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To “Mama” Rose Villalon, and to the constellation of educators, counselors, therapists, coordinators, mentors, volunteers, and families who devote their lives and spirits every day to the most imperiled youth among us






It was the evident purpose of the founders of the first juvenile courts to save, to redeem, and to protect every delinquent child for the benefit of himself and of society and of the state…. If these principles are not applied to the juvenile court, the result will be that in the future, as in the past, distressed children, broken in body and mind, must travel along the trail of tears that leads finally to their destruction.

—Judge Charles W. Hoffman, speaking to the first Conference on Juvenile-Court Standards, June 21, 1921








AUTHOR’S NOTE [image: ]


A YOUNG MAN, about seventeen years old, sauntered into a classroom where another young man was idly waiting for English language arts class to start. He took a boxer’s crouch and landed a powerful, undefended right cross on the waiting boy’s face. The crack of knuckle bones against cheekbone was audible throughout the room. The boy who’d received the blow appeared simultaneously dazed and emotionally wounded as he stumbled backward and tripped over a desk, half his face already bright red beneath the skin as blood rushed there. Without pause, the attacker launched himself forward with the leverage of both height and surprise to continue the assault, ferociously barraging with head and body blows. Ultimately, three large, well-trained adults were required to wrest him off and out of the room, while his victim lay in the fetal position, reduced by the violence to trying only to protect his head.

Meanwhile, I was starfished against a wall in order to stay out of everyone’s way. I’d been invited to speak about books and writing to this class in San Francisco’s Woodside Learning Center. The facility was more broadly known as the Juvenile Justice Center, the city’s equivalent of county jail for youth. The pure force of the attack was stunning, as was its targeted quickness. In one moment, the classroom had been peaceful. In the next, it was taut with ferocity. And the adults in the room whose jobs were to prevent this exact thing from happening had been powerless to do so—really through no fault of their own. As a result, the unit was secured, all the boys living there locked in their rooms, and class was canceled. The teachers who had arranged the visit seemed frustrated but not terribly surprised.

I visited Woodside a few times in the years that followed, as well as a number of other juvenile facilities in various cities—to lead a book club discussion, maybe, or assist a creative writing class. Each place was physically different with its own ecosystem of educators, guards, counselors, spaces, and schedules. Each place was sad. Each place was striking in just how young and fragile its residents appeared, how even the loud, brash ones seemed to exist in a constant retreat within themselves, and how they strived to find rare, small moments of joy in the simplest observations while denying the grim long-term consequences of their plights. A veteran juvenile hall history teacher once told me, when I asked as to his aspirations for his students after they were released, “I used to have high hopes for them leaving here and graduating from high school and maybe even college. Now, I mainly just hope that, within five years of leaving, my students aren’t dead. Even if they’re in adult prison, but still alive, I consider that a success.” This teacher, who ate his lunch every day in a nearby woodsy area while listening to the birds in order to manage the constant heartache of his work, added, “Frankly, the track record with that is not great.”

As these various visits accumulated, I realized that people without direct experience in juvenile halls tended to have no idea that these buildings contained schools—that the young people detained inside them attended core academic classes every day and accumulated credits toward graduation. Most people instead seemed conditioned to equate juvenile hall with prison, youth offenders with inmates, educators and counselors with guards. These misconceptions and the casual nature with which they are perpetuated in our society seemed insidious and unjust.

After deciding to write about what it felt like to be an incarcerated juvenile and to teach incarcerated juveniles in America, I spent significant time in each of three spaces within the juvenile justice system. Two of them were secure placement facilities, and the third was a highly regarded diversion program.

Ferris School is the sole youth residential detention facility in the state of Delaware and has been for 102 years. Kids there—all boys, though a separate, lower-security facility for girls is on an adjacent campus—have been sentenced to be held at Ferris generally for three, six, nine, or twelve months. The entire building, including the sector devoted to education, operates under the purview of the state’s Department of Services for Children, Youth & Their Families. This book follows a student named Josiah Wright through his yearlong incarceration there.

Woodside, already mentioned, is a court facility housing San Francisco’s juvenile arrestees awaiting sentencing before a judge but deemed unfit to be free in the interim. The structure is connected to the juvenile court building, and students are placed there for anywhere from a couple days to many months depending on the progress of their various cases. There is one living unit for girls and two for boys. The residential program is managed by the Juvenile Probation Department. The educational sector is run by the San Francisco Unified School District. This book focuses on the work and trials of educators there, mainly through the experience of an English language arts teacher named Megan Mercurio and the school principal, Chris Lanier.

Exalt Youth is a New York City–based nonprofit dedicated to helping young people who have had serious contact with the legal system avoid further contact while reclaiming forward movement in their lives. The intensive, four-month program involves classroom experience, a paid internship, and immersive prep for various life challenges such as job interviews and regular school days. The majority of Exalt students are referred by professionals within the legal system (probation officers, lawyers, and even policemen) hoping to divert kids from further incarceration. This book observes the challenges of transitioning from juvenile hall back into the outside world through the experience of Ian Alvaro and his Exalt teacher Alex Griffith.

I had prior connections with each of these entities (I also grew up about ten minutes from Ferris School and remember being intimidated playing against its football and basketball teams as a JV player at a nearby private school), which eased the process of obtaining the access and permissions needed to write honestly about the people inside—not that this was remotely easy, just slightly less complicated. I also felt that these programs together formed an expansive view of the national landscape of juvenile incarceration: East Coast and West Coast; short- and long-term imprisonment; small city and large city; the experience of young people and the adults guiding them before, during, and post-incarceration. It would be disingenuous to assert that these places and this work offer a complete representation of juvenile justice in America, but I believe that these pages illuminate a tremendous range of incident and relevance.

Beginning in August of 2019, I spent roughly one week per month at each location. During those weeks, while subject to the limitations inherent to a locked facility, I observed and participated in almost every part of the school day, usually beginning with either yoga or some other form of exercise around 7:00 a.m. and ending in the evening after dinner, when most students began retreating to their rooms and their books and reflections. The vast majority of my time was spent in classrooms: English, math, social studies, and so on.

In early March of 2020, the in-facility research ended abruptly due to the COVID-19 pandemic. I’d spent about seven months working intensively and had been planning on at least five more when everything closed. Over the months that followed, I kept in close touch with teachers and parents via phone and email. I was unable to contact students still in confinement due to technological regulations. Nearly all of these young people were released during the pandemic shutdown, after which we were in touch by phone, Zoom, and in person once again.

Everyone I spent time with was made aware of the purpose of my presence. Every nonpublic person who is named in these pages gave written permission. Those under eighteen during the period of research also provided permission from parents or guardians.

I did not attend individual therapy sessions or family visitations. Certain portions of those intensely private moments were reported to me afterward, with permission of all involved.

I did not record on video or audio any of my experiences inside the facilities (devices were not permitted past security, and I did not want to put undue pressure on staff by requesting a waiver). I relied instead on written notes taken in real time and recorded interviews conducted later.

Reprinting of poems and other student writings has all been done with permission.

Many of those written about here are black, Latinx, and female. They also span generations and socioeconomic classes. These pages detail the human experiences these people entrusted to me—a white male—over hundreds of hours of voluntary sharing, as well as some of the feelings these experiences generated. I know these people well and care about them, but I can’t fully understand their interiors and I don’t claim to. For this reason, and also out of fundamental respect for the courage required to participate in a project like this, each prominent character has read and expressed comfort with my rendering of his or her story prior to publication.

Some names and identifying details have been changed.
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August 2019

FROM THE FRONT, the building looked very much like a school: redbrick walls with grooved aluminum roofing painted evergreen, one story high except for the arched gymnasium, an American flag hanging from the tall pole outside the lobby, a short boxwood hedge broken at points by a picnic bench or flower bed. No tall fences wrapped the structure’s perimeter, no armed and armored humans safeguarded the doors, no iron bars fortified its windows. The edifice and surroundings were entirely unremarkable, such that an unknowing passerby would have been hard-pressed to identify Ferris School as a secure facility for court-committed male youths—or, colloquially, a juvenile hall.

