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INTAKE




NINE MORE MONTHS

There were ten of us, teenage boys with our heads shaved down to our scalps. Every morning we were up before the sun, the group in my face, telling me to get my bed made, get in line. I’d forget to say okay and peers were on me, wanting to know who I thought I was. The answer was nobody: I ain’t nobody.

I was the one they called AWOL. I was fourteen years old. At night I hid my shoes under my bunk. I listened for snores.

The first time I ran I crept down the back stairs, cut through the kitchen and took off. Outside the only sounds were night, my state-issued slip-on Skippys throwing gravel back behind me and the thump of my heart punching against the walls of my chest. I can’t describe what it was like to be that young believing I could be free if I ran fast enough. The world was just down the hill, a winding quarter mile, walls of pine rising on my right and left sil-houetted against the stars and the old house behind me, shadowed under the moon, fading into the dark.

Soon enough Mr. Watts would be out looking for me. That time and all the other times I ran, he would find me and take me back.

Hope was supposed to be a nine-month program. When you ran, you started over. You lost your phase, your cigarettes. The group would meet me at the door with a yellow shirt—back to Orientation. Come morning it was out to the woodpile to bust wood, or else I was down in the kitchen on KP again, all day long peers wanting to know why I kept messing over myself.

“Nine more months you got now. What is wrong with you?”

“I don’t know.”

“You ain’t ever getting out of here,” they’d tell me. “You ain’t ever going home.”




ORIENTATION




PAST HISTORIES

Everybody had a story. You told the group where you were from, what you’d done, who you had back home if anyone. We called this your past history. You had to tell your past history to come off Orientation, but then you kept telling it. New peer walked in the door, you paired off with him and told him your story and he told you his.

Of course, nobody’s story came out all at once or even the same way twice. We were liars, but most of the lies we told were to ourselves.

Chollie Ocampo, for instance, had set a trailer on fire. It was something to do. He took a bottle of lighter fluid, doused the walls, struck a match.

Woof.

Four and a half months into the program he confided that it was his mom’s trailer. We didn’t know he had a mom.

“She wasn’t in it, was she?”

The only thing in the trailer was trash, Chollie told us. Setting it all on fire was a way of setting himself free.

“Free? You ain’t free, Chollie,” we said. “You’re in here with us.”

But he went on telling peers he didn’t regret it. The trailer was in a park behind a truck stop. The day he earned his green shirt—Improving phase—he told us he’d walk over to the stop at night and key the shit out of those semis. He’d bust out the windows, spray-paint the cabs. Once he stuck a knife into a tire and the air that blew out tore the shirt off his chest.

Chollie hated those truckers, he hated his mom, and his little sister hated him.

“Hold up,” we said. “You got a sister?”

Had a sister, he said. His family was free from him now too. That was why they didn’t come to see him or call or write or anything—they were free from him too.

By the time he made Graduation phase, Chollie had learned what freedom meant. The thing about lighter fluid, he told us, is you can’t really put it out. Say you set somebody’s mattress on fire and that was all you meant to do. If you threw a pot of water on it, that would only spread the flames to the carpet, the walls.

The night before he left Hope forever, he told us the fire had leapt up on him quick. Suddenly all the ill intention that had brought him to that moment was gone, and so were his eyebrows. He’d made it out of the trailer, but as he stood in the weeds watching it burn all he could think about was all the things he hadn’t thought about, like everything he’d left inside.

So he went back in.

“Into the fire?” we said.

We could hear him sort of laughing about it in his bunk after lights-out. Chollie didn’t laugh too often. By then he’d been at Hope two and a half years.

“What’d you go back in for, Chollie?”

He wasn’t thinking right. It was a thousand degrees—his eyes burning, smoke scorching his lungs. We thought maybe he had some money stashed somewhere or that he’d tried to grab some clothes or something he had to have.

But then he said, “Magnets. I tried to get the magnets.”

“What kind of magnets?”

“The stupid kind.”

We didn’t understand. “Was they worth something?”

“No,” he said. “They weren’t worth nothing.”

They were just a bunch of stupid letters that spelled out their names—CHARLES, LALONI, MOM. The heat had melted them to the refrigerator. Chollie tried to saw them off with his knife.

“Told you I wasn’t thinking right.”

