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To Ava and Clara




For these are all our children.1

We will all profit from, or pay for,

what they become.

—JAMES BALDWIN
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Author’s Note

This is a work of nonfiction. No facts have been altered and no names have been changed. Ten of the children are identified by their nicknames, and several of the adults by their street names. I witnessed most of the scenes I describe in this book. My reporting also draws from thousands of records, hundreds of interviews, and many hours of video and audio recordings. For more detail, please see the afterword and notes.
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Prologue




OCTOBER 6, 2015

First they came for Papa.1

The eight-year-old boy asked no questions. He knew to be quiet in the presence of strangers. Two women led him into a silver van. Papa looked out the window as the ignition started. There was his school, a rectangle of brick that got smaller and smaller as the van pulled away.

Eleven miles south, another van collected Papa’s brother from his school and four sisters from their schools, delivering all six siblings to the same place: the Staten Island office of New York City’s child protection agency.

Only the youngest child remained.

The van turned east, heading up Laurel Avenue toward a white clapboard duplex with a boarded-up window. There, on the sidewalk, stood Baby Lee-Lee with her father. The toddler hid behind his legs.

As the van slowed to a halt, the father wiped his face. His daughter was too little to understand what was happening—that the people in the van were child protection workers. That the court had ordered them to take Lee-Lee and her siblings away. That the parents were being accused of “neglect.” That they had neglected, among other things, the condition of their home.

A moment passed. The van door opened. A caseworker stepped onto the sidewalk and paused. The father gathered Lee-Lee up and placed her in the van, promising to come for her tomorrow.

That evening, the siblings were transferred to a facility in Lower Manhattan, formerly the site of the Bellevue Hospital morgue.2 They stepped through a metal detector, trading their street clothes for matching maroon jumpsuits.

Their father’s words kept ringing.

Whatever happens, stay together.

This much they had tried, for all of their short lives. Eight children, sixteen hands clasped into one chain. Like this they had dashed across the highway or played Ring Around the Rosie, lifting up and crashing down while never letting go. They had learned this from their parents, who had learned it from their parents.

Now the chain was breaking. The strongest link was already gone.

Her name was Dasani.
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“A HOUSE IS NOT A HOME”

2012–2013
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CHAPTER 1

SHE WAKES TO the sound of breathing.

The smaller children lie tangled under coats and wool blankets, their chests rising and falling in the dark. They have yet to stir. Their sister is always first.

She looks around the room, seeing only silhouettes—the faint trace of a chin or brow, lit from the street below. Mice scurry across the floor. Roaches crawl to the ceiling. A little sink drips and drips, sprouting mold from a rusted pipe.

A few feet away is the yellow mop bucket they use as a toilet, and the mattress where the mother and father sleep clutched. Radiating out from them in all directions are the eight children they share: two boys and five girls whose beds zigzag around the baby, her crib warmed by a hair dryer perched on a milk crate.

They have learned to sleep through anything. They snore with the pull of asthma near a gash in the wall spewing sawdust. They cough or sometimes mutter in the throes of a dream. Only their sister Dasani is awake.

Dasani is tiny for an eleven-year-old and quick to startle. She has a delicate oval face and luminous eyes that watch everything, owl-like. Her expression veers from mischief to wonder. People often remark on her beauty—the high cheekbones and chestnut skin—but their comments never seem to register. What she knows is that she has been blessed with perfect teeth. When braces are the stuff of fantasy, straight teeth are a lottery win.

Slipping out from her covers, Dasani goes to the window. On mornings like this, she can see all the way past Brooklyn, over the rooftops and the projects and the shimmering East River. Her eyes can travel into Manhattan, to the top of the Empire State Building, the first New York skyscraper to reach a hundred floors. This is the type of fact that she recites in a singsong, look-what-I-know way. She fixes her gaze on that distant temple, its tip pointed celestially, its facade lit with promise.

“It makes me feel like there’s something going on out there,” she says.1 “I have a lot of possibility. I do, though. I have a lot of things to say.”

One of the first things Dasani will say is that she was running before she walked. She loves being first—the first to be born, the first to go to school, the first to win a fight, the first to make the honor roll. She is a child of New York City.

Even Dasani’s name speaks of a certain reach. The bottled water had come to Brooklyn’s bodegas just before she was born, catching the fancy of her mother, who could not afford such indulgences. Who paid for water in a bottle? Just the sound of it—Dasani—conjured another life. It signaled the presence of a new people, at the turn of a new century, whose discovery of Brooklyn had just begun.

By the time Dasani came into the world, on May 26, 2001, the old Brooklyn was vanishing.2 Entire neighborhoods would be remade, their families displaced, their businesses shuttered, their histories erased by a gentrification so vast and meteoric that no brand of bottled water could have signaled it. And as prosperity rose for one group of people, poverty deepened for another, leaving Dasani to grow up—true to her name—in a novel kind of place.3

Her skyline is filled with luxury towers, the beacons of a new Gilded Age. The city’s wealth has flowed to its outer edges, bringing pour-over coffee and artisanal doughnuts to places once considered gritty. Among them is Dasani’s birthplace, Fort Greene, Brooklyn, where renovated townhouses come with landscaped gardens and heated marble floors. Just steps away are two housing projects and, tucked among them, a city-run homeless shelter where the heat is off and the food is spoiled.

It is on the fourth floor of that shelter, at a window facing north, that Dasani now sits looking out. Nearly a quarter of her childhood has unfolded at the Auburn Family Residence, where Dasani’s family—a total of ten people—live in one room. Beyond the shelter’s walls, in the fall of 2012, Dasani belongs to an invisible tribe of more than twenty-two thousand homeless children—the highest number ever recorded, in the most unequal metropolis in America.4,5 Almost half of New York’s 8.3 million residents are living near or below the poverty line.6

Dasani can get lost looking out her window, until the sounds of Auburn interrupt. Different noises mean different things. She sorts them like laundry. The light noises bring no harm—the colicky cries of an infant down the hall, the hungry barks of the Puerto Rican lady’s Chihuahuas, the addicts who wander the projects, hitting some crazy high. They can screech like alley cats, but no one is listening.

The sound that matters has a different pitch. It comes loud and fast, with a staccato rhythm. The popping of gunshots. The pounding of fists. The rap of a security guard’s knuckles on the door. Whenever this happens, Dasani starts to count.

She counts her siblings in pairs, just like her mother said. The thumb-suckers first: six-year-old Hada and seven-year-old Maya, who share a small mattress. The ten-year-olds next: Avianna, who snores the loudest, and Nana, who is going blind. The brothers last: five-year-old Papa and eleven-year-old Khaliq, who have converted their metal bunk into a boys-only fort.

They are all here, six slumbering children breathing the same stale air. If danger comes, Dasani knows what to do. She will kick them awake. She will tell them to shut up. They will drop to the floor in silence.

Except for Baby Lee-Lee, who wails like a siren. Dasani keeps forgetting to count the newest child. She had been born in March, shattering the air with her cries. Until then, Dasani considered herself a baby expert. She could change diapers, pat for burps, check for fevers. She could even tell the difference between a cry for hunger and a cry for sleep.

Lee-Lee’s cry was something else. Only a mother could answer it and their mother was gone.

Nearly a year ago, the city’s child protection agency had separated thirty-four-year-old Chanel Sykes from her children after she got addicted to opioids. Her husband also had a drug history. But under court supervision, he had remained with the children, staying clean while his wife entered a drug treatment program.

Now Chanel is back, her custodial rights restored. Still, the baby howls. This is usually the sound that breaks Dasani’s trance, causing her to leave the window and fetch Lee-Lee’s bottle.

Dasani feels her way across the room that she calls “the house”—a 520-square-foot space containing her family and all their possessions. Toothbrushes, love letters, a dictionary, bicycles, an Xbox, birth certificates, Skippy peanut butter, underwear. Hidden in a box is Dasani’s pet turtle, kept alive with bits of baloney and the occasional Dorito. Taped to the wall is the children’s proudest art: a bright sun etched in marker, a field of flowers, a winding path. Every inch of the room is claimed.

“We each got our own spot,” Dasani says.

Each spot is routinely swept and sprayed with bleach and laid with mousetraps. The mice used to terrorize Dasani, leaving pellets and bite marks. Nowadays, Room 449 is a battleground. On one side are the children, on the other the rodents—their carcasses numbering up to a dozen per week. To kill a mouse is to score a triumph.

“We burn them!” Dasani says with none of the tenderness reserved for her turtle. “We take the sticks and smash they eyes out! We break their necks. We suffocate them with the salt!”

In the dim chaos of Room 449, she struggles to find Lee-Lee’s formula, which is donated by the shelter but often expired. Dasani squints to check the date. Now the bottle must be heated. The only way to do this is to leave the room, which brings its own dangers. Over the next year, 911 dispatchers will take some 350 calls from Auburn, logging twenty-four reports of assault, four reports of child abuse, and one report of rape.7

Dasani opens a heavy metal door, stepping into the dark corridor. She is sure the place is haunted. Auburn used to be a hospital, back when nurses tended to the dying in open wards.8 Dasani’s room was “where they put the crazies,” she says, citing as proof the broken intercom on the wall. Right outside is a communal bathroom with a large industrial tub. A changing table for babies hangs off its hinge. Mothers shower quickly, posting their children as lookouts for the building’s predators.

Dasani slips down three flights of stairs, passing a fire escape where drugs and weapons are smuggled in. She trots into the cafeteria, where more than a hundred families will soon stand in line to heat their prepackaged breakfast.9 With only two microwaves, this can take an hour. Tempers explode. Knife fights break out.

Luckily, in this predawn hour, the cafeteria is still empty. Dasani places the bottle in the microwave and presses a button. Baby Lee-Lee has yet to learn about hunger, or any of its attendant problems. If she cries, others answer. Her body is still small enough to warm with a hair dryer. She is the least of Dasani’s worries.

“I have a lot on my plate,” she likes to say, cataloging her troubles like the contents of a proper meal. “I got a fork and a spoon. I got rice, chicken, macaroni.” The fork and spoon are her parents and the macaroni her siblings—except for Baby Lee-Lee, who is a plump chicken breast.

“So that’s a lot on my plate—with some cornbread. That’s a lot on my plate.”

Dasani races back upstairs, handing her mother the bottle. Then she sets about her chores, dumping the mop bucket, tidying her dresser, and wiping down the small fridge. Her siblings will soon be scrambling to get dressed and make their beds before running to the cafeteria to beat the line.

Then they will head outside, into the bright light of morning.

Dasani ticks through their faces, the girls from the projects who know where she lives. Here in the neighborhood, the homeless are the lowest caste, the outliers, the “shelter boogies.”

Some girls may be kind enough to keep Dasani’s secret. Others will be distracted by the noise of this first day—the start of the sixth grade, the crisp uniforms, the fresh nails. She hopes to slip by them all unseen.

Sleek braids fall to one side of Dasani’s face, clipped by yellow bows. Her polo shirt and khakis have been pressed with a hair straightener, because irons are forbidden at the Auburn shelter. This is the type of fact that nobody can know.

She irons her clothes with a hair straightener.

As Dasani walks to her new school on September 6, 2012, her heart is pounding. She will be sure to take a circuitous route home, traipsing two extra blocks to keep her address hidden. She will focus in class and mind her manners in the schoolyard. All she has to do is climb the school steps.

“Come on,” says her mother, Chanel. “There’s nothing to be scared about.”

On a good day, Dasani walks like she is tall, her chin held high. More often she is running—to the monkey bars, to the library, to the A train that her grandmother cleaned for a living. No one on the block can outpace Dasani. She is forever in motion, doing backflips at the bus stop, dancing at the welfare office.