For almost eleven months that facility had been within view from Josiah Wright’s bedroom window. He’d spent most of what would have been his junior year of high school living down the hill from Ferris School in a cluster of low-security residential units called the Cottages. They housed criminally prosecuted juveniles in the state of Delaware deemed unsuitable for probation but not deserving of full detention. The Cottages were over a hundred years old and looked like quaint college dorms, with porticos over the entryways. Inside, Josiah had shared space with a constantly rotating group of twelve other boys. The kids there had, like Josiah, been arrested for property crimes or other nonviolent offenses. They had some degree of autonomy within their highly structured days. They could portion themselves during meals, use the outdoor basketball court, change the channel on the shared TV when they wished, and have monitored access to a closet of books and art supplies. They were being held by the state under the order of the court system, which felt terrible, but that feeling was generally ameliorated by the knowledge that life could be worse: they could be in jail. Jail was inside Ferris School, the building up the hill with the green roof that they saw every day but never had to enter.

Josiah was about to enter that building now. Two days after his release from the Cottages, he’d been arrested again. His crime involved serious violence, and so he’d been adjudicated to Ferris School for one year, which would be his eighteenth year on earth.



AFTER SERVING HIS term in the Cottages, Josiah had been released on probation to his mother’s home near downtown Wilmington, Delaware. For a full day, he’d been thrilled to be there. The small bedroom he shared with his younger brother and sister, ages thirteen and nine, respectively, had felt roomy. He took an hour-long shower. He sized himself up in the mirror, still missing the long braids that had been shorn off at the outset of his detainment, exposing his birdishly sharp face. He left his stuff strewn across the floor. He stayed awake texting with friends until three in the morning—his friends regarding him as a conquering hero—and then slept until almost noon. His mother made pancakes and perfectly burnt bacon and, for practically the first time in his imprinted memory, was unconditionally nice to him. The world lay all before him, fresh and washed and free.

By the second day, Josiah began to feel severely unhappy. His mom and siblings complained about the long shower, the stuff on the floor, the late nights and the late mornings. He had to meet with his probation officer accompanied by his mother, who was irritated at having to miss work. The building downtown was grim and crowded, the waiting room filled with irritated mothers missing work. Some probation officers considered themselves counselors or educators, impassioned by the idea of mending fractured childhoods. Josiah was assigned to the other kind, a tired, disinterested older man who seemed a little hung-over or just depressed. The man didn’t apologize for being forty-five minutes behind schedule, or ask Josiah how he was feeling after such an extended time away from home, or seem concerned with much at all beyond the packet of forms to be signed and the rigid instructions to be given. Josiah had to make his probation meetings every single time and go to school every single day. He could not drink alcohol or smoke weed. He had to be home when random checks occurred. Any truancy or violations would trigger a court review.

“What if someone does a random check and I’m, like, at the store getting something for my mom?” Josiah ventured to ask. “Could there be a fifteen-minute heads-up or something? Could somebody just text me?”

The PO breathed out and smirked at Josiah as if he were just another kid challenging authority, just another kid who wouldn’t last long outside. His mother grunted and flicked Josiah in the flank with her knuckles. The whole experience in this building seemed to be transporting her back to the helpless ire that had seized her after Josiah’s first arrest a year ago, to the raving question laden with blame that she’d asked aloud more than once: Why has God afflicted me with this child?

“Be home for random checks,” the PO repeated.

Outside the building, the paperwork finished, Josiah’s mother leaned both hands against a random parked car, her purse dangling from her elbow and her head hanging toward the sidewalk. While she took deep breaths, her lips formed words rapidly but made no sound. Though he was outside and wearing street clothes with a fully idle afternoon ahead of him, Josiah was feeling no less confined than he’d felt living in the Cottages. The feeling increased that night when his mother commanded him to watch his younger siblings—whom he’d been thrilled to see at first and had then grown exponentially more annoyed by each minute since—while she went out “with some friends,” meaning with a man. Still awake late that night, he listened to her trip inside and stumble around for a time, swearing at herself and at him and at the world. Then he did what every counselor and teacher and therapist in the Cottages had strongly advised him not to do upon release: he copied a few old friends onto a text chain and asked what they were doing tomorrow. The following morning, while his mother slept off her hangover and his siblings played a video game, he simply left without any word as to where he was going, whom with, or how long he expected to be gone. For the first time in a very, very long time, he felt liberated.

Now, three weeks later, the van that had taken him directly from his court date drove past the Cottages. A group of kids idled around a picnic table outside in the muggy August heat. He knew a few of them from his time there, and an innocent part of him wanted to slap his hands against the windows and holler. But his older, harder self—the self that had just been found guilty of property destruction and assault—sat quietly instead and gazed forlornly at their laughing, sun-touched faces. He didn’t want them to see where he was going. The van drove on up the hill to Ferris School for his intake process. For what had transpired on the day he’d fled his home to hang out with friends, he’d been sentenced to twelve months.

The building looked very different from the rear, where the van dropped him to be escorted inside, than from the quaint front. The walls back here were built from unpainted gray cinder blocks. The concrete formed two wide cylindrical structures that jutted from the main body and were clearly engineered to contain people inside. In a few moments, they would be containing him.

The initial intake was fast but not painless. Josiah was the only new arrival, and he had some familiarity with the procedures. He first had to listen to a lecture regarding what was expected of him and what he should expect. The security staff member who lectured him was a tall black woman with close-cropped hair and a goofy sense of humor. Security staff here were employees of Youth Rehabilitative Services (YRS) and were mainly responsible for keeping order. They wore black uniforms, and no matter how sensitive they were or how meaningful their relationships with the kids, they were still looked at as guards or jailers. This YRS counselor worked in the Cottages as well, so Josiah knew her and liked her. Still, she addressed him formally as “Resident Wright.” She seemed unsurprised that he was back so soon.

“I ain’t even gonna ask what you did this time because I don’t want to know and you’re probably not gonna tell me the truth anyway.” She looked over his intake sheet for the fourth or fifth time. “Twelve months,” she grumbled, reading his sentence and shaking her head. “My goodness, Resident Wright. Just, why?”

Josiah shrugged. Over the next year of his life, he was determined to give as little of himself as possible to the system and those helping to run it. He had come here alone and he would survive here alone. He repeated these words to himself over and over.

The YRS counselor was telling him about the disciplinary points system. He already had some knowledge of how it worked, but the rules she described seemed much tighter than they’d been in the Cottages. Each student at Ferris began each day with twenty-five points. Staff members took points away at their own discretion for infractions. Speaking out of turn to an adult was minus three points, swearing or being outside of an assigned area was five points, threatening a peer was ten, threatening an adult was all twenty-five. One could earn points back by cleaning common areas, being particularly engaged in a classroom, and being generally helpful—but only in small chunks of one or two points, and also at staff discretion. The points balance at the end of the day affected how much dessert a person could have, how early he had to be in his room, time permitted in the gym, team sports participation, and other small perks. And the points system was tied to a system of time-outs, in which markedly disruptive kids could be given either five- or thirty-minute time-outs, during which they had to stand alone facing a wall. While the YRS counselor explained all this, Josiah fell into a pattern of alternately nodding his head and grunting, “Mm-hm,” even as he ceased listening entirely.

He spent some time in the nurse’s office. She weighed him, measured him, and took his blood pressure. It was all routine and noninvasive until she took out a clipboard and began asking him questions. They began rotely enough—“How often do you exercise?” “How many glasses of milk do you drink a day?”—but then segued into the areas of substance abuse and mental health. She asked about alcohol, marijuana, and opioids. She asked if he ever heard voices.

“Yeah, my brain.” He was growing angry, and it was overcoming him quickly, and he didn’t know why. He felt like a just-lit firecracker that might or might not go off.

