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To Gabrielle and Donna



FOREWORD

So little has changed.

Year after year, studies are unveiled with great fanfare and then shelved. Commissions are convened and then ignored, proposed reforms celebrated and then discarded. Today’s juvenile justice system remains remarkably unchanged from the one I encountered when I first started No Matter How Loud I Shout. Juvenile court is still the unwanted stepchild of the justice system, still understaffed and underfunded, still struggling between the opposing poles of rehabilitation and punishment, still deeply misunderstood by public and policymakers alike. For better or worse, the stories of the boys and girls in these pages continue to resonate with relevance and timeliness. Their tragedies, crimes, losses, and fitful journeys toward redemption are mirrored all too faithfully by the experiences of the young people who inhabit today’s juvenile court. So little has changed.

This is not as hopeless as it may sound. Even as the shortcomings of the system remain the same, so, too, do the occasional bits of magic that inhabit the halls of juvenile court: the child rescued, the family restored, the small victories that come just often enough to keep the judges, lawyers, and social workers from being crushed by despair, to allow them to return to fight another day.

The environment in which juvenile court operates, however, has changed. When I began this book, the nation’s leading (or, at least, the nation’s loudest) experts on crime statistics and juvenile delinquency were predicting an abrupt rise in violent juvenile crime. The already alarming statistical heights reached in the 1990s would be nothing compared to the following two decades, these experts from leading universities and think tanks predicted, basing their conclusions on the seemingly firm ground of demographics. The population of teens in America was about to explode. So, too, the experts said, would the population of young criminals, including a growing number of violent and remorseless teen offenders they branded the “super predators.” Politicians picked up this idea and ran with it, making it a headline, making it a cause. And soon a majority of states had adopted new, more punitive laws that transferred more children to adult court and prison at ever-younger ages. Most of these policies remain in force today, with kids as young as thirteen automatically tried in adult court in some states, and eligible for life sentences without parole. Sixteen was the minimum age when I began this project.

Here’s the problem with this course of events: the predictions that drove these “reforms” were wrong. Terribly, irreparably, inexcusably wrong. Juvenile crime has not increased since the mid-nineties. It has declined. The rise of the super predator was a myth. One of the leading experts who issued these warnings and helped popularize the term has admitted that he and his colleagues were wrong, realizing too late that “Demography is not fate.”

Still, though the laws became more punitive, sanctioning life sentences for kids too young to shave, the juvenile justice system survived the super predator myth. When juvenile crime dropped, the drumbeat for dismantling juvenile court died away, along with the headlines and the confounded experts. The lower juvenile crime rates also bought time as budgets shrank and programs were cut. The lighter caseloads meant the court could hobble along through the years, with the same terrible flaws and the same unrealized opportunities as ever.

While haunting the halls of Los Angeles Juvenile Court for this project, I came to believe that the society we are, as well as the society we wish to be, is reflected in how we treat our young—including (perhaps especially) the young people in the care of the juvenile justice system, both the children in danger and, yes, the dangerous children. I do not think our efforts over the past twenty years do us much credit.

But don’t take my word for it. Listen to Elias and George and Carla and Andre and Ronald and the others portrayed in this book, and decide for yourself. They are children on these pages, though their stories and insights and heartbreaks are often profound. Today, however, twenty years later, they are adults—at least those who are still alive, who survived those new, harsher laws that deemed them adults before their time. And think about this: today, each of them is somebody’s neighbor or colleague or employee or cab driver or waitress. Maybe yours.

—Edward Humes

Los Angeles

July 2014



AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book represents a year of observation of—and, at times, participation in—the juvenile justice system. It is the story of children, families, and professionals who inhabit the juvenile courthouses of Los Angeles, where the courses of young lives are profoundly altered every day, mostly in secret and only occasionally for the better. These are unvarnished accounts. No facts have been changed. There are no composite characters or fictionalized passages. Names of juveniles have been altered in accordance with state law and court order, but in all other respects, what follows is exactly what happened in the courthouses, probation offices, and juvenile halls—and in the lives of those who passed through them.

Two factors made this book possible. A court order by former Los Angeles Juvenile Court Presiding Judge Marcus O. Tucker granted me access to a system otherwise closed to the public. But a foot in the door is only a start; I also relied upon the courage, insight, and generosity of many people who labor within the system and who have come to believe that secrecy is harming, not protecting, their life’s work. In particular, I wish to acknowledge and thank Peggy Beckstrand, James Hickey, Thomas Higgins, Paulette Paccione, Todd Rubenstein, Leah Karr, Wendy Derzaph and Kevin Yorn of the Los Angeles County District Attorney’s Office; Sharon Stegall and Jane Martin of the Los Angeles County Probation Department; Sister Janet Harris, Catholic chaplain at Central Juvenile Hall; Michael Roussel and Sylvia Wells, delinquency court administrators; Leslie Stearns, Nancy Liebold, and Oksana Bihun of the Los Angeles County Public Defender’s Office; attorney Sherry Gold; Judge Roosevelt Dorn, Judge Charles Scarlett, Judge Fumiko Wasserman, Judge John Henning, and Presiding Judge Richard Montes; and Commissioner Jewell Jones and Commissioner Gary Polinsky. Thanks also to David Bayles.

I received an unrivaled education about the inside of the juvenile justice system from Carla and George and the boys of the Unit K/L and M/N writing class: Geri, Elias, Chris, Louis, Juan, Ruben, Gabriel, Joseph, Ivan, Luis, Daniel, and James. Good luck and good lives to all of you.

A NOTE ABOUT NAMES

In accordance with state laws on confidentiality and the court order granting the author access to Juvenile Court, names of most juveniles (and their families) portrayed here have been altered. There are two exceptions: True names have been used for older juveniles convicted in adult court of major crimes such as murder; and for younger children tried and convicted in Juvenile Court for the same sort of violent felonies. In California, proceedings in such cases, whether in adult or juvenile forums, are open to the public, and the youths on trial enjoy no right to confidentiality. In cases in which juveniles were either acquitted of violent offenses, or were retained in Juvenile Court after attempts to transfer them to adult court failed, the author has voluntarily withheld their true names.



Intake


EXCEPT when earthquakes have rendered it unsafe for human habitation—temporarily, inmates are told—new arrivals at Central lockup are brought to the Old Wing. With its high walls of smog-blackened stone and filmy windows barred with flat, rust-colored strips of iron, the structure is ancient by Los Angeles standards, which is to say, it has been standing since before World War II. Its stone-block facade rears up unexpectedly, a grimy fortress in an otherwise desolate flatland of single-story industrial buildings, lumpy railroad crossings, and darkened, windowless warehouses stacked near a sprawling county hospital. Even hardened criminals gasp when they first see Central’s medieval profile rising before them from the urban plain. The most observant of them, however, can take heart at their continued, valued place in society and commerce: A lone billboard overlooks the street leading to the lockup, a depiction of a man in a crown and royal red robes, flanked by a six-foot-tall pocket-paging device and a young woman squeezed into a transistor-sized red bikini. The man is the “King of Beepers,” and his product is especially popular with the hundreds of drug dealers, gangbangers, and assorted other criminals who pass by his shrewdly placed advertisement in shackles each day, for whom beepers are both status symbols and necessary tools of the trade in this information age.

Past the billboard, at the terminus of Alcazar Street, there is a guard shack overlooking Central’s drive-in entrance, but it is unmanned at night and the lot is poorly lit, the sort of place where people feel the need to hurry to their cars, locking the doors as soon as they get inside. At the end of this narrow and crowded parking lot, where the spots reserved for visitors are kept full by county employees, a towering brown metal door, big enough to admit a row of three semitrailers, creaks inward on oilless hinges every few minutes. Police cars and sheriff’s vans pass in and out of this immense portal in a constant stream, making their night deposits, leaving behind people charged with every sort of crime imaginable, from shoplifters and drunks to carjackers and killers, linked together without distinction in long conga lines by those great equalizers, belly chains and handcuffs.

Newcomers arrive at Central mostly at night, emerging from squad cars and police vans to be herded inside the Old Wing, with its smeary walls and cracked linoleum floors, their nostrils assaulted by the universal jailhouse scent, a rat warren smell of urine and sweat masked by some sickly sweet cleaning agent vaguely reminiscent of pink bubblegum. There is a constant electronic buzzing in the air—an old airport metal detector that the lockup staff and visitors must pass through. Its alarm sounds nearly continuously, a piercing bleat no one monitors or heeds, notwithstanding the armed escape at the lockup a few months earlier. Flyspecked fluorescents buzz and flicker overhead, making the newcomers blink and squint as they walk in from the darkness. To some of the new arrivals, these surroundings are well known, bespeaking home, even comfort—as familiar as the aromas of morning coffee and frying bacon are to more fortunate folk. Others have never been in such a place, never seen it, smelled it, imagined it. Their eyes are wide with the ancient instinct to stampede.

The new arrivals are escorted one by one to a small room, where the Intake Officer conducts a brief interview, reviews the police reports, talks to the suspects’ next of kin if they’re around, then writes a two-page report with recommendations. Some of the intake officers have perfected a technique of quizzing newcomers that rarely, if ever, requires them to utter a complete sentence. They simply say, “Name? Date of birth? Address?” all the way down the form in front of them, like reading a shopping list, a complete interview done and only a few dozens words uttered in the process. This peremptory method belies the immense power the Intake Officer wields as a kind of pretrial judge, jury, and jailer rolled into one. He can recommend release or incarceration, prosecution or diversion to counseling, even dismissal of charges, and his calls carry great weight with the court. The recommendations tend to get more liberal as the lockup reaches its capacity each night—“You can only make so many of ’em sleep on mattresses on the floor before the ACLU shows up,” the Intake Officer on duty this night confides to a cop escorting one of the newcomers.