She makes do with what she has and covers what she lacks. To be poor in a rich city brings all kinds of ironies, perhaps none greater than this: The donated clothing is top shelf. Used purple Uggs and Patagonia fleeces cover thinning socks and fraying jeans. A Phil & Teds rain shell, fished from the garbage, protects the baby’s creaky stroller.

Dasani tells herself that brand names don’t matter. She knows such yearnings will go unanswered. But every once in a while, when by some miracle she scores a pair of Michael Jordans, she finds herself succumbing to the same exercise: She wears them sparingly, and only indoors, hoping to keep them spotless. It never works.

Best to try to blend in while not caring when you don’t. She likes being small because “I can slip through things.” She imagines herself with supergirl powers.

She would blink and turn invisible.

Sometimes she doesn’t have to blink. In the blur of the city’s streets, Dasani is just another face. Strangers do not see the opioid addiction that chases her mother, or the prisons that swallowed her uncles, or the cousins who have died from gang shootings and AIDS.

“That’s not gonna be me,” she says. “Nuh-uh. Nope.”

Nor do strangers see where Dasani lives.

Children are not the face of New York’s homeless. They rarely figure among the panhandlers, bag ladies, war vets, and untreated schizophrenics who have long been stock characters in this city of contrasts. They spend their days in school, their nights in the shelter. If they are seen at all, it is only in glimpses—pulling an overstuffed suitcase in the shadow of a tired parent, passing for a tourist rather than a local without a home.

Dasani landed at 39 Auburn Place more than two years ago. There was no sign announcing the shelter, which rises over the neighboring projects like an accidental fortress. Its stately neo-Georgian exterior dates back nearly a century, to when the building opened as a public hospital serving the poor.10

Two sweeping sycamores shade the entrance, where smokers linger under brick arches. A concrete walkway leads to the lobby, which Dasani likens to a jail. She is among 432 homeless children and parents living at Auburn.11 Day after day, they step through a metal detector as security guards search their bags, taking anything that could be used as a weapon—a bottle of bleach, a can of Campbell’s soup.

This harsh routine gives Auburn the feel of a rootless, transient place. But to Dasani, the shelter is far more than a random assignment. It is a private landmark—the very place where her beloved grandmother Joanie Sykes was born, back when this was Cumberland Hospital.

Every morning, Dasani leaves her grandmother’s birthplace to wander the same streets where Joanie grew up, playing double Dutch in the same parks, seeking shade in the same library.

And now, on this bright September morning, Dasani will take her grandmother’s path once again, into the promising middle school two blocks away.

To know Dasani Joanie-Lashawn Coates—to follow this child’s life, from her first breaths in a Brooklyn hospital to the bloom of adulthood—is to reckon with the story of New York City and, beyond its borders, with America itself. It is a story that begins at the dawn of the twenty-first century, in a global financial capital riven by inequality. It is also a story that reaches back in time, to one Black family making its way through history, from slavery to the Jim Crow South and then the Great Migration’s passage north.

There is no separating Dasani’s childhood from that of her matriarchs: her grandmother Joanie and her mother, Chanel. Their fleeting triumphs and deepest sorrows are, in Dasani’s words, “my heart.” The ground beneath her feet once belonged to them. Her city is paved over theirs. It was in Brooklyn that Chanel was also named for a fancy-sounding bottle, spotted in a magazine in 1978. Back then, from the ghetto’s isolated corners, a perfume ad was the portal to a better place. Today, Dasani lives surrounded by wealth, whether she is peering into the boho chic shops near her shelter or surfing the Internet on Auburn’s shared computer. She sees out to a world that rarely sees her.

To see Dasani is to see all the places of her life, from the corridors of school to the emergency rooms of hospitals to the crowded vestibules of family court and welfare. Some places are more felt than seen—the place of homelessness, of sisterhood, of a mother-child bond that nothing can break. They dwell within Dasani wherever she goes.

To follow Dasani, as she comes of age, is to follow her seven siblings. Whether they are riding the bus, switching trains, climbing steps, or jumping puddles, they always move as one. Only together have they learned to navigate poverty’s systems—ones with names suggesting help. Child protection. Public assistance. Criminal justice. Homeless services.

To watch these systems play out in Dasani’s life is to glimpse their power, their flaws, and the threat they pose to Dasani’s own system of survival. Her siblings are her greatest solace; their separation, her greatest fear. This is freighted by other forces beyond her control—hunger, violence, racism, homelessness, parental drug addiction, pollution, segregated schools. Any one of these afflictions could derail a promising child.

As Dasani grows up, she must contend with them all.




CHAPTER 2

“COME ON!” SAYS Chanel, losing patience with her daughter.

Dasani will not budge from the steps of her new school. Children stream past her as security guards patrol the sidewalk, taking stock of the new faces. More than five hundred students, from grades six to twelve, attend the Dr. Susan S. McKinney Secondary School of the Arts.1 Each class brings its bullies and its victims.

Dasani is her mother’s daughter, a fearless fighter. But she is also an easy target. Nothing gnaws at her like the words “shelter boogie.” A mucus-stained nose suggests a certain degradation—not just the absence of tissues, but of a parent willing to wipe; or a home so unclean that a runny nose makes no difference. Dasani and her siblings can get hungry enough to lose focus, but they are forever wiping their noses.

When Dasani hears “shelter boogie,” all she can think to say is what her mother always says: that Auburn is a “pit stop.” She is just passing through, whereas the projects are forever. Dasani says this out loud while walking by the Walt Whitman Houses: “You will live in the projects forever, as will your kids’ kids, and your kids’ kids’ kids.”

Dasani knows that the battle is asymmetrical. People stay in the projects for the same reason that a quarter million New Yorkers are currently on the public housing waitlist: the rent, for low-income families, is heavily subsidized.2 Dasani’s parents have been on the waitlist six times. Even if they were lucky enough to land in the projects surrounding Auburn—Whitman or Ingersoll, where Dasani’s grandmother grew up—they would still need to make the rent every month.

Public housing may represent all kinds of inertia. But to live at Auburn is to admit the ultimate failure—the inability to give your children a roof. There is no recovering from “shelter boogie.” The most Dasani can do is duck the label.

Today, her cheeks have been “lotioned” to a high polish. This is the work of Chanel, who rose before dawn to get her children ready. There are three ways to be popular, in Chanel’s estimation.

Dress fly. Do good in school. Or fight.

She knows Dasani can fight, but why not try for the first two things? A new school is a chance at reinvention. Dasani must look sharp. It does not matter that school uniforms are meant to temper such concerns, or that they only accentuate the things Dasani lacks—the manicure, the phone, the earrings.

Chanel puffs out her chest.

“Mommy, I’m not going in there,” Dasani whispers.

Chanel sees no other choice. She shoves her daughter up the stairs, watching her disappear.

Students buzz along the hallway, trading gossip and hugs. Many are the sons and daughters of alumni who know the school by one name: McKinney.

Housed in a sprawling brick building by the underpass of the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, McKinney is a refuge for the neighborhood’s would-be starlets—a scrappy version of LaGuardia Arts, the elite Manhattan public school that inspired the 1980 film Fame.

Threadbare curtains adorn McKinney’s theater. Stage props are salvaged from a nearby trash bin. The marching band plays with donated instruments, and the dance class is so crowded that students practice in shifts. Everyone at McKinney seems to be reaching. There is Officer Jamion Andrews, the security guard who moonlights as a rap lyricist, and Zakiya Harris, the dance teacher who runs a studio on the side. The drama teacher, Dale Smith, is a published playwright, and the English teacher, Faith Hester, wrote a self-help book titled Create a Life You Love Living.

McKinney’s children also strive. Among them is a soprano who periodically lifts the school with an aria from Madama Butterfly. Whenever her voice rings out, everyone knows that a junior named Jasmine is singing a capella in the office of Principal Paula Holmes. The school matriarch closes her eyes. This may be her only tranquil moment.

Miss Holmes is a towering sixty-year-old woman, by turns steely and soft. She wears a Bluetooth like a permanent earring and tends toward power suits. She has been at McKinney’s helm for fifteen years and runs the school like a naval ship, peering down its hallways as if searching the seas for enemy vessels.

Students stammer in her presence. She leaves her office door open, like a giant unblinking eye. The honor roll is posted right outside, near a poster of a man in jeans that sag. He is standing before the White House, opposite President Barack Obama. “To live in this crib,” the poster reads, “you have to look the part.” Miss Holmes has no tolerance for sagging—sartorial, attitudinal, or otherwise. She accepts “nothing less than one hundred percent.”

McKinney’s roots run deep. Like Dasani’s grandmother Joanie, who attended McKinney in the 1960s, most of the middle school students are Black, live in the projects, and are poor enough to qualify for free or reduced price meals.3 They eat in shifts in the school’s basement cafeteria, watched over by the avuncular Frank Heyward, who blasts oldies from a boom box, telling students, “I got shoes older than you.”

For all of McKinney’s pluck, its burdens are great. In the last six years, the city has cut the school’s budget by a quarter as student enrollment continues to drop.4 After-school resources have shrunk, but not the needs of the students, for whom gun violence, domestic abuse, and murder are common enough that teachers have pushed for an on-site grief counselor.

And now a charter school is angling to move in. The proposed Success Academy Fort Greene plans to take over McKinney’s treasured top floor, home to its theater class, dance studio, and art lab. This could be good or bad news, depending on one’s perspective.

The guiding ethos of the charter movement has been “choice”—the power to choose a school rather than capitulating to a flawed education system and a muscular teachers’ union. Champions of charter schools (which are publicly funded but privately operated) consider them the salvation of poor children, a way to close the achievement gap that many public schools cannot.

But in communities like McKinney, the “co-location” of charter and public schools can feel like the opposite of choice. Charters are known to exclude children with learning disabilities or behavioral issues.5 More than half of McKinney’s children fall into these categories.

If the Success Academy comes to McKinney, its students will enter through different doors, eat their meals apart, and wear nicer uniforms. A website for the proposed school argues that parents “shouldn’t have to trek to other Brooklyn neighborhoods or spend $30,000+ on a private school in order to find excellence and rigor.”6

McKinney is bracing for battle, with flyers warning of “apartheid” and a white “invasion.” Half a century earlier, when Dasani’s grandmother attended McKinney, the very notion of whites “invading” would have sounded extraterrestrial. The opposite was happening. Whites were fleeing.7

New York City’s school system—now the largest in the nation—is also among the most segregated.8,9 One percent of McKinney’s students are white. It is also true that the vast majority of Success Academy’s students (seven thousand are enrolled in fourteen schools) are Black or Latino and from low-income families.10 But they possess an advantage over Dasani: They win their spot by lottery, which requires the help of an adult—one with a reliable email account or at least a cellphone that doesn’t shut off. None of these conditions exist for Dasani.

What she knows is the other side.

The bell is about to ring as Dasani makes her way down McKinney’s halls. She wants to find the dance studio. She has never worn a leotard, or leaped across a dance floor. She won’t believe it until she sees it.

But first Dasani must report to her homeroom teacher. As luck would have it, she has landed in the class of Faith Hester.

Miss Hester can best be described as electric. She paces the room, throwing her arms into the air as her voice echoes along McKinney’s hallways. Long after she gave up dreams of acting, the classroom has become her stage, the students her rapt audience.11

Sometimes she arrives in an Aretha Franklin beehive, batting extended eyelashes. Other days, she wears the brightly patterned prints of Senegal, purchased during a trip to “learn the truth about my motherland.” She says things that her students remember long after they have graduated—expressions like “Oh my gooney goo hoo!” and “Okey dokey pokey shmokey!”

