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To my guys,
 Alex, Evan, and Bruce,
 who make our house a home

















Show me a hero, and I will write you a tragedy.…


—F. Scott Fitzgerald


















Foreword



Greed and fright are not the hallmarks of our great national adventure, or so we assure ourselves whenever we take stock of American history, American mythology, or any combination of the two. Our sense of our own exceptionalism won’t trifle with such lesser human currency.


Instead, our greatness as a people, as the last and best approximation of self-government on this wanting and desperate planet, is the central and overarching assumption. We believe we have cornered the market on personal freedom, on human liberty, on moralism and even glory. We are all building something here. And we believe that we are building it as sole proprietors of maximized free will—each of us, on our own, and without regard to the next person. And yes, in the end, if left to our own individual devices, what we build collectively—though without any sense of a collective—will surely be great and lasting.


Money and fear are sufficient to make men and women stupid everywhere else in the world, but we’re Americans, goddammit. We know intimately the chemistry of such base elements and have little to worry about as we mix up and burn this heavy, leaden fuel. Our entire political dynamic now runs on this stuff, day after day, with no problem too large or obstructive to the national interest that its solution can’t be denied or prevented through greed and selfishness.


National health care, gun violence, the death of our working class, draconian law enforcement and mass incarceration, global warming—is there a problem of long standing in this country that we are now capable of facing squarely, much less addressing? Not if the right people can be paid, and the wrong people, frightened. Our politics has seen to it.


In the city of Yonkers, New York, in 1987, they were very afraid. And worse than that, they were afraid for their money—and their property, which they had worked so hard to obtain, and which they believed the next man had not. That fear, and the money that was on the table for white homeowners, was more than enough fuel to make the governance of a city of two hundred thousand souls—though not its politics—impossible.


There were only a few genuine bastards to the tale. Most of the villains in this narrative are not that at all, but were instead ordinary people who believed genuinely that they were standing in opposition to a socialistic affront to basic American ideals; that they were being asked by indifferent elites to sacrifice their own, hard-won lives on the altar for some impoverished and indifferent class of Americans, losers who had simply failed where others, more deserving, succeeded.


And heroes? None were perfect or saintly—all of them were, again, ordinary folk making their way through the same brutish political morass, all of them obliged to live in that world, to husband and spend those same twin currencies of money and fear.


Yonkers in 1987 was a microcosm, a perfect preamble. It was us, all of us, in this very day, and at this very hour. It has been us, similarly fated, since an American president took office declaring cynically that we, the greatest and wealthiest nation on the planet, had fought a brief war on poverty and that, hey, poverty had won. From that ugly moment forward, it’s been two Americas and every man for himself. And, make no mistake, this is the best we as a people can do.


Coming to Yonkers in the wake of its great political torment, Lisa Belkin, a veteran reporter for the New York Times, took the time to carefully dissect the failure of an American city to come to terms with the simple and inevitable fact that great societies learn how to share, or they cease to be great societies.


Saying so doesn’t conjure all of Marx or Engels, any more than the invocation of pure liberty or unbridled individual freedom conjures a Jefferson. Ideologues are useless in the middle, where people actually live. No one in Yonkers—or anywhere else in the actual, operant continuum of American politics—was heard arguing for a dictatorship of the proletariat or “to each according to his needs.” No one is so ridiculous as to pretend that Americans—not the working class, not even the poor—are clamoring for economic equality.


Instead, the stakes in Yonkers a quarter-century ago are the same as those we face now, in a time when increasing economic disparity is not merely ensuring that some Americans will have more, and even much more, than others. No, the question presented by the planned hypersegregation of the poor into distinct geographic locales, and the unwillingness to allow even a modest number of poor people to live within sight of other citizens, was and is exactly this:


Do all Americans have the same, shared future? Are they all vested in at least a piece—if not an equal share, at least a meaningful portion—in that shared future? Are we all still engaged in the same national experiment? Or not?


Public housing made good sense to Americans when white people lived in those projects, when, indeed, the first projects were built in large part for white families struggling at the margins of the last years of the Great Depression, or for war veterans returning from overseas and beginning the long climb back into a peacetime economy. At that point, public housing was a welcome, progressive idea in all quarters.


But again, fear and money—and yes, race, still—are corrosive to the American spirit. So much so that it wasn’t long before civic leaders were still grabbing the federal dollars to create and maintain such housing, but speaking openly about doing so in ways that kept the poor marginalized and isolated in the smallest, least desirable quadrants of their cities, in an America increasingly separate and unseen.


Yonkers was no exception, and its officials were for decades open and unrepentant about using government money as a means of racially segregating the new urban populations of color—so much so that not only a U.S. District Judge, but eventually an appeals panel dominated by Reagan appointees, would review the public record and call for a remedy that required some modest and demonstrable act of integration.


Some white people were going to have to live near some black folk. And some middle-class people, or even upper-middle-class people, were going to have to share some shards of their world with people of lesser means.


At which point all hell broke loose, as it always does whenever America’s rigorous geographic boundaries between haves and have-nots are made even slightly permeable. In Baltimore, in Chicago, in Dallas—everywhere that housing officials attempted to employ proven and viable methods of scattered-site low-income and affordable housing to disturb America’s class segregation, the opposition reared its head and the twin currencies of money and fear were again invoked: Our future is not your future. Not any part of it. Not even our mere proximity to even a small cohort of poor people can be risked.


And this remains true regardless of the revolution in public housing that in many respects began in Yonkers. No longer are housing officials and urban planners stacking the poor into high-rise projects, destabilizing neighborhoods with sheer numbers. No, the power with which Americans fear our own poor is unabated by the proven successes of scattered-site housing, or mixed-site planning. This isn’t about Cabrini Green or the Lexington Terrace being built down the block; this is about sharing life with five or six or ten or twenty families of The Other in neighborhoods several hundred families strong. And yet it’s still too much for what remains of our national spirit.


There can’t be two national futures, two Americas, a house divided against itself. Try as we have over the past few decades to sneer at the notion that something other than market forces might be required to address the growing economic divide between the viable America and the one left behind, there is, in fact, a purpose to our anti-poverty programs. Just as there is real importance to the Constitutional affirmations, now more than a half-century old, that recognize separate-but-equal as untenable, immoral, and little less than our original and collective sin carried forward.


Freedom and liberty are elemental, true. Just as collective responsibility and citizenship are elemental.


But again, the ideologues and their rallying cries can’t solve a damn thing here. Only the middle, as unsatisfying as it always seems to political purists, offers plausible and tangible hope. Yes, responsibility without freedom is tyranny, to be sure. And citizenship in any nation-state that can’t guarantee liberty is slavery. And we can leave it to the demagogues of libertarianism and conservatism to wax more poetic on such things than balance or good sense require.


But it is equally relevant to note that individual freedom without collective responsibility is, in the end, simple selfishness. And the rewards of personal liberty, accrued without fundamental respect for the costs and risks of citizenship, is a certain recipe for a brutish and second-rate society.


In Yonkers, a quarter-century ago, it came down to a couple hundred units of low-income housing, tucked into some scattered, carefully selected, and precisely planned sites in a part of town where the white folk lived. The occupants of those townhouses—refugees from the capsized end of a bifurcated economic system that greets the American underclass every day—were the folks usually accorded the lifeboats: women and children. Some balance, some sense of proportion, some basic belief in the idea of a shared American future should have been enough.


A young mayor named Nick Wasicsko found out otherwise. His story—in fact, everyone’s stories in Show Me a Hero, from the politicians to the housing residents to the homeowners to the lawyers and city planners—are intact in these pages by Ms. Belkin, still ready to speak directly to us, not merely as a cautionary tale, but as a paradigm for healing.


Those houses are still there. People live in them, quietly, with others who live around the houses, just as quietly. But we are unwilling to take the lesson. In a clear and definitive arc that stretches from Yonkers to the present moment, we have learned so very little about balance, about the middle ground, about the compromise and tolerance that a viable democracy makes inevitable. Over these wasted decades, we have become a people ever better at politics, but less and less capable of governing ourselves. To this present day, we still think it needs to be about us, and never about them, as if making such distinctions aren’t always the foundational cracks in the national edifice. Incredibly, the battle for Yonkers in 1987 is still the same argument, ongoing, today.


David Simon


Baltimore, Maryland


June 1, 2015













Preface



The townhouses at the center of this tale are ten minutes from my house—a quick trip down the Saw Mill River Parkway, then a few more miles east. It is a short distance, which is why their story caught my interest in the first place. And, at the same time, it is a long way, an instructive, compelling journey between two worlds.


I am sitting in my house right now, gazing out at the nearby woods, as is my habit when I write. It is a calming, cozy view, and I am struck full force, as I have been so often while working on this book, by the primal power of home. I was a first-time homeowner and a protective new parent back in 1992, when I read a small notice in my local newspaper about a public housing lottery. I knew just a little about the townhouses at the time—that they were ordered into existence by a federal judge so that poor, minority public-housing residents could live on the white, middle-class side of town. I had been living back in Texas while the city of Yonkers fiercely fought that order, but even fifteen hundred miles away I had memories of the nightly reports on the national news, of the hundreds of people, chanting and screaming, faces contorted with hate. Now the housing was built. And it was near me.