“Wright,” the counselor uttered sternly as a warning.

“I don’t get the question,” he said defiantly. “Having thoughts is hearing voices.”

The nurse checked a box, though he couldn’t see which one.

“That was a poor start, Resident Wright,” the counselor said to him afterward in the hallway. He was now wearing his Ferris-issued uniform, what everyone referred to as Bob Barkers, for reasons he didn’t understand since he had never heard of anyone named Bob Barker. The clothes he would be wearing every day consisted of a maroon cotton T-shirt, khaki slacks made of a slightly stretchy, synthetic, rip-proof fabric, and black Under Armour sneakers, which were actually comfortable. He’d missed dinner, but the counselor had called ahead to have a plate saved for him in the cafeteria. He ate his chicken slices, plain white rice, and slurry of unidentifiable greens alone in the large room.

The din from the adjacent living units—those cinder-block cylinders he’d passed—reverberated through the walls, behind which the current lot of Ferris School residents were having their rec time before lights out. The noise was a general racket punctuated now and again by high-pitched voices trying to land a joke or proclaiming victory in some game or arguing with staff that they didn’t do whatever they were in trouble for. Josiah, knowing that he was about to be living in the center of that noise for a long time, tried his best to tune it out and enjoy these last moments of relative quiet. He sat facing the windows that lined the back of the cafeteria. Outside, it was dark beyond the reach of the facility’s perimeter lights, and he stared into the blackness and tried to discern shapes outside: a squirrel or bird, maybe, or even just a tree, or anything that signified life existing beyond these rigid, sterile spaces. But Josiah saw only his semi-reflection in the glass.

Then the counselor walked him the thirty feet from the cafeteria to the Hive, which was what most students called the module of the building that contained the sleeping quarters and rec area, due to its rotunda shape. Adults called this space “the cluster.” Beneath the domed ceiling, maybe fifteen boys ranging from thirteen to eighteen years old idled in different areas. A checkers game set up on a card table seemed to be causing most of the noise he’d heard. Two kids were reading magazines in big deep chairs (furnished not for comfort, but because they were too heavy to be thrown). Four others sat in the same pose with their arms crossed and their chins to their chests, as if nodding off. The floor was covered in a rubbery material, and Josiah’s sneakers made an awful squelching noise on it. The space smelled like over a dozen teenaged boys lived in it.

He already recognized six people—not people he knew well or liked much, but familiar faces from both the Cottages and around his neighborhood. Josiah nodded while purposefully fixing his face into a cold glower. Kids entered juvenile hall in different modes: some casually or even jovially, others angry, some depressed, some eager to join groups and others obsessively guarded of their own space, most seeming bored. The only way no one ever tried to act was scared, even though fear could be the most difficult feeling to hide. Josiah aimed for absolute stoicism.

A few kids greeted him as he passed—“Yo!” “What up?” “I heard you maybe shot somebody?!”—but most met him only with head nods. He didn’t really respond to anyone. His room was up a flight of stairs, toward the end of a walkway overlooking the rec area. He was aware that others below were tracking him. They fixated on anything novel here, anything that signified change. Even a light bulb that had gone out caused some stir. For maybe the next day or two, Josiah represented something new and worthy of attention. That was why, once the thick metal door opened into a space the size of a modest walk-in closet, with a shelf, cot, and narrow vertical slit in the cinder-block wall, he stayed there for the remaining forty-five minutes before lights out.

He sat on the cot and stared at the wall and roughly rubbed his hands down his face over and over. He was angry. And he was scared. And he was also already crushingly bored. And he knew that by tomorrow, his peers here would have all heard that he was beginning a yearlong stint just a few weeks after finishing a yearlong stint. They would give him grief about it and magnify the reality that two years of his childhood would be spent in state care. They would dig hard and deep into his weakest points. So he would need to figure out how not to fight, because being categorized as a fighter at the outset made things hard with the YRS staff and therapists. More important, such behavior made its way back to the judge who had sent him here and would be receiving regular reports of his time here. He would need to control anger and frustration and shame, though he had no training to do so. He sat in the bright, unnatural fluorescence that flooded the stark room. He practiced taking deep breaths. He shuddered involuntarily a few times. Then the lights went out.



HE CURLED UP tightly when he tried to sleep, and he struggled to ignore the faint, eerie sounds of friction that were a nocturnal fixture here—perhaps made by a rodent in the walls, or someone rustling in his sleep in the grip of a terrible dream in the next room, or a gust of wind outside, or creaks within the joists of an old building, or some incessant skittering within his own soul. Along with shutting out the sounds, he tried to ground his restless sadness, to understand that it didn’t belong to him alone, that in this moment in the middle of his first night, he shared it with each kid in the rows and columns of cot-size quarters on either side of him as well as above and below. Maybe he shared it, in the curious elasticity of time in this place, with the boy who had slept on this mattress in this room before he’d been sent here, and the boy who’d slept here before that boy, and the boy who would sleep here after Josiah had left, and the boy who would sleep here after that boy. Maybe they were all lying awake in the same spot at different temporal points, wondering what hour it was, wondering what those wretched vibrations were, wondering when it would be light again, wondering what they had done to be here in this helpless state, wondering what had been done to them. Maybe that shared ordinariness, that signal of his utter inconsequence in the world inside and outside these walls, was the true terror that struck him most potently in the hours before dawn.



JOSIAH HAD A rough time staying awake in class, not only because he could barely sleep at night and the class content seemed built from a middle school curriculum, but because whatever he did or didn’t learn within these forty-five-minute blocks did not appear to have any bearing at all on his life. Josiah was contemplating the loss of his childhood due to a few seconds’ worth of terrible decision-making. Meanwhile, his juvenile hall English teacher was talking about transition words. Josiah had already oozed forward onto the desktop a few times, angling his head so that the teacher couldn’t see his closed eyes. But with only three other students in the class, discretion was impossible. The YRS counselor on duty in the classroom kept waking him up and pleading, “C’mon, man, I don’t want to have to take points away.” Josiah would grunt back and struggle to sit upright for a minute or two before beginning to sag again. This was the first class of the day and six more were to follow; this was the first day of his confinement with 364 to follow. He wondered if he was sentenced to spend all of it like this: falling into a daze, being jarred back into the utter mundanity of the present, falling into a daze again…

The teacher, a soft-spoken woman in her fifties, was explaining how words such as although and nevertheless could make a run-on sentence grammatically correct by connecting independent clauses. “Can you think of any other words like this that we would call transition words?” she asked the class generally. No one moved or spoke. Josiah felt his eyelids begin to flutter again. She looked at him. “Resident Wright, can you think of any transition words not listed on the board?”

“I don’t really understand these words,” he grumbled.

She briefly re-explained what a conjunctive adverb accomplished. “It works kind of like a bridge, if that makes sense.”

It didn’t, but he scanned the walls, which were covered with various peppy English-themed posters. He’d learned this trick in elementary school: whenever he blanked on a spelling or the use of a certain bit of punctuation, he would search the classroom for an example. After a moment he said, “However.”

“However—that’s a good example. Thank you, Mr. Wright.”

About halfway through the English period, another student entered the room. He was of average height but heavy, his hair rolled into floppy twists that fell halfway down his forehead. He walked in a sort of glide. Josiah had not met Resident Bosley yet, but had heard him because Bosley talked incessantly and loudly. All night until the moment the lights were shut off, and then all morning from the moment they clanked on, Bosley was talking. For the most part, he ragged on others for the way they wore their Bob Barkers or for smelling bad or making a lame joke. His voice was at once high-pitched and booming. Josiah could barely stand him.

Bosley immediately looked at his points sheet over the YRS counselor’s shoulder as he passed by. His face scrunched in manufactured outrage and confusion as he pointed at the paper before the counselor could quickly flip it over to hide the marks.

“I didn’t even do that. I didn’t cuss that time. How could I lose points for that?”