If a child is stumped, she will break into improvised song, with the class soon chanting: “I know you know it!”—clap, clap—“I know you know it!”—clap, clap.

Miss Hester, forty-eight, knows that her students learn when they get excited. She was the same way. She grew up in Brooklyn’s Marcy projects, a monotonous spread of twenty-seven brick buildings where Jay-Z spent his boyhood. Miss Hester could never get used to the violence she saw. In the song “Where I’m From,” Jay-Z describes a place


Where we call the cops the A-Team12

Cause they hop outta vans and spray things

And life expectancy so low we makin out wills at eighteens



Even today, many of Miss Hester’s students don’t expect to live much past age twenty. Two of her former students have been killed. One of them was a boy named Angel, who used to visit McKinney every summer to help Miss Hester set up the classroom for her incoming class.13

Lately, Miss Hester has been trying a risky exercise: She asks her students to write their own obituary. When given the option of choosing their lifespan, most of them aim for seventy. Then they must imagine all the things they would have accomplished.

“I want them to see that they are the authors of their lives,” she says.

Miss Hester’s own salvation came at church and in school. She was one of the first Black students to be bused, in 1977, from the projects to a predominantly white school in Brooklyn. A group of local boys ran after her yelling, “Get out of our neighborhood!” She graduated from high school early, bound for SUNY Cortland. And now, thirty-one years (and two master’s degrees) later, Miss Hester has returned to her birthplace, just a short drive from McKinney. Nothing else feels like home.

When Miss Hester looks around her classroom, she sees young versions of herself. She wants her students to do the same in reverse, to see a future for themselves in her example.

Dasani is watching Miss Hester carefully. She has the longest eyelashes Dasani has ever seen. They protrude like delicate fans, charting the teacher’s moods. They flutter when she is being funny. They drop to half-mast when she is annoyed.

The teacher strikes Dasani as both “weird” and familiar. Miss Hester’s birthplace—Bedford-Stuyvesant—is a neighborhood that Dasani knows block by block. It’s the place where Dasani’s own mother, Chanel, grew into an adult. Yet Chanel seems nothing like Miss Hester, who speaks with a polish that Dasani finds impressive. The teacher enunciates every consonant, while dropping the occasional “ain’t”—almost like a tip of the hat. This is Miss Hester’s way of saying, If I can talk like you, the reverse is also true.

For Miss Hester’s lesson on “context clues,” she begins in a simple manner.

“You come across an unfamiliar word,” Miss Hester tells the class. “You look at the surrounding words and ideas and you unpack that word.”

The theatrics begin.

“Flabbergasted,” Miss Hester says. “I was flabbergasted when I found a million dollars in my purse.”

Dasani bursts into laughter.

“A million dollars!” Miss Hester hoots. “I know that that’s a lot of money. And it’s in my purse. And I’m supposed to be broke,” she says, batting her long lashes. “‘Flabbergasted’ means ‘delightfully surprised.’”

Teachers are the happiest adults that Dasani knows. When asked “What will you be when you grow up?” she and her siblings all say the same thing: “A teacher.”

In class, Dasani raises her hand high and speaks in forceful sentences. She seems unaware of how tiny she is—exuding a muscular confidence that carries over into the schoolyard.

The popular girls dote on Dasani, calling her “Shorty.” But say the wrong thing, and she turns fierce. In a matter of days, Dasani is running around the school declaring herself “the Terminator.”

It is still September when Dasani lands in the principal’s office.

“There are no terminators here,” says Miss Holmes.

“Please don’t call my mother,” Dasani whispers.

Miss Holmes is seated in a rolling pleather chair held together by duct tape. She takes a hard look at Dasani. Whenever a child says, “Please don’t call my mother,” Miss Holmes goes into “radar mode.” She has been at McKinney long enough to know that a student’s transgressions at school might bring a beating at home.

The principal slowly scoots her chair up to Dasani and leans within inches of her face.

“Okay,” she says softly. “Let’s make a deal.” From this day forward, Dasani agrees to be on her best behavior. No more cursing, or mischief in the bathroom. No more calling herself Terminator.

In return, the principal will keep what happens at school in school.

Dasani’s face relaxes.

With that, Miss Holmes waves Dasani off, fighting the urge to smile. She cannot help liking this little girl.

It is something of an art to sleep among ten people. You learn not to hear certain sounds, or inhale certain smells.

But other things intrude on Dasani’s sleep. There is the ceaseless drip of the decaying sink, and the scratching of mice. It makes no difference that the family lays out traps or hangs food from the ceiling in a plastic bag. Auburn’s mice always return, as stubborn as the “ghetto squirrels,” in Chanel’s words, that forage the projects for Chinese fried chicken.

Dasani shares a twin mattress with her closest sister, Avianna, whose name was inspired by the pricier Evian brand of water. Their room is the scene of debilitating chaos: stacks of unwashed laundry, shoes stuffed under a mattress, bicycles and coats piled high. Metal grates cover the windows, obscuring the view like in prison. A sticky fly trap dangles overhead, dotted with dead insects.

When the lights are on, the room is flatly fluorescent—a problem Dasani and her siblings try to fix with their usual inventiveness. They climb a dresser to reach the ceiling lamp, removing the plastic cover and coloring it with crayons in the shades of a rainbow. Finding a way to do homework is the hardest assignment of all. With no desk or chair—just a maze of mattresses—the children study crouched on sheets stamped PROP. OF THE DEPT. OF HOMELESS SERVICES.

“Your spot is on your bed,” says Dasani. “So when you walk in the door, you put your stuff down, straighten up a little bit, you get a snack from the fridge, and you sit on your bed and do your homework. Or do whatever you gotta do. And you stay on that spot—you don’t get up.”

When the lights are off, Room 449 assumes a gray aura. Sometimes the children hear noises. Five-year-old Papa thinks he saw a ghost. None of the siblings will venture into the bathroom after dark. This is why they relieve themselves in what Dasani calls “the piss bucket.”

Privacy is a luxury. Dasani carves out small, sacred spaces: an upturned crate by the window, a portion of the floor at mealtime, a stall in the scary bathroom. She sits here alone, the toilet lid closed beneath her. Sometimes she reads, or just closes her eyes. Her mind feels crowded elsewhere.

“It’s like ten people trying to breathe in the same room and they only give you five windows,” says Dasani.

The children keep growing, but not their room. Nothing stays in order. Everything is exposed—marital spats, frayed underwear, the onset of puberty. Supreme paces erratically. Chanel cannot check her temper. It has been this way for years.

Dasani is too young to remember the moment, nine years ago, when her mother met Supreme at a homeless shelter in Harlem. Chanel was a recovering crack addict with two little girls—Dasani, then a toddler, and Avianna, still a baby. Supreme was a barber whose first wife had died of heart disease, leaving him with two small children of his own: Khaliq, who had trouble speaking, and Nana, who had trouble seeing.

These two single parents and their four children merged. After getting married, Chanel and Supreme had another four children, bringing their collective brood to eight. The sheer size of their family can make strangers stare in judgment.

Chanel imagines their thoughts: She is a “welfare mom,” having children to profit from the system.14 She is careless with her body, hopping from man to man without contraception. She is financially reckless, producing more mouths than she can feed. To each of these judgments, Chanel has an answer. She’d like to meet the mother who endures childbirth, six times over, for some extra food stamps “that barely last the month.” She is nobody’s “baby mama.” She is—unlike many women of higher stature and lighter skin—a stubbornly devoted wife, faithful to one man, with whom she is raising one family.

Chanel did not have her children by accident. She had them by design, planning for this small army of siblings, seeing strength in their bond. “This is a cruel world,” she tells me. “I didn’t want them to be hurt from the world. I wanted them to rely on each other. So they don’t need to depend on people who aren’t family—people on the street who call them ‘sister’ and ‘brother’ but really aren’t their sisters and brothers.

“We didn’t have family,” she says of herself and Supreme, both of whom spent long stretches of childhood separated from their biological parents and siblings. Though Chanel had a doting godmother, she grew up longing to be with her birth mother, “longing to have love.”

“That’s why the street became our family,” she says. “I didn’t want the street to become their family too.”

Sometimes Dasani can see that the street is still family—at least to her parents, whose livelihood depends on a network of near kin. Supreme hawks DVDs and cuts hair freelance at the shelter while Chanel “boosts” clothes, stealing them from stores to sell on the street.

They also rely on public assistance, which can vary from month to month.15 Right now, in October 2012, Dasani’s family is getting $182 in monthly welfare cash, $1,103 in food stamps, and $724 in survivors benefits for Supreme’s first two children (due to the death of their mother, his first wife). This comes to about $65 a day, which, divided among a family of ten, amounts to $6.50 per person—the cost of a subway trip and a gallon of milk.

Still, this is more than many people get. Less than 2 percent of homeless families receive survivors benefits.16 Depending on the audience, Dasani’s parents are either “working the system” or “making ends meet.” Either way, they are living in a city where no poor family with eight children, supported by parents lacking college degrees, could easily get by.

New York, it often strikes Chanel, has no place for the poor. Her family survives because they live rent-free, in a shelter, and have access to three meals a day.

“How can I pull up any straps with no boots?” she says.

Over the years, Chanel and Supreme have occasionally landed in jail.17 Most of the offenses have been minor. They were caught stealing food or riding the subway without paying. The worst charges involved fights or drugs. Each time, they promised to do better. They talk of wanting real jobs, but many things get in the way—their criminal records, their periodic relapses, their daily attendance at the drug treatment clinics upon which custody of their children rests.18

It has been six months since Chanel worked as a security guard at Duane Reade.19 Years before that, she was a park janitor in Staten Island, where Supreme worked at a barbershop. They bristled at any perceived slight, which tends to “trigger” them, Chanel has heard therapists say, reviving the childhood traumas that she numbs with drugs.

“You can’t tell her nothing,” Dasani says of her mother. “She needs to be her own boss.”

Lately, Supreme has kept a tight hold of the family’s welfare income and is now refusing to give Chanel cash for laundry, leading them to argue.

In moments like this, Dasani feels an anger toward Supreme that she cannot yet speak. She stares at him hard, her stomach knotting up. She has only known her stepfather to be erratic—a loving parent one moment, a tyrant the next. It is never clear which Supreme the family will get. Sometimes he vanishes altogether.

If Chanel pushes him too hard about the laundry, he could easily walk out. Instead she lets it go, and soon, Dasani’s uniforms are stained. Her hair is also unbraided, inviting the dreaded insult of “nappy.”

At school, rumors are circulating about where Dasani lives. Only six of the middle school’s 157 students reside in shelters. When the secret of Dasani’s homelessness is finally revealed, she does nothing to contradict it. She is a proud girl. She must find a way to turn the truth, like other unforeseeable calamities, in her favor.

She begins calling herself “ghetto.” She challenges the boys to arm-wrestling matches. They watch slack-jawed as Dasani flexes her biceps, honed with pull-ups on the monkey bars.

Her teachers are flummoxed. When Dasani sheds her uniform, they assume it’s because she is trying to act tough. In fact, the reverse is true: She is acting tough because she can no longer dress fly.

Dasani can count the white people she knows on four fingers: a court-appointed lawyer, a sidewalk preacher, an activist nun, and a computer science teacher. Adding to their ranks is the occasional social worker, beat cop, or city inspector.