The Intake Officer has already processed twenty-seven cases in a little over four hours—all manner of thieves, burglars, and gun-toting criminals, several probation violators, two carjackers, an arsonist, an armed robber, and a drive-by shooter. The Intake Officer is used to routine and rote, to offenders who fit the classic stereotypes, but of late the patterns had been changing, not so much because of the mix of crimes—that had remained fairly constant—but because of the type of people committing them. In recent days, he had referred for prosecution a stickup suspect who was rich, with a home in one of LA’s most affluent neighborhoods and no need beyond sheer kicks for robbing anyone; a drive-by shooter who was female—still an oddity, even in an age of unprecedented violent crime; and a home invasion robber with one of the hardest-luck stories the Intake Officer had ever heard, having been raised by that ultimate dysfunctional parent, the state, only to be abandoned to a life of crime.

Tonight, he has an even more unusual newcomer, this one charged with murder—though that is not the strange part. Used to be murder cases were momentous exceptions to the plodding dullness of his job, but now they, too, had become almost routine. Dozens a month now. The “pop sheet” at the lockup is full of them. It is the circumstances of the case—and its probable outcome—that jump out at you. It is nothing short of bizarre.

The case involves a botched robbery at a freeway motel. Two armed suspects demanded money from the desk clerk, but another motel employee emerged from a back room with a gun of his own, blowing a fatal two-inch hole into the ringleader’s chest. No one else was hurt. Still, the surviving robber—Geri Vance, who now stands before the Intake Officer—was arrested for murder in the death of his crime partner, the theory being that no one would have died had the robbery never taken place. It was a legal loophole in reverse, a murder charge for someone who had killed no one. The Intake Officer has heard of such cases, but has never actually seen one before.

“How can they charge me with murder? I never even fired my gun at anyone,” Geri tells the Intake Officer, which is perfectly true—and, legally at least, completely irrelevant. “I was forced to take part in that robbery. I didn’t want to do it, but I gave in. I know I have to do some time for that, I understand that. But I’m no killer.”

There is an earnestness in Geri’s manner and words that even the jaded Intake Officer can see. He almost feels sorry for the guy. “You’ll have your day in court,” the Intake Officer offers. Geri only winces.

Geri’s case is in stark contrast to another murder case the Intake Officer handled just days before—a very ugly double homicide in which the suspect had already confessed to police that he killed his employers, a middle-aged married couple who owned a popular neighborhood ice cream shop in the View Park section of Los Angeles. Although they had long treated their counterman like a member of the family, the shop owners had recently chastised Ronald Duncan for chronically coming late to the shop. This so irritated Ronald that he decided to rob them, then blow their heads off with a shotgun while they drove him home from work. He boasted about it to a friend the next day, which was his downfall, as it is with a surprising number of criminals who would not otherwise be caught. The arresting officers in this case had handed him over at Central with obvious relief, as if he were contagious.

In both, the Intake Officer had to look through the thick rubber-banded packets of paper compiled by the police on each killing. Although they had both been brought in on murder charges, the two suspects couldn’t have been more different. It seems clear that Geri the motel robber wasn’t a killer at heart. The only reason he had been caught was because he brought his dying crime partner to a hospital emergency room after fleeing the Best Western they tried to rob. He could have gotten away clean, but chose to try to save a life instead. Then he had pretty much told the truth from the moment the police grabbed him at the hospital, immediately admitting to the robbery—not realizing he had signed his own murder warrant by doing so, his protests of coercion notwithstanding. He is bright and personable, with a sad history that began when he was abused and neglected as a child, left to roam the streets and to accumulate a record of minor crimes, none of them violent, at least until today. His fate had been sadly predictable, almost preordained, the Intake Officer figures.

But this other one, this shotgun-wielding killer, had come out of nowhere. Ronald Duncan had no criminal record, no known history of violence or abuse, no mental illness—just an unremarkable middle-class background, plodding and dull. He had cooked up a bogus alibi when the police caught up with him, then later confessed after a marathon session with detectives, without any apparent pangs of conscience or remorse. Once his initial fear at the unfamiliarity of the lockup faded, the Intake Officer saw a grin on Ronald’s face, as if he had been brought to Central on a traffic offense, not a murder charge. He wondered aloud how much respect on the streets he’d earn for getting busted on such a serious rap. But when asked why he killed his employers, Ronald adamantly denied it—notwithstanding the police tape recording of him admitting to murder. Then he had the gall to ask, “Can I go home now?”

Both of these newcomers ended up on the same unit, the lockup’s high-risk offender wing, joining the other murderers, rapists, and assorted other violent criminals awaiting trials or sentencing, stripped, searched, showered, and given orange jumpsuits to wear, their clothes and possessions boxed and tagged. After months, a year, possibly more, their cases will be resolved. The Intake Officer has no doubt which of the two murder defendants the system will end up treating more harshly.

Geri Vance, the would-be motel robber—the murder defendant who killed no one—faces life in prison without possibility of parole, and will almost certainly get it.

Ronald Duncan, the shotgun killer, can serve no more than eight years, and will probably do less. He can never see the inside of a state penitentiary. After his release, his record will be wiped clean, as if it never existed, the files sealed by state law, so that he can move freely, run for office, own a gun.

Even a man made cynical from running the intake desk too many nights has to marvel at this. But the Intake Officer doesn’t dwell on such matters very long, nor does he try to manipulate some other result by injecting opinion into his reports. He gave up long ago trying to find sense in the workings of Juvenile Court.

There is just too much else to deal with—things were backing up in the Old Wing. Let some overworked juvenile judge worry about the rights and wrongs of it all. The Intake Officer still had to deal with two young car thieves, a twelve-year-old child molester, an assortment of warring gangbangers, and a straight-A student who tried to hack her sister to death with a machete. There were papers to fill out and cells to fill up. It was a busy night behind the high stone walls of Los Angeles’s Central Juvenile Hall.

Like always.
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Elias is reading to my class, his dark eyes fixed on the paper quivering in his hands.

These are the things I learned when I was growing up:

I learned how to take a spray can of paint

and write my nombre on the wall.

I learned how to make a Walkman’s motor into a tattoo machine,

so that I could get my barrio on my arms and my neck,

to show how much I love my homeboys.

I learned how to sell the weed and the rock.

These are the things I learned when I was growing up.

The seven other boys in the class nod as Elias reads. They are fourteen and fifteen and sixteen years old, and he is describing their lives as well as his own, lives that brought them to Central Juvenile Hall not as mere delinquents, like most of the 1,600 kids warehoused here, but as HROs—high-risk offenders. Geri Vance is in my class, and Ronald Duncan, part of a broad assortment of kids, some with futures, some without, most of them painfully aware which category they fall into. “We’re the monsters they talk about on the news,” sixteen-year-old Chris, a gentle-mannered robber of pizza deliverymen, told me matter-of-factly when I first started teaching the Monday-night writing class two months ago. “We’re the ones you’re supposed to be afraid of.” I felt too guilty to tell him that I had, indeed, expected to find monsters when Sister Janet first led me to them. Hesitating outside the double-locked steel door to their unit, I had asked the Juvenile Hall chaplain rather nervously why she had chosen these kids, rather than some less hardened, more salvageable boys or girls, and Janet had just smiled cryptically and said, “Because these boys need you more.”

Elias has a stoic strength about him, quiet and shy, in the past too nervous to read his work aloud. At first, he always just folded his eloquent essays on life in the streets into tiny squares of paper, passing them to me in silence so I could read them privately. Tonight, though, his anger has boiled up from the page and into the classroom.

When I was growing up, I learned how to take

another person’s car without a key,

how to drive it and sell it, or just leave it somewhere.

I learned how to sit down low

and look out the windows for the enemy,

to see them before they saw me.

And, finally, when I was growing up,

I learned how to load bullets into a gun.

I learned how to carry it and aim it,

and I learned how to shoot at the enemy,

to be there for my homeboys, no matter what.

“I hear you,” James says, an obvious longing for the street in his voice. He has just penned an essay on how he’d like to drive a car over his ex-girlfriend, and it is not entirely clear that he is joking. The kids, in their severe jailhouse haircuts and the neon orange jumpsuits reserved for HROs, look pale and fragile beneath the hall’s harsh lights, a few of them nursing adolescent wisps of mustache hair that only make them look younger. Yet, most of the boys in this room are on trial for thoroughly adult crimes—murder or attempted murder or armed robbery. They have witnessed and done terrible things. At the same time, these kids who could pull a trigger without a blink remain painfully timid about reading their work aloud, blushing, breathing hard, breaking a sweat just at the thought of standing before the class and baring themselves. Silence can claim the room like an advancing tide. Tonight, though, Elias, with his angry diatribe, is my unexpected hero. He has broken the ice.

And then this seemingly hardened gangbanger, this kid with the huge tattoo on his arm announcing his gang allegiance, “Sureño 13,” surprises everyone. His voice drops nearly to a whisper, hoarse and urgent, his words taking a new direction.

These are the things I learned when I was growing up.

But this is what I want to know:

I want to know, who is going to teach me

how to pick out the right baby carriage for my little girl?

Who is going to teach me how to make up a bottle,

or to change a diaper, or to buy baby food?

Who is going to teach me how to be a father?

How to take care of my family?

How to live a life—a normal life?

These are the things I never learned growing up.

Who will teach me now?