He rolled over to go to sleep, his bunk groaning in the dark.

“Couldn’t get them off the door,” he told us.

ː

Your past history was what you had done but also what you had not done. It was what had been done to you. It was everything you had witnessed and learned and everything you hadn’t.

Say you couldn’t read.

Say you couldn’t add.

Say you’d been shot in your feet.

The details depended on who you were telling your story to. If you were from Beecher Terrace in Louisville, paired off with a peer from another project—say, the Cotter Homes—you might let that peer know who you ran with, but if somebody you knew had thrown a shot at somebody the peer knew and you were in the car, it might turn out that your cousin was not your cousin, that you’d never even heard of him.

In this way we kept our pasts under revision. We bragged about the things we’d done, then swore to God we hadn’t done them. We left things out, like the truth, and twisted things, like the facts.

Big heavy peer who made it about a month before his social worker pulled him stomped in the door one evening telling us he’d robbed the Domino’s man. Popped out of the bushes with a gun, took the man’s change pouch, two large pizzas, and a bag of chips. Told him: Next time, avoid the Noid, motherfucker.

Except that wasn’t how it had gone down at all. This was a peer who liked to eat, who had seen a commercial on TV—thirty-minute delivery or your pizza’s free—and had thought no way anybody’s making it this far back into the hood in half an hour. When the doorbell rang seventeen minutes later, the peer had an oh shit moment. He didn’t have any money. The pizza man was hammering the door: I know you’re in there! I done beat that Noid!

The peer popped the broomstick out of the track in his auntie’s back door. He was going to take a walk, get out of there a minute, but when he swung around and peeked through the bushes, he saw that the pizza man wasn’t all that big. So he cracked him in the back with the broomstick, every intention of beating him down and stealing those pizzas. Instead, the pizza man took the broomstick and beat the peer down, then sat on him until the cops came. Not that we ever heard that exact version of events. The peer couldn’t tell anybody he’d been sent off—grabbed up out of the world, taken from his family—for getting his ass whupped by the pizza man. Nor could he tell us that he owed fourteen dollars and thirty-seven cents in court-ordered restitution—that he still owed Domino’s for the pizzas, as if he hadn’t paid for them.

ː

 Your past history was the gold in your teeth, the burns on your hands. It was the word Heartless inked across your back. It was your shoes.

Karvel McLemore wore white Calvin Kleins—CKs, Crip Killers.

Jaquan Bentley wore blue British Knights—BKs, Blood Killers.

Tonyboy Malopelli wore psych ward slip-ons, and Bobby Church—well, Bobby didn’t have any shoes, not when he first got to Hope. The state police dropped him off barefoot, covered in mud.

“Don’t you step on our floors,” we told him.

You could tell your past history in group, like Bobby did, or pair off on a smoke break. You could tell it while busting wood or clearing brush or picking weeds. But often we told our stories on the van, peers crammed in shoulder to shoulder, knee to knee, Mr. Watts behind the wheel of the old Ford Econoline doing seventy-five in a fifty-five with a trailer full of lawn mowers jumping and jangling behind us.

Speak up! we would tell whoever was talking, a command that might mean a peer was too quiet or that he was full of shit or maybe that a translator was needed. Peers shoved way up there out of sight in the projects overlooking Covington-Cincinnati and peers who’d been hidden back all their lives in the hills of eastern Kentucky could not always comprehend each other.

He just say britches or bitches?

What’s he talking ’bout fur for?

Street and Appalachian were two sides of the same sorry coin. At Hope the divide was not black/white, city/country. It was the peers who had been there and the ones who had just walked in the door. If a new peer was building himself up and we knew he was small time, we sent him a signal: Hey, speak up. And if he started right back in on it, telling peers how he’d run the show back home, we’d cut him off again: We said speak up, please!

If he still didn’t get it, we’d check his every word. When he said something about getting locked up, we let him know he didn’t get locked up—he got incarcerated. And when he said something about getting drunk, hold up: You mean intoxicated. And when he forgot to say okay after he’d been corrected, that was a communication problem, and when he used profanity—because we’d interrupted him eight times in forty-five seconds—that was an easily angered.

“Unball those fists.”

Even if he did, we’d hit him with a say okay.

“Say okay.”

“Okay,” he’d say.

“Speak up.”

