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Dear Reader,


Have you ever been stuck in a situation where someone with power over your future is judging you?


They’re shaking their head at you, tsk-tsking you, and you can just tell they’re thinking, “I will never understand people like you. But I know your type well enough to know that you are up to no good.”


If the person judging you is capable of thinking those two opposite ideas at the same time—and they’re in control of your destiny—you are very likely screwed.


So what do you do?


My first instinct is to run. But the last time I found myself at the mercy of judgers, I was stuck in a high school conference room with family, my guidance counselor, the assistant principal, and my parole officer. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.


So I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and said, I know this looks really bad, but…


And I didn’t stop talking until I’d told my whole honest-to-God true tale of the seventy-two hours after my release from Zephyr Woods Youth Detention Center—the good, the bad, the ugly… including the improbable and gripping encounter with the same stolen money that got me stuck in Zephyr in the first place.


In the conference room that morning, I prayed that my story—the story you will read in this book—would convince all the judgers that the situation wasn’t nearly as bad as it looked and persuade one of them that there was no need to send me back.


As you read my story, you will judge me too. That’s all right. It’s human nature to judge. In judging me, however, please keep these words in mind: On our journey to growing and developing into the ideal whole persons we hope to become, we are all just stumbling forward in the dark, searching to find our way the very best we can.


With gratitude,


Antonio Echeverría Sullivan
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FRIDAY 9:30 AM



The soles of my shoes drumroll the floor. My fingers tap-tap the table. My face aches from too much grinning, because finally, finally, the buildup is over and I’m sitting pretty at a conference-room table in A Pod, about to say goodbye to this tiny prison in the forest.


Admin Pod is way nicer than the resident cottages. There’s newish furniture and carpet, some fake flowers in a vase, big windows, some inspirational posters on the wall. But don’t get me wrong, it is still Zephyr Woods Youth Detention Center. Still an institutional facility. Lysol smell. Beige walls. Zappy fluorescent lights. The nonstop muffled sounds of walkie-talkies. The metallic buzzing and clacking of doors locking and unlocking. Sobs from the clinic or angry screams from some terrified kid they’re dragging in on their first day—a new one who hasn’t given up the fight. Prison living—am I right?


Well, the reason I’m bouncing in my seat, not giving a flip about prison living, is because this is my reentry team meeting. That means I AM OUT OF HERE! I am finally leaving this depression factory that has caused me so much loneliness and anxiety.


I smile across the conference table at Mrs. Williams, my counselor, and Ms. Duncan, my English teacher. They’ve been my resource team since I got put in here. And now they are the core of my reentry team. They smile right back like they’re so proud of me.


I turn away and point out the window at the forest, pretending I spot a bald eagle, while I swallow the lump in my throat and close my eyes to keep tears from coming.


Despite the big effort, a couple drop and slide down my cheek.


Mrs. Williams holds out the box of tissues. I yank one and think how far I’ve come since she and Ms. Duncan watched me rage in here like a freaking hurricane.


Truth be told, even before I came into this place I was a soda can full of built-up emotional pressure. Getting hauled into Zephyr just intensified it. The humiliation of handcuffs and shackles. The fear of prison kids and prison guards. The fear of life without my best friend, Maya. The fear of life without freedom. The realization that I would forever be a convicted felon.


It all shook me so hard, I could no longer contain the pressure. I erupted, and my darkness spewed over the land. I screamed. Sobbed. Begged for my mom. I kicked. Flailed. No one would have believed I was capable of that type of nuclear meltdown. I couldn’t believe it either.


At Zephyr it was nothing new. They had the protocol down. Two beefy, bald guards. Snug wraparound jackets. Copious drugs. Independent reflection time in a padded room.


When I finally gave up the fight, Mrs. Williams and Ms. Duncan kicked into gear. I’m happy those two ladies are here to celebrate this moment with me. At the same time, I get a twinge in my gut thinking about the people who can’t be here. Two of them, Charlie and Maureen—the volunteer Alcoholics Anonymous chairpersons—are at their day jobs.


