[bookmark: _GoBack]Four hands roughly pull at my arms, pulling them behind my back. One pair holds them together whilst the other snaps on a pair of handcuffs. I don’t resist, I knew it was coming the moment the foreman of the jury read out “Guilty”. My lawyer patted me on the shoulder, “tough break kid, it could have been better.”
“It” is the two year sentence the judge has just handed down, complete with a smile shared with the Prosecutor. As the deputies lead me to the exit marked ‘PRIVATE’, the one reserved for those exiting the court bound for the corrections system, I scan the courtroom for Rebecca. I want to see her face once more, if only to get that slightly false sense that it might be alright. She’s no where to be seen. “I can’t be in the court Shorty. It won’t work if I’m there.”
This time “it” is the deal we struck one night after she came into the bar where I worked. It was a Thursday, the regulars were packing up for the night and Rebecca walked in. She stayed as I closed up, she helped her self to the bottle of Jack as she poured shots and bitched about her job.
“They’re all so fucking stupid,”
“You said, several times,”
“But I mean it,” she said as she poured two shots, finishing both of them before resuming her tirade, “they do stupid shit and then cry because I’m not able to tell that what they want to her.” I smile and take the bottle away. “It’ll be $20 for the drinks.”
“Fuck you, come on put it on my tab,” she’s grinning now. She’s got a plan. She’s Rebecca Strong, hotshot defence lawyer and pretty much the only person to do anything with her life from this town. When she talks, it’s because she wants something. When she gives me a fifty I know it’s something big.
The interior of the court house is a maze full of deputies, inmates and their lawyers. My escorts push me through to an elevator and we descend into the bowels. As the doors open, the stench of human cargo hits me. The heat generated by those coming and going is almost unbearable. The noise is deafening. A third deputy reads my paperwork aloud, “Rix, Hannah no. 127-22. She’s got to go to County until space opens up for her. Take her to Holding Area 3, they’ll take over.” I’m walking again, through a crowd of people in handcuffs. A door marked ‘3’ appears and I’m told to wait.
“Fuck off Bex,”
“Shorty, are you stupid? I’m offering fifty grand for a years work. 18 months tops.
“All you got to do is let me set you up,” she draws on a cigarette before offering it to me. Her toe starts to rub up and down my leg, her now free hand starts to do the same.
“Bex, I don’t want to go to prison for some spoilt brat.”
“Think of it as a career change. You’ll work for me, fifty grand a year plus benefits. All you have to do is be ready to take the fall for my clients when I ask.”
I should probably think about it properly, but the money and her fingers delicately teasing me mean that I’ve already agreed and she’s messaging a cop she knows.
The holding area is a large cell with ten other women waiting. Some are in orange scrubs, the rest are like me in our court clothes. All of us are wearing shackles and handcuffs. After an hour a final woman is brought in and the deputies announce that the ride to County Jail is ready. We’re herded through the processing area to a sally port by two deputies where a small van waits. The back of the van is opened and a deputy helps us get in. I sit on the bench, next to a girl about my age. She’s in scrubs and there are dark streaks under eyes from her crying in the holding cell.
“You’re allowed mascara in jail?”
“What? Oh, yeah before court.”
“Hannah,” I offer her a hand.
“Claire,” she replies taking my hand cautiously. A million questions run through my head, but all I can do is stare at the floor of the van just like everyone else. Bex promised that I’d have money waiting at the jail so that I could buy some things. Snapping me out of my thoughts is Claire touching my arm. “First time?” she whispers. I nod. “Me to, but I couldn’t afford bail.” She pulls at her uniform as if to prove a point. “Normally takes a few weeks to pull chains.”
“Pulling chains,” Bex laughs at me, “That’s what they call the transfer to prison. Takes a few weeks to place new inmates in a facility so you’ll sit in County Jail for a while. You’ll look good in orange.”
The van stops. A couple of the girls groan and the rear door is opened.
“If you’re new, stand to the left. If you’re returning walk through the door. Nobody fuck me around or it’s the lock,” an angry deputy tells. We all step out. Claire walks on, trying to smile at me, I smile back. Three other women are new and are heading to intake with me.
“Rix, Hannah,” a deputy calls, “you’re convicted right?”
“Yes sir”
“Alright, well you won the lottery. We got a call from Cold Haven, they’ve got space so you and some others are heading out now. You’ll be there in time to miss dinner.”
“Yes sir.”
“We should practice your strip search Shorty. Get you used to it.”
We do, for hours. Bex shouting at me, ordering me to take my clothes off. Searching every inch of my body, pushing my head down so she can check my ass.
Its Bex I think of as the guard roughly searches me. I’m on the brink of tears when he orders me to bend over and I die a little bit as he orders me to cough. “You’re clean, makes a change. Alright, you can’t transfer naked, get the uniform on. Quick.” I follow his orders and pick up the orange pile at my feet. Grey bra and underwear go on first, they don’t fit but who could I complain to. A grey thermal shirt is next, it’s thin but the fit is OK. I pull up the orange pants, trying to ignore the faded INMATE stencil on the left leg. Finally, I put on the top, again I ignore the INMATE stencil on the back. Taking my right arm, he pulls me back through to the arrival area. Claire is there, a deputy is fixing the buckle of a transport belt at the small of Claire’s back.
“Kneel in the chair Rix,” requests the deputy who is already well on the way to pushing me down. As he secures the leg irons a female deputy wraps my own transport belt around my waist. Handcuffs hang from a hoop in front. My hands are secured in the handcuffs and I am instructed to stand. We’re unceremoniously loaded onto a small, grey bus that’s had its windows removed. A grate separates us from the driver and the guard holding a shotgun.
A quiet voice from behind me whispers, “how long’d you get?”
“Two years.”
There’s no follow up, just the sound of Claire sobbing so I ask, “You?”
“25 to life.”
I stare out of the window as the sound of the bus engine drowns out everything else. 