The lottery would be held to determine which families would be allowed to move into the new townhouses. Out of curiosity—partly fear for my own life’s investment, partly a reporter’s sense that this might make a good story—I went. At the front of the room was an ancient bingo drum, filled with the names of the hopeful. I sat in the middle of the electric crowd, watching that fateful drum spin.


I met Alma Febles that night, a magnetic young mother, the same age as myself, and one of the women whose stories fill this book. I was moved as she talked of wanting a bedroom all her own, a place for her children, a haven, a sanctuary, a home. Her yearning, the yearning so palpable throughout the School Street gym that night, was familiar because it mirrored my own. I had felt an exquisite completeness when I moved my family into our house. Everywhere I looked, I saw not only the present, but also the future: the driveway where my son, still an infant, would someday ride his bike. The single sunny patch of yard where my husband would grow our vegetable garden. The porch where we would barbecue, the basement where we would assemble toy trains, the nearby woods—those sheltering, welcoming woods—where we would take long walks.


Touched by Alma’s dreams, I found myself rooting for her, fiercely. As the bingo drum grew emptier, and her name had not been called, I worried for her. Even as I did, however, I recognized the muddled impurity of my concern. I believed in the right of this woman to have her home. But what if bulldozers were to clear a site for that home in the trees so close to my own house?


It was this clash of dreams that I took home that night. I have carried it with me during five years of research and writing. During those years I have described the Yonkers housing experiment countless times to friends and acquaintances. Nearly every listener has asked the same question: Did it work?


It is, I have learned, a deceptively straightforward question with meanings that vary with the questioner. Did it work? Did the neighborhood fall to pieces? Did the lives of the tenants improve on the east side of town? Did property values fall? Did crime rates increase? Did the homeowners learn to accept the tenants? Did the tenants befriend the homeowners? Did the judge come to understand that he had done the wrong thing? Did the city come to understand that he had done the right thing? Were the results worth ten years and $42 million? Is Yonkers a model for the rest of the country? Or is it an example of good intentions gone wrong? Did it work?


Faced with this spectrum of questions, I had to answer a core question of my own: What did I mean by “Did it work?” Where would I look when deciding whether this broad-stroke experiment was a failure or a success? One luxury of journalism is distance—the ability to observe, record, judge, then move on. But the sense of home that led me to the lottery in the first place has also limited that freedom and made me wonder what my conclusion would be if I could not walk away.


Over time, I came to see the question as a single thought composed of two opposite but intertwined strands: Did it work for the people who moved in? And did it work for those who were already there?


“It’s all about home,” I answered. “If the tenants can find the comfort of a real home. If the homeowners don’t lose the sanctity of theirs. Then, it worked.”


That was the measure that guided my reporting, a measure I think of often as I look through my window and out into the trees. Did it work? Did it grant Alma a place to plant her dreams, and did it do so without trampling on other, equally passionate dreams that had already taken root? Did it allow the newcomers a chance to leave the past behind, while, at the same time, allowing the neighbors to keep it close at hand? Did it give a lucky few a safe spot in the world? And did it do so—is it possible to do so—without sacrificing the insulating, isolating woods?


Westchester, New York


September 1998













Prologue, 1992



The pipe bomb was small as pipe bombs go, but the explosion could be heard from several blocks away—a sharp bang as rows of factory-fresh ceramic tiles shattered into a pile of razor-edged rubble. Neighbors who were drifting off to sleep sat upright, awake. Family members who were preparing for bed looked at each other first with questions, then with certainty that they had the answer. “I guess somebody is trying to blow up the new housing,” one man joked to his wife. But it wasn’t a joke. That’s exactly what someone was trying to do.


Everyone heard the bang, but only one person called the police. The dispatcher decided it was an electrical transformer problem, so there were no sirens, no searches in the night. The next morning, crews of workmen arrived at the sprawling site, which had once been the overgrown ball fields of an abandoned school, and which now held the nearly finished shells of forty-eight cream-and lemon-colored townhouses. Seeing the damage, they, too, called the police, who quickly rimmed the area in yellow and black tape, and searched the wounded building for clues.


Soon the FBI was there, and the Federal Marshal’s Office. The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms. The Westchester County Bomb Squad. The director of the Yonkers Municipal Housing Authority. Assorted politicians who came to say “I told you so.” The roads at the site were not yet paved, so each arriving official had to walk through the deep red mud to what, on the architect’s models, was intended to be a tiny front lawn. They stood in the dirt outside. Apartment 120, relieved to see the townhouse was still standing.


The pipe bomb had been placed on the outer windowsill of a ground-floor bathroom, where the final grouting had been laid only days before. The window was blown out, the sill was charred and destroyed, the tiles on the floors and walls were shattered, and a mirrored door of the medicine cabinet was knocked from its hinges. Parts of the bomb were found a hundred feet away. Most chilling, however, was not the damage done, but the damage that could have been. Less than four feet from the windowsill was an open gas line. It was not working. But there was no way for the bomber to know that.


The crowd grew, as it always does in Yonkers. Some of the onlookers were nearby homeowners who had heard the explosion the night before. Others were just curious, drawn by the flashing emergency lights. They hadn’t wanted these buildings from the start—hadn’t wanted to be part of this court-concocted experiment in social history. A few were, not so secretly, glad about the bomb. Maybe it would do what their years of protests couldn’t and cause the housing literally to crumble. And yet, it was hope all but extinguished by fear. Any impulse to gloat was stemmed by the stark reality of a bomb, just blocks away from their homes.


Eventually, the work crews took a break for lunch. But everyone else stayed for most of the day. The authorities, searching. The politicians, talking. And the neighbors standing, staring, from behind the double-height security fence.













Part One



The Explosion


1988–1991















1988



“The Youngest Mayor in America”


Nicholas Wasicsko had always wanted to be mayor of Yonkers. Growing up in a two-family house on the west side—the wrong side—of the Saw Mill River Parkway, he was not one of those who set his sights on escape to the east. Instead, he looked even farther west, to the Beaux Arts clock tower of City Hall. Bright, brash, and confident, Nick let other kids in his lower-middle-class Yonkers neighborhood have dreams. Nick had plans.


Both he and his younger brother, Michael, stopped growing at about 5′6′, but that did not keep them from spending the afternoons of their teenage years on the basketball courts of a nearby schoolyard. During one pickup game, Nick mentioned casually that he would run the city one day. For months after that, his on-court nickname was “The Mayor.” Over time, the joke wore thin and was eventually forgotten—by everyone but Nick.


He sensed early on that he had a knack, something that he didn’t understand that made things go his way. At age ten, he talked the other paperboys in his neighborhood into letting him take over their routes, and when he had gained control of a large chunk of territory, he hired even younger boys to actually deliver the papers, pocketing the difference. By the age of thirteen, he had his own checking account, but because he was underage it had to be cosigned by his mother, who was a librarian, and his father, who was a factory worker.


He paid for four years at Manhattan College by working at a Carvel plant near the river. When he started, he was driving a refrigerated delivery rig, but soon he had talked his way up the ladder and sat in a chair behind a microphone telling other workers what to load into which truck. He saved for New York Law School by working as a Westchester County police officer. Fighting bad guys did not pay as much as freighting ice cream, and he needed tens of thousands of dollars in loans to make up the difference, but the pictures of him in uniform in front of a squad car, he reasoned, could certainly help his political career.


That career began in force in 1985, when he won a seat on the City Council using the deliberately vague campaign slogan “Don’t get mad, get a new councilman.” He was twenty-six years old, with a baby face that he tried to mature with a slash of black mustache, but he still looked years younger than he was. He had not yet finished law school when he was elected, and, adding to the kid-goes-to-City-Hall image, he was still living with his mother.


He didn’t do much as a councilman, mostly watched, listened, learned, and planned. Then, two years later, just five days after he passed the New York State bar exam, he stood on the traffic bridge over the Saw Mill and announced that he was not seeking reelection to the council. He was running for mayor, instead.


It was not, on the face of it, a rational decision—less the choice of a twenty-eight-year-old man than of that ten-year-old boy who had always wanted to be mayor. For one thing, the mayor of Yonkers was a largely symbolic position back in 1987, a bully pulpit with no real administrative power, a hot seat that received a lot of attention and an equal amount of blame. It was the city manager who hired and fired, who drew up the budget and signed the checks. The mayor was technically just the first among equals on the City Council. He had one vote, like everyone else, but he got to hold the gavel.


At $35,914 a year, it was considered a part-time job, one usually sought by more established men, successful in business, who were looking for a prestigious cap to their careers. Nick’s opponent, Angelo Martinelli, was just such a man—a millionaire publisher who had held the mayor’s office for twelve of the previous fourteen years. When Nick announced he was going to challenge all that money and history, no one in town took him seriously. Although Martinelli was a Republican, he got along just fine with the entrenched and powerful Democratic leader, so even Nick’s own party was barely behind his candidacy. Both Nick and Martinelli had similar voting records, with one exception, one very important exception, but neither man would realize its importance until well into the campaign.


First Nick tried to portray the race as a referendum on Youth versus Age. But fifty-nine-year-old Martinelli, though twice as old as Nick, was hardly ancient, and the attempt fell flat. Then Nick tried to paint Martinelli as explosive and confrontational, but in Yonkers those qualities are not necessarily seen as negatives, so that didn’t work, either. Soon, the local newspaper began to refer to Nick’s “naive enthusiasm.” He was a candidate in need of an issue.