You didn’t have to get in a peer’s face to blow him up. If he actually had something to say, something to tell the group, that made it even easier. You could bully a peer—control him—by not letting him tell his story.

A determined peer might keep on, though.

“So I stuck my nine—”

“Don’t call it a nine. You ain’t on the street.”

“My gun. I pull my gun—”

“He’s got a pizza and you pulled a gun?”

“I had to let him know—”

“You came up behind him?”

“Naw, I came out the bushes.”

“You were in the bushes hiding.”

“I tell him lay it down, all of it.”

“The pizza man. You pulled a gun on the pizza man.”

The peer got quiet. Real quiet.

“Speak up!” we told him.

The phrase also meant you didn’t forget. If a peer you didn’t care for was coming out with something real, something shameful, you might pull it then—speak up!—just to make him say it again, louder, that he’d taken a dollar once at a football game to let two middle school boys walk his little sister back behind the bleachers.

How much you say?

A dollar.

Speak up.

A dollar.

Or you might not do a peer that way even if he had done it to you. It got old sometimes, holding peers’ pasts against them. We’d all made mistakes and then we’d made some more. You didn’t have to tell the group everything, but you had to tell us something.

Peer we ended up calling Smoove didn’t want to. Back home in Louisville he’d stepped out on South Tenth Street and Muhammad Ali Boulevard with four vials of drywall he sold as crack. His first day at Hope, he walked in with the street all over him, the hitch in his step something to behold, palms turned back behind him, body dipping, shoulder rolling, knee buckling.

We went right after him. Who do you think you are, walking like that? This ain’t the street.

He cleaned it up some, but then it’d get worse. All day we were on him. You’re doing it again—Hey! Hey! We couldn’t take it anymore. On the way down to supper he was throwing that shoulder back, hitching himself along. We got in his face. We weren’t whispering either, telling him, In this house, you’re gonna walk right.

We kept our eyes on his hands. Peer that stubborn, we thought he might fight. Instead he closed his eyes, bowed his head, and began to pray.

“What’s he doing?” we asked each other.

“Think he’s praying.”

“For what?”

We listened to him. “Think he’s praying for us.”

“Shut your mouth,” Chollie told him. “Don’t you pray for us.”

Smoove kept on, his words not terribly eloquent or experienced in the way of prayer, at times pointed (“Be with the ones telling me to shut up, Lord, getting loud with me all day long”) but also earnest and pleading (“Be with all of us. Help us, Jesus, please.”).

That evening in the shower we saw his feet. One foot looked as if it had been reattached at the ankle. The other had a scarred divot in it. Some of the toes weren’t really toes.

Nothing else was said about his hitch. We knew where he was from, what he’d likely been into, what had probably happened. It was like that sometimes: Some peers’ stories were written on their bodies.

ː

There were things you kept to yourself and things you kept from yourself. Every so often, though, a peer came along that the truth spilled out of sparkling and pure. By telling his secrets he told yours, and what you didn’t tell became a lie.

Peer we called Peanut had a head like a little nut. He was a gangly, scrawny, unfed-looking peer with baffled, magnified eyes floating inside a pair of glasses thick as telescopes. At night he peed the bed. The night-shift JTOs were supposed to wake him every two hours and take him to the bathroom, but they’d forget and he’d pee all over himself.

We took turns wrestling him out of his bunk. We’d carry him down the hall in our arms, light as a child, snickering at himself in a dream. We’d sit him on the toilet and walk him back to bed. We cared about him, but when Peanut told his past history, he told too much. He’d start talking about his uncle and his uncle’s friends and we’d cut him off.

“Individual. Tell it in individual counseling, Peanut.”

“But something happened to me.”

“It ain’t for the group.”

He’d snicker, confused, his eyes inside those Coke-bottle lenses wide and wondrous. We were the ones he trusted, the ones he wanted to tell.

“I was just saying one time my uncle’s friends—”

“We don’t want to hear about it, Peanut.”

“They got my britches down—”

“Jesus Christ, sir, Mr. Watts, sir,” we begged. “Could you please just make him shut up?”

Most of us were more careful. A peer might leave you a hint in passing, while paired off, something about a stepfather who would load up on Old Crow every Saturday night. The peer might circle back a day or two later and mention how the bourbon on his stepfather’s breath smelled like sugar and medicine, and either you told the peer you didn’t want to hear it, because you didn’t, or you kept yourself quiet.