I ended up in AA because, after speaking with people at Puget High School, the court determined I had an issue with alcohol. I knew the I’m not an alcoholic, I just drank too much argument wouldn’t get me anywhere, so when they said I had to enroll in a sober-support class at Zephyr—in my case, AA meetings—I just nodded and kept my mouth shut.


In AA meetings, Charlie and Maureen dug into the twelve steps. We had to admit that we were powerless over alcohol. We were instructed to make a fearless moral inventory, and told we needed to embrace a higher power and to ask our chosen HP to remove our shortcomings.


To be honest, that woo-woo stuff wasn’t for me. In fact, I was just about to tune Charlie and Maureen all the way out, when they started talking about steps eight and nine.


These two steps guide you in making things right with the people you hurt because of your dependence on getting drunk. Everyone wants to live their life as a responsible person. Well, being a responsible person means you have to deal with the consequences of your actions. And that means making things right with the people you hurt.


I still wasn’t sure if I was an alcoholic. But I was fully aware that I had an accountability problem. I blamed others for my hurtful actions. In AA, I realized that in blaming others, I was letting those people define and control me.


I decided I was through playing the blame game. From now on I would take full accountability, full responsibility for what I’d done. I began the process by doing step eight. I made a list of the people I had hurt and wrote down my plan to make amends.


On to step nine. Making amends. In this step you tell the people you hurt that you are sorry. You say exactly what you did, while making zero excuses for your behavior. If you do make excuses or blame others, it will be so obvious that you are not holding yourself accountable for your actions, the person you are apologizing to will just roll their eyes because you don’t even get it.


After the apology, you promise the person that you will do everything you can to make things right. You complete the act of making amends by living your life according to those words. And if you stick to that plan, you just might repair a relationship that you had broken.


My only problem? I couldn’t make amends to the people I hurt until I got out of Zephyr. So I thought about which staff could help me earn my parole ASAP. And I did what they told me to do.


In class, Ms. Duncan told me my life mattered. My experiences and memories mattered. If I could write them down, I could think about where I came from and where I wanted to go. So I started writing my most powerful memories in poems. Poems that tell the story of a great childhood. Poems that explain how it all came crashing down, how I committed my crime, got arrested and locked up in Zephyr Woods.


In counseling, Mrs. Williams told me the dark thoughts stewing and bubbling inside me mattered. If I could get brave and speak them out loud, they could be examined. So I started spilling my guts.


Close your eyes, Mrs. Williams would say.


Inhale deep.


Exhale slow and long.


Repeat until you can look at the thought and ponder it.


What is this thought doing for you? Is it worth holding on to? Is it worth acting upon?


If it is worth acting upon, what course of action will do the least possible harm to yourself or others?


Soon, I began to notice my thoughts outside of counseling. I could stop and breathe through them before my head and hands got tingly and my breaths raced away. And before I reacted in a way I would later regret.


I did all that mental work. And I kept a journal of the actions and attitudes required to impress people enough to earn my parole. Stuff like this:




• When you encounter Zephyr drama, walk the other way fast.


• Every action you take is a CHOICE YOU MAKE. Choose wisely!


• When they ask for volunteers, be the first to raise your hand.


• Listen in class. Ask questions. Do your work. Improve your grades.


• When you need to, do your breathing—try for six deep breaths a minute, like Mrs. Williams taught you. Slow your heart. Get calm. Consider how you will respond to that stimulus you found so aggravating.


• Practice that which you want to do well. (An example of this one is, I found a quiet place to practice the words I plan to say when I make amends to the two people in my life I hurt the worst when I committed the crime that got me shipped away from them when they needed me most—Carmen Echeverría, mom; and Maya Jordan, lifelong best friend.)