“I don’t know.” The counselor shrugged. This counselor, a heavyset white man in his twenties, was nearing the end of a double shift: sixteen hours overnight, many of those hours spent arguing with teenagers about their point sheets. He was exhausted. “I wasn’t in that class. I believe it, though.”

“But I didn’t!” Bosley pleaded. Self-righteous indignation had rigidified his soft features. “I didn’t say shit that whole class! I just listened and worked!”

“Sit down, Mr. Bosley. Or do you want more points off?”

Josiah had been in the building for about twelve hours, and he’d already witnessed about that many arguments over points being taken off. The points system seemed intended to standardize order and punishment across all the various school spaces, to give consistency to the most volatile element of a detention facility: discipline. What it really seemed to do was provide a fixation for boys compulsively searching for reasons to feel wronged.

Bosley made an elaborate performance of raising his hands in submission, walking to his desk, sitting straight, and facing the teacher with his pencil at the ready. But he scowled throughout and couldn’t keep himself from adding, “I’m just saying, though, this ain’t right. I didn’t say any bad words. All I did was tear the sign off the wall.” Bosley didn’t specify which sign he’d torn down, or why, or how he could feel so resentful for losing points over it.

Bosley wasn’t even in this English class. Technically, he was supposed to be earning his science credits. But Ferris didn’t offer science classes due to its staffing budget, physical space, and the dangers inherent to the equipment needed, such as heavy textbooks and measuring containers. Those classes were taken via computer. Bosley signed in to the laptop given him, clamped headphones over his ears, and was soon watching episodes of Wild Kratts, an animal-centric cartoon aimed at toddlers.

Amid the disruption of Bosley’s entrance, Josiah had laid his head down again upon his arms and fallen fully asleep.



THUS FAR IN his childhood, Josiah had witnessed three deaths, two of them murders, the first when he was maybe seven years old. He’d been under the care of some older cousins that day, and they’d left him on the stoop of an unfamiliar row house while they went inside, probably to smoke weed. Josiah had sat there, watching a group of boys and girls across the street, none much older than he, sell drugs. A plain-looking sedan had pulled up, and one of the kids leaned inside it. The others kept talking, laughing, stepping to the music playing from a window overhead. The crack-crack resounded like concrete being split by a mallet, and all the kids on the block bolted in different directions, disappearing around corners and down alleys and over fences. The car rumbled away almost casually. The boy who’d been leaning into the car was now on his back on the sidewalk, directly across the street from where Josiah sat, maybe thirty feet away. The boy’s arms were extended and his wide-open eyes seemed to peer straight upward even though the sun was blindingly bright overhead. One of his legs was twitching. Gore from his head crept across a slanted sidewalk slab. Josiah felt for a few moments as if he were the only waking human being on the street to witness this other human being’s final moments. Then his cousins cautiously emerged and heads began peeking out of windows, and soon the police were there messing around the body. No one ever asked Josiah any questions about what he’d seen.

Six years later, at age thirteen, while playing basketball with friends in Walnut Park, his eyes had happened to be pointing directly at a picnic table on the far side of the park where a car slowed down by a group. Again the stark cracking sounds reverberated and Josiah’s gaze had lingered just long enough to see one person’s body—a young woman’s body—thoroughly lacerated by bullets. Then he and his friends bolted and eventually reenacted the event many times over a pizza, complete with Josiah miming the shooter and his pal playing the role of the woman, convulsing with both the impact of the bullets and his own desensitized laughter.

The other death Josiah had witnessed had not involved the loss of life, but had carried the same irreversible finality. It had taken place the earliest in his life, too, but still resounded. He was four years old when his father left. He didn’t remember the man well. Josiah’s mother rarely spoke about him except in random, scornful mutterings. Josiah recalled vaguely a presence and a voice. He did remember with some vividness the way his mother had baked him cookies and let him eat as many as he wanted before telling him in an almost chillingly matter-of-fact tone that his father had left. Over the weeks and months that followed, maybe Josiah had asked if the man was ever coming home, and maybe his mother had elaborated on the situation—or not. Josiah didn’t hold on to any details around losing his father except the cookies and his mother’s demeanor. He later understood that his father had left Delaware completely, which was the same as leaving Josiah’s entire universe. But throughout his childhood, whenever he’d seen a man he didn’t recognize in the neighborhood (which wasn’t often, since he knew most of the men in the neighborhood), he couldn’t help wondering if the man could be his father returned home. It never was his father, just as the ghosts people sometimes claimed to have seen of departed loved ones were never real. Over time, he came to treat his fatherlessness—outwardly, anyway—the same way his mother had treated the man’s leaving: with a shrug and the occasional bitter, empty aside.

And in frequent meetings with the therapeutic staff during his year in the Cottages, that was still how Josiah treated most instances of loss and lacking in his life: it was just shit that happened where he lived, bad luck that touched a lot of people and had touched him. And it was how he was trying to treat his newly assigned year at Ferris School: shit that happened, bad luck.



“MY EYES HURT,” murmured a younger student toward the teacher, waking Josiah up again.

“Move closer to the board,” she gently prodded. Her accent was pure Delawarean, with its compressed vowel sounds. “Then you won’t have to squint.”

“No, the back of my eyes.” The window facing outside was large but thick and tinted such that the outdoor skies looked perpetually overcast, which exacerbated the brightness of the fluorescent lights within. Eyes were hurting all the time.

“We’ll see about getting you a Tylenol or something once class is over.”

The boy clenched the upper half of his face tightly and plunked his head facedown on the desk with some force. He grimaced and blurted, “I have to use the bathroom.”

“Class is over in ten minutes.”

“I’m about to explode, man.”

“You’ve already been twice.” The teacher happened to make eye contact with Josiah and casually rolled her eyes as if to say, See what we deal with? He, too, was bothered by the whining and couldn’t help but smile in some small commiseration.

Bosley paused his video and began plying the YRS counselor for details surrounding the weekend’s drama: a minor uprising by students in one of the Cottages. The incident had begun with someone dumping a bottle of water on a stairwell and escalated to a radio summons for “All staff available.” The boys locked in the school building had somewhat enjoyed watching from the windows as the men and women tasked with guarding them, not all of the staff in great physical shape, huffed across the wide grass lawns toward the Cottages. Regardless of what had actually transpired, that something out of the ordinary had transpired was thrilling.

Josiah was hearing about this incident for the first time. Because he had such a personal connection with the Cottages—which were less than a hundred yards away but somehow felt worlds distant—he woke up fully for the first time all period and listened.

“Was you there?” Bosley asked the counselor.

With a cool pride, the counselor replied, “Yeah, I was there. I was up here and then the call came in and I had to sprint all the way down the hill.”

“Was they all fighting?”

“Not by the time I got there.”

“But they was fighting before?”

“Yeah. Big-time. I had to put a kid in a headlock.” The counselor mimed the hold he’d used.

“Oh, shit.”

The teacher snapped her fingers a few times in reference to the lesson: “You know, you guys have to learn this stuff if you’re going to earn credits.”

Bosley pointed to her simple list of transitional words, eyes now beaming with a sudden indignation. “You act like our life revolves around those words.” He pointed to the sheets on the counselor’s desk. “Our lives only revolve around points!” He’d spoken in the tone of a peroration, a wise and angered man on a pedestal summating their plight. A long, quiet moment passed.

Then the teacher nodded and agreed in a rare moment of accord. “I know. The point system is horrible. It’s reductive. It doesn’t even teach you how to add. I’m sorry.”

Bosley suddenly slammed his laptop closed, folded his arms on top of it, and laid down his head. “Whatever. I don’t even care about school. I’m dropping out when I go home.”

“That’s a shame. When is that?”

“Probably March.”

“Well, it’s still September. You got a while in this building. You might as well do something.”

From his pillowed position, Bosley grinned. “I do bitches and make dollars.”