Peer might be cruising you, seeing if you ever got lonely at night, asking you the only way he knew how—by telling a secret. Or he might not be interested in any of that at all. Might be he trusted you and was telling you something he couldn’t carry anymore, something that had messed him up, and the hope was that you could make sense of it. For sure you could not, but if you trusted this peer the way he trusted you, you might tell him that you’d had a stepfather too. A stepfather could be anybody—a scout leader, a Little League coach, an uncle, or your mom’s new boyfriend. That you’d had one was all you had to say and the peer would know, but you knew not to say it because it made it real again, and anyway it was a trick, a compromise, to confide one thing—something shameful, damaging—to keep from confiding something worse: that the things done to you, you had done to others.

You kept that part to yourself, and in this way you lied even when you told a truth. The consequence was that no inner clarity on this matter was ever found. When another peer came along saying something about a stepfather wanting to pray with him at night, wanting to bow heads together, we ran it back the same way. We spoke in code and understood code, and maintained always an inclination to cover our tracks because we knew the truth—the whole truth, the terrible truth—couldn’t set anybody free.

It was the truth that made us liars.

ː

There were good things in our pasts, too, but what good was it to talk about them? They weren’t good anymore.

Karvel, in particular, had a hard time talking about home, but Watts had a way of bringing things up. Coming back from a basketball tournament one weekend, passing through Cincinnati, Watts took a left instead of a right and it got rough quick.

“Whoops,” he said.

“Make a right at the light,” Karvel told him. “Get you back out to the interstate.”

“Right?” said Watts.

Then he took a left.

“Hold up. He said right, sir.”

Watts kept driving.

“Next light,” said Karvel. “Make a right, get you out.”

“Got it,” said Watts. Then he took another left. Whatever he was looking for, it wasn’t the interstate.

“All right,” said Karvel. “I get it. I’ll show y’all where I’m from.”

He had a window seat, back of the van, tapping the glass as he took us on a twilight tour of the hood. Here’s where he’d lined up the fiends and handed out packets of smack when he was not yet twelve years old. There’s the convenience store where he stole Pez and pro wrestling magazines. Here’s his aunt’s. There’s his grandma’s. There’s the funeral home.

Watts stopped the van and we idled a minute on the curb. It wasn’t hard to picture Karvel running the streets when you could see who had taken his spot, kids who looked like fifth graders glaring at us.

The projects weren’t just crime and desolation, though. There were people trying to live, people trying to work and raise their kids, and Karvel was trying to tell us about it, what all that world was to him, but some places you couldn’t describe without showing peers what they weren’t.

So Watts got us lost again. He steered the van two miles west, across town, down a quiet elm-lined street where the corners were nothing but grass. It was dusk now—homes lit, lawns mowed, curtains open. As Watts drove us down that clean suburban street he asked the group a question: What if you fellas was from here?

To see a neighborhood lit up like that—moneyed, manicured—was as foreign to us as a country on the other side of the world. Karvel knew what we were doing there, though.

“If we was from here, we wouldn’t be on this van,” he said, and with that Watts hit the gas and we headed back to Hope.

Before Watts was running group we’d had a counselor who didn’t want us telling our stories to each other. If you’d been through something, you were supposed to take it to him—not your peers. He was a professional and the situation was delicate, he told us, and maybe he was right, but we kept telling our stories anyway. It was a way of understanding each other, a way of understanding ourselves. We were trying to give the chaos of our lives a shape.

When the guy realized he couldn’t stop us, he asked if we knew what a redundancy was. The words past and history meant, more or less, the same thing. There was no need to call it your past history.

“It’s just your past,” he said.

But it was so much more than that. It was the mountains and the streets, courtyards and hollers, dime bags, dust, Mini Thins, and front-yard fishing holes. It was the skirting of a trailer peeled back so Bobby Church could crawl in out of the rain. It was the woman who knelt beside Smoove when he thought he was dying, her praying for him and him praying for us. It was our fathers in prison, our mothers in hiding, the choices we’d made and the choices that had been made for us. We didn’t get to decide where we were from. We didn’t get to pick who our people were or what all they’d been through. Most of us were set up for failure and so we failed, but to blame everybody else was to absolve ourselves. To blame the world, however accurately, was to accept that we did not have a meaningful role in our own lives, and yet we could not possibly understand our situations or imagine a way forward without acknowledging our pasts and everything we were still up against.