When he finishes, the room is silent, not a cough, not a mutter, not a rustle of clothing, just the sound of Elias setting his paper down on the old Formica tabletop and, filtered through the room’s walls of metal, cinder block, and safety glass with wire mesh embedded within, the muffled jailhouse sounds of feet shuffling, toilets flushing, young voices competing with the television bolted to the wall of the common room. Elias’s eyes stay locked on his piece of paper. The sorrow and regret in his voice was so naked that the bravado and machismo that normally inhabit this room have evaporated like dew in the desert. Several boys are blinking hard.

None of them speak the answer to Elias’s yearnings, though all know it well. The answer is: no one.

Elias has been in the system for years, without benefit or effect. “Probation isn’t worth shit,” he says. For him, it was token supervision, a monthly call to his PO, who had two hundred other kids to watch over. Elias never left his gang, as the judge had ordered, and no one noticed. On probation, he carried a gun. He did drugs. He skipped school. “Camp was a joke, too,” he says of the county-run boot camps for delinquent youth. The gangs were recruiting there, inside a place where the kids were supposed to get away from the street life. There were race riots, drug use. It was ridiculous, he says, the system with its puny arsenal up against something far bigger and far deadlier. Elias’s best friend had died in his arms, shot in a drive-by. His uncles had all gone to prison. His beloved grandmother was murdered. It was natural for him, his birthright: He just kept committing crimes. Nothing made Elias want to change—until, three days after his arrest as an accomplice to murder, he learned he was to be a father. Then he craved responsibility, normalcy, a future. But by then it was too late.

Now Elias keeps tucked in his right sock a color snapshot of his daughter, his most treasured possession. His baby was born while he sat in Juvenile Hall, and she has reached the age of eight months without ever being held by her father. They are likely to remain apart a good deal longer. Because of the seriousness of his case, Elias will almost certainly be tried as an adult, with a lengthy sentence, possibly a life term, ahead of him. This is what it has come down to in Los Angeles’s juvenile justice system: life in prison for sixteen-year-old boys. Not just one or two or three like Elias, but hundreds of them.

“There’s no one you can bring in to talk to someone and make them change, to make them not do crimes,” Elias says, when I ask him what the Juvenile Court could have done to keep him straight. “I honestly don’t think anything the system does is going to work. People have to change themselves. Nothing can make them change. Like for me, it wasn’t until I had my baby girl that I realized I wanted to change, to settle down and get an apartment and a job and take care of her. No speech from a judge could make me give a damn. I had to have a baby before I could change. And now it’s too late.”

The words tumble out of Elias in a rush. In the space of fifteen minutes, he has spoken more than in ten previous classes, as if he was saving up his despair.

“God made me so that I could learn how to commit crimes,” he finishes. “What’s some judge or some probation officer gonna do?” I see he is looking directly at me now with those dark eyes, an old man’s eyes in a sixteen-year-old’s face, and I think at the time, as I do now, that there is nothing more sad than the sight of hopelessness in one so young. It is a look that seems, for the moment, to be reflected in every boy’s face in the room.

“God made me so I could do terrible things,” Elias says. “Why couldn’t God help me learn how to be a father?”



PART ONE

We’re Drowning

Take a trip in my mind

see all that I’ve seen,

and you’d be called a

beast, not a human being. . . .

Fuck it, cause there’s

not much I can do,

there’s no way out, my

screams have no voice no

matter how loud I shout. . . .

I could be called a

low life, but life ain’t

as low as me. I’m

in juvenile hall headed

for the penitentiary.

GEORGE TREVINO, sixteen, “Who Am I?”



PROLOGUE

Two Boys, Thirty Years, and Other Numbers

Gila County, Arizona

June 8, 1964

A MILDLY irritating, lewdly suggestive telephone call and a fifteen-year-old boy named Gerald Francis Gault: that’s all it took to bring the nation’s juvenile justice system to its knees.

At the time, Gila County was, to put it charitably, something of a backwater. Arid even in winter, it was a place of trailer parks and gritty two-lane roads peeling ruler straight through the scrubby fry pan of the Upper Sonoran Desert. There are no major cities here. The county’s principal claims to fame include the fact that Zane Grey’s cabin was located here, and that the county seat, Globe, had a neighborhood so contaminated with asbestos-laden mining debris that the U.S. government had to remove its families and entomb its soil beneath gigantic concrete caps. Conservative and insular, it is safe to say that Gila County has never been the sort of place in which obscene phone calls, even pubescent ones, went over very well. So when young Gerry Gault and a snickering friend decided to while away the afternoon by telephoning a certain Mrs. Cook to tell her just how much they admired her physique, the local sheriff did not hesitate to act on the irate woman’s complaint.

The sheriff hauled the fifteen-year-old to jail that same day, charging him as a juvenile delinquent. No one explained to Gerald his constitutional rights before demanding that he confess. No one offered him a lawyer or a dime to make a phone call. No one even took the trouble to tell his parents what had happened. They simply came home from work and found him missing. After canvassing the neighborhood, Gerald’s worried mother and father finally learned their son had been arrested. They went to the county detention hall, where a probation officer reluctantly told them that a court hearing had been scheduled to determine their son’s fate.

A week later, without any formal charges filed and without ever hearing any testimony from the simmering Mrs. Cook, or anyone else, for that matter—in other words, without any actual evidence against the boy—the juvenile court judge for Gila County pronounced Gerald guilty and proclaimed him a delinquent.

During the hearing, the judge forced Gerald to testify—there would be no claiming the Fifth in his courtroom, thank you. Then, when the boy failed to incriminate himself sufficiently, the judge proclaimed him “habitually immoral.” The judge based this finding upon his vague recollection of an allegation two years earlier—never proven or even heard in court—that Gerald took another boy’s baseball bat and glove. Again, this ruling was made without evidence or testimony from anyone.

An adult found guilty of making such a lewd phone call—a misdemeanor roughly as serious as running a stop sign—could have been fined five to fifty dollars or, in rare instances, could have received a brief jail sentence under Arizona law in effect at the time. But the consequences for a juvenile judged guilty of such a charge and designated habitually immoral were profoundly different. As Gerald’s horrified parents sat in the judge’s chambers, stunned and intimidated into silence, the judge sentenced the boy to the state of Arizona’s juvenile prison for up to six years.

Gerald had no attorney to represent him at this hearing, nor was he permitted to have one. He was presumed guilty, not innocent, from the moment he sat down on the hard wooden chair reserved for him in the judge’s chamber. No transcript was made of this secret “trial.” No transcript was needed, his parents learned later, because juvenile delinquents like Gerald had no right to appeal. He had no rights, period. Whatever the judge said, that was it. And Gerald and his family soon learned that this was not some high-handed, backroom Star Chamber peculiar to Gila County. This was how juvenile courts throughout the country operated, the judge curtly informed them.

Three years passed before the U.S. Supreme Court agreed to do something about Gerald Gault’s case. When the High Court finally acted, its sweeping decision became a landmark: Juvenile courts throughout the nation were transformed by the simple notion that children should not be convicted of crimes without evidence of their guilt, without fair trials and lawyers and the chance to face their accusers. The turn-of-the-century intent behind the creation of a separate juvenile justice system—that it be informal, stripped of legal ritual, and dedicated to quickly helping troubled kids get back on track—was all well and good, the Supreme Court observed. But those noble intentions had spawned outrageous abuses—not only against poor Gerry Gault, but against thousands of other kids convicted more on whim than evidence, imprisoned on charges for which no adult could serve even a day behind bars.

“Under our Constitution,” reads one particularly caustic passage of the Supreme Court decision, now know as In Re Gault, “the condition of being a boy does not justify a kangaroo court.”

And so, on May 15, 1967, Gerry Gault’s adolescent prank had the extraordinary effect of bringing every juvenile court in every state of the Union to a grinding halt so that lawyers and court reporters and all the other trappings of real courtrooms could be put into place. When they started up again, the way in which society dealt with its troubled youth had forever changed.

Thirty years later, the system has yet to recover from that one lewd phone call, or from the hidden price tag attached to the reforms it spawned.

Los Angeles County Juvenile Court

Los Padrinos Branch

April 27, 1994

Richard Perez, aka Shorty, a scrawny sixteen-year-old with an adolescent mustache atop an adolescent smirk, walked into the court Gerry Gault built exactly twenty-nine years and ten months after that fateful phone call in Gila County. It was Richard’s thirty-first court appearance in Los Angeles’s massive Juvenile Court, and his sixth criminal arrest. This time, though, he was in for murder, his world’s surest right of passage to adulthood—or, at least, to adult court and adult prison.

Richard’s criminal career began with a car theft in 1990, when he was thirteen. At least, that’s when he officially entered the system. Truth is, he had been getting into trouble for years before that—cutting classes, throwing chairs and disturbing classrooms when he didn’t skip school. Long before his voice had changed, he had begun to disobey his parents with impunity. He joined a street gang, stayed out all night, stole from his family. Under old juvenile laws, such classic delinquent behavior would have been enough to get him into the system at age eight or nine. Today, such conduct can’t be used to incarcerate kids. If it’s not a crime for adults to run away or skip school or to tell their parents to fuck off, it would be unconstitutional to make it a crime for children. “I’m sorry,” a police desk sergeant had told Richard’s mother once, when she called desperate for help with her wayward son. “There’s nothing anyone can do unless he commits a crime.”