The two other kids snickered, and Josiah joined them. The teacher met his eyes once more, this time in minor disappointment. I guess you’re just like the rest of them, she seemed to say now. He was wounded, just ever so slightly. Whatever bit of brain chemistry caused students to desire to please their teachers, Josiah possessed a modest dose of it. But he was also relieved that genuine laughter was possible here.

Bosley opened the computer again and eagerly resumed watching the cartoon scientists morph into exotic animals to outwit the villains. Josiah nodded toward him to get his attention and said, “Yo, my little sister is into that show. She’s, like, six.” Josiah had subtracted three years from his sister’s actual age to make the jab strike harder. But Bosley appeared unaffected: without irony, he grinned and returned a thumbs-up.



THE “EDUCATION” SECTOR of Ferris School composed only a small fraction of the greater residential facility: an L-shaped hallway with five classrooms, a cluster of administrative offices, a kitchen for home ec, and a library. The library was set within the shape’s elbow, and the other spaces were organized around it. The library was large, about forty feet square. Three of its walls were windows peering into the surrounding hallways. Against the one solid wall, five bulky shelves contained a couple hundred books. The majority of the space was an open floor surrounded by chairs and was used mainly for visiting speakers and other large group gatherings. This was where Sarah Martin, Ferris’s school counselor, conducted many of her student meetings.

More adults worked inside Ferris School than there were kids being detained there. YRS counselors were physically with the boys during both day and night shifts and were involved with every aspect of residential life. Teachers worked fairly regular hours in their classrooms. The sports coach had been leading the various exercise and athletic programs for more than twenty years. Multiple psychologists treated boys individually and led group therapy sessions that might focus on fatherlessness, peer pressure, the concept of restorative justice, and many other complicated areas. A Family Crisis Specialist communicated with parents and guardians regarding different students’ challenges and accomplishments inside, and they also worked to ensure a stable living situation upon release. An Education Transition Specialist was responsible for tracking a student’s academic credits and placing him in a school program where he could succeed. In the administrative wing, teams of people dealt with the judicial and law enforcement piece of each student’s narrative. Others managed public relations. Community liaisons organized visitors, presentations, and enrichment activities. A Pentecostal minister had been coordinating volunteers and generally looking after the boys here for almost forty years. Ferris students were intensively cared for.

Sarah Martin had been working here for a year and three months when Josiah met with her for the first time at the beginning of his second week in Ferris. He recognized her because every single morning she stood at the doorway to the education sector and gave each Ferris student a fist pound as they filed inside for classes. Her job in its heart was to help each boy at Ferris engage with the education he would receive here. For many, the task was natural and relatively smooth. For others, anything involving school was simply a dirge. For a few, the process was brutal. She was in her early forties, with roan-colored hair pulled back in a tight ponytail and the smiley demeanor of a kind, cool aunt. The first thing she noticed about Josiah was how cosmically annoyed he seemed, as if he were dealing with abysmal service at a restaurant.

Josiah had focused his initial days here on projecting a contained, impenetrable front as a defense mechanism against the often-cruel humor of teenaged boys. Behind that armor, he felt fragile, hypersensitive, and wronged. The woman sitting down with him now, with her too-nice smile and laptop computer, seemed to exacerbate this complicated plait of psychologies.

On the other side of the windows, YRS staff were hustling boys up and down the halls into their assigned classrooms with the usual commotion of commands. Josiah believed that they were all staring at him through the glass and snickering. He sat far back from the table as if to track all the passersby, his eyes darting around and glaring through the Plexiglas.

In truth, no one outside the library really registered Josiah’s being there, and Ms. Martin resented the space for this illusion of unwanted exposure. Confinement had this effect on nearly all the kids, made them feel as if their movements and behaviors were of extreme significance, or at least curiosity, to everyone around them. As a result self-consciousness pervaded the spaces, in some cases bordering on narcissism, which could make Ms. Martin’s job difficult.

“I’m just going to ask a few questions, if that’s all right, and you don’t have to answer any you don’t want to. I’m not writing any of this down. I’m not grading or measuring anything. I don’t have any forms and nothing goes back to the judge. This is just get-to-know-you kind of stuff.”

“But you don’t know me,” he said.

“That’s sort of the point,” she replied.

He lifted his head pointedly. “What do you do here again?”

“I help students keep track of schoolwork and look at different possibilities for when you get out of here.”

“I’m not getting out for, like, a year.”

“I’m sorry.” She seemed earnest. “I can’t sugarcoat that. But the more time we have to plan, the better.” She then added, “Especially if you’re thinking about college.”

“College?” Josiah made an abrupt cackling noise, followed by a dismissive pshaa.

Ms. Martin asked about any brothers or sisters he had, and what his favorite sport was, and what his favorite subject was at school. She had all his background paperwork and high school transcripts furnished by the school’s Transition Specialist.

They entered a tepid back-and-forth. Josiah had gauged this woman as nice enough and decided that she wasn’t aiming to exploit him or fool him in some way. Without dropping his veneer of childish irritation, he indulged her questions with one-word, often one-syllable answers. But the interchange still qualified as a dialogue, and that was Ms. Martin’s primary goal for the meeting. Her secondary goal was to see if she could draw a smile. She felt that she might have come close a few times.

A part of Josiah’s consciousness had always desired to be a good student and progress quietly through the milestones of youth and not trouble anyone. A different part of him had come to believe that the world and most of the people in it were conspiring to get one over on him, that this was happening constantly and invisibly within even the most innocuous interactions, that he would be doomed by it if he didn’t combat it. The latter sector had been governing his actions for a while now, making any engagement with this teacher seem like a question of integrity.

Josiah suddenly pronounced himself exhausted and laid his head on the table, eyes closed. Ms. Martin let him feign sleep for a while. He seemed all right. She guessed that he was not nearly as hard as he depicted himself to be, and that he knew he wasn’t, and that this knowledge caused him to invest even more effort in the facade. This negative feedback loop operated within many, many boys here at Ferris. It operated within some boys at her previous job at a private Christian high school. It operated, she guessed, within boys all over America. Yet each individual boy believed his particular brand of severity to be unique, and she’d learned to treat each as if that belief were true.

Ms. Martin regained his attention by pulling a Myers-Briggs personality test onto her laptop screen. The short questionnaire was a useful icebreaker for her purposes, and its modest measure of self-reflection helped set a positive tone for their work moving forward. She explained that the test was unofficial and for him alone; he did not have to bother with it if he didn’t want to. But Josiah was intrigued. He’d been evaluated many times by therapists, and they tended to ask repetitive questions and then keep their reports to themselves. The idea of generating his own report felt like a nifty curiosity. That he whisked through the test in less than fifteen minutes told Ms. Martin that he possessed some ability to focus on a task, and also that he was literate.

Once finished, he leaned back, stretched his arms, and ran his hands down his face. He groaned as if a tremendous chore had just been completed. He cracked a number of knuckles in his fingers and waited for her to strike the key that would tally the results.

“You said you weren’t giving me any tests?”

She appeared uncomfortable for a moment, as if he’d truly caught her in a wrong. “You’re right,” she finally said. “I see how it feels to you like I tried to trick you. I’m sorry. I just thought this would be sort of fun. It’s like an internet quiz.”

He appreciated the way she’d admitted her error without dispute. Adults didn’t generally do that.

She pressed the Return button and the program instantaneously categorized Josiah as INFJ: introverted, intuitive, feeling, judging. He had no idea what any of the components meant. “Did I do good?”

“It’s not a good-or-bad sort of test. I’d have to check, but I think this is, like, one of the rarest personality types out of all of them.”

“Is that good though?”

He eagerly listened to her read a description of his designation from her thumbnail sheet: “ ‘Advocates read others well and easily see behind the mask that people unconsciously wear. Ironically, however, INFJs may struggle to understand themselves. Their reactions and behavior sometimes confuse even their own sharp intuition.’ ” She looked up at him. Once again he’d fallen into a silent, peevish pose. “Does any of this sound like it describes you?”