For some of us that took years. We were the ones whose pasts weren’t much different than the present. Our lives were and always had been a placement somewhere. For peers like me—who’d been through other homes, who’d been through foster care—the real world was what you heard about when other peers were telling their stories.

So you listened, and if you’d been at Hope as long as I had, hearing all those past histories and trying to tell your own, you could almost forget what was yours and what wasn’t. If you didn’t have a family, maybe you found one somewhere. Maybe you gave yourself somebody to get home to. It was all a story anyway.

I preferred to tell mine out on the road, when I could stare out a window and watch the world slip by and believe in the possibility that whatever I was about to say, I could leave back there somewhere, behind me. On those long trips Watts took us on we told our past histories to the new peer and he told his to us, and then we moved on. We talked about something else, everything ahead of us—our hopes, our futures even.




OPEN HOUSE

We were jammed in elbow to elbow around an old oak farmhouse table scarred from end to end with the names of peers who had come before us. All week we’d been getting the house ready. Now, having sat down together for breakfast, we noticed a cloud of steam rising from the crotch of Tonyboy Malopelli’s sweatpants.

Tony was sixteen years old, six-foot-five, had scars in his wrists and eyes that were bruised and glittering. He’d come from Blue Jay. Peers from Blue Jay arrived at Hope in hospital scrubs and handcuffs, a heavy-duty ziplock bag full of pill bottles duct-taped to their file. Someone there had knocked his teeth out, the two front ones, and when you looked at him Tony had a way of grinning—a way of showing off that gap—that reminded you, always, that something about him was missing.

“Tony’s got eggs in his pants,” Peanut commented.

Mr. Cook and Mr. Coburn were shouldered in beside us, but it was Karvel at the head of the table. Karvel said, “I know this group ain’t about to set somebody off right now. I’m about to eat my breakfast.”

“He’s got a biscuit in there, too, Karvel. In his underwear.”

“Show yourself some care, Tone. Get that food out your pants.”

Tony pulled the biscuit out of his underwear and left it on his plate.

“Eggs too.”

The eggs had slid down his legs. He stretched open the ankles of his sweatpants and began to pick bits of yellow from his green-and-marigold-striped socks.

“We need to talk about this,” a lower phase remarked. “I’m calling group.”

“Eat your food,” Karvel told him.

“This peer ain’t right.”

“Eat.”

We drank from our individual cartons of milk and ate what was edible, the biscuits burnt, the eggs spongy. The year was 1988. That afternoon, for the first time ever, we were opening our doors to the community. People were going to come and see the home. They were going to meet us and see that we were doing better.

Tony shook another clump of eggs out of his sweatpants, and Peanut—not what we’d call a high-functioning peer—pointed out an inconsiderate of self problem. Until then Tony had been grinning. Now the bruises under his eyes seemed to blacken and he whispered the words no one wanted to hear, especially not Cook or Coburn: “Somebody better get ahold of me.”

“You’ve blowed him up!” announced Jon Alan Blanton, Tony’s best friend. “This group can’t ever leave nobody alone.”

Chollie Ocampo said, “You ain’t doing this today, Tony.”

Tony slapped a grip onto his own face.

“One’s coming on!” he warned us through his trembling fingers. “I swear it is!”

Mr. Cook pushed back from the table first. Bald, good-humored, and easily manipulated, he was roughly the size of a lawn jockey, a figurine of a man with an accent so country, city peers rarely understood him. Then rose Mr. Coburn, Cook’s three-hundred-pound, Carhartt-coat-wearing colleague, the first black man in cowboy boots we had ever seen, the kind of JTO who’d pull you aside after you’d bit a peer and inquire sincerely—his bottom lip packed with a thick dip of Skoal—“Tell me, son, how come you did that?”

“Easy,” Coburn told Tony. “Easy, Big Tone.”

“Mr. Coburn, sir. I’m about to go off.”

“You’re all right.”

“No, I ain’t, sir!”

He still hadn’t let go of his face.