Summer came and Nick had raised $5,170 in contributions. Martinelli had raised $67,388. The Wasicsko campaign organization was streamlined to the point of invisibility, consisting of Nick, Michael, and Jim Surdoval, a young political consultant who had helped out with Nick’s first council race. The group was all generals and no troops. They did everything themselves.


“Isn’t the candidate supposed to be telling other people to do this stuff?” Michael asked at two o’clock one morning as they drank coffee in an all-night copying center, where they were photocopying and folding thousands of brochures.


“We the people,” Nick said, swatting his brother with a “Wasicsko for Mayor” flier.


The days were just as lonely. Everyone at City Hall thought Nick’s political career was soon to be over, so they kept their distance, and he often felt as if no one in the building spoke to him at all. The only person who was consistently friendly was one of the secretaries, Nay Noe, a young Ecuadorian woman with a Filipina name. At the age of twenty, Nay was one of the few people at City Hall younger than Nick, and she was uncomfortable about being there. She had little interest in politics, but wound up with her very political job because, back then, she was still going to St. Peter’s Church every Sunday. When Harry Oxman, the vice-mayor of the council, asked Father Duffell to find him a bilingual secretary, the priest thought of Nay.


She started her job as secretary to the council just after Nick started his mayoral campaign, and, at first, she saw his isolation as arrogance. Over time, she came to feel sorry for him. She saw how hard he was working in his dreary cubicle, returning all his constituents’ phone calls, and, unlike some other members of the council, writing all his letters himself rather than expecting the secretaries to do it. Nay, who took in everything despite her seemingly guileless round face and innocent brown eyes, knew for certain what Nick only suspected—that he was being left out of meetings and deliberately not told about civic events that might help his campaign. She started to think of him as “the Lone Ranger sitting there all alone in the back.” Maybe, she decided, politics interested her after all.


One evening, when all watchful eyes had left, Nay walked into Nick’s office and said, “My parents have a house on Pier Street. Do you want to put a campaign sign on my house?” He sent Michael over with the sign a few days later. On her next trip into his office, she was bolder, and asked, “Do you need help on your campaign?” They spent part of the evening in front of the Shoprite on Riverdale Avenue, where Nay watched Nick shake strangers’ hands. She was charmed by his enthusisam as he bounded up to shoppers, sometimes carrying their groceries to their cars if it meant they would take a few minutes to listen to his ideas. Soon it was not just Michael, Nick, and Jim, but Michael, Nick, Jim, and Nay.


The quartet worked hard, covering every part of the city. Nick even insisted on going into the projects, despite the fact that they traditionally had a much lower voter turnout than other parts of the city. Nay came along sometimes, to translate to residents who spoke Spanish. More often, Nick went there alone. His only company was his own determination—and the .38-caliber revolver he always wore strapped to his ankle, a habit left over from his days as a cop.


But it was not hard work that turned the campaign around in the middle of the summer. It was Judge Leonard B. Sand, who was running out of patience.


Federal court case 80 CIV 6761: The United States of America and the Yonkers Branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, et al., AGAINST The Yonkers Board of Education, the City of Yonkers, and the Yonkers Community Development Agency was filed back in 1980, when Nick Wasicsko was still driving ice-cream trucks and going to college. Though it would soon shatter his life and redefine his city, he paid little attention to the case at the time. Neither did most of the people in power in Yonkers. They were certain that this problem, like so many other nettlesome problems, did not ever have to be faced, but could be quietly made to go away.


Over time, U.S. v. Yonkers would come to stand for everything: Race. Class. Neighborhood. The American Dream. But back then, it was seen merely as “yet another” school desegregation case, albeit with a twist. Brought by the Justice Department in 1980, then joined by the NAACP, it charged that race determined location and quality of education in Yonkers, a charge brought increasingly often, and with mixed results, during the late 1970s. This case, however, did not stop there. The plaintiffs went on to make the unprecedented argument that the reason the schools of Yonkers were segregated was because the housing of Yonkers was segregated. Black and Hispanic children went to the same few schools because black and Hispanic families were forced to live in the same few neighborhoods, and any judicial order to change the schools would also have to change the neighborhoods.


The lottery that distributes cases at the Federal District Court in Manhattan handed this one off to Judge Leonard B. Sand, who had been a trial lawyer before President Jimmy Carter appointed him to the bench in 1978. A reserved, elfin man, with silver hair and bushy, wizardly brows, Sand could not have been more of a contrast with the raucous and emotional city whose future was now his to shape. Sand was a member by marriage of the powerful Sulzberger family, which owned the New York Times. He was a wealthy man in his own right, too, an early partner in the prosperous law firm of Robinson, Silverman, Pearce, Aronsohn, Sand and Berman. Money, however, defined his world far less than ideas. Sand was an intellectual judge, one who reveled in reason and lived in his head. When he was not presiding over court business, he could be found padding around his office in worn leather slippers, and talking jurisprudence with his clerks the way others talk the stock market, or soap operas, or sports. “Now riddle me this,” he would regularly say, asking questions rather than making statements, turning thoughts around in his brain, playing with words, delighting in this mental exercise—the law as a meticulously constructed puzzle.


To decipher this puzzle, this riddle, Sand heard the Yonkers case himself, without a jury, at the request of both sides. The trial took up most of 1983 and 1984: 93 days of testimony from 84 witnesses; 140 depositions; thousands of exhibits. By the end it was clear that the city’s schools were segregated: twenty-three of the city’s thirty-four public schools were over 80 percent minority or 80 percent white. And there was also little question that its housing was segregated: the southwest quadrant, which contained 97.7 percent of the city’s public housing, also contained 80.7 percent of the city’s minority population.


Sand’s job, however, was not to decide if Yonkers was segregated, but why it was segregated, why this city of twenty-one square miles and 188,000 people, a city marginally larger than Little Rock or Dayton, came to have nearly all its minority citizens living within one square mile. Why the Saw Mill River Parkway, the sinuous, shaded road that divided east from west, became a barrier of sorts—white and working class to the east of it, black, brown, and poor to the west. If it was happenstance, then there was no wrong to be righted, no damage to be undone. But if it was intentional, the result of purposeful behavior on the part of the city, then Yonkers could be forced to make dramatic, difficult, history-making amends.


Sand decided that is was not happenstance. Yonkers looked the way it did, he ruled, because its politicians, acting on behalf of its very vocal east side voters, wanted it that way. He said so in a 657-page decision, the longest one he had ever written; it weighed three pounds, and contained 166 footnotes, five maps, and five appendices, and when the requisite duplicate copies were filed with the court in November 1985, they were too heavy to be lifted, and had to be wheeled from room to room in a shopping cart.


Most of that heft was a chronicle of what Sand saw as a forty-year pattern: housing sites were proposed for the white east side; outraged residents responded by packing the City Council meetings—500, 700, sometimes 1,000 people at a time; council members ordered a search for other possible sites; the housing was eventually placed on the mostly minority, southwest side.


He didn’t even see it as a close call. There was, he wrote, in the understated but unflinching tone of the judiciary, no “basis for doubt that City officials were aware that the course they were pursuing was one of segregation.… It is, to say the least, highly unlikely that a pattern of subsidized housing which so perfectly preserved the overwhelmingly white character of East Yonkers came about for reasons unrelated to race.” That said, he ordered Yonkers to redraw the map, to refigure the jigsaw, to rework its view of itself, and to move some of its poor, minority residents from the poor, minority side of town, into public housing, to be built just for them, on the white, middle-class side of town.


Nick was a brand-new member of the City Council back when Sand first issued that order, and he was mostly a bystander to the headlines and hand-wringing at the time. The council voted to appeal the decision to a higher court. Nick voted for the appeal. Martinelli voted against. For a long time afterward, the problem was considered solved—it would somehow disappear into the court system, as so many of their problems had. There were civic spurts of outrage (“We never discriminated against anyone”) and defensiveness (“Why is the judge picking on us for decisions made forty years ago?”) but almost no self-reflection (“Did our policies cause harm?”) and little concern that the new housing would ever actually be built. From where the council members and the voters sat, Sand’s decision had nothing to do with their Yonkers.


That is because the monumental opinion, despite all its weight and evidence and insight, was missing one thing. The central fact of Yonkers, the one that is the key to all the others, is that it only looks like one city. It acts like thirty-eight separate cities, or, at best, a loose confederation of neighborhoods, each singular, organized, and proud. Dunwoodie, Seminary Heights, Wakefield Park, Kimball—home to secretaries, bus drivers, teachers, policemen. Lawrence Park West, Sunnyside Park, Beech Hill—where some of the houses are mansions and deer sightings are not uncommon. Runyon Heights—the only middle-class black neighborhood in town. Fleetwood—filled with co-ops and young professionals. Locust Hill—a longtime Hungarian neighborhood. Bryn Mawr, Woodstock Park—mostly Scottish and Irish. Park Hill—Italian. The Hollows—Slovak, Russian, Polish, and Hungarian.