He shrugged, which was his typical auto-response—but then he thought for a few seconds and offered a tentative nod. “It does, a little.”

“These are not one hundred percent accurate; they’re just supposed to make people think a little bit about themselves. Sometimes, they’re a little silly.”

“It sounds kind of right,” he said with a new and sudden surety. “I really don’t understand myself a lot of the time.”
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HISTORICALLY, JUVENILE JUSTICE systems have been designed and managed on the state level, but the fundamental sequence of becoming entangled in these systems has remained fairly constant across America in the recent past: seven distinct points of legal contact, the cascading of which could transport any child like Josiah Wright from home to jail.

The first legal contact was most often with police on the street or in school, where resource officers were common in low-income, urban neighborhoods. Whatever the behavior was that drew police attention—a drug exchange, a fight, being black and hanging out with friends, or (statistically most likely) a property crime—the officer had to decide if it merited an arrest.

In the event of an arrest, the second contact was the booking process: police at the station chose whether to detain the arrestee or instead attempt to release him or her to a guardian.

If the person was detained, then the striking of the computer keys that logged the arrest as an official case in the judicial system was the third contact.

The fourth contact involved probation officers and juvenile court attorneys, who decided whether a trial ought to commence or if the youth in question—and society at large—would be better served by diversion into a community-service or treatment program.

If the case moved toward a trial, the fifth contact occurred when a county attorney chose whether to file a petition—meaning, to prosecute the youth formally—or again opt for a path of diversion.

At this moment, a corollary decision needed to be made regarding the offender’s placement throughout the legal process. If the youth was considered a danger to society or if no parent or guardian was willing to provide care, then the youth spent this time in an interim confinement facility. This was the sixth contact.

These lead-up processes could take a few days or a few months, and if each decision along the way culminated in a hearing before a judge, then this adjudication itself might last a few minutes. During those minutes—the seventh and final legal contact in the modern juvenile court—a judge reviewed a summary of all the information compiled regarding the reason for the arrest, the offender’s history and family situation, and the general threat or lack thereof the young person represented. The judge then decided either to dismiss charges, release the youth into probation, or send the youth to confinement.

The entire current system, with all of its various opportunities for diversion or dismissal, was somewhat designed to avoid a trial and sentencing. The contact involved a binary yes/no decision of whether the youth should be shuffled closer to a jail sentence or provided nonpunitive resources. Each possession of money for fees and penalties, direct parental support, and professional legal advocacy all helped tip any one of those decisions toward clemency. The lack of those three commodities, plus centuries of racism and classism in America, explained why, in any given juvenile hall, virtually every detainee was poor. Within cities and diverse communities, virtually every detainee was a person of color. In this vital systemic sense, precious little has changed in this land’s juvenile halls over the past thirty years.

However, much has changed on other important fronts. Over the past decade, roughly 1 million minors have been arrested in America per year, and any single day found around 30,000 of them locked up in secure placement facilities. The high turnover within such facilities meant that in the modern era some 150,000 young people spent time in jail, even if only for an afternoon, in the span of a year.

That number represented a halving of the youth incarceration levels recorded during the waning days of the “tough on crime” movement in the late 1990s. Nationwide, detainments of youth for nontrafficking drug offenses and status violations have been steadily falling. Average lengths of detainment have shortened significantly. More options have been made available to juvenile offenders across the spectrum of residential and treatment services. In general within physical juvenile facilities, there are year by year fewer locks and practices of solitary confinement along with more mental health professionals and extracurricular activities. The focus has increasingly been placed on school accreditation and oversight in transitioning from incarceration back into the school system following release. Throughout the American juvenile justice landscape, mattresses have become a little softer, libraries a little more stocked, food a little more nourishing, time served a little less dreadful on the edges. Yoga classes and restorative justice seminars have been a burgeoning trend in juvie.

The overarching goal of all changes in treatment and accommodation has been to reduce the recidivism rate among incarcerated American youth. In any era or year, this one statistic has always been absolutely paramount, signifying the effectiveness of a given system in a given place and time.

Judging by this simple metric, the systems that had never worked well were still not working well in this increasingly progressive era. Though no comprehensive national recidivism database existed, the aggregate local numbers suggested that despite improving conditions and programs, children were still far more likely than adults to be reincarcerated within three years of release—up to 84 percent by some estimates. The figure was harrowing, especially in contrast with the far rosier outcome numbers for juvenile arrestees who were put directly on probation or sent to drug treatment facilities or diverted by other routes from the full weight of the justice system. The disparity in these numbers spoke to some near-universal breakage of spirit that occurred within young people the moment they were confined in residence, which was one of the myriad terms used in juvenile courts to leaven the term’s actual meaning: prison. Whatever resilience that children inherently possessed seemed to vanish the moment a dead bolt fastened loudly behind them. Whatever national ethos championing the notion of self-determination that still presided over the country’s educational systems became irrelevant.

Entering a juvenile hall was statistically dooming. While juvenile records legally expired at age eighteen (or a certain number of years after one’s last offense, depending on the state), the unlikelihood of a juvie resident ever fully unshackling him- or herself from the justice system was writ in the grim outcomes of nearly all who’d been incarcerated before, predating the nation’s founding. These outcomes had little to do with food quality or exercise. They were a testament to the way that life-affirming essences such as hope and perseverance didn’t just retreat within young souls in small rooms behind locked doors, but ceased to operate entirely.

For many, this loss had begun long before any police officers or judges had made decisions regarding the rest of their various lives. Every kid in juvenile hall had a story to tell, and most of these stories involved deep histories of neglect, trauma, hunger, abuse, addiction, loss, isolation. Few kids told these stories willingly because there was no point in trying to untangle the mechanisms of cause and effect, in relating the challenges they’d experienced to the laws they’d decided to break. Drawing those lines was too complicated and didn’t change that they’d officially been deemed dangerous to a society that had long since grown numb to blanket terms such as poverty, drugs, and gangs. Self-analysis also made them look weak and whiny in an environment where posturing was vital. Looking inward was depressing on its face and mattered little within the mechanics of jail sentences.

The kids’ only collective choice, which wasn’t a choice at all—which was the opposite of choice—was to serve the time assigned to them. Whether they did so passively or rebelliously, the time itself was unyielding. They served this time within a system in which black youths were represented fivefold more than their percentage of the overall population—tenfold in some cities—and in which two-thirds of inmates had not actually received a formal judgment from the court of guilt, and in which countless other absurdities abounded. The system had been redesigned dozens of times over hundreds of years and always produced the same, relentless results.

In that system, all the chaotic chemistries of adolescence were exacerbated. Unexpended physical energy was pent up and roiling. Stress levels were always, always high. The oppositional forces that perpetually stood between adults and children—between one group of people telling another group of people what to do—were at a constant point of combustion. Tempers flared, reason dissolved, mistakes were made—on all sides, all the time. Most minutes inside were objectively hard minutes.

An average American driving past a juvenile hall en route to work most likely saw an intentionally featureless, low-rise concrete structure with tinted windows set a ways back from the road, adjacent to some outdoor space surrounded by tall fencing, maybe topped with barbed wire, maybe not. If such a person registered this place at all, he or she might simply think, That’s the place where bad kids go, and drive on.



THE WEATHER WASN’T great for a football game: humid and sticky, the sunlight glaring from directly overhead, gnats swarming eyes and nostrils. And the game itself wasn’t much fun to watch with its wobbly passes, dropped balls, and poor tackling. Yet the players who’d gathered on their knees for a halftime huddle in their bright red jerseys watched their gesticulating coach with a rigid intensity. Their coach was a large man flinging sweat beads from his dark-skinned bald head as he swatted his arms and uttered the hallmarks of most any high school football huddle: remember technique, take it one play at a time, don’t look at the scoreboard. The ultimate command was essential, as Ferris School was losing by twenty-four points at the half.

