

[image: Illustration]






 


 


 


THE GIRL SCOUT


TROOP THAT


BEGAN IN A SHELTER


AND INSPIRED


THE WORLD







[image: Illustration]




 


 


SPHERE


First published in the United States in 2020 by Ballantine Books, an imprint of Random House, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.


First published in Great Britain in 2020 by Sphere


Copyright © Nikita Stewart 2020


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


Photo credits: pages 56, 71, 78, 84, 201, 204 (top, third, and fourth), 215, 227, 243 courtesy of Giselle Burgess; pages 118, 192 courtesy of David Browne; page 204 (second from top) courtesy of Corinthia Fludd; pages 228, 259 courtesy of the author


Design by Jen Valero


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is


available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-0-7515-7819-5


Sphere


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk






To JoAnn, who saved up enough money to buy me a Brother word processor and a Pentax camera to support me in my dream of becoming a journalist







[image: Illustration]


“QUEENS PEOPLE OF THE WEEK”


HAILEY SMOOTHED DOWN her wavy hair and tried not to be nervous. She was thirteen and it was a big deal, being on television. If you lived in New York and had cable, the city’s twenty-four-hour news channel, NY1, was the first thing you saw when you turned on the TV. Hailey took another deep breath and thought about what she might say to the interviewer. The butterflies in her stomach danced the way they did every year on the first day of school.


It was a Wednesday in July 2016, and the humidity was so high that her hair, which she’d combed into a half-up, half-down style, had turned into a sort of billowing Afro in the back. It was puffier than she had planned. Hailey told herself that was okay because no one could see the back, right? She sat perched on the edge of the brown leather sofa in the lobby of Pam’s Place, a homeless shelter for single women in Long Island City, Queens, tugging at her khaki Girl Scouts vest to straighten it. Then the reporter, a friendly brown-haired woman whose calm voice helped put Hailey at ease, started asking her questions. The camera zoomed in and out on Hailey’s face. Although her thirteen-year-old body had grown into an adult one seemingly overnight—a fact that she hated because now men and boys stared at her and sometimes made rude remarks—her baby face was unchanged, and when she smiled, as she did now, it lit up, looking almost cherubic.


Months earlier, in November, her troop, the Girl Scouts of Sunnyside & Woodside, had served a Thanksgiving lunch to the women who lived at Pam’s Place. Now Hailey, her sisters Karina and Christina, and the rest of their troop—who were always doing community service, volunteering to clean up a park or to bring cheer to children with chronic illnesses—had returned to Pam’s Place as part of Operation Cookie, a service project that allowed customers to buy the coveted cookies and donate to people whose spirits needed lifting, like veterans, military personnel, senior citizens, and people experiencing homelessness. The Scouts then delivered the cookies. A couple of reporters, including the one who was sitting across from her now, showed up to cover the event. The troop had picked Hailey to represent them on camera that day. Her mother, Giselle, was a leader of the troop and worked as a community development specialist for the Girl Scouts of Greater New York, so even though Hailey had been a Girl Scout for only two and a half years, she knew a lot about Girl Scouting and the history of the organization. And although she was a little shy, which may not have made her an obvious choice as a public representative, she was thoughtful and affable.


“People do so much for us and the least we can do is do something for them,” Hailey told the reporter. She blinked, paused, and then smiled as she tried to think of what else to say. “The women in the shelter have experienced many hardships and are really struggling. To see us come in and do all these things for them really makes their day.”


After the interview, NY1 collected footage of Hailey standing with her sisters in their Girl Scout vests. Within the Scouts, girls were organized based on grades in school. Hailey’s khaki vest indicated that she was an older Scout; she was going into the eighth grade and was a Cadette. Karina, who was approaching her eleventh birthday, would be a fifth grader, so she wore the green vest of a Junior Girl Scout. Christina’s vest was brown; at seven years old she would start second grade in the fall, which made her a Brownie. All three of them tried not to look at the camera as they handed out Thin Mints and Samoas and Do-si-dos, but they couldn’t help it. It was television, after all, and they were going to be on it.


Two days later, on Friday, the sisters and their younger siblings, Gillesy and Judas, who were two and three, gathered in their grandmother’s living room to watch the segment. “Giving back is a way of life for thirteen-year-old Hailey Vicente,” the reporter narrated as Hailey’s face appeared on the flat-screen TV that hung on the wall of the cramped apartment where her mother, Giselle, had grown up. The apartment never got a lot of natural light but the dimness made it cozy and familiar, and on that day, with everyone piled into the living room, squeezing onto the worn faux leather couch, it felt especially homey. They were all there—Hailey’s mother, sisters, and brother, along with Evelyn and Manny, Giselle’s mother and stepfather, and Mateo and Miranda, Giselle’s half brother and half sister—and all were proud of Hailey for speaking so eloquently about helping people who did not have homes of their own. The segment was called “Queens People of the Week,” and for the one minute and forty-five seconds that it played, Hailey and her mother and siblings forgot about their secret. Few people outside the family knew about it, certainly not the girls’ classmates, not even the Scouts who had helped them give out cookies at Pam’s Place.