“You can’t be acting like this!” Chollie shouted. “We’ve got visitors coming.”

“I’m thinking I better get it out of me now, Chollie.”

Karvel sighed. He had three slices of bacon on his plate. Nobody else got bacon.

“Do me a favor, Tone,” he said. “Look at these floors.”

Tony realized it was Karvel speaking to him. Slowly, his hand fell from his face, fingernail moons dug into the tight, acned skin of his massive forehead.

“We stripped these floors down ourselves, didn’t we? Waxed them too,” Karvel said. “Look at that shine. I can just about see my reflection.”

In fact, Karvel had not helped us with the floors, not even for a minute, but he had Tony turned around anyway, squinting his eyes, trying to find himself in a square of polished tile.

“You end up in the floor again with Mr. Cook and Mr. Coburn, sweating, bleeding, it’ll take that shine out. You don’t want to take the shine out, do you, Tone?”

Tony shook his head.

“I know you ain’t about to ruin my breakfast either,” Karvel added.

Eyes still on the floor, calm now, Tony whispered, “Could someone just hold me a minute?”

“Breathe,” we reminded him. “And get the rest of them eggs out your pants.”

We still had work to do before the open house. Half the group broke off to search the parking lot for cigarette butts. The rest of us blew up a bag of balloons and tied them to the rotting cedar HOPE HOUSE sign out front.

Mr. Watts had got us up that morning, but he’d vanished before breakfast and when we saw him again early that afternoon peers were shouting, “Hold up!”

He’d changed into a suit. It was midnight blue dashed with gray pinstripes—not a bad-looking suit at all, but it couldn’t have been his. It was two sizes too big, with all the bulk gathering in the shoulders and sleeves that swallowed his freckled hands down to the knuckle. He’d clipped on a tie and borrowed somebody’s dress shoes. His short brown hair was combed straight down his forehead, his copper mustache trimmed. He’d even changed out the tape holding together his glasses.

“Hold up, sir!”

He was frowning to keep from smiling.

“You fellas ready to open the doors?”

“Yes, sir!” Peanut blurted.

“Are you?”

We followed Watts’s eyes down to Tony’s sweatpants. They were Orientation-phase yellow—a bright shade of cheap mustard—with a grease stain splotched into the crotch.

“No, sir. We ain’t ready.”

“Showers,” he told us.

Watts had been building up the open house for days, but seeing him in that suit—changed out of his blue jeans and Reeboks—we knew it was serious. In the bathroom we lined up to shave, some of us unnecessarily. Showers were three minutes or less and then we hopped out hiding our privates as we searched through a batch of boxer shorts for our initials.

Damico Sears said, “Bobby, here’s yours.”

Bobby Church said, “Jon Alan.”

Jon Alan said, “Smoove.”

Smoove said, “Aw, man.”

He’d found Peanut’s, stained with pee.

“Community clothes,” Cook and Coburn told us, and so we dressed ourselves in tan khakis and two-button polos, the polos colored yellow, blue, red, green, or gray according to phase. Peers who had personal shoes were allowed to wear them, but the only ones who did were the ones who had sold dope back home. The rest of us slipped back into our white canvas Skippys, the rubber soles squeaking as we filed, one after another, into our dayroom.

Our furniture was fold-out metal chairs and an orange velour sofa we sank into. We sat and stared at each other, tube lights buzzing like something trapped in our ears. Someone said our families could come, that they would start arriving around 2 p.m., but no one believed it. There was another rumor, supposedly verified by Cook or possibly Coburn, that a newspaper reporter was writing a story on us, how we were teenagers who’d made mistakes and had been yanked out of the world and were living together now in an old house.

There weren’t many homes like ours left. We’d heard about the others closing, peers being sent to the camps. We didn’t want to go to camp—we were trying to stay open.

At one o’clock sharp, Watts swung the front door wide. We’d filled a popcorn bowl with peppermints for visitors, but now we took every last one of them for ourselves. Up in the dayroom Cook and Coburn kept their eyes on Tony while peers shot pool and played Ping-Pong, every fifteen seconds a peppermint exploding in someone’s teeth.

“How do I look?” Jon Alan asked the group. He was fifteen years old and had that country name, but he wasn’t country. He was city trailer park, from one of those places hidden back behind a railyard or right off the interstate, the last thing you saw when you left town if you noticed it at all. He’d retucked his shirt seven times. On the left sleeve it said LEARNING PHASE and on the right HOPE HOUSE.