Sand recognized this, but he did not understand it—not in the visceral, organic, unrepentant way that the people of Yonkers did. He saw such cliquishness as the way people lived until they learned how to live better. Born in 1928, Sand spent the first sixteen years of his life in the Bronx, in an apartment so close to Yankee Stadium that, from his bed, he could hear the crack of the bat against the ball. His neighborhood was working class and Jewish. Over by Fordham Road, nearly everyone was Catholic. To the east was a section called Brooke Avenue, and the Irish kids who lived there were called “the Brookies,” he remembers, and “once in a while they would come over and we would have a brawl.”


When he graduated, he went on to the New York University School of Commerce, which, at the time, was essentially a trade school, and he came out with a degree in accounting. Had it been an ideal world, however, and had he felt he had a choice, he would have taken a different road. “I really wanted to go to Columbia,” he says, a place that represented to him the lyrical world of literature and words, rather than the practical world of balance sheets and numbers. But it was also a time of quotas and anti-Semitism, so the Jewish boy from the Bronx did not even bother to apply. That his life turned out just fine—Harvard Law School followed NYU, and partnership in a prestigious law firm followed that—does not dull the what-ifs.


So he ordered Yonkers to do better. To open its neighborhoods, its enclaves, its safe ethnic pockets. To let outsiders enter, and to give them a turn at transforming their lives. To aim toward that ideal world where no one felt rejected before he even had a chance to try. He did not see his decision as “judicial activism,” although others would differ. He did not consider himself an activist at all, although others would disagree with that, too. No, he says, he did not start with a conclusion and work backward through a justification of that conclusion. He started with the facts, and was led by those facts to the only destination he could reasonably reach. But once there, he found it a comfortable place. It was the logical, rational, right thing to do.


The citizens of Yonkers, however, clearly didn’t see it that way. The separateness that Sand saw as a limitation, they saw as a strength. They viewed their barriers and boundaries less as a way of excluding others, than as a way of defining themselves, providing a badge of belonging, a sense of place, a certainty of who they were and where they stood. Those taking comfort in this separateness did not think they were racist. They might have been, and some of the things they did made it look as if they were, but they insisted that this was not an issue of black and white. They did not need lectures on discrimination, they said, since being Italian or Irish or Polish meant a childhood filled with stories of grandparents who could not find jobs or homes or respect because of their accents and their names. Neither did they need lessons from the Bronx. Many of them had also lived a ball’s throw from Yankee Stadium, more recently than Sand, and then fled to Yonkers as their neighborhoods became emblems of urban decay. This wasn’t about race, they said. It was about their pride in overcoming the barriers this country places before all newcomers, and about the lives they had built—modest, perhaps, but theirs. Mostly it was about their fear that someone was trying to take it all away.


By 1987, when Nick Wasicsko decided to run for mayor, Yonkers was no closer to building the new housing than they had been when the order was first issued two years earlier. Trying to be patient, the judge allowed the city to decide the specifics of the plan: how many new units, where and by what date they would be built. But after numerous court-imposed deadlines came and went, Sand permitted the Justice Department and the NAACP to work out the details instead. On their say-so he ordered Yonkers to build two hundred units of low-income public housing and eight hundred units of moderate-income subsidized housing on the east side. Still trying to be patient, he asked the city to submit a list of specific construction sites. More deadlines were ignored. Yonkers had come to assume that stalling would work forever.


But just before Nick launched his campaign, Sand decided to shake up that assumption. He ruled that since city leaders were having such trouble finding appropriate housing sites, they should hire a consultant to do the choosing. The council conducted a nationwide search, which took a while, then interviewed numerous candidates, which took a while longer. Hours before Sand’s Valentine’s Day deadline, and much to the judge’s surprise, the requisite consultant was actually chosen.


“They hired me,” Oscar Newman would say, years later, of his $160-an-hour contract, “with the expectation that I would fail.”


Newman still jokes that he got the job because, with his distinctive beard but no mustache, he looks remarkably like Judge Robert Bork, whose conservative views were not thought to be sympathetic to court-ordered public housing. More likely, the council members did not see past the other photo on the jacket of his book, Defensible Space, a photo that showed a public-housing project in St. Louis being blown to proverbial smithereens. The politicians who interviewed him came away believing that he would similarly implode the judge’s plans to blight their neighborhoods.


If that is what they expected, they were surprised. Defensible Space is about using architecture to influence human patterns of behavior, and Yonkers was a chance for Newman to further test his theories on a very large, very public scale. A man of immense vision, immense presence, and immense ego, Newman brought to mind this question: If you think you’re brilliant, and you are, is that conceit or merely clear-eyed recognition of the truth? The opposite of the judge in so many ways, Newman soon became one of Sand’s closest advisers. They were not friends, because neither was the chummy sort, but Sand admired the brute force of Newman’s ideas, and Newman, while he thought the judge far too restrained, recognized the power of the bench and saw in Sand’s original decision material that could be worked with.


By spring, the judge had accepted Newman’s central philosophy as his own. The large housing projects being planned for the east side were doomed by their very design, Newman argued, and would be a disaster both for the public-housing residents and the surrounding community. The future of public housing, he believed, was a “scattered site” model—small clusters of units that would blend into the community. There would be no shared public spaces, such as hallways or entryways. Every square foot, inside and out, would be private and assigned to individual tenants, meaning each tenant would feel responsible for, and proud of, what was his. At first, this change of plan pleased the members of the council, though not necessarily because they all agreed with the underlying theory. It takes more time to find numerous sites (Newman’s plan called for eight) than it does to find one or two, giving the city more time to drag its heels.


Newman, however, found the sites after just a few days. Spending the city’s money, he hired a helicopter and pilot and flew low over Yonkers, making maps of vacant areas of land. He identified twenty-six possible parcels, about forty acres altogether. It was pure coincidence, he said, that one of those parcels was next door to one recalcitrant councilman’s house and a second was directly across the street from another councilman. The City Council, spending far more of the city’s money, hired a team of lawyers, who discovered legal loopholes that would prevent most sites from being used. Newman went back to his maps and compiled a list of additional sites. The lawyers went back to the books and tried to reject those sites, too.


By July, Newman was no longer reporting to the City Council, but was working directly for the judge. What had begun as a three-month contract, for $55,000, had become an open-ended assignment, and the escalating bill was to be paid by Yonkers. Newman installed a separate line in his Great Neck, Long Island, office; Sand was the only person who had that number. Sand announced in open court that he would “keep a phone line open,” for Newman; Newman used that line, calling once from the middle of a meeting at City Hall to tell the judge that officials were not answering his questions as he thought they should be answered.


With Newman at his side, Sand’s language turned tougher. It was at Newman’s suggestion, for instance, that Sand placed a moratorium on four private commercial development projects that were to have brought an estimated $12 million in tax revenues to the city each year. If there was such a shortage of buildable land in the city, Sand scolded, what’s all this talk about building a retail mall? An executive park? The city would first meet its federal obligations, thank you very much.


And, for good measure, Sand, who had threatened Yonkers with contempt fines before, repeated that threat but with greater specificity. The fines would begin at $100 and double every day, he warned. At that rate, the city’s entire $337 million annual budget would be wiped out in twenty-two days.


In the escalating debate over the housing, Nick Wasicsko had found his issue—although it took him a while to figure that out. His slogan in this campaign was a variation of the one that had worked in his prior campaign: “Don’t Get Mad, Get a New Mayor.” Jim Surdoval had the slogan printed on several hundred lawn signs, and, to his astonishment, they were snapped up by east siders who wanted to hammer them into the grass in front of their homes. When the printed signs were gone, people started making their own. Nick was more than just a candidate. He was becoming a cause.


As a result, he began to spend more time campaigning on the east side, reminding voters of the single vote that separated him from Martinelli: the vote to appeal Sand’s order. Martinelli believed the housing was “inevitable”; Nick believed the city, the voters, deserved a “second opinion.”


As summer became fall, and the noise about the housing became louder, Nick Wasicsko found it easier to be heard. The speeches came more easily for him in the final days of the campaign. Practice had made him more relaxed. It also helped to feel that his audience was actually listening. He traveled from event to event, stressing his belief in the right to appeal, and never really saying what he would do if the appeal was denied. He knew he was leaving anti-housing voters with the impression that he was on their side, that he would continue their fight to the death, but the fact was, he didn’t know what he would do. He thought he would be a good mayor. He wanted to be the mayor and the housing issue might allow him to become mayor. He would worry about the rest later.


On November 3, 1987, Nicholas Wasicsko defeated Angelo Martinelli by a vote of 22,083 to 20,617.


“I never thought I’d lose for one minute,” he lied to reporters after the votes were counted.


Late on election night, Martinelli drove across town to see Wasicsko and concede the race in person. Shaking Nick’s hand, he said, “The voters have lifted a tremendous burden off my shoulders and placed it on yours.”


Public opinion polls showed that Nick was elected because of his stand on the housing. He was not the only one so elected. Of the incumbents considered moderate on the issue, four out of five were defeated. Every member-elect of the council was white, despite the fact that the districts had just been redrawn to encourage minority representation.


Nick won, voters told the pollsters, not because of who he was, but because of who he was not. He was not Angelo Martinelli. He knew that was why he won and he didn’t care, just as he didn’t care that he had $20,000 in law school debt and a new job that would pay him less than that, after taxes. All that mattered to him was that, at age twenty-eight, he was the youngest mayor in the country. He was “The Mayor” now, on and off the basketball court. In a few years, maybe he could change that title to congressman, or senator. In the distance he could see the governor’s mansion and the White House.