And if the nice reporter from NY1 had for some inexplicable reason asked Hailey about it, Hailey would have lied to her.


The secret was that Hailey and her family were homeless, too.
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The eviction had happened just days before the television interview.


Even though the description in court records read “forcible entry/detainer,” nobody had beaten down any doors or strong-armed their way in. Giselle had known this moment was coming for at least two months, and she’d opened her apartment door without protest to allow her landlord and the marshal entry. The day before, she’d explained to her five children what was about to take place.


“Mommy has some bad news,” she said, talking more to the youngest three, Christina, Gillesy, and Judas, than to Hailey and Karina. “Unfortunately, we can’t stay here anymore. The owner needs us to leave. I tried to find a new house, but it’s hard and I don’t have enough money or anyone to help us find a home.”


Hailey could see that toddler Gillesy and preschooler Judas had no idea what was happening, and that seven-year-old Christina was confused, too.


Giselle was trying hard not to cry. Her voice quavered but she willed herself to keep talking as if this wasn’t a terrible thing. She said they were going to a homeless shelter, just for a short time, until they could figure out their next move. “It will be scary because it’s something different and new, but we won’t be there long, and I promise we will make it fun.”


Giselle smiled, like she often did to hide her emotions.


Fun? Hailey thought. What about losing their home could possibly be fun?


As the firstborn, Hailey was her mother’s right hand; her name was tattooed alongside an angel on Giselle’s arm. While she challenged her mother inwardly, she could see that Giselle was not only upset but scared. She kept her head down and started packing.


When the landlord and the marshal arrived the next morning, Giselle had already packed her clothes and was stuffing throw pillows and photo albums into thin black garbage bags. She wasn’t crying—thank goodness for that, because if she had started crying her children would have, too—but Hailey could tell that she was just barely keeping it together. It was Hailey and Karina’s job to finish clearing out the kitchen. The day before, Giselle had bought moving boxes at a nearby Home Depot, and now Hailey worked to fill them as quickly and purposefully as she could, even though her chest was so tight she was having trouble breathing and her heart was pounding so hard she thought it might explode. Karina, never big on doing chores but always eager to obey, was working especially slowly, methodically transferring red plastic bowls from the kitchen’s cabinets to the boxes. Hailey noticed that she kept staring off blankly into space. Christina, Judas, and Gillesy were unusually quiet, dutifully gathering extraneous belongings that did not have a designated box.


They all paused when the landlord showed up with the marshal, who had the kind of skin that didn’t tan but instead burned; he was red-faced after days spent hovering over families as they dragged mattresses and sofas onto the street in the summer sun.


“You have to vacate the premises,” he told Giselle.


Giselle was moving as fast as she could. She had rented a nearby storage unit for $160 a month. She figured she would need it for only a month or two, maybe three, until she had saved enough money for a deposit and then found an apartment. Under the extreme duress of eviction, Giselle had already been looking for an apartment. She thought that maybe if she could take her time now, she might be able to find one that she could afford.


“Can I please have a few more hours to get my things out? I have people coming to help me move.”


“You gotta get your bags and leave now,” the marshal said, but then he shrugged and gestured to the landlord to see if there was any leeway. “It’s up to him.”


The landlord nodded okay.


A little while later some men from the storage company arrived to take the furniture and boxes to the warehouse. The marshal left once they pulled up, but the landlord stayed, walking around the apartment, monitoring the family as they packed up the pieces of their lives.


Hailey wished everything weren’t so complicated. She longed for a day when she and her family could stay put once and for all. She was sick of moving from place to place in recent years. She loved her mom and knew that Giselle was doing her best. Her mother even had a job she loved and was succeeding at the Girl Scouts. How could they be losing their home when their mom worked so hard? None of it made sense to her.
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All of the moving around had started five years earlier, in 2011, although the roots of what caused the instability went back much further than that. Hailey was eight years old, and she and Karina were attending P.S. 151 in Woodside, Queens. She looked up from the playground one October day to see Giselle across the street in the driveway of their home loading a U-Haul in preparation for a move to Florida—a move that didn’t include Hailey or her sisters. Hailey’s mom had already sat down with her, Karina, and Christina and explained to them that she would be gone for a little while so that she could make a better life for the family. They’d be under the joint care of the girls’ grandparents, Evelyn and Manny, and Karina and Christina’s father, Chris; Hailey’s father was not a steady presence in her life. Her mom had tried to reassure them that the separation was just for now, until she’d started her new job at the dental office in West Palm Beach, and she and her boyfriend, Wally, had established themselves.


“Mommy! Mommy!” Hailey screamed as she tore across the playground. When she reached the chain-link fence that enclosed the blacktop play area, she wrapped her fingers between the metal diamonds and shook it. Tears fell on her white button-down shirt. “Don’t leave!”