White people divide into two categories: those who are paid to monitor Dasani’s family, and those who are called to help. Sometimes the same people wear both hats. Rarely does the family trust them. They figure in Dasani’s life because of the work they do. And on the afternoon of October 4, 2012, this small circle expands to include me, a staff writer at The New York Times.

I am standing in front of the Auburn shelter trying to talk to homeless mothers. For days, I’ve been looking for a way into this shelter, which is strictly off-limits to the public and the press. Conditions are said to be grim. A legendary local nun, Sister Georgianna Glose, had told me that a family of ten is crammed into one room.

The mothers look me up and down. I’m wearing the worn jeans of any street reporter—which could also, it turns out, be the attire of a social worker or, even worse, a snitch. Everyone on the outside tries to fit in.

“You should talk to her,” says one mother, gesturing at a large freckly woman who is walking like a drill sergeant, trailed by seven children.

Chanel stops in her tracks and looks at me, unblinking (a practiced power move, she later explains). I introduce myself, handing her my card. She can see that I’m not a snitch, she will later admit, because I’m wearing a floppy, ill-fitting wool hat and I keep dropping my pen. I’m far too conspicuous to be in the narcotics squad.

Soon we are meeting in nearby parks, my notebook filling with the story of Chanel’s life. Yet for every few lines I scribble down, another voice interrupts—the spunky eleven-year-old daughter by Chanel’s side.

Again and again, Dasani steals my attention—doing cartwheels and backbends, reenacting her latest battle with Auburn’s incorrigible mice. For all of her flair, Dasani is a careful listener. She absorbs the facts of my life as if holding her own recorder: that I am a thirty-nine-year-old mother of two little girls; that I work for the investigative team at the Times; that I take the 2 train from the Upper West Side, sipping green juice that makes Dasani stick out her tongue as if gagging.

Each revelation opens new lines of inquiry. She wants to know why I’m talking on the phone in Spanish (my mother is a Chilean immigrant). She wants to know my sign (Sagittarius) and my favorite musician (Prince). She wants to know how far I’ve traveled (I show her a magazine story I wrote from the slums of northern Morocco).

Dasani and Chanel have no reason to trust me. Eventually, Chanel will confess that if I weren’t a mother, she would never have let me near her children. It also helps that I am not, in her words, “all white” because I am “Latin.” My ethnicity delights Dasani, whose biological father is half Dominican. But to Chanel, race matters more. I am, at best, a white Latina with a graduate degree, making me the beneficiary of a privilege that she will observe and dissect for years to come.

My only other saving grace is the digital pen I use to record sound, which Dasani calls my “spy pen.” Indeed, her family wants me to spy on Auburn. For this I need their help. The shelter is heavily guarded, which means I must report from the outside. So I ask them to document the condition of their room with video cameras provided by the Times. We also give Chanel a cellphone, to ensure solid communication, as Supreme always exhausts the minutes of his “Lifeline” phone (provided for free by the federal government).20

Soon I am staring at footage of mice, roaches, and mold on the walls. Auburn’s decay is no secret to city and state inspectors, who have cited Dasani’s room for thirteen violations—including lead paint—since her family moved in.21,22 Elected officials and city administrators have also known of the shelter’s problems for years, hounded by Fort Greene SNAP, the local nonprofit run by Sister Georgianna.

When Auburn’s staff members visit Room 449, they seem more eager to scold than to help. They focus on the family’s transgressions, finding the room “chaotic” and insufficiently clean. They give scant attention to Auburn’s own obvious lapses—the absence of dividers for privacy, the presence of vermin.

Lately, it is the family sink that Auburn fails to fix. All night long, it drips and drips, keeping Dasani awake. She knows that her mother has pleaded with the staff to repair it.

Finally, Dasani gets fed up. She crouches down to examine the pipe.

“Nobody thought about pushing it in and twisting it,” she says. A few quick jerks and she triumphs. Her siblings squeal.

It goes unremarked that here, in a shelter with a $9 million budget, operated by an agency with more than a hundred times those funds, the plumbing has fallen to an eleven-year-old girl.23




CHAPTER 3

DASANI CLOSES HER eyes and tilts her head toward the classroom ceiling. She has missed breakfast again—the free one at Auburn, with its long lines, and the free one at McKinney, with its strict curfew.

She tries to drift. She sees Florida. For a child who has never been to the beach, television ads are transporting. She is walking in the sand. She crashes into the waves.

“Dasaaani!” her teacher cries out.

She opens her eyes.

There is Miss Hester, batting those lashes.

The teacher still does not know where Dasani lives, or how hungry she gets. She comes in late most mornings, never saying why. She seems sleepy, as if she just rolled out of bed. The truth is that Dasani has been up for hours. By the time other children are just waking, she has finished her chores and is scrambling to walk her siblings to their bus stop. This would alarm any teacher, prompting a call home or possibly to the authorities. So Dasani keeps it to herself.

Every morning, she slips into class quietly, tucking her coat and backpack into the closet, a precious ritual for a girl with no other closet. Her sixth-grade homeroom, true to its name, is becoming a substitute home—a cozy haven of book-lined shelves and inspirational phrases scrawled in chalk.

Dasani likes to recite them out loud. “Success does not come without sacrifice and struggle,” she reads, after settling into her desk.

Miss Hester can see that Dasani lacks proper clothes and snacks, even basic school supplies. Yet she is keeping up in class, performing well enough to mask her troubles. She possesses, to Miss Hester’s mind, an “intuitive” approach to learning, the kind that comes when rare smarts mix with extreme circumstances.

Others at McKinney are noting the same promise. Dasani’s intelligence is “uncanny” and her “thought content far surpasses peers her age,” writes a counselor at the school. Principal Holmes can also see it, calling Dasani a “precocious little button,” the type of girl who could become anything—even a Supreme Court justice, if she harnesses her gifts in time.

“Dasani has something that hasn’t even been unleashed yet,” says the principal. “It’s still being cultivated.”

For now, Dasani’s greatest skill might be one of obfuscation. She shrugs when teachers ask why she is late. She pretends not to notice when her classmates wear new Jordans. She stays quiet when they brag about their sleepovers, an invitation Dasani could never take, much less make. She comes to dance class without a leotard, sitting in the corner, stretching her legs across the wide wooden floor.

But as soon as the music starts, her body feels free. “When I’m happy, I dance fast,” she says. “When I’m sad, I dance slow. When I’m upset, I dance both.”

Dasani has been dancing for as long as she can remember. She burst into it as a little girl, showing such confidence that her mother took her to Times Square. Dasani remembers breakdancing for tourists, the family’s boom box blaring, when a man walked up and handed her a dollar bill. She spent it on fries.

Every so often, Dasani and her siblings dance on the train for money. They arrange themselves behind her in the shape of a diamond, with Dasani at the tip. She is their choreographer—a word she will first hear at McKinney, though she has been doing it for years. “I don’t listen to the beat,” she says. “I listen to the words. The words tell you to do something.”

Now it is Miss Harris, the dance teacher, who is telling Dasani what to do. She must learn to point her toes like a ballerina, and to fall back into a graceful bridge. Every night, Dasani practices in Auburn’s communal bathroom, leaping and gliding across the floor as her siblings take turns showering.

Dance, she is starting to see, is more than spontaneity. It is a craft of discipline, a way of organizing the mind and body. Unlike the disorder at home—the missed welfare appointments, the piles of unsorted socks—McKinney’s dance studio is a place where time is kept and routines are mapped.

The dancers are hard at work, rehearsing for the winter recital. Dasani has memorized each girl’s part. From off to the side, she copies the other girls, moving her arms and legs in tandem. She is captivated by the star, a popular girl named Sahai.

Tall and limber, Sahai moves like a trained ballerina. There is nothing, it seems, she cannot do. She is the middle school’s reigning valedictorian, carrying herself through the halls like a queen, her silky hair crowned by a giant bow.

You can be popular in one of three ways, her mother’s words ring.

Dasani’s frayed sneakers are no match for the trendy Dr. Martens boots flaunted by other students. So she applies herself to her studies.

By October, Dasani has made the honor roll.

Dasani often starts a sentence with “Mommy say” before reciting, verbatim, some new bit of learned wisdom, such as “peppermint tea cures a bad stomach” or “that lady is a dope fiend.” She rarely wavers, or hints at doubt, even as her life is consumed by it.

She never talks about the biological father who vanished after she was born. The only person she calls Daddy is the one she can see: her thirty-five-year-old stepfather, Supreme, who has been around since she was two. She likes a mystery to be solved. She likes hard, cold facts, hence her obsession with the show Criminal Minds, followed by Law & Order, Without a Trace, Cold Case, and The First 48 (in that exact order).

She watches these shows from a television propped on two milk crates. She hushes her siblings as the crime unfolds, guessing at the plot, mimicking the detectives. She could see herself as one of those hard-nosed prosecutors, pacing back and forth in a tailored suit. She would drill into witnesses with the same precision. Her jury would watch in awe as she holds “all those low-life thugs” to account.

Other times, Dasani pretends to be a newscaster she calls Dr. Coates. Holding an imaginary microphone, as if speaking to a live camera, she says, “Hello, my name is Dr. Coates, and I am here to report that Barack Obama has won the election. He is the first Black president to win the election.”

Dasani never tires of saying that she shares her president’s skin color.

“Yeah, but he lives in the White House,” says Chanel. “It’s for the whites. It’s not for any of us.”

Everyone knows Dasani’s mother.

Chanel weighs 215 pounds and her face is a constellation of freckles lit by a gap-toothed smile. The street is her domain. When she walks, people often step to the side—in deference to her ample frame or her imperious air.

She has three names, each one taken from a different chapter of life. The old folks use her birth name, Chanel. By the time she was running the streets, she went by “Lady Red,” owing to the copper-hued hair she got from her mother, who got it from her father—an inheritance Chanel traces to the white enslavers of her ancestors. On her right arm is the tattoo LADY RED, from her time running a crack house for the Bloods.

To new acquaintances, she introduces herself by a third name—Makeba—which she took when she left the Bloods to marry a man whose own three names follow the same arc: the “slave name” chosen by his parents (Eric), the “street name” chosen by gangbangers (Rat Face), and the “righteous name” chosen by himself (Godsupreme).

Supreme gives his wife the vaunted titles of “Earth” and “Queen.” Yet “Chanel” is the word that comes first to her tongue. She sees no reason to shed one name for another. They all claim space within her kaleidoscopic self. When she is feeling up, she wraps her hair in a tubular scarf, in homage to her African roots. When she is down, she hides beneath a wool hat, the kind she hawks on the streets of Brooklyn. She cannot be bothered with the trappings of femininity, things like hair weaves or acrylic nails. Her uniform is a pair of men’s sneakers, size nine, and her husband’s extra-large coat.

She is often spoiling for a fight, and her brawls are legendary. Chanel was nineteen the first time she went to the jail on Rikers Island (for busting a cop in the head with a bottle at a corner store in Bedford-Stuyvesant after he struck her in the face with his walkie-talkie).

A five-minute trek through Brooklyn’s Fulton Mall can take Chanel hours for all the greetings, gossip, recriminations, and nostalgia. She is in everyone’s business, scoping out snitches, offering homeopathic remedies, tattling on a girl’s first kiss. “I’ma keep my eyes on you this summer!” she warns a lanky teen named Cici.

Chanel is always on the move, plotting her next hustle, sweet-talking anyone she owes $10. While other people want the glamorous life of Jay-Z, Chanel would settle for being his pet. “Just let me be the dog. Shit, I don’t care where you put me.” When she laughs, she tilts her head back and unleashes a thunderous cackle.