“You look like a delinquent,” Karvel told him.

The home was a few miles outside of town, alone atop a hill, a redbrick Victorian with a leaking gray asphalt-shingle roof and tall rectangular windows trimmed in limestone that had trickled down calcium deposits for a full century, staining the patched facade with streaks of pearled white that almost looked like tears. The path up to it was gravel cut through the trees. Having passed an hour chewing through peppermints and threatening each other with our Ping-Pong paddles, we recognized the sound of small rocks battering the inside of a wheel well somewhere down the hill.

“Someone’s coming!”

Our teenage faces filled the dayroom windows as a silver sedan rattled into the parking lot. Two men got out, one with a notepad and one with a camera.

“Oh shit,” said a peer.

“No way.”

Watts, in his suit, met the men outside and shook their hands. The newspaper rumor was true—there was going to be a story about us.

“Line up!” shouted Karvel. “He’s bringing them in.”

We squared our shoulders and waited. Shoes clapped up the stairs. Tony was standing there with us, but he looked like a peer on a roller coaster, holding on to something in his mind.

“Mr. Coburn, sir,” said Chollie.

“What?”

“Is there time to hide him, sir?”

Before we could, Watts brought the newspapermen into the dayroom. Karvel stepped forward to introduce himself: “I’m Karvel McLemore, sir. I’m seventeen years old, sir. I’m a Progress phase, sir, from Covington.”

Then Bobby, then Smoove, right down the line. When it was Tony’s turn he gazed down at the reporter, grinned like a maniac and said nothing, his wild nutty face framed way up there against the sprinkler heads.

“Tell him your name,” Karvel whispered, but Tony went on grinning, shaking the reporter’s hand and showing off that gap in his teeth. “Let go of the man’s hand and tell him your name, Tone.”

“My name’s Tony,” said Tony, but he couldn’t remember his last name.

“Malopelli. Your last name’s Malopelli.”

“Malopelli.”

The reporter struggled to get his hand back. Jon Alan, who had been down in the kitchen with the cook, Ms. Elwell, strolled bowlegged into the dayroom carrying a tray stacked with mini hot dog wieners wrapped in baked biscuit dough. Pigs in a blanket, the old woman called them, but we called them cocks in a swaddle and once we’d thought of them that way—as little pink organs poking out of the bread—we couldn’t eat them anymore. We just couldn’t.

To our disgust the reporter sniffed one, then bit into it.

“Not bad,” he said as peers turned away.

The photographer snapped some pictures of us knocking a Ping-Pong ball back and forth. He kept telling us not to look at the camera, that he had to get the pictures to where no one could see our faces.

“’Cause we’re juveniles,” Damico told the group. “Juvenile delinquents.”

“You can show my face, sir,” said Bobby.

“You can show mine too,” said Peanut, but the photographer said no, he couldn’t.

Watts toured the men around the home, telling them about the program, the changes we’d made in our lives. We trailed along behind, feeling good about ourselves, the halls of the old house wide and drafty, the ceilings tall and stained with water leaks. Several rooms had fireplaces, and it was said that a peer trying to go AWOL had climbed up a chimney once, but he couldn’t get out because he wasn’t smoke and the drop back down was a bad one.

The newspapermen laughed as if Watts had told a joke. He ushered them into our bedroom, five sets of wooden bunks and two shared dressers, the cracked plaster walls decorated with our individual treatment plans. Proudly, peers pointed out what we were doing to Maintain Self-Control and Use Good Communication. The words Establish Relationship with Mom were scratched out of Bobby’s plan. Be a Father had been added to Damico’s.

Downstairs the photographer took a picture of our trophy case, an emptied fish tank filled with third-place finishes. Ms. Elwell, boiling up another batch of swaddle cocks, glared at the newspapermen as Watts led them through her kitchen, back outside, where we showed off the swath of trees and brush we’d cleared from the hillside, the logs we’d chopped and stacked into our woodpile. We did not show anyone our hands, worn with callouses and blisters.