Giselle quickly made her way to the fence as Wally finished loading the truck. Though they’d been a couple for just five months, Giselle had dated him back in middle school and had never got over a feeling that they shared something special. He had no children, and the only thing he’d ever taken care of was a pit bull named Blue, who was in the U-Haul. Giselle caressed her daughter’s fingers through the links and tried to reassure her. “I love you. Please behave. I’ll be back. I promise I’ll be back.”


Later that day Giselle called her daughters from the road.


“Mommy, we miss you,” Hailey and Karina screeched in unison.


“Me too,” Christina hollered in the background.


And then Giselle said something that helped to ease the girls’ anxiety. “Whatever you do, before you go to bed, look up at the moon and Mommy will watch the same one, like I’m right there with you. I’ll always be there.”


It had helped a little—but not enough.
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True to her word, Giselle returned to Queens with Wally three months later to take the girls to Florida, where they’d start the second half of the school year. Giselle described all the great things about their soon-to-be new home: It was warm in Florida even when it was cold in Queens; they had a back porch of their own, and just yards away from it was a lake. Ducks waddled on the lawn, and they had three whole bedrooms and two bathrooms for the five of them. Hailey couldn’t wait to see it all.


What she saw instead when they walked in was a ransacked apartment. The TV was gone. Giselle’s laptop, which was filled with pictures of the girls that she had never downloaded, was gone. Wally had thrown Blue’s rawhide dog bone into the glass door before they’d left—it turned out that he had a violent temper—and he’d covered it with heavy plastic sheeting, the kind meant for weatherization, as a quick fix. The broken door had given burglars an easy entrance.


Giselle burst out sobbing.


The girls froze, and then Hailey and Karina began to apologize, as though they were to blame, and Christina, a month away from her third birthday, began to wail.


“It’s not your fault, okay,” Giselle told them through her tears.


Whose fault is it? Hailey wondered.


Wally was a complicated man. He was raised by his grandmother. Like Giselle, Wally pined for romance. He also desperately hoped to win the lottery so he could stop living paycheck to paycheck. When his dreams clashed with the reality of his life, he sometimes turned to violence, taking his frustrations out on Giselle. Christina once saw Wally choke her mother in a terrifying rampage as Blue barked and protected her until the police arrived and arrested Wally. She had been too young to remember it later, and for the most part, the kids did not witness the physical abuse Giselle endured.


Wally was attentive to Giselle’s daughters, though, and he could be a lot of fun. He was an expert fortress builder, he plied the girls with McFlurry slushies and sundaes from McDonald’s, and he took them to Chuck E. Cheese. He called them “my daughters” and loved them the best way he knew how.


Hailey didn’t know exactly what to make of it all—a nice Wally who also hit her mother, a happy home that could so quickly become a frightening place to live. By the time the family left Florida for good in early 2013 and moved back to Queens, Giselle and Wally had brought a baby boy, Judas, into the world.
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BACK TO THE FUTURE


RETURNING TO QUEENS meant splitting up: Giselle and Wally did not have the money to afford a place roomy enough to keep everyone together, so Hailey, Karina, and Christina moved back in with Chris, the younger girls’ father, who had a room in his mother’s house. Wally moved in with relatives, and Giselle stayed with Judas, the newest arrival, in her grandparents’ apartment in Woodside, where she’d stayed ten years earlier when she was pregnant with Hailey. At the time, she’d been newly married to Hailey’s father, but they couldn’t afford a place together either. Now she was there again, sleeping on a futon and pregnant with her fifth child, having to fold up the heavy bed each morning.


Being scattered around like that was a horrible state of affairs. Before they left Florida, Giselle had been diagnosed with epilepsy and prescribed two heavy-duty medicines that were supposed to keep her from convulsing. The episodes she’d had as a child now made sense. At the time, people around her thought she had been daydreaming. Her face would become blank for a few seconds, as if she couldn’t hear or see or feel anything—almost as if her brain had clicked off. The doctors in Florida explained that these episodes were called absence seizures, and that the far more physically debilitating episodes she was currently enduring were called grand mal seizures. One of the seizure triggers was stress, they told her. Try to avoid stress.


But there was one ray of light: Giselle had managed to land work at a dental office in Manhattan. Despite all the challenges of raising four children and carrying another one inside her, and the occasional epilepsy flare-up, she soldiered on, taking the subway to Manhattan in the mornings and back to Queens in the evenings. She was dead set on working hard and earning enough to reunite her family—including Wally, who seemed unable to contribute much in the way of income and even less emotionally—under one roof.


Keeping her family together felt like a do-or-die situation. Her own father, a graffiti artist named GWIZ, had split up with Evelyn, her mother, and moved out of the apartment when she was thirteen and her younger brother, Greg Jr., was nine. The breakup shook Giselle, and her relationship with her mother grew toxic. There’d been a few times when Evelyn, who had not been able to control her hot temper when she was younger, had assaulted her.