The first thing Nick did as mayor-elect was ask Nay out to lunch. They were like two giddy kids, all youth and giggles, as they stepped into Louie’s restaurant in South Yonkers, where they ran a gauntlet of well-wishers. Everyone in the place wanted to shake Nick’s hand or slap his shoulder as he and Nay walked to their relatively private corner table.


When their waitress had come and gone, Nick looked across at Nay and thanked her. “I appreciate your support, everything you’ve done,” he said. His fingers fiddled with his mustache, as they so often did when he was nervous. This was not sounding nearly as smooth as it had when he’d rehearsed it in his head. “Come work for me,” he blurted suddenly. “You’re the only one I can trust.”


A week later, she accepted the job. It was not the first time, and it would not be the last, that her political instincts were better than his. She understood enough about the ways of City Hall to know that she owed an explanation to Harry Oxman, the man who had hired her in the first place. When she offered one, the conversation turned ugly, and Oxman accused her of chasing after Nick to advance her own career. “That’s not it,” she answered. “I helped him because I felt bad for him. I thought he was going to lose.”


Nay’s letter of resignation to Oxman was effective December 31, 1987, but she actually started working for Nick long before then. He put her in charge of what he called “the fun stuff,” including planning the inauguration and the party afterward. Nick wanted to do something different, something that symbolized youth and energy, so instead of a traditional gala in a catering hall, he rented a large boat equipped for dinner and dancing. Every day he gleefully read the updated list of people who had paid $150 apiece to attend his bash—people who didn’t know him or pretended not to know him at the start of his campaign. His City Hall office was neither quiet nor lonely now that he had won, and he practically strutted from one task to the next: hiring a new city manager, sending out press releases declaring a “fresh start” full of “fresh ideas,” schmoozing with the other members of the council, allying himself not with his fellow Democrats, but with a coalition of Democrats, Republicans, and Conservatives who were opposed to the housing.


A phone call came on December 28, a phone call that would change everything, and it was Nay who tracked Nick down and put the lawyers through. It was four days before Nick was to be sworn in as mayor, and the United States Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit had ruled on Yonkers’ fate. This was the appeal Nick had staked his campaign on, the appeal he had voted for and that Martinelli had voted against. The appeal that was supposed to persuade the higher court that Judge Sand had overstepped his bounds, and that the housing should not be built.


Instead, the 163-page opinion from the three-judge panel unanimously rejected the city’s arguments. Sand’s order, it said, was “well within the bounds of discretion,” and the city’s request to reverse that order was “without merit.”


Other members of the council reacted to the news quickly and defiantly. “We will take it to the Supreme Court,” said Nick’s fellow Democrat Henry Spallone, the beefy former New York City cop who was always ready for a good verbal brawl, whose political views were described by the local paper as “medieval,” and who was elected with nearly 80 percent of the vote.


“The whole thing is a farce,” said Charles Cola, also a Democrat, who, in keeping with the surreal nature of Yonkers politics, won his seat by defeating a woman who had been his secretary until a month before the election.


The councilmen waited for Nick to join them in their outrage, and the city waited with them, but the young mayor-elect was unexpectedly quiet.


“It is too early to tell whether the city will appeal” was all he was willing to say.


It was probably good that he kept his early reactions to himself, because they were those of a petulant child. “I can’t believe the timing,” he complained to Nay. “It will put a damper on everything. I don’t even get a chance to have some fun.”


Quickly, however, he went from feeling cheated to feeling overwhelmed. He was twenty-eight years old. He had never been responsible for his own rent or his own telephone bill, and now he was responsible for this.


Briefly, he thought he should join the shouting. That would be the political thing to do. Take it to the Supreme Court, he reasoned. Isn’t that why the court was there? He was elected because he believed the city had the right to appeal. So why stop with one appeal? Why not go all the way?


But since the day after his election, the expensive team of lawyers working for the city had been warning him that the Second Circuit Court would reject this initial appeal, and those lawyers had been right. Now they were telling him that there were no constitutional grounds for an appeal to the Supreme Court. He suspected they were right about that, too. An appeal would be expensive, and the city had already spent millions of dollars fighting the case. An appeal would also risk Sand’s further wrath. The judge would see it as a desperate stalling tactic, which it probably was, and would impose the threatened fines. Vowing to appeal would make him popular for the moment, but would it risk the ruination of the city he had just been elected to lead?


Few men have ever had to grow up so quickly. In his inaugural address five days later, Nick made his answers clear. Yonkers, he said, would comply with the integration order, because “the law is the law” and compliance was the only way to avoid crippling fines. He did not say that he agreed with the decision because he did not. He thought that it was unfair to punish the homeowners of today for discriminatory decisions made by political leaders decades ago. But unfair or not, it was within the judge’s power to inflict such punishment.


The phone calls started as soon as he finished his speech. They were venomous and violent, a small taste of what was to come. Nay took one message after another, but drew the line at transcribing the obscenities.


“Tell the mayor to go to hell.” “Tell the mayor to go to Harlem.” “We should have known better than to trust that child.”


“Tell the mayor he’s a traitor.” “A liar.” “A fool.” “Tell the mayor to resign.” “Tell the mayor we’ll impeach him.”


He read all the messages, responded to none of them, and wondered if he had done the right thing. As the pink stack of “While You Were Out” slips grew higher, he cheered up. He had beaten the odds against Martinelli, he would beat these odds, too. All his life, he had been able to talk people into seeing things his way. He had to believe he could bring them around now, when it mattered the most.


A City Like No Other


Cities have ways about them, eccentricities and quirks as distinctive and basic as those of the people who live in them. To lament the sameness brought by fast-food restaurants and mini-malls is to lose track of the larger point—that in spite of fast-food restaurants and mini-malls, there is an essence, a something that cannot be erased. The preening trendiness of Los Angeles. The brash chauvinism of Dallas. The scrubbed friendliness of Minneapolis. Even from the airport, Las Vegas feels different from Chicago. Blindfolded on a street corner, you would probably know whether you were in San Antonio or Salt Lake City.


No place else feels quite like Yonkers, rough-hewn and jagged, a working-class bridge between the towers of Manhattan to the south, and the pampered hills of the rest of Westchester County to the north. Its riverfront, cluttered with warehouses and factories, stares across the Hudson at the majestic Palisades, which rise teasingly out of reach. The Yonkers Raceway, a huge but scruffy harness track that seems always on the brink of closing, is the first landmark visitors see as they approach from the Thruway. It is an apt welcome.


Though the size of a city, Yonkers gossips like a tiny town. After harness racing, politics is the favorite sport here, and, played by Yonkers rules, it is a blood sport. City Council debates have been known to veer off into attacks on a council member’s spouse. Past campaigns have included charges of illegal wire-tapping and petition fraud. More than one officeholder has changed parties three times in one career. In sum, there is a defiant nostalgia here, the hallmark of a place that used to be something else, and that, too, is apt. During an era that no one still living actually remembers, but everyone seems to yearn for, Yonkers was a great city.


Its history began with a tribe of Native Americans, who “sold” the land to a Dutch nobleman, Adrien Van der Donck, in 1646. His title was Jonge Heer, or Lord. Eventually Jonge Heer’s holdings became known as Yonkeers and then Yonkers.


The city grew with the railroads. The first trains followed the paths of the waterways, and because Yonkers was trisected by the Hudson, Saw Mill, and Bronx Rivers (two of which are now reduced to mere trickles), it had twenty train stations during the late 1800s. By turn of the century, it was the industrial center of Westchester County, with 129 factories counted in 1912. The Waring Hat Company, the largest in the United States, turned out eighteen thousand hats every day. The Otis Elevator Company employed seven thousand people, or one out of every three workers in the city. Another third worked at the Alexander Smith Carpet Mills, the largest in the world, with fifty-six acres of floorspace. Even Nicholas II, Russia’s last tsar, had a carpet made in Yonkers.


Waves of immigrants manned those factories and left their imprints. English, Scottish, Polish, Slavic, Ukrainian, Italian—whatever group was escaping the old country in the greatest numbers. Each started at the bottom, in the mills, the smelting rooms, and the refineries, then each group made the climb up, onto the assembly lines and into the managers’ offices. As they moved up, they also moved out, heading east of town where, spurred by the age of the automobile, farmland was being transformed into neighborhoods.


When they reached the open spaces east of the Saw Mill River, the groups kept to themselves, forming enclaves that felt less like America and more like whichever country used to be home. The electoral ward system was born of that deliberate separateness, and it helped to keep things that way. For much of the time (until the year Nick Wasicsko was elected), the Yonkers City Council was made up of twelve members who worked more like a confederation than a union. There was a rule back then, not an official one, but ironclad nonetheless, that each councilman had final say over proposals for his electoral ward. It was de facto veto power. If the councilman from the ward said no, he would not be challenged, and no other member of the council would vote to place a housing project in his territory. And if the voters said no, the councilman said no, unless he had no interest in being reelected.


Some blacks made it across the Saw Mill, into the one black middle-class neighborhood in Yonkers. Called Runyon Heights, its existence is not an example of how blacks were welcomed on the east side, but an example of how they were not. Today, decades later, most blacks and Hispanics in town know the story of Runyon Heights, but few white people do, and those few are often real estate brokers. Judge Sand knows the story. He cited it in the early pages of his decision that found Yonkers guilty of years of deliberate discrimination.