So it took a car theft for the system to get hold of Richard, not at age eight, when programs to reform troubled kids work three out of four times, but at age thirteen, when the success rate is down to one out of four. Not that it mattered. Such measures of failure and success assume someone actually makes an effort with a kid. But the number of cases like Richard’s has become too overwhelming in recent years—annually, more than 5,300 auto thefts are committed by juveniles in LA—and the Juvenile Court, busy with more serious crimes, cannot keep up. With priority given to the 237 homicides, 3,746 robberies, 5,621 burglaries, 675 sexual crimes, 3,374 felonious assaults, 6,044 drug crimes, and 2,412 weapons possession offenses—all committed by juveniles in LA in a single year1—a mere car theft, like the thousands of graffiti cases that fill the court dockets, goes to the end of the line.

And so, Richard was released the day he was arrested. Five months passed before he was summoned back to court to face his charges. During that time, he ignored a court order to attend school, to obey his parents, and to quit his gang. He figured no one from Juvenile Court would have the time to check, and he was right. He capped off his show of contempt by failing to appear for his thrice-delayed trial. “I knew they couldn’t do shit to me,” he would later observe. “I was havin’ too much fun to bother.”

A month later, the young fugitive was rearrested and brought into court, where he cut a deal and pleaded guilty to the reduced charge of joyriding. His single mother said she was sick of his foul mouth and gangster friends. “You keep him,” she told the judge. He got probation, lived for a while in a group home, then went home with his father.

From the moment he settled his case, Richard busted curfew nightly, got high, and continued gangbanging, all in violation of his probation conditions. But his probation officer had nearly two hundred kids to supervise, which she accomplished primarily by talking to them on the telephone once a month (twice a month for the troublesome kids). She didn’t even catch the phony address and disconnected phone number Richard had supplied as his father’s—until Richard’s dropping out of the ninth grade provoked her to actually try and visit him. No one in the system had checked on his home life before releasing him. The PO found an empty lot where his house was supposed to be.

Richard remained a fugitive for another month, when police caught him behind the wheel of another stolen car. Released again after a few hours in custody, he stayed on probation and landed back in the same group home, conveniently located near his gang turf.

Three months later, Richard and three other members of a new, violent street gang he had joined, called the Young Crowd, started a riot at a hospital. Intent on visiting a homeboy with a gunshot wound, they had tussled with security guards rather than wait fifteen minutes for official visiting hours to begin. “I’ll be back, I’ll do a drive-by, I’ll kill your motherfuckin’ asses,” Richard shrieked to the guards and the nurses who turned him out. A new judge took over his case, kept him on probation, and returned him to the same group home with the same no-gangs, go-to-school conditions he had yet to obey.

Six months later, in August 1993, Richard, by then sixteen, was arrested for participating in a swarming attack on a motorist who stopped near a park on the gang’s turf, only to be beaten badly, his car stolen. After his arrest, Richard sat in court in bold gang style—a kind of Charlie Chaplin positioning of his feet under the defense table—as derogatory a gesture in his universe as extending his middle finger at the judge. But no one noticed or cared. The result: case dismissed, more probation, same group home. Richard celebrated by having his gang moniker, “Shorty,” tattooed onto his back, and by breaking a middle-aged woman’s nose with one vicious punch so he could steal the six-pack of beer she had just bought from a liquor store that had refused him service.

“I wanted a beer,” he later said, when asked if he felt bad about hurting the woman. The question seemed to perplex him. “If you’re strong enough to take something, why not take it?”

This was Richard’s fifth arrest, but no weapons were used in the robbery, so the case was sent to the back of the line with the other “nonserious” felonies, and Richard walked free again, told to come back in four months.

The Juvenile Court could have revoked his probation at this point (or long before, given his abysmal record), locking him up for months or even years in county boot camps or the state-run Youth Authority juvenile prison system. His contempt for a system that had never held him accountable was clear from the way he laughed in court when his latest victim’s nose was mentioned. He flicked spitballs and threw gang signs in the courtroom when he thought no one was looking. His offenses had grown more bold and violent with each passing arrest. Yet, once more, the system turned him loose, as it had always done. And, finally, Richard graduated to the big time.

It happened two months after the beer robbery, before the overworked DA’s juvenile operation had even waded through its backlog far enough to file formal assault charges. Two boys, David and Enrique, sat down in a small restaurant in the LA County city of Lynnwood to eat meat burritos and drink Cokes. A thin, short, Hispanic kid with a wispy mustache and a hand in his coat pocket materialized beside their table after a few minutes. The kid wore the uniform of the street: an oversized black hooded jacket, the baggy trousers hanging low, the underwear tops peeking out of the waistband. He had been milling around outside with members of the Young Crowd, muttering things like “traitor” and “nigger lover” because Enrique was Hispanic, while David was black—a pairing certain Latino street gang members find intolerable.

“Where are you vatos from?” the kid in the black jacket asked fifteen-year-old David. This is derogatory street code for “What gang are you in?” It is the standard question uttered before drive-by shootings and gang firefights on the street. It is a declaration of war.

“Nowhere,” David said, the only potentially neutral reply.

The skinny kid in the black jacket jutted his lower lip and turned slightly toward seventeen-year-old Enrique. “Where are you from?”

Enrique put his burrito down. “Nowhere,” he repeated.

Without another word, the kid pulled out a twenty-five-caliber handgun and fired three times, then ran out. One bullet slapped into the table a few inches from David. The other two slugs plowed into Enrique, who shouted, “I’m hit, I’m hit, go get my mom!” Blood spurted from his shoulder and chest. Forty minutes later, Enrique Diaz Nunez, an eleventh grader whose only crime had been eating a burrito with a friend, lay dead on a bloody emergency room gurney, his mother and sister weeping beside him.

A few days later, David drove with investigators past a crash pad kept by the Young Crowd. He pointed out a thin, short kid in an oversized black coat sauntering out the door. “That’s him,” David hissed. “That’s him.” They arrested Richard Perez on the spot and charged him with murder. He hadn’t even bothered changing clothes.

At the police station after his arrest, detectives pulled out the inevitable Miranda card, explained to Richard his rights, and, hoping for a confession, asked if he had anything to say.

“Yeah, I have something to say,” the savvy street urchin said, well trained by his many encounters with the system. “I want my lawyer.”2
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Though he had no way of knowing it, Richard’s criminal career had been closely monitored for years, part of a massive project within Los Angeles County Juvenile Court designed to figure out what happens to kids after they enter the system—to actually track what a child does after committing a first offense. How many girls and boys never come back after one arrest? How many cross the line another time? How many go the way of Richard, committing crime after crime until someone dies and the system finally takes notice? As simple and crucial as these questions are—for they would reveal how well or how badly Juvenile Court performs its job—no one could answer them. They had never been asked before.

So, in 1990, researchers began watching first-offenders arrested in LA County in the first six months of that year, Richard among them—11,493 kids in all. Five men and women sat in a special secure room at probation headquarters and read file after confidential file, tracking every one of those kids—for three years. They did not intercede in any case, but merely watched, omnipotent and removed, part of a grand experiment that let each case spin out as it always had, even horror stories like Richard’s.

By the end of 1993, the results of their painstaking work had become so appalling to the Probation Department and the Juvenile Court—and so profoundly threatening to the future of both bureaucracies—that officials have made no public announcement of the findings. But they boil down to this:

A little over half—57 percent—of kids who are arrested for the first time are never heard from again. They go straight, shocked by the system, mostly ordinary kids who make one mistake, and know it.

Of the rest, just over a quarter—27 percent, to be precise—get arrested one or two more times, then they, too, end their criminal careers. But the last 16 percent—that’s sixteen kids out of every one hundred arrested—commit a total of four or more crimes, ranging from theft to murder. They become chronic offenders. They become Richard Perez.

But as depressing as these figures are, they are nothing compared with the study’s real gut punch, the part no one in the system wants to talk about: The researchers glumly concluded that Juvenile Court seemed irrelevant to how these kids turned out.

Out of those 11,493 kids, about a third had their cases dropped immediately after arrest. For a variety of reasons—insufficient evidence, reluctant witnesses, extenuating circumstances, pretrial diversion, even actual innocence now and again—these kids walked away without ever seeing the inside of a courtroom. The other two-thirds were prosecuted in Juvenile Court, where the vast majority went on to receive the benefits of probation, placement in a group home, or full-blown incarceration. And yet—here was the awful surprise—there was no difference between how these two groups of kids fared. Either way, Juvenile Court or no Juvenile Court, just over half never came back after their first bust, about a quarter committed one or two more crimes, and the rest went on a rampage.

In other words, doing nothing, and throwing everything the system has at kids, produced the same overall result.3

As word of this stunning, humbling study slowly moved through Los Angeles Juvenile Court like a monsoon’s leading edge, it became a rallying cry for two factions within the system: those who believe the days of a separate Juvenile Court should be numbered, and those who want large-scale reform without discarding the notion that children, simply by virtue of being children, deserve to be treated differently—even when they commit crimes. A third group—not to be underestimated, for it had long held the reins of power—wanted only to give into inertia, to ignore the study, to preserve a bureaucracy that could create without pang or blink both Gerry Gault and Richard Perez.

And so the year 1994 began with unaccustomed turmoil and uncertainty within the world’s largest juvenile court, a place now no longer merely at war with its young charges, but also at war with itself.
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January 1994

Los Angeles County Superior Court

Juvenile Court Division

Thurgood Marshall Branch

Inglewood, California

THE first thing you learn about this place,” Deputy District Attorney Peggy Beckstrand says as she conducts a brief tour of the battered juvenile courthouse she helps run, “is that nothing works.”