Her romantic life had been volatile, too. Giselle knew that she’d made plenty of choices that turned out to be wrong, and sometimes the weight of those choices, and the judgments that other people had about them, lay heavy on her heart. When she returned to Queens, she was twenty-eight, had four children by three different men, and was pregnant with one more. Her children were good decisions, she never doubted that. And she’d loved each of them right from the start; she would never have considered not having them once she knew they were on the way. She loved the thrill of watching each of them grow a little every day, learning more, understanding the world. They were the bright lights of her life.


She had thought that each of their fathers, in turn, was the right choice, someone she would love and who would love her back. Now she was beginning to understand that her optimism, her tendency to see the best in others, and her longing—her desperation—to be loved had clouded her ability to see clearly. The fathers of her children were simply men with their own troubles and their own histories of poor judgment, just like her. They may have cared for her or even loved her, but they were never going to be the answer to her problems.


Still, even though she knew Wally wasn’t perfect, she was also willing to do whatever it took to keep them together. Back in middle school when they’d dated, he had been her first—her first love, her first time, the first guy who prompted her to sneak out of the house and to keep secrets from her parents. He’d come into her life just as her father was leaving it, and she’d never forgotten him and how he’d helped her through that painful period. And when he wasn’t losing his temper, he was a wonderful father to all of her children.


[image: Illustration]


Relatives, friends, and nosy neighbors who lived in the same complex of low-income buildings where Giselle’s grandmother and grandfather, Papi and Lucy, lived, knew about Giselle’s move to West Palm Beach and her unceremonious return to Woodside. Although the community was too sprawling to create any general feeling of easy neighborliness, some families made lifelong bonds. That had been the case with Giselle and Luana Orengo; Luana’s older sister and Giselle’s mother had been play cousins, so they were, too.


Luana was Woodside through and through and a modern-day Renaissance woman: On the street she straddled a hot-pink motorcycle—her biker name was “Allure”—while at home she’d care so lovingly for her pernil as it was roasting in the oven that by the time it was done, the pork would fall from the bone by the simple application of gravity.


Renewing a relationship with Luana was definitely not on Giselle’s to-do list, even though it seemed every time she turned around, her play cousin was there. Luana had a daughter, Aleijah, who was about the same age as Hailey, and the two girls had become inseparable. They were the third generation of their families to attend P.S. 152, and they took the play-cousin tradition to another level: Aleijah introduced Hailey as her real cousin when Hailey returned to the school she had attended in kindergarten. That was just the affirmation Hailey needed to help her fit back in. This was Hailey’s third school transfer, and each one was getting harder. She had started at P.S. 152, transferred to P.S. 151, moved to Florida, where she had attended Benoist Farms Elementary School, and now she was back at P.S. 152. Although she’d never had a problem adjusting academically, the emotional dislocation was taking a toll.


Aleijah exuded confidence. She had deep dimples, a wide smile that spread across her entire face, a good reputation at school, and an exotic extracurricular title that fascinated Hailey: Girl Scout.


Field trips. Cookies. Sleepovers. Friends. Aleijah was always giving Hailey the reasons she should join.


But whenever Luana tried to talk to Giselle about Girl Scouting, Giselle either avoided her or nodded politely with absolutely no plans to buy anything she was selling, including those cookies, no matter how addictive they were.


Woodside was right next to Sunnyside; the neighborhoods were often lumped together in census records and on websites and blogs that guided New Yorkers looking for inexpensive “ethnic” food. But Queens natives knew the difference. Sunnyside had a reputation as bright as its name, hopeful and solid, filled with longtime residents rooted in working-class sensibilities with paychecks to match. Woodside also had its share of the middle class but had achieved a notoriety so negative that certain blocks were considered off-limits for safety’s sake. The neighborhood was on a gang watch list, with squads like the Woodside 8 Trey Crips. When Giselle was a teenager, she bonded with gang members who initiated girls by making them endure beatings to prove that they could fight them off.


The Girl Scouts had been a visible presence in both communities when Giselle was growing up. In her circle, though, the Girl Scouts were seen as an elusive, uncool, white-people thing. Badges? Cookies? Who needs it? But that reputation was misleading and unfair; in fact, black girls were included in the third official troop ever formed, in 1913 in New Bedford, Massachusetts. Though the Scouts were largely segregated, like the rest of the country, by the 1950s, several decades after their founding, they were recognized as so inclusive that the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., called the organization “a force for desegregation.” In 1975, the national Girl Scouts named Gloria Dean Randle Scott as its first black board president. Under Scott’s leadership, the organization’s symbol—the iconic trefoil, with its three leaves representing each Girl Scout’s promise to serve God, help people, and live by Girl Scout Law—was developed. Barbara Murphy-Warrington, a black lawyer who was the former deputy attorney general of New Jersey, was the chief executive officer of the Girl Scouts of Greater New York beginning in 2011.