These theatrics are something of a decoy. They distract from Chanel’s most vulnerable parts, the way a car’s shiny hood covers an intricate engine. Her mind is always turning, dipping into the past, guessing at the future, extracting wisdom from her current set of troubles. She ruminates on an endless supply of memory and longing. The scent of her newborn, before Lee-Lee was taken by caseworkers last year. The echo of her late mother’s laugh.

Sometimes she will stop dead in her tracks, interrupting a crowded sidewalk to stare at a stranger. A woman’s scrunched-up mouth means she hasn’t had enough sex. A boy’s swagger suggests a home without a father. She has what she calls a “bloodhound nose,” sniffing out phoniness in seconds. Such inclinations have earned her the reputation of being nosy—a habit she does not deny.

“I want someone else’s life,” Chanel says. “That’s why I always be watchin’.” She can spend hours analyzing her interaction with anyone white—how the social worker’s voice tightened, suggesting a hidden disdain; how the man in a suit brushed past her on the train, as if his body mattered more.

A person’s face is a map. Those who look to the left are lying. Those who smile too much are wearing “a frown turned upside down.” Chanel engages in endless wordplay, reciting lyrics, composing raps. An internal soundtrack accompanies her life. She switches from song to song like the dial on a radio—a bit of Luther Vandross, a smattering of Rihanna. She will hum a tender tune like “Mercy, Mercy Me,” only to stop before it gets the best of her.

No one is allowed to see her cry. She would rather rage or go quiet, keeping the worst thoughts to herself. She is forever revisiting the facts of her life, trying to imagine it had the choices been different.

“I don’t love myself,” she says. “That’s my biggest downfall.”

A chilly November wind whips across Auburn Place, rustling the plastic cover of a soiled mattress in a trash bin.

Chanel and Supreme stand nearby, waiting for their children to return from school. They are short on cash. The children have tried to pitch in, raising $5.05 by collecting cans and bottles over the weekend.

Chanel inspects the mattress. Clean, it might reap $10. But it is stained with blood and feces. Janitors in masks and gloves had removed it from a squalid room at Auburn vacated by a mother with three small children. She rarely bathed them, and they had no shoes the day she gathered them in a hurry and left.

“You can smell it?” Chanel asks Supreme.

“No, I can see it,” he says, curling his lip.

Chanel scrunches her nose.

“Nasty girl,” she says.

A few minutes later, Dasani appears, lugging a bag of clothes donated by a security guard at school. She rummages through the bag, pulling out a white Nautica ski jacket. She holds it up to her shoulders. It is too wide, and somewhat dirty, but she knows that her parents are broke.

“Look, Mommy!” Dasani says, modeling her new coat.

“That fits you real nice,” coos Chanel.

Now Dasani’s sisters are picking through the bag. Avianna pauses as a gray Lexus SUV rounds the corner. The driver is Uncle Waverly, the brother of their maternal grandmother, Joanie.

Ten-year-old Avianna smiles and waves. Her uncle sees the child but keeps driving. She waves again as the car pulls off. He lives in the projects across from Auburn and works for the city’s Parks Department. The children have never set foot in his apartment.

“Family sucks,” Chanel says.

Avianna stares in the direction of the vanished Lexus. Just then, Supreme leaps into the air. His welfare benefits have arrived, announced by a recording on his prepaid phone. He sets off to reclaim his gold teeth from the pawnshop, at a 50 percent interest rate. He will then buy new boots for the children at Cookie’s, a discount store in Fulton Mall. By week’s end, the money will be gone.

Supreme and Chanel have been scolded about their lack of financial discipline in countless meetings with city agencies. But when that money arrives, they do not think about abstractions like “personal responsibility” and “self-reliance.” They lose themselves in the delirium that a round of ice creams brings. They feel the sudden, exquisite rush born of wearing gold teeth again—of appearing like a person who has, rather than a person who lacks.

The next day, Dasani shows up to school wearing her new Cookie’s boots. Feeling amped, she gets into a verbal spat with some boys during gym. She has also been disrupting Miss Hester’s classroom. She must spend her lunch hour in the principal’s office.

Miss Holmes glowers at Dasani, who tries to change the subject, bragging about her place on the honor roll. The principal is unmoved. Dasani has just a B average.

“I want the highest end of the honor roll,” Miss Holmes says. “I want more. You have to want more, too.”

After all, Miss Holmes was held to a high standard herself. Raised in nearby Clinton Hill, she was the daughter of Anna V. Jefferson, the second Black female elected to New York’s state senate.1

Dasani looks away.

“While we care for you, we’re not going to take any crap,” Miss Holmes says. “You understand?”

Trying not to cry, Dasani examines her meal—a slice of cheese pizza, chocolate milk, a red apple. She wrinkles her nose. Miss Holmes has seen it before, the child too proud to show hunger.

“Can you hurry up?” Miss Holmes says. “The drama with the pizza is not working for me.”

Silence.

“I’ll feed you,” Miss Holmes says. “I will feed you. You don’t think I’ll feed you? Bring the tray.”

Dasani slowly lifts the pizza slice to her mouth, her lips forming a smile.

Miss Holmes has seen plenty of distressed children, but few have both the depth of Dasani’s troubles and the height of her promise. There is not much Miss Holmes can do about life outside school. She knows this is a child who needs exposure, who “needs to see The Nutcracker,” who needs her own computer. There are many such children.

Here at school, Miss Holmes must work with what she has.

“Apples are very good for you,” she says, smiling. “Bananas are, too.”

“I don’t like those,” Dasani says.

“Pretend you like them.”

When Dasani is finished, she brings her empty tray to Miss Holmes for inspection. The principal gestures at Dasani’s milk-stained mouth.

“Fix it,” she says. “Go.”

On December 7, 2012, Dasani paces the dance studio. She checks the clock. Her performance is in less than two hours and she still has no leotard, which her mother promised to bring.

The other girls are dressed in matching leotards and tights, warming up for the winter show, the biggest event of the year. Dasani is stuck in a faded tank top and skinny jeans that manage to sag. She knows she cannot take the stage dressed like this. She distracts herself by watching a dance battle between two girls, who bump and grind in the mirror. Soon they usher Dasani to the center of the room.

The girls clap and whoop as Dasani tries to suggestively move her hips. Most of her classmates act older than their years. Dasani is the opposite. She still runs to the swings at the playground, and says “mommy” instead of “mom.” Here in the studio, she is no match for her seductive rivals.

As night falls, parents walk into the school’s auditorium, passing framed posters of Dizzy Gillespie, Billie Holiday, John Coltrane, and Josephine Baker. The theatergoers settle into squeaky seats as a teacher hands out flyers about the charter school that is trying to move in. Department of Education officials will soon vote on the matter. Tonight, after the recital, representatives of Success Academy have agreed to take the stage and answer questions. The place buzzes with talk of this impending collision.

Upstairs, the dancers are ready. Dasani has given up on her mother. She follows the group to the first floor, minutes before curtain call.

Suddenly Chanel comes charging through the school’s entrance, her children in tow.

“You didn’t think I was bringing your stuff, did you!” she says, holding out a bag of French fries and a leotard.

“No,” says Dasani, devouring the fries, which Chanel had bought with her few remaining dollars. The leotard she swiped from Target.

“See? You didn’t have any faith in me,” says Chanel, who is now speed-braiding Dasani’s hair. “If I don’t pull through, who’s gonna pull through?”

Dasani throws on the new leotard and races to catch up with the other dancers. Her siblings take their seats in the theater, where students hold cardboard signs protesting the charter school.

They hand a sign to Chanel that reads: FORCING SOMETHING WHERE IT’S NOT WANTED … SOUNDS PRETTY MUCH LIKE RAPE, DON’T YOU THINK?

Chanel shakes her head. “Who let them kids write that?”

She has never seen activism amount to anything. Her people always wind up with a bad deal. Why should this end differently? She puts the sign down.

The crowd goes quiet as the curtains rise to the Chris Brown song “Trumpet Lights.”

Chanel searches for her daughter. There is Sahai, floating across the stage. Finally, Dasani leaps out with a terrified face. For all her bravado, she suffers from stage fright.

“Attitude! Attitude!” Chanel hollers.

Dasani makes a few more cameos, looking at the audience in search of her siblings. Avianna hoots and cheers. When the dance ends, they break into the kind of applause that has rattled this theater for decades.

“All right now!” Chanel yells, clapping hard. But she is already dissecting Dasani’s performance with stage-mother focus. Minutes later, Dasani appears, smiling and out of breath.

“Listen, man,” says Chanel. “You messed up on like two or three of your parts.”

“That’s what I was supposed to do.”

“No, I seen you skip out of turn when you’re spinning to get to the back and put your leg up in the air.”

“That’s what we was supposed to do!”

“Listen to me,” Chanel says. She softens her tone. “Listen to me. You did good. But when you out there, you keep your focus on what you gotta do. Don’t look at us.”

Dasani turns away and reaches for Lee-Lee.

“Please do not drop her,” Chanel quips.

Dasani is no longer listening. She nuzzles the baby, looking around for potential admirers.

“Mr. Heyward!” Dasani squeals out to the school’s parenting coordinator.

Dasani holds up Lee-Lee like a trophy.

“This my baby!”

“It’s not your baby,” corrects Avianna.

“Shut up,” says Dasani, turning back to Mr. Heyward. “When there’s a doo-doo,” she continues, gesturing at Avianna, “she don’t even change it.”

As the night wears on, the charter school representatives fail to show. Chanel signals for her children to leave. They head to the door as a teenage boy tries to stop them.

“They’re late because they’re waiting for their people,” he says.

“Time don’t wait for nobody,” Chanel replies.

It is raining outside. The children dash under the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, pushing Lee-Lee’s stroller as their mother falls behind. Her right knee is swelling and she is in a foul mood. Christmas is just weeks away. She must produce eight gifts, one per child, requiring a hustle that falls on the wrong side of the month, when the family’s cash has run dry. She walks in silence as the children fall behind, crowding her part of the sidewalk. Finally, she snaps.

“Somebody get behind me again I’ma knock you out,” she shouts as they scurry ahead. She knows she is being harsh, which sinks her mood further.

By the time they reach Auburn, the storm has passed. The children run up and down the rain-slicked street, under lamps that spew a yellowish light. Chanel remarks that other neighborhoods are lit more brightly. “If you keep the area dim, you can keep the minds of the people dim,” she says.

Her mood is lifting. She is back in the mode of spectator, forgetting her own troubles as she turns to her surroundings. This is Chanel’s own private bait and switch, pulling her from any funk. She could be critiquing her daughter’s winter recital, observing a lovers’ quarrel, or cataloging the infrastructure of her block like a tour guide. What matters is the distraction. She now turns to Fort Greene Park, just south of the shelter.

“You know what this is?” she says, waving a hand at the park. “This used to be an old war zone.”

Chanel’s mother, Joanie, had told her the story. Fort Greene, as the name suggests, was once a fort in the Revolutionary War. This was hallowed ground—the site of America’s first major battle, in 1776, after declaring independence from the British crown.2 There is nothing to announce this in Fort Greene’s topography, aside from an aging plaque under a 149-foot tower.3 History fades quickly, with only the most obvious facts, like the tip of that tower, standing out. Singular narratives take hold, casting the North as the symbol of abolition and freedom and the South as the land of the enslaved.