It is 8:25 in the morning, a cold winter day, the sky as gray as an old skillet, an intermittent, muffled roar occasionally filtering into the building from somewhere outside—the steady stream of fat, full jetliners on final approach to LAX one freeway exit to the south. Inside, the locks on the courtroom doors are snicking back, fresh piles of manila-covered court files are being placed on the judge’s benches, lawyers are wading through the hundreds of kids and parents and witnesses gathered in the courthouse today, looking for a client they’ve never met, a witness they’ve never spoken to, a parent who can’t believe his or her child is a criminal, evidence be damned. Dirty mint-green buses with metal cages inside them are lumbering toward court from LA’s three enormous juvenile halls, carrying boys and girls wearing color-coded county-issue shirts and jeans, the color indicating their proclivity for violence or escape. The baddest kids sport coveralls in neon orange; their parents—those lucky enough to have a mom or dad interested enough to attend their court appearances—grip crumpled brown paper sacks with street clothes inside, hoping for an early release. In five minutes, court will be called into session, and the atmosphere is charged with a sweaty, anxious expectation, as if the entire building were a crowded elevator stuck between floors.

“We’re drowning,” Beckstrand flatly announces. She looks taller than her five feet six inches, due in part to her textbook posture. Exceedingly pale, with very long, very straight brown-blond hair, Beckstrand, a former Montessori teacher with a ribald sense of humor, enjoys a reputation for toughness that has left her decidedly unloved—and once sued—by her counterpart in the Public Defender’s Office.1 “Look around,” she says of the chaos swirling in the hallways. “It just isn’t working.”

She is not talking about the physical state of the place—the cracked and broken fixtures or the dysfunctional water coolers that dispense brackish water at body temperature—but of the juvenile system’s broader failings, the constant aura of futility that leaves this career prosecutor regularly muttering about walking away from it all. She is not the only one. Many who work these halls have heard about the new study circulating through the system that shows, among other things, that the Juvenile Court squanders most of its time and energy, focusing on the kids who are beyond redemption while ignoring the children who could best be helped. “As if we needed a study to tell us the obvious,” she says. Throughout the bureaucracy, everyone is buzzing about this study, expecting—or fearing—that it will bring massive and fundamental reform to a place that has not changed in many positive ways since the 1960s, and shows it.2

Beckstrand, for one, says she would welcome a shake-up, but she openly doubts the system’s ability to break its tired patterns. Her voice sounds just as tired. “We’re not rehabilitating these kids, and we’re sure as hell not punishing them. They can get away with murder here, and they know it. The law-breakers are winning, and we—society, those of us who obey the rules—are losing.”

A young prosecutor she supervises grabs Beckstrand then, asking her to resolve one of the crises that erupt here hourly, and they disappear into a courtroom together. They pass without a glance a deputy public defender huddled on a bench with the mother of a mentally ill girl who has been charged with attempted murder after voices in her head instructed her to attack her sister with a machete. The mother is crying and shaking her head as the young lawyer explains why it will be difficult to keep the girl from being transferred to the harsh confines of adult court, due to the severity of the accusations against her and the fact that she is past sixteen years of age. “She really needs help and belongs here in Juvenile, and I’ll do everything I can to make that happen,” the lawyer says. “But the problem is, the law is very tough on cases like this. The best I can do today is try for a continuance. The district attorney holds all the cards.”

It is a peculiarity of Juvenile Court that two such contradictory conversations can occur here simultaneously and with total sincerity. This is because each side in the process—the prosecutors, the defenders, the judges, the cops and probation officers, the crime victims, the kids on trial here and their families—sees itself as being on the one and only losing side. When a case ends in Juvenile Court, it is often hard to tell just who has won.

The setting fuels this sense of futility: This courthouse is a grim place. The gray concrete box that is the Thurgood Marshall Branch of Los Angeles’s massive Juvenile Court squats next to a once graceful garden district in the city of Inglewood, a community now so profoundly distressed that parents, policemen, and civic leaders meet monthly to plot safe routes through gang turf for their schoolchildren. The courthouse occupies the sort of neighborhood where members of warring black and Hispanic gangs summon one another by beeper and cellular phone to drive-by shootings and schoolyard race riots. Three blocks from Marshall Branch, an eleven-year-old schoolgirl sporting eleven prominent gang tattoos was caught distributing flyers advertising a gang-sponsored drug, sex, and beer party. The computer-generated flyers promised “Hoochies that ram free” can enter for free—meaning young girls who provide sex on demand need not worry about the five-dollar cover charge, a deal the eleven-year-old happily promoted to her sixth-grade schoolmates. When a counselor who seized the flyers asked the girl if she was worried about AIDS, she said no, it didn’t matter. She’ll be dead before she’s twenty, anyway.

Yet, this is also the kind of neighborhood where wealthy Angelenos regularly park their BMWs and Mercedeses, because the Thurgood Marshall Branch, one of ten juvenile courthouses spanning the huge bowl of the Los Angeles Basin, serves more than just its own troubled surroundings. Juvenile offenders from LA’s most upscale communities are hauled into the same courtrooms as well, from Beverly Hills to Hollywood to Malibu to Rancho Palos Verdes—the gangbangers’ parents sitting next to the bankers and moguls with their designer briefcases and tasseled loafers, all equally dazed by the odd mixture of chaos, informality, and impenetrable ritual so unique to Juvenile Court. Through a fluke of geography and bureaucracy, in one of the most racially and economically segregated regions of America, the three grimy courtrooms of Marshall Branch Juvenile Court have become the last great melting pot. Here, everyone finds a new common ground: fear. Fear of our own children.

It is a fear seemingly grounded in fact, as juvenile crime, particularly violent crimes by kids, had ripped through the cities and suburbs of America like a new and deadly strain of virus for which no one possesses immunity. The figures were staggering: a 175 percent increase in juvenile murder rates since the 1970s, with similar boosts in juvenile crime of all kinds. Just in the last five years, violent offenses by children—murder, rape, assault, robbery—had risen 68 percent.3 Los Angeles, with an estimated street gang force of 200,000, a majority of them under eighteen, has been especially hard hit by this epidemic. Given such figures—and the expert (and very mistaken) predictions that juvenile crime would continue to escalate for a decade or more—it should surprise no one that the Juvenile Court each year focuses less on children in danger, and more on dangerous children, locking more away, sending more to be tried as adults, imposing stiffer sentences. And still, the fear grows. You can see it in the courthouse hallway, in the furtive glances exchanged in the never-ending line at the two dented and sticky courthouse pay phones, in the way people rush through the gauntlet of silent, staring youth who sit on the steps and railings at the courthouse entry each day. One glimpse says it all: This is not a place to come for healing. It is a place to flee, as fast as you can.

Confusion is the other principal state of mind here—and in the nine other juvenile courthouses serving Los Angeles County, with their forty-nine courtrooms and eighty thousand active cases,4 a system that dwarfs adult courts in most jurisdictions, the largest juvenile justice system in the world. Sweaty hands wave crumpled subpoenas and court orders like pennants, dangled anxiously in front of anyone who remotely appears to be in authority, followed by this question: Where do I go? Because most of the people asked this question are not actually in authority, but merely happen to be walking the hallway in a business suit or policeman’s uniform, the most common reply is a shrug, and so dozens of people roam about aimlessly, unsure where to go.

This is what they find as they wander the Los Angeles Juvenile Court, Thurgood Marshall Branch: a waiting room, a clerk’s office, and one courtroom downstairs, with one wide stairway leading to the second floor, scarred by graffiti, as are the other gray walls of this place. There is an arthritic elevator at the other end of the building, but it stinks of old urine and seems to take several minutes to pass between the two floors of this disheveled courthouse. The bathrooms are graffiti museums, the mirrors so thoroughly etched with gang insignias that the lawyers brave enough to enter cannot see enough of their own reflections to straighten their ties. The layout of the place mystifies all but the initiates: Superior Court Department 241 is on the first floor, and Departments 240 and 242 are on the second floor. There is no logic to this numbering scheme (other than judicial jockeying for the least shabby quarters), and there are no other room numbers for the courts—you have to figure out their locations on your own. There is no information counter, no posted court calendar, no map of the building, no guidance of any kind. Cryptic, hand-lettered signs, faded and yellowed with age, hang haphazardly from the walls, suspended by ancient, brittle pieces of Scotch tape, defaced by vandals and communicating nothing relevant to the day’s proceedings.

The aged building, once a small municipal courthouse for adult offenders, outgrown, disused, and, finally, thrown like a gnawed bone to the space-hungry Juvenile Court, is brimming with children and their families today, their combined voices a riotous roar. The modest, casual clothes worn by most of the parents, and the bagged-out, gangster-chic clothes worn by many of the kids, make it easy to spot the lawyers in their suits and power ties, clustered together, cutting deals or interviewing witnesses three minutes before trial. These hurried mutterings in the hallway are what passes for trial preparation in this haphazard court of law, except for a rare few high-profile cases, “specials” in DA jargon. Snatches of conversations become intelligible as you push through the first-floor hallway, packed tight as a rush hour subway car, hot and claustrophobic: A father says, You listen to the judge, boy, followed by a shrill, Fuck the judge. . . . A woman’s voice pleads, Can my daughter come home today? while someone’s brother complains, Why are they charging him with murder? He was just drivin’ the car. Next to him, a public defender wheedles with a DA, a salesman at the bazaar, pressing to close the deal: Come on, you don’t need a felony on this one, we’ll cop to the misdemeanor, save some court time. . . . The DA has her eyes closed, files tucked under each arm, trying to remember the facts of the case they’re talking about, one of forty-seven she is supposed to handle that morning.