The Girl Scouts had all but disappeared from Sunnyside and Woodside, so when Meridith Maskara, a fair-skinned Maine transplant who was looking for a troop for her daughter, asked “Where’s the Girl Scout troop?” at St. Sebastian Church in Woodside, she was met with blank stares. “We haven’t had Girl Scouts in decades,” she was told.


No troop? No problem, thought Meridith, who earned the Girl Scout Gold Award, the Scouts’ highest honor, as a teenager. She set about creating one from scratch. She decided that the troop would draw from both Sunnyside, where she lived, and Woodside, where she knew only a few people who attended St. Sebastian. So with limited connections to Sunnyside and even fewer to Woodside, how could she recruit girls to join and try to bring the neighborhoods together? That’s where Luana came in. Giselle’s childhood friend had tried to start a troop of her own in Woodside. She agreed to become the co-leader, with Meridith, of a joint troop of girls from both Sunnyside and Woodside, and her daughter, Aleijah, became a poster girl for the Scouts’ efforts to promote diversity. Between 2009 and 2013, when Giselle returned to Queens, the troop had ballooned from a handful of girls to dozens.


In October 2013, Giselle gave birth to a daughter she and Wally named Gillesy. Just before Christmas break—almost a full year after their return from Florida—Giselle and the entire family cheered Hailey as she performed the cha-cha and fox-trot at a ballroom dancing exhibition at P.S. 152. The flower she wore in her hair gave a little extra flair to her uniform: white shirt, red tie, and blue skirt.


“That was amazing,” Giselle gushed. Hailey had spent every day of practice in front of a mirror at home, holding out her arms and dancing as if she had a partner. “You have some moves!”


Luana and her family were at the exhibition, too. Here we go, Giselle thought. She knew that Luana had Girl Scout registration forms in her bag—she always carried them, just in case.


But Hailey beat Luana with a soft sale. “Mom, can I join?” She scooped up Judas, who was gnawing on a graham cracker. Hailey was always picking up Judas and baby Gillesy. She was their second mother.


In that moment of familial pride and happiness—surrounded by parents taking photos of their children, even if a few had two left feet all night, aunts and uncles and grandparents laughing and hugging their ballroom dancers—Giselle relented and said yes. Karina could join, too, she added.


But that didn’t mean she had to participate.


She had made up her mind that she would not be a volunteer, but she was a dutiful enough parent to make sure that her girls would be properly attired for Scout meetings. One day after work at the dental office in Manhattan, she traveled to the store located at the headquarters of the Girl Scouts of the USA on Fifth Avenue. She didn’t know what all the different colored vests meant—brown was for Brownies, naturally, but what about khaki and blue? Giselle learned that she needed a green vest for Hailey, who would be a Junior Girl Scout, and a brown one for Karina. She flipped through the vests on the rack and found the appropriate items. She would worry about the other colors if and when the time came.


Hailey and Karina’s first meeting with the troops wasn’t a meeting at all. They joined dozens of other girls who squealed in delight at sleeping overnight in the gym at St. Sebastian. Dressed in pink and white pajamas, Hailey rolled out her sleeping bag on the floor just like she unfurled it atop the mattress at her stepfather Chris’s, but on this night it was right next to Aleijah’s. Karina wrapped herself up inside a Spider-Man sleeping bag, feeling happier and more welcome in a group than she had in a long time; at school she was repeating second grade and that was hard on her. The sisters slept soundly on the hardwood, tuckered out from adrenaline and giddiness.


Come the new year, the whole family was able to move into a new home together. Giselle and Wally signed a lease for a house on College Point Boulevard in College Point, which was solidly working middle class, a social status to which the two of them aspired and a rung above the other Queens streets where they’d grown up.


Giselle was thrilled with the family’s reaction when they first saw the two-story duplex with three bedrooms. “I love it!” Hailey screamed, running from the car to the front door. “It’s the most beautiful house I’ve ever seen.” It sat on a block bursting with Americana. Flags flew in front yards, and residents held a Christmas tree lighting each year in Poppenhusen Triangle, a small park nearby. Karina and Christina were excited to have enough space to sleep in their own beds.


Life had been good since they moved into the College Point house. The home seemed to erase, or at least blur, the poverty and problems of the past, even though the past was just a few short months ago. It was as if the house had coated everyone in a middle-class veneer. And they played their parts: Wally and Hailey made pancakes on weekend mornings. Giselle baked chicken, looking surprisingly domestic in an apron. The house—the family—was acceptable, respectable enough now to welcome people over. In April, Giselle threw Hailey a Girl Scouts birthday party.


The handwritten invitations read “HAILEY & KARINA HOST A GIRL SCOUTS SLEEPOVER! We’ll watch a movie and stay up late! What an awesome way to celebrate.” The girls used flowers and ribbons to decorate fancy teal-and-brown goody bags with white polka dots.