The old Antonio would have rolled his eyes at any kid who journaled crap like that. I would have called that kid a tool. Turns out, the old Antonio was the tool, because all the focus and effort led to so much personal growth that I earned my parole after a year and a half. That’s six extra months of living life as a free person!


And it’s the reason I’m not locked up in a sensory-deprivation cottage eating a breakfast that tastes like Styrofoam with a bunch of hormonal, depressed, sweaty, overmedicated juvenile offenders. Instead, I’m sitting here with Mrs. Williams and Ms. Duncan, staring at the conference-room door, awaiting the arrival of my parole officer and my mom, and counting the minutes until I get out and I can see Maya again.
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When We Were a Team





Once upon a time, on a wet spring day in first grade,


my mom asked me to join her


at the Waterfront Farmers Market.


In matching raincoats and fingerless wool gloves,


we stood behind a table


and sold her coveted salmon-themed mugs.







Sockeyes, Cohos, Chinooks.







I’d wrap the mugs tight in paper and


hand them over to a delighted buyer


while she offered informational tidbits


about the life of our region’s most sacred fish.







As each customer walked away,


she’d smile and hoot, ¡Otra venta!


She’d raise her palm high. Gimme five!


I’d jump up and give it, then pump a fist.







We did it!





• • •




In her studio, together on the stool,


she’d wrap her arms around me,


cup my bare hands in her clay-smeared hands,


then set the wheel to spinning,


singing me songs she learned as a kid back home.






A mi lechero no le gusta la leche—


¡Pero quiere que lo tome yo!






She’d sing and sing as we pushed and pressed that


cold, wet blob till I thought it was done.






¡Ya Mamá!






She’d scrape my creation off the wheel,


lift it high, and call it beautiful.







Then she’d set it to dry and fire up the kiln,


treating my mess like a work of art.







She saw me like a work of art.







I saw her like a work of art.







And that was the case for a long, long time.
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When I First Started Waiting for Maya





Then summer after first grade came,


and Maya Jordan moved in next door.







My mom said I had to play with her.


I told my mom I’d hide from her.


I told my mom I hated Maya,


even though I didn’t know her.







When she came over, Maya could see I was shy.


But this little freckled kid was sly.






It’s okay, she said. We don’t have to play.






Then Maya got to work, silently stacking and stuffing


pillows, chairs, sheets, blankets, till she’d built a sweet sofa castle.







Then she sat alone inside it, quietly snacking on pretzels and apple


while pleasantly humming a song.







That kid was happy as a clam.


I slid closer to the castle. Closer to that Maya.


And I slumped. Slouched. Whimpered. Moped.


Until Maya saw I was sad.






Want to join me? she asked.






I nodded yes and crawled inside, where we sat and snacked


until Maya said there was something in her backpack,


something special she’d brought just to show me.







She held up the pack.






Close your eyes, she said, and reach inside.






I reached in till my fingers felt a rocklike object.


I gripped and lifted it—for its size, it was light—


and when it appeared, I was holding the biggest shell.






At one time, Maya said, that was the home of a moon snail.


I found it at low tide at the beach with my mom.






Then Maya leaned in close to me and whispered in my ear.


She told me she knew a fact—an evil thing these moon snails do


when they manage to capture a scallop.






It’s a secret, she said. Can you promise me you’ll keep it?






I solemnly promised I would.






That’s good, she said. But it’s time for me to go.


Hold on to that shell. And I’ll tell you the secret tomorrow.






Waiting for her at the window, holding that shell tight,


I tried so hard to be patient.


But I couldn’t wait. I couldn’t couldn’t couldn’t.


I just couldn’t wait to see Maya!
















FRIDAY 9:40 AM



The door buzzes and clacks. Officer Brian Murdock marches into the Zephyr conference room. His blond hair freshly buzzed, Murdock gives a half smile and a half wave, like, Let’s get to it. I got parolees to chase down!