After the tour we watched Watts from the dayroom windows, hidden inside that suit, stiff and perspiring, decked out like he was somebody else. The photographer stood him on the stone walkway in front of the home and snapped a picture that would not be published for some time, not until it had all begun to change.

“You’re embarrassing us,” Chollie told Tony after the newspapermen had left.

“Peer forgot his own name.”

“He knows his name. He panicked is all.”

“Stupid,” Tony remarked. “I’m stupid.”

“You ain’t stupid,” Jon Alan assured his friend. “You’re crazier than a shithouse rat, Tonyboy, but you ain’t stupid.”

“Can’t say shithouse,” said Damico. “That’s profanity.”

“Shithouse. Shithouse rat.”

Damico glared at him.

“That’s an aggravates others problem, Jon Alan.”

“I don’t accept it.”

It was a long afternoon. A pastor from a local church stopped by and Tony remembered his own name, but when the pastor asked where he was from, Tony went blank again. Peers wanted to hide him in our work closet, but he had a thing about being isolated. His first day at Hope, Coburn had tried to pull him aside to calm him down and Tony had slammed on the brakes. He’d told Coburn he wasn’t going out there and Coburn had said, Out where?

“To the barn!” Tony had cried.

To see Coburn, big as a bear, lifted clean off the floor—bellowing while airborne, inside Tony’s arms, “God Almighty, son! We ain’t got a barn!”—was quite a sight. It took Cook and Coburn and Watts all three to get Tony down, his teeth—the ones he still had—clenched shut and the cords standing out of his neck. He looked like a peer who’d grabbed a power line and couldn’t let go. Three times he fought back to his feet, and three times they wrestled him back down and held him until whatever had possessed him had passed. On his feet again, he’d shaken their hands and said, “Wow, sirs! That was a good one! I’m spent!”

So we kept him with the group and hoped the open house would end without another visitor. In the meantime we set up a single-elimination Ping-Pong tournament and Smoove made the final against Mr. Cook. Smoove was the better player, but he’d been shot in his feet and Cook had a serve that made you move.

We gathered around to cheer our peer on. It couldn’t have been a full minute that we took our eyes off Tony. Suddenly there were ten new lumps down the front of his khakis and Peanut was squalling, “The hot dogs is gone!”

We didn’t handle it well. All Tony wanted was to hear us laugh, maybe let some of the tension out of the room, but we jumped all over him: “Get those wieners out your pants!”

It was the wrong thing to tell him.

Cook and Coburn were still in the floor getting Tony’s pants back on him when a station wagon pulled into the parking lot. A whole family got out—grandparents, parents, little children. Smashed hot dog wieners were everywhere.

“Visitors! Visitors!” Smoove shouted.

Peers weren’t supposed to put their hands on other peers, but this was an emergency. We couldn’t have anybody from the community seeing Tone in the floor.

“They’re coming in!”

We were trying to drag Tony down the hall, out of sight, when suddenly he went still.

“Wait,” he said. “Someone’s here? Get me up. Get me up out of this floor.”

Cook and Coburn hesitated, Coburn’s bottom lip bright red, already swelling, and Cook with a long feverish scratch slashing down his neck. They’d been in a fight, but Tony wasn’t fighting anymore. To let him up was a gamble, but we weren’t getting him down the hall either, not if he didn’t want to go.

“What do you think?” they asked Karvel.

Karvel answered, “Let him up.”

We let go of Tony’s legs, and Cook and Coburn stood him on his feet. Jon Alan pulled up his khakis and zipped his fly. A minute later Watts poked his head into the dayroom, Bobby and Damico sweeping up the last of the wieners and bread. They jumped back in line, and Watts brought the visitors in.

The grandparents had met at the home years ago when it was an orphanage. Their children had brought them back to see the place. It was quite a story—a long one, all things considered—and while it was told Cook and Coburn stood arm in arm with Tony, on either side of him, sweat shining on all three of their faces but only Tony’s wrenched into a joker’s grin.

When it came time to introduce himself, he shook the visitors’ hands and declared: “I’m Tonyboy Malopelli and it don’t matter where I’m from ’cause this is where I am and there ain’t no barn here!”

With that, he stood perfectly still until the visitors were gone. Then, having somehow controlled himself, he turned to Cook and Coburn and said, “Okay, sirs. You’d better get me back down in the floor now.”

“Do what?”

“Quick,
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