During the building boom of the 1920s, history shows, a developer made a bad purchase—land too rocky and hilly for ranch-style houses with big, flat yards. To salvage his investment, he announced that he would turn the land into a Jewish cemetery, a plan that enraged and panicked the owners of surrounding parcels. Original residents of the area told two versions of what happened next. Some recalled that the developer, angered by attempts to stop him, took his revenge by selling the land to blacks. Others said the developer gave the objectors a choice and it was the neighbors who decided “it was better to live next to live Negroes than dead Jews.”


Either way, Runyon Heights was built, a quarter-mile-square area of two-story houses, each on a quarter-acre of land, and each costing $5,000. The quiet winding streets of Runyon Heights looked identical to those of Homefield, the all-white neighborhood directly to the north, but the people of Homefield apparently didn’t see the similarities. Or, perhaps, they did and were frightened by them. Whatever the reason, hedges were planted at the end of Moultrie Avenue in Homefield during the 1930s, to prevent movement between the two neighborhoods. Sometime later, the hedges became a fieldstone wall.


Eventually, a four-foot-wide strip of land was set aside by the Homefield residents along the northern border of Runyon Heights. Building was prohibited on that strip. No streets could pass through it. The result is that, even today, every north-south street in Runyon Heights is a dead end. In the spring, the leaves in the strip of land are lush, deceptive, giving the illusion that the woods stretch on forever. But in winter, with the branches bare, the houses of Homefield can be clearly seen on the other side.


Those who made it to the dead-end streets of Runyon Heights were the exception. Few minorities crossed the Saw Mill because they were not wanted and because they could not afford to. The Alexander Smith Carpet Mills did not employ black workers until World War II. Otis Elevator did, but only in the sweltering, grimy factory, with no hope of promotion to the offices upstairs. During the 1930s there was a joke whenever people of color gathered in Yonkers. A friend would ask, in greeting, “How’s it going?” The reply was always the same: “White folks still in the lead.”


So the minorities stayed on the west side, making their homes in the places that earlier generations of newcomers had eagerly left. In Irving, Cottage, and Wood Place. On Morgan, Garden, and School Street. They lived near where they worked, in tenements behind the factories and the mills, in cold-water flats alongside the railroad tracks and the riverbanks. The east side became ever more middle class and white. The west side became ever more minority and poor.


Yonkers, of course, was not the only place in the country with slums and with a growing gap between blacks and whites. Periodically, the federal government would talk about improving the nation’s slums, but nothing was done until the stock market crashed in 1929. In the wake of the subsequent Great Depression, public housing was born. Helping the poor was just a side effect of the program, whose real goal was providing construction jobs and literally rebuilding the economy. More than a decade later, in the aftermath of World War II, public housing was expanded, this time as a way to house returning veterans.


The boom in housing provided the city of Yonkers with a dilemma. The city badly wanted—needed—the money made available for the growing public housing infrastructure, but it did not really want the public housing. So it went about things the Yonkers way. Funds were applied for, and granted, but then came the challenge of finding a place to build. Whatever neighborhood the planning board chose for the housing would convulse with protests and petitions. This happened in other cities, too, but in most of those places the checks and balances of politics meant some neighborhoods occasionally got housing despite the most vocal efforts to keep it out. Not in Yonkers. Not where there was a fiefdom system and the understanding that a councilman’s no vote was final.


For more than forty years, therefore, one huge public housing complex after another was built on the west side, the only part of town that offered no resistance. Mulford Gardens, seventeen buildings with 550 apartments, opened in October 1940. Cottage Place Gardens, thirteen buildings with 256 apartments, opened in 1948. The William A. Schlobohm Houses, 415 apartments in eight buildings, opened in 1953. The Ross F. Calgano Homes, better known as School Street, had 278 units completed in 1964. By 1988, not one of the city’s twenty-seven subsidized-housing projects for families was located in any of the overwhelmingly white neighborhoods of the east or northeast. In all, the southwest contained 6,644, or 97.7 percent, of the city’s 6,800 units of subsidized housing.


The lopsided map came about not because no one noticed, but because those who did notice, and spoke up, were overruled. Members of the city’s planning board, for instance, regularly warned that the burden of so many poor people in one place would be the death of business in southwest Yonkers. Rather than heeding that warning, the council voted to sacrifice downtown. When the planning board objected to the School Street site because it was directly in the path of a proposed access road between the highway and the struggling shopping district, the council voted to sacrifice the access road.


And, eventually, when Congress ruled that public funds could not be spent in a way that would create a housing ghetto, the City Council in effect voted to sacrifice the funds. No public housing for families was built in Yonkers after 1964, because that was when the Department of Housing and Urban Development started paying attention to where all such housing was located.


Yonkers, to be sure, is not the only city to cluster its public housing. Others did the same thing, and the year that the Justice Department began its investigation of Yonkers, it also looked at Chicago; Lima, Ohio; Marshall, Texas; Charleston, South Carolina; and Rochester, New York. All were potential targets for the first of what was expected to be a series of groundbreaking lawsuits linking school segregation with housing. Any one of those cities could have been chosen as the test case, but only Yonkers was, less because of what it did than how it did it.


“What got them in deep problems was they couldn’t keep their mouths shut,” Oscar Newman says. Other cities apologized for their past. Some built a handful of low-income units in middle-class neighborhoods as proof of their regret. Once that was done, the Justice Department went away. Yonkers, however, came out swinging. In one deposition after another, city officials said that low-income housing was purposefully placed in one small corner of Yonkers because that was the poorest corner of Yonkers, hence that’s where it belonged.


So it was Yonkers, not Rochester or Chicago, that was successfully used for discrimination in federal court. And it was Nicholas Wasicsko, who always wanted to be mayor of Yonkers, who inherited the legacy of that lawsuit, and who came to learn more than he really wanted to know about his city, and about himself.


For a few weeks at the beginning of 1988 it looked as if Nick might actually be able to do the impossible: to unravel years of tradition, to tame Yonkers, and to unite the council on a vote to implement a housing plan. With the help of the city’s law firm, Skadden, Arps, Meagher and Flom, and the city’s new city manager, Neil DeLuca, Nick persuaded nearly everyone on the council that voting to comply with the order was the only way to maintain some control over the end result. He accomplished this by doing what he had always done best—talking, schmoozing, debating.


Two councilmen—Harry Oxman and Charles Cola—needed little persuading; Nick had their votes in his corner almost from the start. Oxman, a courtly, quiet man, was the only member of the council who fully favored compliance, and Cola, although he personally disagreed with the plan, represented the district that included all the city’s housing projects, so it was his political responsibility to vote yes.


Two other councilmen were never really subjects of Nick’s full-court press. Hank Spallone had lived in the South Bronx, and had seen firsthand how a neighborhood could change. He had been a police detective, so he had also seen what happened to the neighborhood after it changed. Had Hank been an actor, his ability to scowl and bellow would have cast him as the thug—the bullying cop, the tyrant father, the rogue politician, the kind of roles always played by Robert Mitchum or Lee J. Cobb. He had been elected because he had vowed to go to jail, if need be, to stop the housing. Nick did not even try to change his mind.


And Edward Fagan was such a puzzle that Nick didn’t bother to make an effort. All the relationships on the council were based on business, not friendship, but Fagan, wiry and wary, gangly as a scarecrow, seemed to go out of his way to keep his private life out of the office.


By process of elimination, therefore, Nick directed most of his talking at his two remaining colleagues. Nicholas Longo and Peter Chema. Longo, with black hair and a silver tongue, was probably the shrewdest politician in Yonkers. His “real world” job was as a county employee—a program director at the Department of Environmental Facilities—and that, along with his sixteen years on the council, meant he was plugged in all over the government. Pushing Nicholas Longo was like playing with mercury—he was shimmering but dangerous, and his beads of influence could be found in every crevice and corner. Longo’s last campaign had been nasty, and he had won it because he ran full force against the housing. One of his most effective weapons was a cable television commercial which interspersed colorful scenes of a cheery suburban neighborhood with black-and-white shots of a dismal urban ghetto.


Peter Chema, too, was a veteran of Yonkers politics, a world to which he had literally been born. Chema’s father had won a council seat when Peter was a child, by defeating the family’s next-door neighbor. A decade later, when the elder Chema died of cancer while still in office, his vacant seat was filled by the same neighbor. When the neighbor faced reelection, his opponent was Mrs. Chema. She won, but then decided that the job was too stressful, and resigned after one month, at which time her neighbor was appointed once again. Peter grew up, earned a degree in civil engineering and a black belt in kung fu, then opened a tire business before running for council for the first time in 1979. His opponent—the same neighbor, who finally gave up and moved to Florida. At thirty-seven, Chema was eight years younger than Longo and less certain of himself. His clothes were always perfectly pressed and his hair perfectly coifed, but his expression always looked somewhat startled.


During his first three weeks in office, Nick tried to outpolitic these two long-time politicians. The two hundred low-income units would be built “no matter what,” he told them, over lunch, on the phone, in their living rooms, late at night, and first thing in the morning. Many years earlier, he reminded them, Yonkers had accepted federal money to build exactly that number of public housing units on the east side, but although the money was kept, the housing was never built. So Judge Sand saw the two hundred units as payback, and he would not be persuaded to compromise on that part of the plan. Wouldn’t it be better, he asked, to have some say over where those inevitable units eventually went?