Just two weeks ago, Murdock Zoomed with me and my reentry team to talk about my parole. In exchange for the state letting me out of Zephyr early and offering some support, I had to meet the following terms and conditions:




• I can’t break any laws.


• I can’t leave the state.


• I have to be reachable by phone. I have to contact Murdock every week and return his texts promptly, answer his calls, or return missed calls within an hour. I have to let him know if my phone number or address changes.


• I have to be present for in-person daily check-ins with Mrs. Lucrisia, my Puget High School counselor, and alert Officer Murdock if anything comes up and she and I can’t meet.


• I have to obey Puget High School’s attendance policies. I have to let the office know if I’m going to be tardy or absent, and I have to call Murdock to explain.


• Obviously, I can’t consume alcohol or illegal drugs. I have to submit to monthly drug testing and show Murdock proof that I’m going to a sober-support meeting on a weekly basis.


• I have to keep to a curfew, from nine at night till six in the morning.


• I may not knowingly hang out with anyone who is on probation or parole.


• I have to be on time to my reentry meeting with Officer Murdock and Mrs. Lucrisia and others on the Puget resource team in the Puget High School counseling office, at 7:00 AM on the Monday immediately following my release.




As Murdock goes over each of these terms, he keeps saying that if I break any of them, I could get sent right back to Zephyr.


In my mind I’m like, How could I possibly break any of these terms? They’re so basic. Check in with Mrs. Lucrisia? No prob. The sound of her voice is like a hug and a warm cup of cocoa, even when she’s at the end of her rope, begging me to please get your act together for your own sake, Antonio Sullivan!


Keep in contact with Murdock? I’m no fool. I can send and respond to texts.


I skim the list. It all seems like a joke until the very last term.


Murdock reads it out loud. “You may not have contact with your father.”


The words throw me back into my chair and I can’t stop smiling, and inside I’m like, Thank you, thank you!


“Your dad has been made aware. Your mom knows too. You may not initiate contact. And if your father tries, you have to let me know immediately. Or else…”


I don’t even consider the or else. Because knowing my chaos-agent dad can’t be anywhere near me gives me the confidence to know I can go back home and live life right.


“Is that all clear?” Murdock asks. I nod yes. Because it’s awesome.


But then I feel it, a tug from way down deep. My body reacts to it before my brain can make sense of it. My breaths get short and fast. My hands pinprick-tingle. I squeeze them together, like I could stop this. But I got a feeling ball in my gut, and I know where that thing is headed. It travels up to my lungs. Then it’s stuck in my throat. I swallow hard, but it shoots up and presses against the backs of my eyes. My shoulders shake.


There is no hiding it. The tears flow, and I’m about to barehand a bunch of snot and wipe it on the bottom of the table, but Mrs. Williams hands me a tissue.


And as I sit there wiping my face, I am so grateful for this term. Because even though staying away from my dad seems like the easiest thing in the world, I might need help dealing with that tiny part of me that says I’m not ready to let go of him. Not ready to let go of hope for us. Because letting go of my dad means letting go of who he used to be, who we used to be together, way back in the day.
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When He Was a Hero





So then, when I was in second grade,


after months of my dad working so hard,


he sat at the edge of my bed and announced


the upcoming grand opening of…







“The Crypt!”…







his comics shop he’d built from the bottom up.







He thanked me for my patience, all those days I’d waited.


He smiled with appreciation and handed me a paper bag.







I slipped my hand inside, gently pinched, and slipped out…







Green Lantern, Martian Manhunter, Captain Marvel, Shazam!







My dad read me the comics one after the other.







Superheroes tossed aside random bad guys,


then ambled home alone, until…







The biggest, baddest, most evil villain rolled into the dark city,


their first stop in a master plan to conquer Earth,


the galaxy, the universe!







My superhero dad sprang to his feet!