It is a less-known fact that Brooklyn was built on the backs of slaves, brought here by the Dutch in 1626 to clear land, build roads, and work the tobacco plantations.4 When the British took the colony nearly four decades later, renaming it for the Duke of York, the importation of slaves began in earnest.5 The colony’s enslaved population swelled to 13,500, making it the largest slaveholding territory in the North.6,7 And nowhere in New York was the concentration of slaves higher than in Brooklyn—one-third of the population.8

Thousands of enslaved Blacks took up arms in the Revolutionary War—some for the British, who promised them freedom, and some for the rebels (after George Washington reluctantly allowed them to fight).9 The biggest battle unfolded in Brooklyn, when the British took control of New York’s port.10 They captured tens of thousands of Continental troops, including an estimated three thousand Black soldiers who languished on jail ships in New York’s Wallabout Bay—the same waters that their African forebears had crossed in slave vessels. A prisoner’s best chance at survival—white or Black—was to denounce the rebels and join the British. The corpses of as many as 11,500 prisoners, wasted from hunger and disease, were tossed overboard, their bones washing up along Brooklyn’s shores.11

The prisoners’ remains are now interred in Fort Greene Park, beneath the granite Prison Ship Martyrs Monument, topped by an eight-ton urn. A sandstone slab honors those who “perished in the cause of liberty,” proclaiming them “the spirits of the departed free.”12

Chanel has been hearing about these spirits since she was a child—how they cause doors to slam and windows to open. She calls them “old energy,” the ghosts who haunted the hospital where her mother was born and where Baby Lee-Lee’s life has just begun.

“Even in the shelter, the kids will tell you they don’t like to use the bathroom cuz you hear the doors open,” Chanel says. “You do!”

She is now standing near Auburn’s gate. She gestures to the children to head inside.

“They built these projects on top of all this death,” she says.

A light drizzle falls, dimming the streets.

The monument is lit like a rocket.




CHAPTER 4

THE TREE BLINKS with Christmas lights, masking the lack of ornaments. Gifts are scarce: some coloring books, a train set, stick-on tattoos, a doll for each girl.

The children have gathered here, on December 24, 2012, in the row house of Chanel’s sixty-five-year-old godmother, Sherry Humbert. Situated on the far eastern edge of Brooklyn, this is the closest thing Dasani has to a real home.

Cracked linoleum steps lead to Sherry’s dining room table, where unpaid bills spill over the daisy-print cloth. A couch encased in plastic sits beneath a Roman-numeral clock that is permanently stopped at 2:47. The bank is threatening to take possession of Sherry’s home. Her electricity has been cut, but the tree remains lit, and the heat stays on, via a cable illicitly connected to a neighbor’s power supply.

Supreme stands at the stove, basting his honey barbecue wings as the collard greens start to steam. This is the family at its most peaceful—the father cooking, the mother braiding hair, the children playing with new toys.

At night they fall asleep on foldout cots. One floor below is the now-empty daycare center that Sherry once ran. Fading Bambi decals share space with empty liquor bottles left by Dasani’s uncles, twenty-two-year-old Josh and thirty-nine-year-old Lamont, both of whom are jobless and living in Sherry’s basement.

A few nights after Christmas, a loud crash wakes the children.

Uncle Josh has punched his hand through a window, threatening to kill Uncle Lamont.1 Josh pulls out a knife and lunges at Lamont. The men tumble to the floor as Chanel throws herself between them. Upstairs, Dasani calls out orders: “Nobody move! Let the adults handle it!”

Sirens sound. The police arrive. The children watch from the window as Uncle Josh is arrested and led away in handcuffs. An ambulance takes Lamont to the hospital with a battered eye.

They had been fighting over a teenage girl.

January brings relief.

This is the start of “tax season,” when everyone Chanel knows rushes to file for their “refund”—the special tax breaks given to low-income families. The largest of these is the Earned Income Tax Credit, which can bring a cash subsidy of thousands of dollars to a family like Dasani’s.2 Administered by the Internal Revenue Service, this is one of the largest antipoverty programs in the country, helping more than 27 million families.

It has been years since Chanel filed for a tax refund, given that she mostly works off the books. But this year, Auburn’s administrators have another plan.

IT’S TAX TIME: GO GET YOUR REFUND reads a flyer at the shelter, where Chanel and Supreme must sign a “10 Day Contract” with Auburn, agreeing to file their tax return and bring proof of the filing. If they violate this contract, they may be forced out. They can stay, according to state law, only if they meet the shelter’s requirements, which include searching for an apartment and saving enough money to move. The goal is to find permanent housing, as the city’s shelters are meant to be “temporary” (a word that occurs thirty-four times in the state’s three-page regulation on shelter eligibility).3

In order to leave Auburn and rent an apartment, Dasani’s family needs a minimum of $4,800, between the broker’s fee, the security deposit, and the first and last month’s rent (for the median cost of a three-bedroom apartment—about $1,000 in early 2013).4 This does not include moving costs, furniture, or the task of convincing a landlord that the family will continue to pay rent.

Chanel plans to seek out the storefront accountants who do business with the poor, angling for the highest possible tax refund. On January 7, the family heads to Manhattan, taking the Q train, which barrels high across the East River.

The city’s lights glimmer, putting Chanel in a dreamy mood. Their tax refund might be enough to put down a rent deposit on an apartment—or even a house in the rolling hills of Pennsylvania. She announces to the children that they will start looking for a home.

“I wanna go somewhere where it’s quiet,” says Dasani.

“I wanna go somewhere where there’s trees,” says Chanel. “I just wanna see a bunch of trees and grass.”

“Daddy say that he gonna buy this house with a lot of land with grass,” Dasani says, “so that each of us would get a part, so that you can do whatever you want with that part of the land.”

Supreme sits far off, his ears blocked by headphones. Baby Lee-Lee wails.

Suddenly, Chanel spots Chinatown. The children squeal. Dasani mentions a book she read about the Great Wall of China.

“That’s not this town,” Chanel says.

“It’s a big wall, though,” Dasani says.

“That’s the real Chinatown,” Chanel says. “This is the New York Chinatown, where they got Chinese people in Popeyes.”

Dasani presses her forehead against the window. She cups her hands around her eyes, as if preserving the view for herself.

There are many ways to map a city. Geographers rely on the standard compass of north, south, east, west.

Dasani charts her city in a different way. It is a parallel map, seen only by certain people. Each borough corresponds to a particular code. The Bronx is DHS (the Department of Homeless Services). Queens is HRA (the Human Resources Administration). Brooklyn is ACS (the Administration for Children’s Services).

These three agencies form the triumvirate of Dasani’s life. They are part of a sprawling social service system known intimately to the poor. Their acronyms entered Dasani’s vocabulary when she was still learning to spell. She says “ACS” (child protection) or “DHS” (homeless services) the way a migrant child knows of “ICE” (immigration enforcement).

Each agency represents a separate pillar of power, with its own offices, workers, and labyrinthine lines, its own shade of fluorescent lighting. But to Dasani’s mother, they are one and the same. They are limbs of a monolithic body called “the government”—a system that profits off the poor, says Chanel, while punishing them for that very condition. It is also one of the nation’s most generous systems.5 This stems from a Depression-era amendment to New York’s constitution, declaring that the “aid, care and support of the needy are public concerns and shall be provided by the state.”

By almost any measure, the system is vast.

The broadest limb belongs to the Human Resources Administration, better known as “welfare”—the provider of public assistance to the poor.6 With an annual budget of $9.4 billion, drawn from federal, state, and city funds, HRA offers help ranging from cash grants and food stamps to Medicaid, the government’s health insurance program for the poor. Right now, in the fall of 2012, more than 3 million New Yorkers (roughly 38 percent of the city’s population) are getting Medicaid, 1.8 million people are on food stamps, and 357,000 are receiving cash welfare.7,8,9

Then there is housing. Over half a million New Yorkers live in the city’s 334 public housing developments—including the Whitman and Ingersoll projects by Auburn—or rent private apartments with federal subsidies. The demand for cheap housing far exceeds the supply. More than 80,000 schoolchildren have been homeless at some point this year (a number that will surpass 100,000 by 2016).10 Many are doubled up with relatives; others, like Dasani, are living in shelters.

With a budget of nearly $1 billion, the Department of Homeless Services—the agency Dasani knows as DHS—manages nine city-run shelters, including Auburn, and more than two hundred nonprofit shelters, providing 43,000 beds to homeless people every night. Thousands more sleep on the street or stay in shelters for domestic violence survivors, homeless youth, and other groups.

And finally, there is child protection—better known as ACS—the weightiest acronym in Dasani’s life. This agency investigates about 55,000 reports of child abuse or neglect every year.11 In 2012 alone, ACS will remove 4,072 children from their homes, placing them in a foster care system with more than 13,000 children—the vast majority of them Black or Latino.12 Almost half of New York City’s residents (and a quarter of its children) are white.13 Nearly all of the city’s foster children are people of color.

Don’t become a statistic is something Dasani hears all the time—from the teachers at McKinney to the preachers on the street. There is little that Dasani can do to become, or un-become, the statistics that mark her life. She is among the 83 percent of students who qualify for free lunch at her school, the 16 million children growing up poor nationwide, and the 47 million Americans on food stamps.14,15

She does not need the proof of abstract research. She can see with her own eyes where the numbers lead. “I want to get a job—not be on the street like other people. ‘Can you spare some change?’ I don’t get that. Because then I’m gonna either get drunk, get arrested, go to jail, be there for a year, wait to get bailed out. Mmm-mmm,” she says, shaking her head.

Like other poor children, Dasani knows the precise date when her family’s food stamps replenish: the ninth of each month. Back when her grandmother Joanie first got food stamps, they came as coupons. Today, Chanel carries an electronic benefits card, which works like a debit card. She can use it in most bodegas to buy groceries (but not cigarettes, alcohol, hot food, or diapers, though cashiers often make exceptions).

The family’s noncash benefits include Medicaid, the prepaid cellphone used by Supreme, and free meals at the Auburn shelter. The children can also eat for free at their schools, thanks to the federal government’s meal programs, which feed Dasani and her siblings during the summer as well.16

More money would come if the family got Supplemental Security Income, the disability benefit known as SSI. Two of the children show signs of a learning disability.17 Plenty of people rely on their SSI checks, but Chanel refuses to apply for the benefit, as evinced by her records.

This may seem contradictory for a woman who routinely steals, but Chanel’s moral compass is mysteriously complex. She believes that “special needs” children internalize the label, accruing a school record that “marks them for life.” As proof, she points to another family at Auburn, whose children get “like four checks, and they all mad slow.”

She would rather get out and hustle.

A few weeks after Dasani’s subway trip through Chinatown, Miss Hester opens a letter from ACS.

The teacher reads in silence. The letter is about one of her students.

“Okay, that’s good,” Miss Hester finally tells me, without sharing the letter’s contents. “Sometimes they do overkill. Watch the wrong people. But not here … It’s like, ‘Watch. You’ve got the right person. Watch.’”

Child protection workers have been watching Dasani’s family, on and off, since 2004, when the agency got an anonymous report that Supreme and Chanel had physically disciplined the children.18 ACS investigated but found no bruises or marks.

There are two categories of child maltreatment: abuse and neglect. Abuse, according to New York law, occurs when a parent inflicts or allows serious “physical injury” to the child.19 The most extreme cases make headlines that rile the public and shake up the agency. In 2006, two years after ACS began tracking Dasani’s family, seven-year-old Nixzmary Brown was beaten to death by her stepfather in Bed-Stuy.20 Reports of abuse surged, and a new law was passed in her name.21

Yet only 7 percent of ACS investigations involve findings of abuse.22 The vast majority of families—including Dasani’s—face charges of “neglect,” which is more about failure. A neglectful parent has failed to exercise “a minimum degree of care,” according to the law, by not supplying food, clothing, education, supervision, or shelter. It is no surprise that the vast majority of these parents are poor.23 Many use alcohol or drugs, which is another form of failure: Their addiction has caused them to lose “self-control” of their “actions.”