As each of the three courtrooms begins its morning calendar call, the blur of intertwining hallway conversations fades as lawyers and litigants hustle into court. There are enough stragglers, witnesses, and families waiting for their children’s cases to be called to keep the hallways crowded and loud, and any respite in the noise quickly evaporates as the public address system kicks into gear. Throughout the rest of the day, conversations will be drowned out by an intermittent electronic bong, followed by the voice of one of the court bailiffs speaking over the PA summoning some child or his family or a witness or an attorney to court. During morning calendar call, the busiest time in the courthouse, the harsh screech of the loudspeakers reverberates constantly, so loud that not even the thick, heavily worn double wooden doors barring entry to each courtroom can stop the sound. These announcements frequently drown out the words of judges and lawyers in the midst of hearings, destroying any semblance of courtroom decorum, and proceedings constantly are delayed as attorneys leap up to telephone some other courtroom competing for their services via loudspeaker. The crush of cases is so great, and the public defender and the district attorney here are so understaffed, that it is not uncommon for them to have two, three, sometimes five or more cases scheduled simultaneously in different courtrooms, causing impatient judges to electronically bellow for them to come on down every few minutes.

Peggy Beckstrand strides through the chaos, up the stairs, and makes her way into the courtroom of Judge Roosevelt Dorn, the newly arrived supervising judge at Thurgood Marshall. Ostensibly, she is there to pay a courtesy call on the new judge, but her real purpose is to assess what she will be dealing with in the coming year. She sits down inconspicuously in the back of the courtroom, surveying the scene like a baseball coach scouting the competition, jotting down the occasional note but mostly just watching, taking it all in. On the bench, she sees a fifty-seven-year-old man, short and a bit stocky, with salt-and-pepper hair cut close to his head, unfashionably long sideburns, a scrubby, well-clipped mustache, and large gold rings on each of his thick, blunt pinkies. Aside from his booming voice, his most daunting characteristic is a pair of pouchlike cheeks that seem to puff up when he is incensed, a warning sign as unmistakable as the maraca chatter of a rattlesnake. Lawyers have pushed through the double doors to his courtroom, spotted those inflated cheeks and slitted eyes peering over his reading glasses, and they have spun around and left, preferring to wait until later to ask him to call their cases. Peggy has seen that look during past encounters with this judge, when they both worked in adult court. “With Dorn,” she has already warned her staff, “it’s not a question of if things will come to a head. It’s a question of when.”

·  ·  ·

“You may have been on probation before, young man,” the judge says, his trademark baritone booming, a radio announcer’s voice emanating from the little man peering over the tops of gold-rimmed reading glasses. “But you have never been on probation in Judge Dorn’s court.”

You can almost hear the royal italics in the way he pronounces his name and title, more preacher in the pulpit than judge on the bench, leaning forward, gripping a court file in his hand as if it were scripture. Department 240 is full this morning, its torn and lumpy rows of ancient auditorium chairs crammed with parents, lawyers, witnesses, cops, and kids accused of crimes. Judge Roosevelt Dorn—who wears the minister’s hat on Sundays—is preaching as much to this audience as to the fourteen-year-old boy whose case is momentarily before him. Part of Dorn’s strategy is to run an open court in the normally closed and confidential arena of juvenile justice. The kids waiting for their cases to be called must listen to Dorn lecture or lock up one defendant after another—the judge figures the message will sink in for at least some of them, much the way Madison Avenue figures repeating the same jingles will sell laundry detergent. It is not precisely legal, but any reasonable way he can frighten, cajole, or persuade these kids into abandoning criminal lives is fine with Judge Dorn, whether the law specifically allows it or not. The defense lawyers despise this practice as a means of intimidating their young clients—which, strictly speaking, it is—but though they have a legal right to request an empty courtroom, few of the lawyers have the grit to ask. Dorn has an odd way of getting his way—and of dealing with those who would impede his agenda.

The boy before him now is named Robert, a young car thief and robber on his way to worse crimes. He has violated his probation by cutting school to hang out with his street gang, one of the more common entries on the LA juvenile docket. The boy’s frustrated probation officer knows just how to push Dorn’s buttons.

“This is the second time I’ve had him in here for missing school, Your Honor,” the PO says, glancing at the skinny kid sitting in his oversized, untucked Raiders T-shirt, stereo headphones reluctantly removed from his ears and hanging insolently around his neck. “He’s been missing classes for weeks—starting with the day after he last appeared before you.”

Dorn’s eyes turn to slits at this, a hooded, reptilian stare he has honed with much practice. Several lawyers in the courtroom shake their heads, knowing what is coming, for this judge is particularly infamous for two things: He insists the juveniles under his control maintain stellar school attendance, and he cannot bear to have his orders ignored. “You cut school after you came before Judge Dorn?” he thunders. It is a personal affront—the kid has already lost. Sure enough, the judge waves Robert’s lawyer and his litany of excuses into silence and says, “This minor has no intention of complying with the court’s orders. Therefore, I have no choice but to remove him from the home and send him to camp.”

The bailiff immediately rises to stand behind Robert, his days in the street abruptly ended, a stay of up to a year in a county-run boot camp ahead, because he had the misfortune of getting Roosevelt Dorn for a judge instead of almost any other. And Dorn is not through.

“You’ve seen those homeless people down on Fifth Street, haven’t you? That’s where you’re headed, son, if you don’t get an education. Don’t you understand that if you don’t get an education, if you don’t go to college or learn you a good trade, all you can expect in this world is a lifetime of degradation and poverty?”

The kid is silent, sullen, staring at his hands as Dorn lectures. The judge doesn’t seem to notice. His eyes are darting around the courtroom now, where several mothers and fathers are nodding and whispering to their children to listen to the man. One father whispers, “That’s a good judge. That’s what that boy needs.” Someone else calls out, “Amen,” as if she were in church, and a slight smile plays across Dorn’s lips at this. His voice grows even louder and deeper.

“You’re stealing from yourself, no one else,” he tells Robert. “You’re stealing your own future. If you keep on the way you’re headed, you can only end up in one of two places: the cemetery, or the penitentiary.”

He pauses then, lowering his voice, taking off his glasses. “I can send you to a place where you have to go to school every day, but I can’t make you learn, son. You have to want to learn. I think the world of you, son. I love you. I’m sending you to camp to give you a chance to decide to help yourself. Because I love you.”

This is vintage Dorn. The parents in the audience—Robert’s mother among them—appear awed. They have never heard anything like this newly arrived judge before. None of his brethren crack down on truancy this way. The same woman who said Amen before says it again. But most of the kids in the courtroom look bored with all this talk of learning and the future. Some of them have heard the cemetery or penitentiary threat five or six times already, and their eyes are wandering. One girl yawns, then grins at a sharply dressed young man with a gold earring and a long rap sheet who has blown her a kiss from across the aisle. As for Robert, as tough a nut for his age as any kid who comes before the court, he seems unmoved, not quite concealing a smirk as he is ushered through the door to the holding tank. “It’s not like they can take anything from me,” he says later, back with his homeboys at Juvenile Hall. “Ain’t got nothin’ to give. Nothin’ but time, that is. And I been doin’ time my whole life, one way or the other.”

Still, whether or not it had any real impact on Robert, this heartfelt lecture of Dorn’s was a bravura performance. Certainly, the parents were impressed, maybe a few of the kids, even the often-jaded prosecutor Peggy Beckstrand. But the scene is marred in the end by one slight jolt of mundane reality, a little thing, really, that nevertheless seems emblematic of the despair and futility that inhabits this courthouse so much more often than hope, a stark reminder that the crush of juvenile crime can reduce this system to an anonymous assembly line. After the sentence has been pronounced, the clerk grabs Robert’s file—one of sixty cases the judge will hear this day—but Dorn suddenly realizes he forgot some minor point, and he asks for it back. He stutters oddly as he does this, and it takes a second for those present to understand why. Then it becomes clear: though he may indeed love Robert, Judge Dorn does not know his name.

·  ·  ·

During the pause between cases, Peggy Beckstrand approaches a public defender manning the defense table. They need to confer on a murder case they are trying together—the People v. Ronald Duncan. The trial of the kid accused of murdering the owners of a nearby Baskin Robbins store has become the most infamous—and certainly the most brutal—case currently on display in the Inglewood courthouse. Although her duties as deputy in charge are primarily administrative, Peggy is handling the case personally, unwilling to entrust it to one of the young DAs barely out of law school assigned to her office. Something about the way that short, squat kid with the scraggly goatee walks grinning and waving into court for each hearing—as if he was in on a curfew violation, not a double homicide—just infuriates Peggy. She is determined to win his conviction, despite the absolute certainty that, no matter how great her labors, she will not find the outcome either satisfying or just.

“We’re supposed to set a trial date today,” Peggy reminds the PD, knowing the lawyer will complain about needing more time, standard procedure in Juvenile Court. Nothing happens when scheduled. Nothing.

“I’m going to need more time,” the defense lawyer says, eyeing her opponent cautiously. Peggy and the head public defender in Inglewood have been battling recently; the PD’s office just finished an unsuccessful attempt to have one of Peggy’s young prosecutors censured for misconduct. The fallout has left the two offices quibbling over the most routine matters, further slowing down a process that only crawls on its best day. “Is that going to be a problem?”

Peggy knows there would be no point in fighting it. Defendants in Juvenile Court, particularly those accused of murder, are pretty much entitled to unlimited delays, unlike prosecutors, who must be ready at the appointed hour, or lose. Besides, Peggy cannot find her star witness in the case, a potential disaster on the horizon. She didn’t want to telegraph this by asking for a postponement of her own, and she conceals her glee at being taken off the hook with a chagrined expression and a tired shrug. “I guess not,” she says. “It’s not like Ronald’s going anywhere.” The hypocrisy implicit in playing such games bothers her, but they are a big part of the process here, a shabby mirror image of adult court. In both venues, winning the case is everything. Figuring out what’s best for a kid—and for the community—well, that isn’t her job. Peggy’s job is to get a conviction. Her opponent’s is to do whatever it takes to get an acquittal. Only when that contest is resolved does the Juvenile Court take up the question of what to do about a screwed-up kid. Like so many other initiates of the juvenile justice system, Peggy despises this order of priorities, while feeling powerless to change it.

