was the
deepest shame imaginable.

As the bailiff opened the door at the
back of the cruiser, he couldn’t help but wonder how Michael had
felt, deep down. It had been his idea. He had seemed horrified,
overrun with guilt. But was he?

He’s not my friend,
Robbie thought. He
manipulated me. He tricked me. Maybe he even tipped off the girls
so I’d get busted for sure.

But as soon as the
suspicion dawned in his mind, he dismissed it. Michael would never
do that to him. They were
friends—and even if they weren’t, what could he
possibly have to gain by Robbie going to jail? Not only that, but
that kind of underhandedness and betrayal didn’t happen in America
anymore, not the way it was now. People were better now.

Teachers had told him so. His church
had told him so.

There’s a lot you don’t
know, he reminded himself, feeling the
hand of the bailiff on the top of his head, easing him into the
vehicle. Nobody really learns anything
until the age of citizenship, when school’s done and work begins.
When they take away the safety codes and open all the forbidden
channels. And
they must have jails for a reason—not just for peeping Toms like
me.

He slid into the seat. Shortly, the
car started to move. On either side of it, the cameras were still
flashing. Robbie closed his eyes. He didn’t open them until, twenty
minutes later, they reached their destination.

****

“I’m going to let you know
your rights,” the bailiff said, driving, her voice not unkind and
yet bereft of compromise. “Don’t go to sleep on me,
Robbie.”

“No, ma’am,” Robbie said.
“I’m awake.”

“You have the right to
personal safety,” she said. “You’re being placed in the protective
wing of the prison facility, and you’ll have little interaction
with the other inmates—provided you pass the interview. It’s a
short stay. You shouldn’t go too stir-crazy. With me so
far?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “I
understand.”

“Good. That right extends
to the provisions of reasonable housing, three healthy meals a day,
and the maintenance of your personal hygiene. Nothing that happens
during your stay will cause you any permanent or lasting physical
harm. You also have the right to an hour of psychiatric
counseling—totally optional—after dinner and before lights out,
every night you’re with us. Got it?”

“Permanent?” he asked,
keeping his eyes shut. “Lasting?”

“Nothing too painful,
either, provided you’re a good boy and do as you’re told.
Regardless, you leave all in one piece. Not a hair on that pretty
little head of yours will suffer an injury worth talking about. All
disciplinary and corrective measures taken upon your person will be
carefully controlled. We’re not savages. Any real unpleasantness
you experience in a physical sense will be your own fault, so best
to listen carefully and obey without question.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m
listening.”

“At any time throughout
your incarceration, you retain the right to opt out of the
alternative discipline program. Doing so will place you back on the
standardized sentencing track—which I really would not recommend
for someone so tender in age, so … new to adulthood. They’d eat you
alive on the real ‘inside’. So, this is only advice, but
it’s good advice:
bite your lip and get through it. You’re very lucky to have been given this
option.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. It
was hardly a whisper.

“The following are rights
you absolutely don’t have, so don’t expect them, and don’t complain about it: the
right to privacy, the right to secrets, the right to talk whenever
you want. Most of your experiences over the next few days will be
on camera and under witness. Everything you do or that’s done to
you will be carefully scrutinized. You’ll be required to answer
honestly any question that’s put to you, no matter how personal—and
to shut up unless answering a question or unless given permission
to speak. Also, any notions about personal space you’ve had are
about to get blown. All effective from the moment you enter the
facility. Is that clear?”

Robbie caught the sob in his throat.
He didn’t bite his lip, but he grit his teeth before answering,
“Yes, ma’am.”

She parked the car. She got out.
Robbie listened to her come around to his side, to the back. Heard
the door open.

“We’re here,” she said.
“Out you come, Robbie.”

He batted his eyes against the
intrusion of light. No media. Good.

She led him into the
building.

****

The Intake hall of the protective
wing—which turned out to be its own building, one of several
surrounding the much larger one for gen pop—was white and sterile.
As soon as Robbie set his feet on the bright, tiled
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