Over the last decade, from May 2004 until January 2013, ACS has conducted sixteen investigations of Dasani’s parents. Six of the allegations were declared “unfounded.” The other ten involved drug use, lack of supervision, or educational neglect. Only once, in 2011, did Chanel temporarily lose custody after leaving her children unattended at Auburn. Like other families surveilled by ACS, Dasani, her siblings and parents meet regularly with the caseworker assigned to monitor them. Sometimes this woman drops by unannounced, questioning the children privately and inspecting their bodies for signs of abuse.

Dasani’s homeroom teacher, Miss Hester, knows plenty of families who are being monitored by ACS. She also knows that watching is not the same as helping. A child like Dasani could be watched for years while her poverty deepens and her prospects narrow. She is an eleven-year-old on the cusp of adolescence. She needs help now.

Yet McKinney’s guidance counselor is overwhelmed, and the staff psychologist shuttles between three different schools. They jump from crisis to crisis, like ER doctors in triage, treating problems that have become acute or irreversible.

Prevention is a luxury reserved for schools with multiple counselors. In their absence, Miss Hester has one option: a nonprofit called Partnership with Children, which offers counseling to poor children around the city. The group’s budget was recently cut, causing the Partnership office at McKinney to lose two social workers. Student interns are filling the void.

This is how Dasani finds herself sitting across from Roxanne, a blond student from Fordham University’s Graduate School of Social Service. While Dasani has never had a counselor, she already intuits the rules governing this arrangement—the fact that Roxanne is a “mandated reporter,” a person legally obliged to report abuse or neglect to the authorities. The warmth of her smile makes no difference. Just the words “How is your day going?” are enough to keep Dasani quiet.

All it takes to enter the child protection system is one phone call. Anyone can make this call, from a professional like Roxanne to a jilted lover phoning anonymously. They dial a toll-free number, reaching an operator with the state’s child abuse hotline. The call is screened, and if it seems credible, an investigation begins.

This makes Dasani so nervous that she googles “ACS questions” on the shelter’s recreational computer. “Just to know what they would ask and what answers I would have next.”

Say the wrong thing and catastrophe awaits. “They can use that in a court of law against the parent,” says Dasani, who has heard the story of Supreme as a child, torn from his brothers without warning. Dasani would survive, she thinks, but not her youngest sister, Lee-Lee. Only Dasani speaks the baby’s language, discerning a wet diaper in her cries. What would happen to Lee-Lee in the hands of strangers? “Some people don’t know how to take care of babies,” Dasani says. This is where her mind goes when social workers ask questions.

“I’m fine,” Dasani tells Roxanne.

The counselor has only a few details at her disposal. Dasani has been referred to Partnership because of “aggressive and disruptive classroom behavior,” according to her intake form.

Roxanne reaches for Mancala, a game in which glass beads are moved across a wooden board. Whoever captures the most beads wins. Dasani takes quickly to the game, eager to beat her counselor. “Student is reserved,” Roxanne writes in her notes, adding that Dasani “holds herself in a confident manner.”

Dasani has never met anyone like this Minnesota native, who ends her sentences with “sweetie,” tipping her head back in silky laughter. She could be a movie star were she not dressed in rumpled shirts and distressed boots. Nothing Roxanne wears seems to match, suggesting a familiar chaos. Dasani knows how it feels to hunt in vain for a missing sock.

Yet Roxanne’s outfits are free of stains, which means she has access to a washing machine. As the weeks pass, Dasani decides that her counselor’s mismatched outfits are deliberate. She must be living in a clean suburban home, the kind where detectives search for clues on the TV show Criminal Minds. It is not the murders that intrigue Dasani so much as the orderly closets of the crime scenes—closets big enough to live in.

“After initial sessions student has opened up,” Roxanne writes, “and while playing games will release all emotional tension.”24

Miss Hester wonders about these counseling sessions. There is no question that Roxanne is devoted. The problem comes down to experience. None of these interns has enough training, by Miss Hester’s lights, to meet the challenge of children who carry generations of trauma. It does not matter that Roxanne is warm, or that Dasani now runs to her in the hallway for hugs. Her sweetness is undeniable.

“I don’t need ‘sweet,’” Miss Hester says. “I need a Ph.D.”

Chanel, on the other hand, sees no need for help.

Just the word “counseling” makes her stomach turn. She has enough outsiders meddling, none of whom are trying to raise eight children while homeless. The only way to keep a child in line is to be strict.

In Chanel’s book, this is called discipline—the occasional belt smack or being told to stand in the corner. Everyone she knows was “raised by the belt” because “it saves a kid’s life.” Proper discipline is a form of control. The unruly child grows up to join a gang or land in prison, which is just someone else’s system of control. “My husband told me if you don’t instill the fear of God in them when they babies,” Chanel says, “there’s nothing you gonna be able to do when they get a certain age.”

Chanel has already made up her mind when she heads to the school on January 17. She is removing Dasani from counseling. Chanel walks into the Partnership office, finding Roxanne with her supervisor, whom the children call Miss Moya. She is tall and elegant—the kind of Black woman who exudes, to Chanel’s mind, an air of condescension.

“So let me explain exactly what it is that we do,” says Miss Moya, making steady eye contact with Chanel. “We are social workers placed in the school to work with the kids.”

Chanel’s worst suspicions are now confirmed.

“So, you’re social workers?” Chanel asks.

“Yes, we’re social workers.”

The next few minutes are spent in a careful volley between Miss Moya, who must balance the needs of her students against the fears of their parents, and Chanel, a hardened veteran of the child protection system.

“So, anything in this session that’s disclosed—that she says—where does it go?” asks Chanel.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean like if something’s bothering her, where does it go? Like does it stay in the building? Or if it was something alarming to you, would you have to disclose it to someone else?”

Roxanne is silent.

“So, you’re talking about ACS,” says Miss Moya, naming the elephant in the room.

“No, not so much ACS,” Chanel says unconvincingly. “Even if you didn’t call ACS, but you shared this problem with the guidance counselor—”

“So, there are three things that we are mandated to tell because we are mandated to report it,” says Miss Moya.

“That’s what I’m trying to say—”

“There are three things—”

Chanel interrupts again.

“Listen!” Miss Moya says. “I’m trying to cut the fear.”

“It’s not fear,” Chanel shoots back. “Go ahead.”

Miss Moya pauses.

“If she plans on hurting herself, I have to report it,” says Miss Moya. “If someone is hurting her, I have to report it. And if she plans on hurting someone else, I have to report it.”

With that, Chanel poses a hypothetical question: What if her daughter says, “Oh, my mother beat my ass because I did something wrong?”

Miss Moya explains that her job is to “gauge” each situation. The law, after all, permits physical discipline within limits. “If she told that to me,” says Miss Moya, “then there’s an assessment process and I speak to her about it. I’m not seeing a bruise on her. I’m not seeing her mouth busted open. I’m not seeing her head open wide.”

Chanel is not buying it. As if sensing this, the social worker goes out on a limb.

“I beat my kids,” says Miss Moya. “I have no problem saying that. I don’t abuse my kids, but—”

“Right!” Chanel says. “You don’t abuse them, but—”

“But I do that to discipline my kids,” Miss Moya continues. “There’s a difference.”

Chanel relaxes her jaw.

“I can see if a child is being abused or if they’re not being abused,” Miss Moya says. “You understand? There’s a difference …. You can’t just call them with your suspicions. You have to be sure.”

“People do it every day,” Chanel says, referring to the anonymous calls.

“People do it every day,” Miss Moya says. “I agree. People do it every day. But I’m just letting you know that it’s a process.”

The social worker’s strategy seems to work. Chanel backs off, allowing Dasani to stay in counseling. “I don’t wanna stop her from coming here,” Chanel says in a chipper tone, “because I don’t want her to feel like she’s limited. I want her to feel like any opportunity and open doors are for her and she can take ’em all if she wants, if she can handle them, you know?”

Chanel gathers her things.

Roxanne and Miss Moya trade a look of relief.

“I’m cool with it,” Chanel says, heading for the door. “I understand what’s going on. If any problems, just call me, you know? Talk to me before you talk to the Man, because the Man ain’t no friend of ours.”




CHAPTER 5

THE HEAT IS off again at Auburn shelter.

It is 25 degrees outside, but Dasani thrums with energy. In a few more hours, she will try her luck at the Colgate Women’s Games, a track competition known for plucking talent from the projects.

Dasani has never met an athletic recruiter, or even set foot on a racetrack. She heard about the Colgate races from her mother, who is always talking up Dasani’s talents. And if street lore is any indication, Dasani has the goods to win. Everyone in her small corner of Brooklyn, from the crossing guards to the preachers, knows that Dasani can run.

The same cannot be said for her sister Avianna, who has the portly build of Chanel and would rather kick back and watch America’s Got Talent than bolt toward any finish line. Her little sisters Maya and Hada are more athletic, so they decide to tag along on this January morning of 2013.

“Black is beautiful. Black is me,” Dasani sings under her breath as she walks outdoors with her two sisters and Chanel.

Three blocks later, they have crossed into another New York: the shaded, graceful enclave of Fort Greene’s brownstones. Dasani stops for a moment, puzzling at the pavement. It is clearly superior on this side of Myrtle Avenue.

“Worlds change real fast, don’t it?” Chanel says.

They walk a mile before reaching the manicured grounds of the Pratt Institute, which is hosting the amateur track and field series in a campus stadium.

“She got shorts to put on?” asks one of the organizers.

Dasani reaches for her leggings, slipping her bare feet into a pair of Converse knockoffs.

“Those are the sneakers?” says the woman, pursing her lips.

Dasani ties the rainbow laces and walks to the track, where she will compete in the 200-meter dash. When her number is called, she takes her place among four other girls, all of them taller than she is.

The blank fires and she is off, ahead of the pack.

Win, Dasani tells herself.

At the first bend, she trips and falls behind.

By the second turn, Dasani has caught up with the lead runner.

“Run, Dasani!” Chanel screams. “RUN!”

Fort Greene occupies less than one square mile of Brooklyn.

On the map, its boundaries form the shape of a pitcher tilting west. The neighborhood divides along Myrtle Avenue, from Ashland Place to Vanderbilt Avenue.

Just north of Myrtle, Fort Greene’s poorest Black residents are concentrated in two housing projects that surround Dasani’s shelter.1 South of Myrtle is everything else: the lush thirty-acre Fort Greene Park, the Brooklyn Academy of Music, the historic Queen Anne and Second Empire townhouses famously built by Walt Whitman (whose poetry would eclipse his carpentry career).2 Also here, south of Myrtle, live the majority of Fort Greene’s whites.3

If one thing distinguishes Dasani’s birthplace from the Brooklyn of her antecedents, it is a striking proximity to wealth. She regularly passes a boutique on Lafayette Avenue where calfskin boots command $845. Heading north, she sees French bulldogs on leashes and infants riding in elevated strollers with shock-absorbing wheels. Three blocks farther is an ice cream parlor where $6 buys two salted-caramel scoops.

Like most children, Dasani is oblivious to the cost of such extravagances. She just knows they are beyond her reach. On her favorite block of Myrtle, a fancy wine shop advertises “Que sera, Syrah” next to a rug shop with the sign “Buy now, pay later”—opposite a bike repair store selling kale chips, near the Chinese Fried Chicken that gives fries to hungry kids.