The two lawyers agree on a new trial date, knowing the judge will go along with whatever they want. “I think the family is hiring private counsel anyway,” the PD says, “so I doubt that I’ll be trying this case.”

Peggy looks at her for a moment, then, with a bitter sincerity she didn’t mean to show, says, “Lucky you.”

·  ·  ·

With the question of the trial date for Ronald Duncan settled, Peggy lingers in Dorn’s courtroom long enough to watch him give probation to a seventeen-year-old girl convicted of driving the getaway car in a bank robbery—a shockingly lenient sentence, Peggy fumes to herself. The girl is articulate and attractive, despite her cartoonishly long, red-lacquered nails extending daggerlike from each finger. But she also has prior arrests for threatening a teacher with her fists and a fellow student with a knife, and she is believed by police to have ties to the infamous Rolling Sixties street gang as well, one of the toughest, deadliest in LA, with branch “offices” nationwide for dealing crack, and a series of bank jobs and daring Las Vegas casino robberies to its credit. Both the prosecution and the Probation Department have asked that this girl be locked up in the California Youth Authority, widely considered the biggest, toughest juvenile prison system in the country. But Dorn is impressed by the girl’s membership in a church choir and her plans to go to college, where, she says without a trace of irony, she plans to study to be a police officer or a CIA agent.

“I daresay very few bench officers would send you home on probation for this,” Dorn says, and Peggy can’t help nodding, then hoping Dorn didn’t see her. “I’m giving you a rare chance. No one can love themselves robbing a bank. Sooner or later, you’ll end up in the penitentiary or the cemetery unless you change.”

The girl leaves all smiles, her own lawyer blinking in surprise at the outcome. But moments later, this same judge lambastes the prosecutor assigned to his courtroom for being too lenient with a thirteen-year-old first-time offender accused of breaking into a car. As often happens in such a case, the prosecutor horse-traded the case down from a felony to a misdemeanor, something few judges would care about, but which Dorn hates. Felonies carry longer sentences—they let Dorn take charge of a kid’s life for years, rather than the few months that misdemeanors allow.

“You on the wrong side of the table, that’s your problem,” Dorn announces, employing the greatest insult possible for a prosecutor—accusing him of acting like a defense lawyer. Then he pointedly stares straight at Peggy as she sits in back. “Maybe no one has taken the time to explain to you how Juvenile Court works. . . . Next time, check with me before you tie my hands. I’m the judge, not you.”

Most of the people in court crane their heads around to see whom Dorn is addressing. Peggy just smiles, waits until the next case is called, then walks out, if a little stiffly. It was all posturing, she chafes later. Dorn accepted the misdemeanor plea anyway, then imposed exactly the same sentence as he would have had the kid received a felony conviction: probation, a seven o’clock curfew, and the cemetery-penitentiary lecture. For better or worse, first-time auto burglaries are routinely pleaded down to misdemeanors—the system would seize up like an engine with no oil if such deals were not cut daily and every case went to trial. Dorn knows this—he was a prosecutor himself once, Peggy says. The criticism is just his way of announcing who is in charge.

As Peggy leaves, she stops in the hallway to chat with a juvenile probation officer who wants help with a girl gangbanger named Carla James. In the background, though, Peggy can’t help but listen to the young thief Dorn just sentenced—a sharp-faced little kid in surf dude clothes and a blond mushroom haircut—leave court and say with dripping sarcasm, “Great judge.” Then, safely through the door and into the raucous hallway, he blows a raspberry in Dorn’s direction.

“You’d better cut it out,” his father says weakly.

The kid, showing who in the courthouse is truly in charge, stalks off, but not before glancing over his shoulder and telling his dad with practiced scorn, “Just shut up.”



CHAPTER 2

Home Girl

On the day Carla James became a casualty of juvenile crime, she earned an A on her English test, a B in math, and a mild rebuke for missing a history paper deadline, and then she stayed late after school. The staying late was not for the purpose of punishment, but so Carla could perform her regular volunteer work in the school office, taking care of files, answering phones, doing photocopying—generally making herself indispensable to the school staff. Carla was always offering to help out, the kind of kid adults naturally trusted, who did what she said she would do and did it well. Some of her teachers even joked that, some days, Carla seemed to run the place. Her face would split into a huge smile at that—everyone said her smile was dazzling—and she would nod and say something cocky like, “You’re right. I do.”

This day, though, Carla had been uncharacteristically quiet. She kept pausing in her work to root around inside her bulging backpack, as if she were afraid of losing something inside. Each time, she carefully snapped shut the pack when she was through, then stowed it out of sight. Five minutes later, she’d be rooting again.

“You look tired today, Carla,” the school counselor commented, poking her head into the office area. Carla appeared startled for a second, almost guilty, then quickly closed and put aside her book bag. The counselor said, “Is everything all right?”

Carla looked up and smiled then, that broad, infectious grin of hers, a model’s straight, white teeth gleaming. “Sure,” the girl said. “I was just up a little too late. I’m fine.”

The counselor nodded, studying the tall, thin, charming fifteen-year-old a moment. She had taken a special interest in Carla, ever since her normally excellent grades had begun to slip and her absences began to grow. They visited outside school and talked often on the phone. Carla had opened up to her for a time, revealing how troubled she was beneath her surface élan. She was especially upset about her mother’s recent remarriage, five years after Carla’s father died in a car wreck. Lately, though, the girl had been pulling back again, dodging the counselor. “We should talk,” the counselor said. “Call me later?”

“Sure,” Carla promised.

But Carla knew she would not call. She could not tell her counselor the real reason she was so tired, how she had not cracked open the front door of her house that morning until just after dawn, the sun still low and weak over the Los Angeles Basin, its light devoid of warmth, barely piercing air the color of watery brown pudding. She had stuck her head in, the living room silent and empty, no sounds coming from the kitchen, her mother and stepfather already gone for the day to work. Good, she had thought—she wouldn’t have to hear the same old your life’s headed down the toilet, nice girls don’t stay out all hours speech from her mom. Carla knew her mother was beside herself over the suddenly late hours and disobedient behavior, assuming she was sleeping around. Carla did not correct this misimpression. That would mean having to explain what she really was doing.

Upstairs, Carla had locked herself in the bathroom, showered, then stared into the mirror for a long time. She had been wanting to do this all night, a burning curiosity that had gripped her as soon as the hot edge of fear at what she had done had dulled. Would she—would anyone?—see a difference in her face? Would it be obvious to everyone what had happened? Carla thought about the Shakespeare her English class had read a few months earlier, a lot of stuff she didn’t understand, but that scene with Lady Macbeth, struggling in vain to wash the blood from her hands—that had stuck with her. She had even dreamt about it. Would it be the same now with her? Would it show in her eyes, her expression?

She had leaned close, bending over the sink, the medicine chest mirror close enough to steam up with each breath. The same old face had stared back at her, the same long blond hair, the same high cheekbones and ski-jump nose, the smooth skin untouched by makeup—the features boys kept telling her were so hot and that she couldn’t stand, because they got in the way of her being one of the guys. She had searched for signs of guilt, of fear, of evil—for imaginary blood that could not be scrubbed clean—but, to her immense relief, she saw no change. She had not felt guilty, not much, anyway. What she really felt, she had decided, was bursting with life, her secret coursing through her like jet fuel. At school, she concluded, they would have no clue. They would see what they wanted to see, a good kid, popular and polite, a girl who loved school, who liked to help: Carla James, honors student. They would see it because it was true. It just wasn’t the whole truth.

“I’ll call you later,” Carla lied, looking straight into the counselor’s eyes, seeing genuine affection and concern there, and feeling a slight pang at her deceit. But at the same time, she felt relief, because Carla could see the counselor had no idea—she just thought Carla was tired. Her secret was safe. Before she walked through the door, excitement about the night ahead pushed conscience out of the way. She slung her pack over one shoulder, felt the comforting weight of the gun inside, and strode off the school grounds, returning to that new, separate life of hers, another night away from home, another adventure without end. Except it did end, and all too abruptly.

The next morning, Carla did not go to the school office before class as she normally did. Instead, two sheriff’s deputies showed up. They had come about Carla. There had been a shooting, they said. A drive-by shooting.

“Oh, my God! How did it happen?” the counselor exclaimed, thinking, It’s always the good ones who get hurt. The papers were full of stories like that: Honors student slain. She felt tears welling as office workers crowded around to hear the appalling news. She had sensed something was wrong, berating herself for not doing something more for a child she had come to think of as a daughter. The counselor whispered, “Is Carla all right?”

One of the cops looked at her strangely for a moment. Then he said, “You don’t understand. We’re looking for Carla James. She’s not the victim of a drive-by. She’s the shooter.”

[image: Images]

CARLA,” Sharon Stegall is telling a visitor—right in front of the girl, as if she weren’t in the room listening, “is what we’re facing more and more these days. It’s one thing to have kids who screw up because that’s all they got to do, ’cause they have nothing at home, nothing at school, nothing but the streets and the homies and time to kill, no pun intended. But Carla”—Sharon pauses long enough to aim a measured glower directly at the girl sitting and fidgeting before her—“Carla has everything going for her. Good family. Nice home. Good grades. People who care about her, love her. And she still screws up. Now why is that, Carla?”