Arms extended, he flew, swooping round and round until,


suddenly, he fell flat on his back, captured and


trapped in the villain’s cruel killing machine—


a contraption designed with our hero’s weakness in mind.







I stood up on my bed. I hopped up and down.






Go, Dad, go!






My dad was the best almost-die-er,


come-back-to-life-er, strength-regain-er,


villain-vanquishing save-the-day-er!







I cheered him on until, at last…


the villain was gone.


And the hero had won. Then…






Next comic! I’d beg.







Just one more, my dad would say.







Just one more, I’d say.






Just one more. Just one more. Just one more.
















FRIDAY 9:45 AM



Another buzz and clack and the door springs open. Carmen Echeverría glides into the room like there’s wind in her sails. Her eyes are bright, her cheeks so full and red, and that smile. Her hair is cut short and sassy. She’s sporting an artsy shawl and tall boots.


My mom is a new person! Or like her old self from way back before her health and her life went into the dumpster.


My mom last came to Zephyr a year ago. A few months earlier, just after I got locked up, she was prescribed a cancer drug that improved the mysterious autoimmune issue she’d been battling for years. Then she got pregnant. Sharing the baby’s immune system seemed to help her even more. Even with her progress, doctors put her on bed rest for months leading up to the birth of my new sister. So she couldn’t make another trip out to Zephyr. After Olivia was born, there was no way.


All that time, when we talked on the phone, she’d kept telling me she felt a lot better. I had no idea she’d be like this.


We make eye contact. Her smile stretches wide and she spreads her arms. I can’t help but burst out of my chair and run across the room and hug my mom. And even though it couldn’t ever take the place of a real talk-it-out step nine, our hug feels like she’s saying stuff to me and I’m saying stuff to her and our pasts—the gnarly parts—are gone. Not gone gone, but like we’re ready to say and do the stuff we need to say and do so we can move forward as mother and son.


“Antonio,” she says, holding my cheeks in her hands, her eyes widening. “¿Estás listo?” Two words, and I know she’s asking me if I’m ready for everything. To go home, to meet my sister, to meet her partner, Claudio, to live our best lives together.


“Listo para todo, Mamá,” I say.


We get settled, and Mrs. Williams starts by talking about what needs to be in place for a successful transition to life outside Zephyr. The most important thing is me being the same Antonio she’s seen this past year. She talks about the change she saw in counseling, how I made a shift toward taking full responsibility for my mistakes and for paving the way toward a new direction in life.


My mom squeezes my hand under the table every time she hears something positive.


Mrs. Williams talks about my strategies for dealing with obsessive thoughts and negative triggers. She turns to my mom, emphasizing phrases like planning ahead and on the same page and open lines of communication and establishing trust.


Ms. Duncan tells my mom I’m ready for Puget High School. She talks about my new study skills and discipline. She says that hard work led to my parole.


As the meeting winds down, I get light-headed and nervous. I grip my mom’s hand tight.


Mrs. Williams gives her a packet of information on mental health and support services.


Officer Murdock goes over my conditions for parole. My mom isn’t fazed when he reads the term about my dad. Murdock slides her his business card, and she adds him to her contacts.


My mom signs papers that say we did all the parts of the meeting and she’s been made aware of the terms of my release and her and my responsibilities. She pushes the pen my way.


I breathe deep, sending out messages to all the people who helped make this moment possible. I will not let you down. I write in my best cursive. I cross the t, dot each i, and hand the paper and pen to Mrs. Williams.


“We’re proud of Antonio,” Mrs. Williams says.


My mom smiles huge at me. “I am too.”


She and Ms. Duncan say the nicest goodbyes. So nice, I break a rule of Zephyr. I hug those two ladies.


They break the rule right back.















FRIDAY 10:40 AM



At the front desk, I sign a paper and hand it to Mrs. Neville. In exchange, she gives me the trash bag that followed me from juvie in Seattle all the way to Zephyr Woods. I dig inside until I find my phone and charger. I scan the waiting room for an outlet.