From the perspective of onlookers watching from a distance outside the fifteen-foot-tall fence that fully enclosed the field, the score differential didn’t seem as if it should matter much to the Ferris School players, who were fortunate that other schools were willing to play a team of juvenile delinquents in a game such as football. (Ferris School teams were only permitted to compete against the JV teams of other schools, who had to volunteer to come, gather liability forms from parents, pass through metal detectors, et cetera.) For Josiah Wright, standing on the fringe of the huddle, the game was high stakes and fairly terrifying, even though he’d spent most of the first half watching on the sidelines because he was both new to the team and lousy at football.

The collisions did not frighten him; contact in this level of play was not all that violent, and he’d gotten his head smashed many times in harder, meaner ways throughout childhood. What scared him was the prospect of making mistakes. This game contained two kinds of mistakes, as Josiah saw it. There were the hidden variety, such as missed blocks or poor reads, which those spectating and even those playing in the game wouldn’t necessarily notice. And there were the mistakes that totally exposed you, such as fumbling the ball or whiffing on an open-field tackle. People saw those plays and remembered them. The errors trailed you for days or weeks or potentially the entire length of an incarceration. If egregious enough, they could come to define you. He’d joined the team mainly to gain a few extra hours outside per week. But he’d never before played organized football, had yet to learn the scheme, and was quite content on the sideline.

As the halftime break ended, the coach told him to be ready to enter the game during the second half, but Josiah didn’t believe him. So Josiah was startled when, just a few seconds into resumed play, Coach hollered his name and frantically gestured toward the field. Josiah didn’t even hear what position he was supposed to fill. He lined up at wide receiver, as far away from the ball as he could while still remaining in bounds. When he heard the shout “Hike!” he ran about ten steps straight ahead and stopped in time to see a pass land in the vicinity of no one. He trotted back to the huddle looking confused.

Bosley suddenly lunged in front of him, vised Josiah’s helmet between his hands, and screamed, “Man! You were supposed to break toward the middle of the field!”

“How was I supposed to know that?” Josiah said defensively.

“You listen to the fucking play calls!”

“I couldn’t hear anything! I was all the way over there!”

“Holy shit, are you stupid?” Bosley’s eyes were shocked wide within his helmet. One cheek was caked with dirt. Spit sprayed from his mouth when he exhaled. He clenched his fingers around his face mask and groaned the way Josiah’s mother did when she considered him a hopeless case. Others on the team were now yelling at both of them because they were delaying the huddle. Josiah felt his fists clench involuntarily, and his teeth bit hard into the rubber mouth guard. He was a few inches taller than Bosley but weighed probably fifty pounds less. Regardless of size differentials, he did not like anyone being this close or using a certain tone with him. He did not like the feeling of others staring at him expectantly for a reaction. He felt rage. Coach promptly pulled Bosley from the game. The next few plays were runs for other players, and Josiah was able to take deep breaths and calm himself from his place away from the action.

He watched Coach lecturing Bosley on the sideline, Bosley pleading his case, Coach hearing none of it. Bosley moved behind the bench and began stomping in circles and shadowboxing the air around him. Teammates gave him ample space, leaving the boy alone to his furious antics. Gradually, his energy seemed to fade, and soon he was just standing there, slumped, staring at the ground.

The ball came Josiah’s way once more, but this time the quarterback told him beforehand where he should be. He almost got his hands around it, but he was a step slow and the ball plunked on the ground, a turnover on downs. As mistakes went, Josiah figured that this one wouldn’t count as mortifying, just a matter of a few inches. The problem was that he was unaccustomed to pads, and his arms were long relative to the rest of him. When sprinting, they tended to flail sidewise and throw him off-balance. Even though he was athletic looking, he was slow when running in a straight line. Jogging back to the huddle, Josiah slapped his hands against his helmet a few times in a show of disappointment.

Bosley had been permitted to return, having finally emerged from his tantrum. Although Josiah steeled himself for some derisive comment, Bosley had suddenly become—in a jagged behavioral swing that would grow familiar over time—the most encouraging and positive teammate imaginable. He grabbed Josiah by the shoulder pads, stared directly into his eyes, said, “You got the next one, boy!” and crashed their helmets together.

Josiah was confused, but nodded seriously. “We got this, bro.”

By the end of the third quarter, Ferris was losing by three touchdowns to a team composed mostly of high school freshmen. Bosley continued to act as a paradigm of positivity, but rebounding from adversity on the field was an emotional skill that Ferris School students collectively lacked. The more lopsided the score became, the more disrespectful and lazy the team as a whole acted. Coach called a time-out and exhorted them all to value their own dignity and—more important—the game’s. They gave some slight effort in response. But the effort seemed to cost them.

These boys were playing football in the context of hard, unforgiving American lives. So the fate of a leather obloid in a football game against a JV opponent did not intuitively seem that it should carry much in the way of physical or emotional investment. Losing by many points to a more polished team who practiced every day (Ferris practiced maybe three times during a good week, but sports were the first privilege taken away as a consequence of disciplinary infractions, which were constant) didn’t seem as if it should or would matter much in the great scheme of their lives. A missed call by the sideline referee didn’t appear, from a reasoned perspective, like a matter worthy of deep passion—not when the boys were outside in the grass playing a game instead of inside their concrete living space serving real time. But in reality, being crushed by a visiting team in some way magnified how crushing their lives were, and the Ferris players crumbled easily. Sports were in some ways meant to be an equalizer, a venue in which kids such as those locked in Ferris could assert themselves as talented, capable, worthy people. But sometimes, as today, the prevailing feeling was despondency.

Josiah had a chance late in the game to show a glimpse of something special. He was tired, sodden with sweat, and itchy with dirt, but somehow a play found him sprinting down the sideline beneath a well-thrown ball. The other team had begun rotating second-string players in, and Josiah had left the young kid guarding him far behind. The pure power of his body had seized him, and his heart was bounding as the air fled past. He felt the way he always had when running away from a minor crime, such as stealing from a convenience store or defacing a wall or fighting someone outside school, and the entire meaning of existence and of freedom was reduced to the work of bone and tissue and nerves. The physics of the football play had aligned for him to make an easy, spectacular-looking score. Unfortunately for him, he was all too aware that this was the case, and during those elegant instants while the floating ball and his running body converged, his brain preoccupied itself with all the various disasters that could occur. On the other side of the field, someone shouted, “Wriiiiiiiiiight!” The worst version of such a disaster followed: the ball hit him right in the hands and bounced upward, then was easily intercepted by the other team’s safety. Discombobulated, Josiah tripped and fell out of bounds while the other player began running in the other direction toward Ferris’s end zone. On the ground, surrounded by the other team’s players along the sideline, he weakly raised his head and peered over his shoulder.

The ballcarrier zigged and zagged and seemed to have a clear path to score. Then a red Ferris jersey closed some distance. It was Bosley, with his waddling run and his fixed, serious scowl behind his face mask. Bosley managed to tackle the smaller, fleeter kid a few yards short of the goal line. There was no collision; Bosley swatted the runner’s ankles just hard enough to trip him. But still he stood and took a few exaggerated, stomping steps, celebrating himself and eliciting high fives. Josiah slowly arose and jogged in that direction. His hands were planted on the sides of his helmet and his head was shaking in shame. Teammates murmured, “It’s all good” and “He just got lucky.” Josiah continued staring at the ground. He barely put forth any effort on the next play, and Coach pulled him from the game.

For the last few minutes, Josiah stood alone and moped and watched Bosley play ferociously. He wondered how Bosley could do that: expend so much effort at the end of such a lopsided contest. Josiah quickly guessed that Bosley was no longer thinking about wins and losses. For the rest of the day, wherever Bosley was, he was a prisoner of the state of Delaware and subject to the rules and wills of others. In this hour, in the circle of torn grass about a yard in diameter around his body, he was a football player capable of asserting his own rules and his own will. A shimmer seemed to surround his body across the field, something like pride or maybe even joy. Josiah felt envy pressing in at the edges.