Giselle loved planning the party. She was good with her hands and artistic, abilities she’d forgotten she possessed after dropping out of high school. And Giselle loved to have fun in a childlike way; she was almost more excited than her children to play tag or hide-and-seek. When she thought something was funny, she guffawed so hard that tears welled. She made sure the sleepover had plenty of activities.


Games like forehead detective went all night long, and the Scouts wore their vests over their pajamas. Christina was welcome even though she was too young to be a Scout. She let them pet Fluffy, a black-and-white rabbit she got for her birthday as a sort of replacement for Wally’s dog Blue, who’d been given away in all the chaos of the move from Florida. Little Judas wandered around all the girls in their sleeping bags as they giggled and shouted, “No boys allowed!”


Still, when it came to Girl Scouting, Giselle was not eager to go all in. She had reluctantly taken orders for cookies from her co-workers, complaining about lugging the boxes to the dental office to distribute. She actually seemed cranky about the whole endeavor, posting a meme of a Brownie vest on Instagram with the caption: “So-called ‘fun patches.’ But fun for whom? Certainly not mom!”


But Meridith, taking notice of Giselle’s upbeat personality and can-do attitude, and maybe even hoping to befriend another mother with so many children—Meridith had four children herself, all of them girls, and was pregnant with a fifth—decided to try to engage her. “Hey, why don’t you just stay for a little bit?” she asked one Saturday.


Giselle did, and in the following weeks she began hanging around a little longer at drop-off or showing up a little earlier for pickup. She heard stories about the Girl Scouts, about what they represented, and, most strikingly, about a woman named Juliette Gordon Low, who in another era on another continent had founded the organization. Eavesdropping one day as Meridith spoke to the troop, Giselle learned about Low’s unhappy marriage and how that proper southern woman had refused to be a victim of her circumstances. She thought it was a pretty deep discussion for elementary school children as she mulled her own troubled, up-and-down relationship with Wally.
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In May, Luana cornered Giselle before a meeting and said, “We need a chaperone.” She wasn’t asking; she was telling Giselle to step up.


The girls were headed to Camp Kaufmann, 425 acres of land owned by the Girl Scouts of Greater New York an hour and a half away from the city.


The land had a history steeped in a circle of ultrarich people who believed it was their duty to spread a portion of their wealth in a way that benefited the greater good. The most important person in its story was Harriet Dyer Price Phipps, who became a troop leader as a young woman in the 1920s. Her mother was friends with Juliette Gordon Low, whom Phipps called “Aunt Daisy.” She would have to explain that her mother was not related to Low but that southern culture allowed for “courtesy aunts.” Phipps’s dedication to the Girl Scouts in New York was legendary: She was wearing the uniform when her fiancé took her into the famed Cartier Mansion of marble and granite on the corner of Fifty-second Street and Fifth Avenue in Manhattan to buy pearls as a wedding gift. She recalled the occasion in a New York Times story in which she also corrected the reporter for referring to her as a “den mother.”


“Cub Scouts have den mothers. Girls have leaders,” she declared.


Phipps cajoled her deep-pocketed family and acquaintances, including the philanthropist John D. Rockefeller, Jr., to donate handsomely so the Girl Scouts could buy the land that originally included a farmhouse and a large chicken coop and transform it into what they called Camp Merrywood. She also had a brainstorm to raised additional funds for the camp: She proposed that the Scouts sell cookies.


The camp was christened in 1959 on an unseasonably cool Tuesday in June. About three hundred people, mostly women, attended the ceremony. Sitting in chairs with their ankles crossed, the women cheered on three Scouts who made a campfire out of a heap of birch logs to mark the occasion. Over the years, the camp expanded to three times its original size and changed its name to honor Henry Kaufmann, a Pittsburgh department store heir who donated millions to create several other camps in the New York region. But remnants of the Phipps era remained. On a stone fireplace inside the mess hall known as Cookie Hall was a plaque that read THE HOUSE THAT COOKIES BUILT.


Though Giselle had gone camping with her family in the Catskills every year until she was seventeen, she had never taken her own children and had no desire to chaperone the Girl Scouts excursion. On the final camping trip of her youth, she’d had a devastating confrontation in the woods with her mother. Furious that Giselle was lying to her about being pregnant, Evelyn had kept after her until she finally yelled, “I’m going to punch you if you’re not pregnant!” daring Giselle to lie to her one more time.


“No,” Giselle said. Her mother’s fist had slammed into her stomach, and Giselle buckled over, hoping no one would hear them, hoping no one would suspect what her mother knew, or that her mother, in that moment, hated her.


Evelyn sobbed, startled by her own rage. She had once dragged Giselle by her hair from her bedroom into the living room after finding a love letter in a backpack, so this wasn’t the first, second, or even third time that she had hurt Giselle, but it would be the last.


After finally learning to control her anger, Evelyn had become a better mother to her two youngest children and a doting grandmother to Giselle’s children. When Hailey was born, she had gushed, “Oh my God, she’s nothing but lashes.”