Fort Greene’s two economies are an experiment born of gentrification—a term derived from the gentry, which means “people of high social status, nobility.”4 To say that an area has been “gentrified” is to invoke the racially coded language of an “urban” neighborhood where muggings are down and espresso beans are roasted—a place that has been “discovered,” as though no one had been living there.

Dasani’s Fort Greene reaches deep into history.

Take 81 Adelphi Street, two blocks east of Fort Greene Park. Long before this property came under renovation (selling for $2.1 million in 2017), it was the nineteenth-century home of Charles A. Dorsey, a legendary figure of Fort Greene’s long-lost Black elite.5,6 His name adorns the elementary school that Dasani once attended—a place that matters, she will tell you, because it was Brooklyn’s first school for Black children.

Originally named the African Free School, it opened in 1827—the same year that slavery in New York ended under the state’s “gradual abolition” laws.7 This is not to say that white northerners were tolerant. Contrary to New York City’s image as a progressive beacon, it was a Manhattan-born minstrel named Thomas Dartmouth Rice who in the 1830s invented the slave caricature Jim Crow—a mockery, performed in blackface, that came to personify segregation.

If Brooklyn’s Black children wanted an education, the African Free School was their only option. Another eighteen years passed—the lifespan of a childhood—before the Board of Education, in 1845, admitted the free school into the public system, renaming it Colored School No. 1 and moving it to Willoughby Street, facing what is now Fort Greene Park.8,9

Racial tensions had long been simmering when, in 1863, Irish immigrants in Manhattan mounted one of the most violent anti-Black insurrections in American history.10 Angered by a law drafting them to fight in the Civil War—ostensibly to free slaves who might then take their jobs—rioters filled the streets, lynching Black people and burning down the Colored Orphan Asylum on Fifth Avenue as 233 children escaped out the back.

Brooklyn, by comparison, was a haven.11 Fleeing the draft riots, thousands of Black families left Manhattan for Brooklyn, finding an anchor in the Fort Greene school.12 This prominent tide included African American scholars, entrepreneurs, doctors, and an inventor.13 They launched businesses, started newspapers, formed literary clubs, and organized politically, transforming the area into the so-called Black Belt.14 “WEALTHY NEGRO CITIZENS,” announced The New York Times in 1895, noting that “most of the wealthy negroes” live in Brooklyn—some with white servants and horse-drawn carriages.15 As many as seventy-one African Americans bought homes, forming the base of Fort Greene’s Black intelligentsia, spiritual leadership, and civil rights vanguard.16,17,18,19

These currents combined to spectacular effect on November 23, 1883, when the “Colored School” moved into a new building on North Elliott Place.20 As people crammed the street, trying to hear the six-hour opening ceremony, Brooklyn’s white mayor, Seth Low, took a seat inside, along with the school’s Black principal, Charles A. Dorsey, and other luminaries (Booker T. Washington would later visit the school).21 The most rousing words came from the keynote speaker, Richard T. Greener, the first Black graduate of Harvard.

“Why retain the word ‘colored’?” demanded Greener, a legal scholar. If he could, Greener told the audience, he would “chisel” out the word from the building’s facade.

“It shall be chiseled out!” called a person from the crowd to rapturous applause. By the time Mayor Low rose to speak, it was a fait accompli. The mayor had already curried favor with Black Brooklyn by appointing the first African American, Philip A. White, to the Board of Education.22 And now, with White sitting in the audience, Mayor Low seconded the call to erase “Colored” from the name of the building. A few weeks later, White proposed a resolution to desegregate Brooklyn’s schools.23 In December 1883, the resolution passed, sealing Fort Greene’s place—and Dasani’s future school—as a staging ground for civil rights.

It took four more years for the word “Colored” to disappear from the school’s name, in 1887, replaced by P.S. 67, and eventually the Charles A. Dorsey School. Nearly two centuries after the school opened, and five decades after Dasani’s grandmother Joanie attended P.S. 67, Dasani enrolled in 2010, stepping through the same limestone entrance. By then, the building had moldy ceilings and no functioning water fountain.24 A charter school had moved in, calling itself Community Roots. Forty-one percent of the Roots students were white, whereas 95 percent of Dorsey’s were children of color.25

This meant that here, in Brooklyn’s first school for Black children, Community Roots was giving Dasani her most frequent glimpse of white children. She passed them in the halls, never talking to them. By the time she graduated from Dorsey, moving on to McKinney, the Department of Education had targeted P.S. 67 for potential closure.26 To outsiders, this might seem like the destiny of a failing school. To locals, it constituted an act of historical erasure.

Like Dorsey, Dasani’s new school is known by the name of another local legend: Dr. Susan S. McKinney, who in 1870 became the first female African American doctor in New York State, and the third in the nation.27 To understand the magnitude of this achievement, consider that Dr. McKinney went to medical school four years after the Emancipation Proclamation, as the only Black student in her all-female school. She then graduated as valedictorian. When Dr. McKinney died in 1918, W.E.B. Du Bois gave the eulogy at her funeral.

Today, one must dig to uncover the history of Black Fort Greene, whose pioneers seem in danger of being forgotten. Dr. McKinney’s former brownstone at 205 DeKalb Avenue—the site of her thriving medical practice—would be listed for sale in 2016 for nearly $2.7 million, without any mention of its history.28

Instead, the names of Brooklyn’s slave-holding families dominate the terrain. Boerum Hill (named for Simon Boerum, a man with three slaves).29,30 Wyckoff Street (Peter Wyckoff, enslaver of seven).31 Ditmas Park (four slaves).32 Luquer Street (thirteen).33 Van Brunt Street (seven).34 Cortelyou Road (two).35

Both Van Dam and Bayard streets are named for the owners of slave ships, while Stuyvesant Heights is named for the man who governed the New Netherland colony of the Dutch West India Company, which shipped tens of thousands of slaves.36 Even the McKinney school began with a slave-owning name.37 Back when Dasani’s grandmother was a student, this was still the Sands Junior High School, named for Joshua Sands (enslaver of six) and his brother Comfort Sands (three).

None of this is known to Dasani, whose parents only talk about the slavery of their Southern ancestors. The North is where they came to be free.

“Run, Dasani!” Chanel hollers as her daughter sprints toward the finish line at the Colgate races. All five runners are in a dead heat.

Dasani comes in second. Her time is insufficient to make it past the preliminaries. Still, she leaves the stadium feeling euphoric.

“My baby’s going to the Olympics,” Chanel crows as they walk along Willoughby Avenue. They talk of finding a trainer. At times like this, Chanel thinks of her mother—how proud she would have been, how she always saw Dasani’s gifts. They all start singing Joanie’s favorite Luther Vandross song, “A House Is Not a Home.”


A chair is still a chair

Even when there’s no one sittin’ there

But a chair is not a house

And a house is not a home

When there’s no one there38



They turn north on Carlton Avenue, passing a renovated brick townhouse with metallic window frames. A young white mother is unloading her Volkswagen. At the sight of Dasani’s family, she stops. She smiles nervously and moves slowly to her car, unbuckling an infant.

The mood shifts.

“She thinks we gonna jump her,” says Chanel. “Why do they feel like they’re so apart? She’s just two steps away from us. If you got jumped out here, a Black man would be the first to save your ass. That’s what I feel like telling her. A Black man would be the first to save your ass.”

When they reach Myrtle, Chanel goes searching for a beer at her favorite corner store. Dasani is right behind her. Inside, the short-order cook, a Mexican girl, stares at Chanel a moment too long.

“Don’t look at me,” Chanel says.

The girl’s face sours.

“You so nice, that’s why I see you,” the girl replies.

“You better watch that grill,” Chanel says. “I don’t want to scare you.”

“You think you scare me?”

“Let’s fight right now!”

“Wait for me outside!”

Chanel reaches for a mop.

“Mommy!” Dasani screams.

The owner, Salim, rushes toward Chanel.

“I’ll crack her with a stick!” Chanel yells as Salim holds her back.

Dasani freezes.

“I’ma wait for your ass when you come out,” Chanel tells the girl. “What time she get off?”

“You run your mouth,” says Salim, gently pulling Chanel away, as he has done before.

They turn to leave when Dasani looks back at the cook. Their eyes meet.

“She gonna knock you stupid, Chinese lady,” Dasani says.

“Don’t use those words,” says Salim. “You’re not supposed to turn out like your mother.”

Dasani and Avianna look nothing alike. But inside, they could be twins.

Born eleven months apart, they are “full blood” sisters. They share the same biological father, Ramel, who vanished before they can remember. They share the same fragile link to their stepdad, Supreme, who fathered all the children except for them: first Khaliq and Nana with his first wife, then Maya, Hada, Papa, and Lee-Lee with Chanel.

Only Dasani and Avianna have names like their mother’s, evoking liquids that are bottled and sold. The two sisters function as a unit, sharing the same dresser and mattress, even the same pillow. They claim to read each other’s thoughts. Silent jokes pass between them, bringing bursts of laughter.

They both hate surprises, but in different ways. “I don’t like sad surprises,” says Dasani. “I can take a good surprise, like a birthday surprise, but a sad surprise I can’t take. It’s sad. Avianna can take both surprises: I’m like, ‘Really?’ She takes sad ones.”

A few weeks ago, in early January, the sisters were returning to Auburn when Avianna began to wheeze. She suffers from asthma, as do nearly seventy thousand public school children in New York City under the age of fifteen.39 She rarely complains, so her siblings fail to notice when an attack is coming. But this time, Dasani could feel it.

“Avianna, you’d better slow down,” she said. “Something’s gonna happen, I’m telling you so. You know I see things before they happen.”

“Shut up,” Avianna said. “You don’t see nothing.”

As they passed through Auburn’s entrance, Avianna started to gasp. She clutched her chest. Her eyes got distant. She needed to get upstairs to her mother.

Unaccompanied children are banned from riding the elevator at Auburn, so Dasani began pleading with the guards. “We gotta ride the elevator!”

They refused.

Dasani glanced at her sister, and then the stairs. She tried to grab hold of Avianna, who is twice her girth. They stumbled up the first flight. Finally, Dasani managed to hoist Avianna to her back, telling herself I got this heffa.

Dasani attributes her strength to her genes. She is the descendant of her late grandmother Joanie, who never took an elevator. She would climb fourteen flights every time she visited her closest sister. Dasani was still a toddler back then, taking the lift with her mother, who would stop on every floor to check on Joanie.

“You sure, Ma?” Chanel would call out.

“I ain’t takin’ no damn elevator,” Joanie would huff.

To Dasani, this was a sign of her grandmother’s power. No one told her that Joanie had a phobia. Or that it began half a century earlier, when Joanie was a teenage girl. Or that the triggering event happened here, at Auburn, when Joanie was trapped in the same elevator that her granddaughters would later be denied.

Dasani knew even less about her great-grandparents, Joanie’s mother, Margaret, and her father, June. They were said to have come to Brooklyn from down south. They had passed away, as had Joanie, taking their stories with them.

English is Dasani’s favorite subject. She can get lost in a good novel.

Her class is reading The Glory Field by Walter Dean Myers, which follows five generations of one Black family from West Africa to the plantations of South Carolina and then north to Harlem.40

Dasani’s homework assignment is to write a “found poem,” mixing lines from the book with her own words. She writes:


Taken from our homes

“Beat to death”

Trying to fight back

Too weak

Getting hurt

They don’t care

Us colored people prayed

“He prayed”

Beat up so bad looks like a pothole

In a street

The bottom of the ship smells so bad

Like rotten food

Their fish bowl eyes

filled with sorrow.



She calls this poem “Pain.” Her teacher tapes it up in the hallway for everyone to see.
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