Ferris lost by a lot. But the field was nice. The sound of helmets colliding was satisfying. Bursts of exciting play brought the few spectators—the other team’s parents, Ferris teachers, a couple employees at the Department of Services for Children, Youth & Their Families building up the hill—to applaud for both sides. The dirt streaks across jerseys and clumps of earth wedged in helmets and faintly crimson abrasions across elbows and shins were all valuable, hard-earned marks that the boys briefly carried, at least until they cleaned up the field and replaced divots in the grass and streamed inside at the juncture where the doorless metal fencing structure met the cinder-block walls on either side of the school’s side entrance.

Someone’s supportive mom stood outside this section of the fence. She called, “You played great, guys.” She clearly knew little about football or what constituted great play.

“We got killed, man,” a student muttered through his face mask.

“Well, that was a pretty good team,” she persisted.

“They sucked! That was their JV!”

“They looked pretty good to me.” She seemed to run out of white lies and stepped away from the fence.

The team filed inside. After leaving their pads and helmets in a gigantic crate in the hallway, the boys returned to their cluster units. They were given a limited number of minutes to shower and change back into their monotone T-shirts. State law required that they bandage even minor cuts and scrapes, but most kids attempted to hide their freshly forming scabs beneath their clothes untreated, maybe as a signal of masculinity. The YRS counselors knew this ruse and conducted a surprise “elbow/knee check,” handing out Band-Aids down the line.

Afterward, another dull evening unfolded in the cluster with some card games, some PG-rated freestyle rapping, and some staring out of windows until the sky darkened and Josiah couldn’t see anything. He’d anticipated a stream of negativity about his dropped pass, but no one seemed to be dwelling on the game—no one except Bosley, who walked around with a pronounced limp that had not been at all evident on the field. He made a few laps around the cluster to ensure that security staff and friends saw him hobbling. When any of them asked how he’d hurt himself, Bosley shrugged and shook his head, as if he were far too tough to be bothered with describing his injury to people. Then he launched into an acutely detailed, heroic narrative.

“There were two of them blocking me after that pick, but I knew if I didn’t get the tackle, they were going to score because no one else was around, so I did a spin move around one, and then I threw the other one down—that was when his whole body weight landed on my ankle. I might of heard something snap in there, but I got my arm wrapped around the runner and got him down anyway. Coach wanted me to see a doctor about this, but, whatever, I just ignored how bad it was hurting….” He shrugged again and motioned down at his gimpy leg, taking a ginger step toward the stairway to his room.

“That didn’t even happen, Bosley!” a teammate said, calling him out with near glee. “Like, no part of what you just said actually happened.”

Bosley scowled. He had highly expressive eyebrows: when raised, he could project layers of empathy; when lowered, no one he looked at seemed to possess any more value than lint. Now he kept his eyebrows low. “You didn’t see it because you were probably on the sideline bitching to Coach about your asthma or some shit!”

Josiah blurted, “I saw that play, it was pretty much how he said.”

“I believe you was watching the play—because you definitely weren’t watching the ball!” The kid walked away, shaking his head and cackling.

Bosley nodded toward Josiah with an expression faintly resembling gratitude, possibly approaching respect. Then Bosley declared that he needed to take weight off his ankle, and he slowly pulled himself up the stairs to his room. Josiah went to his room as well and paged through comic books for a time until the warning for lights out sounded. He steeled himself for the long, lonely, dreadful hours ahead. He lay there and did some rough math and figured that he had 346 more nights’ worth of them remaining, or upward of three thousand more total night hours in jail. Then he fell into a pattern of envisioning that football spiraling down just ahead of him and plucking it effortlessly from the air and coasting ahead, trailed by celebrating teammates. He wasn’t sure when the vision segued into an actual dream, but in the dream he didn’t stop running at the end of the field. With the football firmly tucked, he kept going, easily hurdling the fence and making it down the hill in a few loping strides, hurdling again across the busy street, over the rooftops, bounding into the expanse in his bright red uniform, not even heading toward home but simply vanishing free into the dusky light.



HIS MOTHER WAS a fantastic baker. The pans and trays she pulled from the oven on her days off from work filled most of his earliest memories. Crumbles, tarts, all kinds of cupcakes and loaves: her repertoire was vast, and she seemed to derive immense, earnest joy from watching her confections please others. The feeling might have been greater than joy; Josiah had always thought that whenever she was serving guests, she appeared unencumbered in her soul. Their kitchen was small, just a slit in the wall of the hallway, and between her many jobs and many boyfriends, which both consumed chaotic hours both night and day, she didn’t have too much time for her hobby. Josiah had never learned to bake himself because she had neither space for him to apprentice nor patience for the errors and messes that teaching a child this craft entailed. That time belonged to her.

His vague understanding was that his mother had become estranged from her parents due to her relationship with his father. He’d met his grandparents many times at family events, and they’d always been warm to him, but with an edginess. His younger siblings had a different father, who had been nice enough while he was around, and who still visited and took them out frequently. Josiah had no part in their connection aside from envying it. Otherwise, his mother’s many other boyfriends had varying degrees of involvement with Josiah’s life. Some just treated him with head nods and grunts in passing. Others had attempted to play basketball with him or take him to a minor league baseball game with the Wilmington Blue Rocks at the nearby riverside stadium. None were too interested in him. All disappeared eventually and left his mother angry.

She was always working, and for the most part he was thankful for that. He’d only had to move homes once in his life, when his father left. Otherwise, he’d grown up in the same row house in a neighborhood southwest of downtown Wilmington called Browntown, named after a humanitarian doctor who had resided in the area during the mid-1800s. The home had two narrow floors and felt too small most of the time. I-95, the roaring mid-Atlantic corridor and an ugly hulk of infrastructure, was two blocks away. But the street itself was pleasant, with shade trees and not much traffic. Compared to the streets just a few blocks north and east, where front doors opened directly onto sidewalks crowded with loiterers, his was a relatively peaceful place to live. The home was the only stability he had. Though his mother was constantly employed, she was always changing jobs and shifts: restaurants, salons, warehouses, retail stores. Sometimes she was fired, but usually she quit. He’d asked her a few times why she changed jobs so often and so randomly. She’d always replied with some superficial metaphor for how easily she grew bored. Yet he always had a feeling that she possessed some deeper unrest, or perhaps discontent, that rendered her unable to do the same task or be around the same people for long. The same felt true of the men in and out of her life, though he understood how that was complicated. The feeling had always made Josiah insecure, as if her flightiness might also apply to her home and children, and he might wake up one morning to find that she’d simply tired of him and left on a whim. Even though she never had, he wasn’t confident that she never would. She wasn’t physically present much, regardless.

He was quiet and school suited him well. For eight hours a day, he could sit and listen and do what he was told. The subjects were not always interesting, and the people teaching those subjects were not always skilled at explaining them clearly. The classrooms were typically louder than they should have been, and kids razzed him regularly because he was shy.

Josiah’s daydreaming mind was incredibly active. The sounds and images it cast on the projector screen of his imagination carried him through a decade of school. He would hear the lesson about partial quotients or the American Civil War, and he was present enough to take notes, but behind those motions he was often enacting epic dramas in which he and his friends would have to defend their homes or mothers or (imaginary) girlfriends against some assaulting force—corrupt police, maybe, or local gangs or fast-moving zombies. In these mental set pieces, the character “Josiah” typically began as the sullen and obedient follower of his more gregarious friends. As the action intensified, he proved himself decisive and powerful. Sometimes his father would be there. The young, handsome, bearded face he knew from his earliest memories was personified not as someone who’d left but someone who’d been forcibly taken—by the cops, the gangs, the zombies—and returned at great risk to help his son in conflict. By the end, Josiah and his father were either the last survivors of their crew or else had both died saving loved ones, or else one of them, usually but not always Josiah, had sacrificed himself so that the other could carry on. These sequences played on repeat within Josiah, more or less all day.
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