“This is a different kind of love,” she repeated again and again, cradling Hailey and wishing she could take back the mistakes she’d made with Giselle.


Evelyn made a real effort to change, to prove that she was sorry for the way she had treated Giselle. She offered to help Giselle with her new granddaughters—first Hailey, and then Karina, and then Christina—by babysitting and cooking.


So all these years later, Giselle had better memories of Evelyn. Mother and daughter had worked to repair their relationship and Giselle had come to count on Evelyn. She wasn’t eager to be reminded of that moment in the woods again. But Giselle agreed to chaperone the trip to Camp Kaufmann because she felt she owed it to the troop. Hailey and Karina didn’t know it, but the troop had started subsidizing their monthly dues.


Plus Giselle and Wally needed some space. Giselle was struggling with their relationship. They’d been living in College Point for five months now, and Wally had not blown up like he had in Florida, but he seemed to always be on edge. They bickered often, whether about his staying out late or not doing something he’d said he would do. It reminded Giselle of her childhood—her parents were always fighting before their divorce—and she wondered if she was living out some kind of preordained cycle. And Wally’s temper wasn’t the only thing that was short—he was perpetually short of cash. The rent on the house, the money it took to move from Florida back to New York, and Wally’s sporadic work all added up to an unsolvable financial equation.


Giselle’s experience at Camp Kaufmann was a rush she wasn’t expecting. The freedom, the fresh air, and the breeze ruffling the leaves—as soon as she was out on the land Giselle remembered what she missed about camping, from the pleasure of unfurling her sleeping bag to the gentle aroma of smoke settling into her clothes. She jumped over puddles and pointed out poison ivy to the girls. She showed her daughters and the other Scouts how to roast marshmallows over an open fire, mashing them onto pieces of chocolate and graham crackers, laughing as she burned the roof of her mouth with the hot, gooey concoction. She had never before made the connection between s’mores and the Girl Scouts, who had actually popularized the classic campfire treat. She impressed the girls and the other troop leaders with her athleticism and competitiveness. She scaled the rock-climbing wall, she hit the bull’s-eye on the archery range, and she quickly picked up a little trick that set Girl Scouts apart from Boy Scouts—namely, making a fire catch more quickly by using the cotton from tampons, adding a little Vaseline because the petroleum jelly acted as a sort of starter fluid. Her joy, the way she went all in with everything, and her appreciation of the outdoors made her a natural leader, even if an inexperienced one.


Still, Giselle knew she had some things to learn, especially the songs.


“There was a great big moose. He liked to drink a lot of juice. There was a great big moose. He liked to drink a lot of juice. Wee-ooo-wee-ooo-wee-ooo,” Luana and Meridith sang out in a call-and-response with the Scouts.


Hailey and Karina had already memorized those and other lyrics; Giselle tried to catch on, mouthing the words she caught, a little embarrassed that she didn’t know them all—and a little embarrassed that she liked the songs so much. With all the turmoil in her life growing up, Giselle had skipped through adolescence right into the experiences of adulthood, but there was still a child in there somewhere. On the bus ride home, she dozed with an exhausted smile on her face.


The next weekend, Wally got in a scrape with police and led them on a highway chase in New Jersey. He didn’t even bother to call Giselle for help; he reached out to a friend to ask him to sell an old dirt bike to bail him out.


When he came home, he and Giselle finally had the talk they’d both been avoiding. “This isn’t working. It’s not healthy. I don’t want to do this anymore,” she said in tears. She told him that they had to break up but he would always be the children’s father. She loved him and she hoped that they could be friends—maybe they would even get back together someday—but for now, Giselle had to be on her own. The example they were setting for the children was a bad one. She owed it to them and she owed it to herself to put an end to the turmoil.


Wally left quietly on the day of the breakup, though there would be blowups in the future during his visitations with Gillesy and Judas. Giselle kept hoping that Wally would mature and evolve the way Evelyn had, but she could not wait passively, marking time and holding his hand.
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That summer, there was a Girl Scout outing to Taste of LIC, a celebration of food from restaurants in Long Island City, Queens, as well as a Girl Scout pool party at the St. Sebastian Parish Center, where Hailey, Karina, and Miranda, Giselle’s much younger half sister, played Marco Polo with Aleijah and other Scouts. Hailey and Karina loved the Scouts, and Giselle could see how good it was for them. Giselle loved the Scouts, too, her reluctance having been replaced by a happiness to participate in something so obviously positive for her two oldest children, and for herself, too. She was excited that when school began in the fall, Christina would be old enough to be a Daisy Scout.


She was becoming progressively more and more exhausted, though. Between her work at the dental office in Manhattan, the long commute both ways, and single-parenting five children under the age of twelve, including a ten-month-old, she was drained. She was only twenty-nine, and she wondered how long she could keep up with the demands of her life.