“Behind the bench,” Mrs. Neville says.


I plug in and wait for a sign of life. I am sure there’ll be texts from Maya waiting for me. Maya, who wondered what happened that day when I didn’t come home. Maya, who found out I was locked up and who probably texted every day in the beginning, hoping I might see her messages. Maya, who probably even texted once in a while after realizing I didn’t have access to my phone. She messaged me anyway. To feel connected. To the idea of me. Even if she couldn’t connect to the real me.


The screen finally shows a charge. I power up and thumb the notifications. There are dozens of texts.


But none from Maya.


Which means that ever since I got sent away, there have been no visits, no letters responded to, no phone calls, and no messages from Maya, the person in my life other than my parents who I’ve known the longest and cared about the most.
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When We Discovered Where the Magic Was





In third grade, Maya’s dad ran out on them,


taking their car and most of their money.


So then, when Maya’s mom, Rhonda, was at work


or needed a break, Maya would come over and play.


It happened so much, she wasn’t just a guest.


Our house was her house. And we had the best time together.







On her days off, Rhonda took us to the beach.


We’d ride the bus, hop out on Pac Highway,


and run down to the mud and sand and water.







We’d flip big rocks and little logs, and peer into puddles.







Rhonda would spot


limpets


anemones


periwinkles


and tell us all about their lives.







Maya and me would reach in the water for


sea stars


urchins


hermit crabs


squealing at our discoveries.







After snack, Rhonda would say, You two go and play.







In our rubber boots, we’d stomp puddles and pools.


We’d race away from tides. We’d walk and walk and walk.







I remember Maya telling me how things would be


when her dad came back.







I remember telling her I bet he’d come back soon.







And when we spotted a great blue heron,


a bald eagle,


a seal,


or on the rarest, most special occasion, an orca,


it was like witnessing magic, and we just had to make a wish.







Every time I watched Maya close her eyes and make her wish,


I closed mine and wished there’d be more days just like this.
















FRIDAY 10:43 AM



There are no texts from Maya.


But a whole string of them from that Gary Jr.


My stomach turns at the thought of him. My breaths get short. My hands get tingly.


A voice inside reminds me, That’s a feeling, Antonio. It’s connected to a thought your brain created. You’re letting that thought get the best of you.


Close your eyes and breathe in deep.


I breathe in deep.


Exhale slow.


I exhale slow. And I pocket my phone. And say goodbye to Gary Jr. forever.


My mom bounces my way, smiling like a kid at Christmas. “We can go, right?”


We turn to Mrs. Neville. Her stone-cold grimace melts into a warm, hopeful smile. “Antonio Sullivan,” she says, “you are free to leave.” She beeps the door lock, and I hear the last Zephyr buzz and clack of my life.


But before I even take a step, she says my name again, her smile replaced by a withering glare. “I do not—I repeat, DO NOT—want to see you walking back through that door ever again. You hear me, young man?”


“I’m not coming back, Mrs. Neville. Ever.”


My mom hooks her arm around mine. “¡Vamos, Antonio!”


We march toward that door. She pushes through. I stop. Her arm slides out from mine. She asks me if I’m all right.


I lean my back on the door, sunlight warming my face. I deep-breathe that fresh Olympic Peninsula air till I’m all fueled up. I scan the parked cars. I gaze up at the towering evergreens. There is no fence between me and them. No fence between me and home. No fence between me and Maya.


I make this moment a choice. I’m gonna leave whatever is left of the old me right here. And take my next step as the new person I am.


When my foot lands officially outside Zephyr, I pump a fist in the air.


Just then a huge maroon Ford pickup passes us. It’s Officer Murdock, flashing a smile and a peace sign. We watch him go.


My mom points to an old green Subaru she got since I went away. I drop my bag in the trunk and turn back to that prison in the forest for one long, last look.
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