On January 20, 1988, all this talking turned frantic. The city’s annual application for federal community development funds came due that day, and what began as a vote on a routine procedural matter became a showdown on the housing. To qualify for the $10 million renewal, Yonkers had to submit a Housing Assistance Plan, or HAP, which outlined the city’s housing plans for the coming year. The city’s HAP, drawn up by department employees months earlier, included the statement that two hundred units of low-income housing would be built on the east side. If the council voted to approve the HAP, Sand said, his eyes angry beneath his imposing white eyebrows, he would see that as a pledge of cooperation. If not, he said, he would levy the fines he had threatened during the summer of 1987, fines that would start at $100 a day and double every day until there was no money left in Yonkers.


So, at the last possible moment, the council voted as the judge had ordered them to and as Nick had begged them to. The resolution, cosponsored by Nicholas Longo and Nicholas Wasicsko, passed 5–1. Harry Oxman was absent. The single no was from Spallone, who stormed out of the meeting, face red with rage. “I am not about to be intimidated by any judge,” he shouted. “We will not roll over and play dead. If it takes going to jail to prove to America that everyone should have constitutional rights, I’m saying to you ‘I am willing to go to jail.’”


Spallone’s theatrics aside, Nick was pleased with the results. He must be “one helluva politician,” he figured, to have been able to pull this one off, although he had learned enough about his new job to keep those thoughts to himself.


Judge Sand was less pleased. He knew Yonkers well enough to be wary, and although he praised the council’s vote, he then asked for more. Stated intentions are fine, he said, but now he wanted specifics. He gave the council a week to develop and vote on a binding “consent decree”—a list of locations where the housing would be built.


The five who reluctantly voted yes held meetings toward that goal and pointedly did not invite Spallone. The list they compiled included seven sites, and 108 of the 200 units would be in Spallone’s district. Six of the seven sites had been on Oscar Newman’s original lists, but the seventh was a surprise. It was a serene slice of land that was part of the St. Joseph’s Seminary, and it seemed like a good idea at the time.


The night before the list was to be presented to Judge Sand, Nick found himself at the Broadway Diner, awkwardly sharing a late-night dinner with Nicholas Longo and Peter Chema. What passed for conversation was, at first, between Wasicsko and Longo, whose political savvy Nick had come to envy. Chema sat there saying nothing, looking uneasy and pale. Nick worried that Chema was going to change his vote, rejecting the list of sites, and therefore reneging on the council’s week-old promise to the judge. Longo worried that Chema, the black belt, was going to throw up. They spent the rest of the evening reminding their uncertain colleague that “We have to stick together. We have to make Spallone look like he’s out there by himself.”


They asked for, but never received, a promise that Chema would back the consent decree. Their food sat almost uneaten on their plates.


The councilmen and their lawyers appeared in court the morning of January 25, 1988, and presented the list to Judge Sand. He praised the council again, and stressed the importance of having the city make these decisions rather than the court. “A court can order bricks and mortar,” he said. “Only the citizens of Yonkers can create an environment that is conducive to good relations.”


He gave his blessing to the list, and asked for one more thing. He wanted the city to give up their plans to appeal the case to the Supreme Court. The vote scheduled that night to approve the list of sites would have no meaning, he said, if it were done with the hope that the high court would eventually rule that the consent decree was null and void. That would be like reciting wedding vows knowing you have a date with someone else for next Saturday night. This vote, he warned, must be the last vote. Those who agree to approve the sites must have every intention of building on those sites. Lawyers for the city agreed to waive their right to appeal.


Because the expected crowd would overwhelm City Hall, the meeting to approve or reject Sand’s list of sites was to be held in an east side high school gym. As Nick and the others arrived at Saunders High School, they could hear the roar of the crowd before they entered the building. Inside, it was pandemonium. Nine hundred people had passed through the metal detectors at the entrance, and four registered handguns had been confiscated. Five dozen policemen lined the gymnasium walls. Henry Spallone was already at the microphone, whipping the crowd into a frenzy. One man in the audience was wearing a Ku Klux Klan T-shirt.


“We’re just one nut away from a riot,” Longo thought.


More than sixty people had signed up in advance for the public comment portion of the evening. For more than five hours, they paraded to the microphone to scream, plead, and threaten. For more than five hours, the council members sat there, stone faced, and took it. For more than five hours, Nick glanced with worry at Peter Chema, fearful there would be a surprise when the actual vote was taken.


“Put your jobs on the line tonight,” yelled Rabbi Bernhard Rosenberg of the Midchester Jewish Center, his face red and his fists clenched. “Get some guts and stand up to it. Or put it in your neighborhood.”


Eleven-year-old Judy Guldner, whose neighborhood would get sixty of the two hundred units, stood pale but composed behind a lectern, leaning in toward the mikes from fifteen radio and television stations. “Where are our rights? My parents worked had for my house. I don’t want people who have no morals, and take drugs, in my neighborhood. I used to want to be a politician, but after seeing you it would be a disgrace.”


Only one person spoke in favor of the plan—Laurie Recht, a thirty-four-year-old white secretary from south Yonkers. She stood 4′10′ and could barely be seen over the crowd. She was even harder to hear as she read her brief, written statement. “Low-income housing in small groups does not necessarily increase crime,” she said. “There are good and bad in all races. It is important to realize that no one group should be blamed for all social or societal problems.” When she was finished, the jeers were so loud and the faces around her were so frightening that she had to be escorted from the room by the police. As she left, one man shouted, “Send her to Harlem.”


At 1:00 A.M., after the list of speakers was exhausted, it was the council’s turn to speak. Nick kept it short. “Majority rules in America,” he said, “but it cannot rule contrary to law.”


Peter Chema did not speak at all.


Last on the list was Hank Spallone. “Nuts to the judge,” he boomed. “I swore an allegiance to you and I will keep that allegiance to you. Nuts to the judge! This is a sellout of the worst kind.”


With that, the crowd tried to rush the stage, hundreds of people pushing towards the podium at once. Nick could feel the floor shake, and he could see the tension in the officers’ faces as they linked arms to hold the protesters back.


The clerk took the voice vote at 1:30 in the morning. Technically it was a vote on a list of sites, but the weariness and tension in the single-word answers of the councilmen made it clear that it was so much more.


“Mr. Wasicsko?” Yes.


“Mr. Spallone?” No.


“Mr. Longo?” Yes.


“Mr. Oxman?” Yes.


“Mr. Chema?” Silence.


“Mr. Chema?”


Nick watched as Peter Chema made a fist, then turned his thumb down toward the ground.


“Mr. Cola?” Yes.


“Mr. Fagan?” Yes.


The consent decree had passed 5–2. The battle was over.


The war had barely begun.


Mary Dorman Joins the Flight


Mary Dorman sat in the front row of the City Council chambers, tapping her sneakers on the blue-and-gold carpet, shifting with edgy excitement on the blue velvet seat cushion, waiting for the latest scheduled frenzy to begin. A sinewy, gray-haired woman, with the denim and khaki wardrobe of one with no patience for excess and the sturdy, roughened hands of one who values hard work, Mary gazed slowly around the room, absorbing every detail.


Above her was an elaborate stained-glass dome, depicting the colorful Yonkers seal. On one wall there was a mural showing Jonge Heer himself buying the land for his eponymous city, and the other wall held a relief sculpture of a large, gold-leafed eagle. Together these flourishes should have created an impressive room, but instead they merely managed to hint of a place that had once been impressive. The stained glass, while beautiful, was cracked in places; the murals, though skillfully drawn, were dulled by years of dirt; and although the eagle was dramatic, even stirring, the surrounding plaster was crumbling from water damage.


Pushing the beige frames of her owlish glasses back up the bridge of her nose, Mary noticed all these things. But as she looked around, she did not see traces of the changing fates of a city as much as she saw the broad strokes of changes in herself. That she was even sitting in this room was because of her own transformation, from a quiet, bespectacled lady into a loud, determined warrior for a cause. Only four weeks earlier, she had never been to a political meeting, and now she was warmly greeting dozens of people by name. Until last month she had certainly never been to City Hall, and here she was, already unfazed by her surroundings, with a specific seat—front row, right side—that she thought of as her own.


Mary had paid no attention to the housing fight until the near riot at the Saunders gym. A few days after that meeting she read a notice in the local paper about a meeting of the 12th Ward Republican Club at the local VFW post. Nicholas Longo was scheduled to speak. On a whim, she went. It was not the sort of thing she would usually do because, until that moment, Mary was not the joining type. Aside from her bowling league and her Sundays at St. John the Baptist, her world was her husband, Buddy, who was an engineer with AT&T, her grown daughter, Maureen, and her job as an assistant to her brother-in-law, who was a veterinarian.


Twenty years earlier, when she and Buddy first moved from the not-yet-dangerous Bronx to the comparatively open spaces of Yonkers, they had lived in an apartment over the same animal clinic where she now worked. It was the Dorman family “bouncing-off place,” a rent-free apartment for family members wanting to save for a house of their own. Maureen, an adolescent back then, took the only bedroom, and Mary and Buddy slept in the living room, on a pull-out couch. They tried not to waste much time complaining about the lack of space. To their mind, sofa beds were simply where you slept while you worked for something else.