In the fall of 2014, Hailey entered sixth grade, Karina started third after repeating second, and Christina was in kindergarten. Judas had just turned two years old and Gillesy would turn one in October. Giselle’s mother babysat the little ones during the day. Six weeks after Gillesy’s first birthday, Giselle was hospitalized after a seizure. On social media, she posted a photo of herself lying in a hospital bed with unkempt hair and a wistful smile, and a caption saying that she wanted to be home watching movies with her children.


Still, Giselle did her best to help the oldest girls keep up with their schoolwork, and she volunteered with the Girl Scouts as often as she could fit it into her crammed schedule. And when she learned about a trip the troop was planning to take after the holidays, she was almost as excited as if she were going on it herself.
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SAVANNAH SMILES


ON A COOL February Sunday in 2015, Hailey stood gaping at the house on Oglethorpe Street in Savannah where Juliette Gordon Low, the founder of the Girl Scouts, was born in 1860. A three-story Federal-style mansion with a tan-colored stucco façade, it was a sight to behold for the members of Sunnyside & Woodside troops. Hailey couldn’t remember seeing a house that had so many shutters; she was used to high-rises and skyscrapers.


Luana and the other troop leaders of the Girl Scouts of Sunnyside & Woodside had raised money so that the Juniors and Cadettes could travel to Georgia to immerse themselves in Juliette’s hometown for four days. The Scouts and their chaperones had taken Amtrak from New York to Savannah, chugging through Virginia and the Carolinas along a route similar to the one that Hailey remembered taking in the car to and from Florida. She was eleven now and had a full year of Girl Scouting and about twenty badges and patches under her belt. She had never before traveled without her family, so she was a little nervous but excited, too.


The troop was still subsidizing dues for Hailey and Karina, and now for Christina as well; Hailey would never have made it to Savannah otherwise. Their home life had taken a bad turn. The College Point duplex that Hailey loved had once and for all become unaffordable. With Wally gone, the rent was just too much for Giselle to handle by herself.


They had downgraded to a ramshackle second-floor apartment on Maple Avenue in Flushing. The poorly painted walls were an unattractive smudged beige. The older girls slept in a bedroom so small that there was just enough space for their bunk beds and two dressers. Giselle’s “master” bedroom was no better. She had to move Gillesy’s crib back and forth to get into her closet. The bathroom was narrow and had only a shower so Giselle had to bathe Judas and Gillesy while standing up and then hand them to their older siblings to be dried off.


The house had bars on the windows and was the ugliest one on the block. When Hailey first saw it from the outside, she couldn’t help blurting out, “This place is a dump.” The aging siding was in desperate need of a power washing that would never come. While the neighborhood hadn’t yet been swallowed up by gentrification, the construction of a condominium building right next door threw the house into shadow.


Development was changing the city, and Giselle’s new block was ripe for the picking—which would mean even fewer apartments available for rental at affordable rates. At the time Giselle moved in, the neighborhood was made up of mostly Asian Americans and new immigrants, followed by a sizable Latino population. It was close to the Queens Botanical Garden and Flushing Meadows Corona Park, the kind of green spaces that developers touted as neighborhood amenities.


But while Giselle was heavyhearted about the move to their new apartment, it also gave her a subtle sense of empowerment and control that she had never felt before. It was the first place she had rented on her own. No help from a man. Her name, and her name only, was on the lease. In spite of all the challenges she faced, she was determined to figure out a way to make this new life work for herself and for her family.


Hailey was thinking about all of it, the move and her mother’s new, tenuous independence, as she traipsed around Savannah, where everyone seemed to stroll, not walk—but not like the meandering of tourists she had seen in Times Square. Here, southerners strolled with purpose, if that was possible. Savannah was made up of a series of luxuriously gardened squares, and there was a charm and an ease about the town even as sightseers filled the streets and formed lines outside historic homes. Still, everything around the city seemed so fragile to the girls, including the ground they walked on. There were signs on sets of stairs that read HISTORIC STEPS. USE AT OWN RISK.


The Scouts visited the Savannah College of Art and Design, where they posed like the Oscar de la Renta–draped mannequins; they ate ice cream cones at Leopold’s, a shop that was almost a hundred years old; they tiptoed around a cemetery on a ghost tour; they volunteered to keep critically ill children company at the Ronald McDonald House.


And they made it to Juliette’s house, which the Girl Scouts organization had purchased in 1953 so it couldn’t be torn down. After walking up a grand outdoor staircase, the Cadettes and Juniors from the Sunnyside & Woodside troops entered the mansion. The first thing they saw upon stepping into the foyer was a portrait painted shortly after Juliette’s wedding. There she was, the newly named Juliette Gordon Low, awash in pink, appearing gauzy and ethereal. Her blush dress blended in to her porcelain skin as if one and the same. Her rosy lips formed neither a smile nor a frown, perhaps a sign of what she expected of the years to come in her marriage.
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