Carla meets her probation officer’s eyes with a steady, even stare—no easy feat when the PO is Sharon Stegall, a large and intimidating woman well practiced at putting kids on the spot, who speaks with a gale-force delivery that paralyzes most delinquents. The judges in Juvenile Court may issue the orders, but it is up to the probation officers to enforce them, and Sharon is among the best. But, in that moment, Carla looks unafraid, wearing the unwavering expression of someone telling the truth—or of an extremely practiced liar.

“Aw, Ms. Stegall,” the girl says quietly. “You know I’m straight now. Just ask at my school. I’m doing great.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’re running the place, as usual,” Sharon says, shaking her head. “But what else are you running down, that’s the question?” The probation officer earns a sly smile with that one, then turns away again, speaking about Carla in the third person once more, a deliberate tactic of intimidation. “If we can figure out how to deal with the Carlas of the world, we will have juvenile crime licked. It’s that simple. But I’m not sure we can get through to this knucklehead. Not sure at all.”

Carla rolls her eyes and laughs, running her fingers through her long hair, pushing it away from her eyes. The gesture reveals a place where her tanned skin is marred by a large scar in the center of her forehead. She got it when her head plunged through the windshield of a stolen car. The car had crashed while she and two homies, pursued by police, fled the scene of a drive-by shooting in which Carla had pulled the trigger (in court, Carla denied being the shooter, but later admitted to it in casual conversation). Had the bullet from her gun struck a human target, rather than glancing off a light standard and fragmenting into relatively harmless shrapnel, she would not be sitting and jiving with her PO about going straight. She would be facing a murder rap, her last chance used up.

But sitting here in Sharon’s cubicle, beneath the Emancipation Proclamation poster and the enormous wall map with its pushpins showing the multitude of gangs that seem to carve the LA landscape into as many turfs as voting precincts, Carla looks and sounds for all the world like someone you would want for a baby-sitter. She instills that good gut feeling you need to have in someone before you entrust your most precious possession in the world, your child. And that trust would not be misplaced: Within a certain context, Carla is caring, loving, dependable, and courageous. That this same girl could point a .357 Magnum at somebody and pull the trigger without remorse is the maddening contradiction of Carla James. She is on the leading edge of two new and disturbing trends in Juvenile Court. She is part of a still-small but rapidly growing group of girls who commit violent crimes, once the exclusive domain of the boys. And she is part of a growing legion of kids whose criminal roots cannot be traced to any sort of abuse or deprivation, children who have potential, privilege, and solid families, yet take a turn toward darkness simply out of personal choice, who have the insight and ability to reflect about the immorality of what they are doing, then do it anyway. These are the kids who have Sharon Stegall and the rest of the juvenile justice system stumped—and scared.

And, like many of them, Carla is down to her last chance.

·  ·  ·

She would say she was going to the library to study. Or to her friend Laura’s house to do homework. Or to soccer practice after school. And then Carla’s mom would find out that the library was closed that day, or that there was no soccer—or no Laura. “I’ll see you for dinner,” Carla would say, then vanish until nine at night.

Somewhere between elementary school and middle school, somewhere around Carla’s thirteenth birthday, the lying started. The coming home late from school. The hanging on the street corner. The holiday snapshots in the James family photo album show this transformation starkly: one Christmas, there’s Carla with her two older sisters and two younger brothers, the kid in the middle with the glowing smile, the perfect clothes, the limitless future. A year later, there’s this sullen, defiant stranger in bagged-out gangster clothes, forty-inch trousers hanging from her twenty-four-inch waist, all her old friends forsaken in favor of a new, dangerous, loutish crowd.

It was tough for Carla’s mother to get a handle on her daughter. The girl had always been closer to her father. Unlike her older sisters, Carla had resisted her mother’s attempts to interest her in Barbies and playing house and wearing dresses. Carla insisted on playing stickball and marbles and cards and whatever the boys on her street were playing. She took great pride in the fact that most of her friends were boys, not girls, and that she met them on their own terms: She threw a ball as good as any boy, she ran as fast as any boy, and she’d fight them ferociously if they ever questioned her ability or mettle because of her sex. Her mother fretted over this, but her father always told her she could be anything she wanted—and that she should not take any crap from little boys. Carla worshipped him for this. She was his little sidekick, working on the car, mowing the lawn, walking to the hardware store to mess with the bins of bolts and nuts and tools: If Dad was doing it, Carla wanted to do it.

His death in a car accident when she was nine devastated Carla, leaving her depressed and withdrawn for many months, then resentful of her brothers, sisters, and mother when they picked up the pieces of their lives and tried to move forward. In later years, once she became an initiate of the system and heard various counselors and POs theorize about her “antisocial tendencies,” she began to blame her delinquency on her father’s death. Parroting the pronouncements of various professionals she met along the way, Carla would say she never got over the grief of losing him, or the anger she felt at being deserted by the person she loved most in the world.

It seems a convenient explanation, but, in truth, this is just Carla giving the professionals what they want to hear, an excuse that does not match the facts. Carla’s defiance at home and criminal behavior in the streets did not begin until nearly four years after her father’s death. That was the year Carla turned thirteen and her body stopped looking like a boy’s. That was the year her mother found a second husband who suddenly moved into Carla’s world and expected to be treated like a father.

And that was the year Carla started coming home late from school, detouring past the corner where the hoods from the Tepa-13 street gang hung out. Carla got her first tattoo that year, a bright red heart on her rear end—a secret she managed to keep from her mother for two years. At age thirteen, Carla began leading two lives, with one—that of the young, dangerous, don’t-care-if-I-die-tomorrow gangbanger—gradually edging the honors student toward extinction.

It took a while for the adults in Carla’s life to realize her new behavior was more than mere teen angst. Both her stepfather and her mother worked long hours that kept them both out of the home a great deal of the day. By the time they concluded something was seriously wrong with Carla, she had graduated to frequent fights and suspensions at school, plummeting grades, and outright defiance when they tried to discipline her. Every time her mother tried to crack down, Carla ran away. During one three-day refusal to come home, Carla escalated her flirtation with the gang life. She jumped into the Tepa gang.

“Jumping in” is a literal term: to pass muster with the gang, she had to stand a minute fighting with several gang members, showing her worth, her courage, her ability to take pain. It is a standard initiation rite of street life, mirrored by an even more brutal “jumping out” ordeal. Normally, girls only have to fight girls, but Carla made it clear she intended to hang with the boys. That meant a double rite. First she had to take on three girl members of Tepa at once, which she did in such a wild and fearless way that she ended up landing more punches than the three of them combined. She sneered at her combatants when it was over and called them weak, sending two of them home in tears. Then Carla withstood a minute-long beating from two male members of Tepa, standing her ground, throwing solid punches of her own and shedding no tears even as blood streamed from her nose and her left eye swelled shut. She could hear some of the guys watching and muttering “Damn!” and she knew she had won their respect that day, the only coin of the realm that matters in a gang.

In short order, the same natural talent for making herself indispensable that had worked so well for her in school made her a popular leader within the gang. Smart, quick, a good planner, Carla found even older members of Tepa asking what she thought of some plan or plot. The power was intoxicating, something akin to being a general with an army to command. The fierce code of loyalty between gang members, and the sense of security and contempt for outsiders it breeds, became the center of Carla’s life after that. And any guy in Tepa who forgot himself and spoke to her as if she were different or less worthy or, God help him, coddled or touched her in a way that suggested he might be aware of what lay beneath her gangster baggies, then that boy soon found himself flat on his back, Carla’s knees on his chest and her fists drawing blood.

A new world opened up for her then. With Tepa, like any gang, the rules were clear. You knew what was right and what was wrong: You stood up for your homeboys, you showed them loyalty and respect and they gave the same to you. You never showed cowardice, and you never backed down on a point of honor. Disrespect demanded a quick and violent response. “No one tells you these things,” Carla says now. “You just know them in your gut. You know what is right and wrong. And if you didn’t know them, you didn’t belong there in the first place.”

No one had to tell Carla what to do when members of another gang drove by and peppered a group of Tepa homeboys with bullets, wounding one kid, Carla’s friend (who recovered, killed a sixteen-year-old boy in revenge, and went to the Youth Authority). “He was my dog. He was my tight. I ran the streets with him. I had to do something.” It was Carla who grabbed a gun—there were always guns, communal property passed from gang member to gang member—and who headed to a car with another girl and a homeboy. The guy tried to take the gun from her, but Carla refused. “If I’m going to do a drive-by, I’m going to do the shooting,” she would later explain, as if discussing the advantages of playing left field over right field in baseball. “If we’re going to get caught, you know, I want to get caught doing something worthwhile. Not some chickenshit murder charge just because I’m sitting in the car when the gun went off. Why go down for that? Might as well do the shooting.”

Carla claims she shot someone that day, though friends wonder if this is mere boastfulness. She says the boy who was struck survived and recovered. She was never caught or charged with this crime, though she almost died that day. After emptying her revolver at a crowd of rival gang members, a barrage of bullets slapped into the car inches from her as they sped off. The other girl in the car crossed herself, thanking the Virgin Mary for protecting them, but it had never occurred to Carla that she would be struck down. She still doesn’t really believe it’s possible—Carla says she is too smart to be killed. After the drive-by, she stayed out all that night with a small garrison of gang members, hunkered down outside a homeboy’s house, waiting for a retaliation that never came. Then she went home, showered, and went to school. Feeling calm, justified, moral, honorable. And thrilled.
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