Whenever they talked of moving, Mary would say, “If I can’t have a brick house on St. John’s Avenue, I don’t care if I never have a house.” To her mind, St. John’s was one of the city’s prettiest streets, a winding boulevard lined with neat, modest Georgians and Cape Cods, ending with a flourish at the spires of the St. John the Baptist Church. But although she talked about her fantasy house often, she never actually searched for it.


Then, on a snowy day in 1978, she saw a sign at the local drug-store offering a one-story, two-bedroom brick house on her perfect street. The pharmacist said, “Why not take a look?” She and Buddy fell in love with it at first sight, but the $58,000 asking price was more than Buddy was willing to pay. When Mary heard that another buyer had already bid the asking price, Mary went back to her suddenly cramped apartment, shattered.


Within days, the owner of the little house called. The other buyer had talked about tearing out the arch over the kitchen door. Would Mary and Buddy be willing to pay $53,000? The house became hers because she loved it as it was. She swore she would never let it change.


Now two of the seven sites on the consent decree list were within walking distance of that house, and she was drawn to the meeting at the VFW post because she wanted to keep her word—to protect the house, its neighborhood, her dream. To Judge Sand, the battle of Yonkers was about what was right. To Nick Wasicsko, it was about what was realistic. To Mary Dorman, it was about her home.


At that meeting, and at all the others that followed, she fell in with a group called the Save Yonkers Federation, a coalition of thirty neighborhood associations from throughout the city. Its leaders said they had one hundred thousand members, and Mary believed them, having seen how easily they could mobilize a pressure-cooker crowd on almost no notice. Save Yonkers was an odd testament to the fact that Judge Sand, in a most unintended way, had united at least part of the city.


Her attraction to the group was its loyalty to Hank Spallone. There were a lot of politicians doing a lot of talking, she decided, and Spallone was the only one who seemed to make any sense.


Mary’s days were soon shaped by Save Yonkers. She found herself attending meetings, sometimes nightly—at the VFW post, at the Grinton I. Will Library, at the Lincoln Park Jewish Center, at St. John the Baptist Church—where she listened to speeches to the converted by people who had been strangers before the fight but now described each other as good friends.


Her first meeting in hostile territory—at City Hall—came two weeks after the one at Saunders, on the second Tuesday in February. This was a regularly scheduled council session, although there was nothing regular about it, and she arrived at 5:00 P.M., three hours before the actual meeting was scheduled to begin, one hour before the public comment portion of the evening. She was there early because she was determined to be one of the eighty people who actually sat inside the chamber, not one of the hundreds who stood and chanted outside. As she waited with her new compatriots in what would quickly become her usual seat, someone handed her a small American flag, a symbol of the right to appeal to the Supreme Court. That had become the rallying cry in the weeks since the council forfeited that right by approving the consent decree: “Appeal. Appeal. Appeal.” No matter that there were few identifiable constitutional issues in the case, or that the Supreme Court agrees to hear only 3 to 5 percent of the cases brought to it each year. “Appeal. Appeal. Appeal,” they shouted, demanding their constitutional right to try to beat those impossible odds.


Mary Dorman shouted along with them. She waved her flag, she booed, she screamed, she closed her eyes and joined the others in a tuneless hum to drown out any councilman other than Peter Chema or Hank Spallone, the two who had voted against the consent decree. When Nick Wasicsko tried to speak, someone from the back of the room hurled pink disposable diapers at him. Mary snickered. “Go back home to your mother,” she yelled. Her fists clenched, her veins popped, her anger was raw, white hot, and oddly cleansing. For fifty-four years she had been a polite woman, the type who said “Excuse me” when she bumped into furniture, so she was amazed at how easily she took to the rhythms of disobedience. It was exhilarating to believe so completely. This was not the first time Mary had felt this angry, but it was the first time she had ever shown such anger to strangers. “I didn’t know I could act that way outside,” she said, meaning outside the intimate circle of family. “You might get mad at your kid, or your husband, but you wouldn’t lose your cool outside.”


She was intimidated only for a moment that first night, when a group of protesters near the back of the room stood up on their chairs, linked arms, and looked defiantly at the thirty policemen and their leashed police dogs. The protesters knew that most of the officers were Yonkers homeowners, too, and the officers knew that they knew it. Mary kept her feet on the floor, transfixed by the drama, watching the cops approach lawbreakers who were also their relatives and their neighbors. It was over in a moment, as several dozen protesters were taken firmly by the wrists or elbows and escorted out of the building. As they left, they chanted. “Appeal. Appeal. Appeal.”


The mayor adjourned the meeting soon after that, leaving much of the agenda as unfinished business. When Mary got outside there was a party of sorts going on, lit by the roaming television cameras that were attracted by the prospect of imminent flame. In the glare of the spotlights, those who were ejected were being high-fived and hugged. They were heroes. Mary was already looking forward to the next meeting. There were still limits on what she would do for this cause, but she knew as she stood on the steps of City Hall, slapping her new friends on the shoulder, that there were fewer of those limits than there used to be.


The next two weeks went quickly, filled with meetings and phone calls and plans. Now, on the fourth Tuesday of the month she was back in the council chambers again. She was sitting in her seat, holding her flag, waiting for the meeting to start. Waiting, most of all, to feel that liberating anger once again.


While Mary was out front, getting ready to chant, Nick was in his office in the back, getting ready to take it. He knew he shouldn’t allow the protesters to feel they were disrupting city business, but there was no way to hide the fact that they were. All but one entrance to the building had been closed during the past month, and the metal detector, which had at first been rented by the day, was now the paid-in-full property of the city.


Despite the precautions, there were bomb scares, the most recent one that very afternoon. The call to police headquarters came at 3:15, an unidentified man warning of a bomb in City Hall, set to detonate in twenty minutes. It was all declared a hoax at 4:05, but by then most of those who worked in the building had gone home, just to be safe.


There were death threats, too, letters that were stamped but not postmarked, all arriving through the mailroom and addressed to the five who had voted yes. Laurie Recht, the secretary whose short speech at Saunders had so enraged the crowd, received threats of a different kind.


“You’re dead, bitch,” said one snarling caller.


“I don’t feel dead,” she answered, then crashed the receiver into its cradle.


And there were bullets. The three white envelopes that were left in the men’s washroom at City Hall were identical but that each bore the hand-lettered name of a different council member—Nicholas Longo, Charles Cola, Ed Fagan. Each had a single Winchester .22-caliber bullet inside.


Just as the temporary metal detector became permanent, the periodic police escorts assigned to the five council members, and to Laurie Recht, also became full-time. When Nay visited Nick at home—they were a couple by then, but a deliberately low-profile one—she was frisked by armed guards before she was allowed to walk in the door. When she left early the next morning, she would have to pass the guards again.


If it was impossible to mask the effect of the protests on the government, Nick was determined to mask the effects of those protests on his life. At home he stood in front of a mirror and practiced keeping his face impassive, so he could better pretend that the protesters weren’t there. He rehearsed a calm, steady tone of voice, one that would not waver as the volume in the room became unbearable and as Pampers and insults were thrown his way.


He spent the minutes before eight o’clock collecting that poker face. Then he took a long, deep, unsteady breath and walked through the door from his office into the packed council chamber. This was just a routine council meeting, he reminded himself. Get through it, then get out.


As soon as the mayor appeared, Mary leaped to her feet with the rest of the crowd, joining in the catcalls and the boos. When Nick put his hand in place to salute the flag, Mary waved her own miniature flag over her head and chanted, “Appeal. Appeal. Appeal.” He didn’t flinch, Mary noticed. Though she could not hear him recite the Pledge of Allegiance, she saw his lips form every word.


The moment of silence was anything but. “You can’t keep us quiet,” the crowd yelled. “We will be heard.” When it came time for the business at hand—a list of twenty resolutions, none of which had anything to do with public housing—the noise from the spectator seats was so loud that the city clerk had to leave his seat and walk up to each councilman in order to hear and record his vote.


The meeting was supposed to conclude with a ceremony honoring city firefighters and police officers for acts of bravery in the line of duty, but that too was drowned out by the crowd.


For a moment, Nick lost his cool. “These men risked their lives for the city of Yonkers,” he screamed into the microphone. The boos became even louder.


Seeing the young mayor become flustered felt like a victory to Mary, and she leaned over the railing that separated the public from the council. “Wasicsko, you’re crazy. You’re a sleaze,” she yelled.


“Would the officers please eject this woman,” Nick thundered back. Moments later, there was an officer on either side of Mary Dorman as they walked her out of the building.


Mary had seen something in Nick’s face that she thought was regret, and, on a whim, she called him the next morning. She expected to leave a message, but, instead, he answered the phone himself. He had been answering it whenever he could since he had become mayor, just as he had when he was a councilman. Nay had tried to get him to stop, but he insisted. No one was going to accuse him of being inaccessible or out of touch.


“I just called to tell you that you’re wrong to support the housing,” Mary said.


“The law is the law,” he responded.


“Do you think Yonkers is guilty of racism?” Mary asked.


“I think Yonkers is getting a raw deal,” he said. “But the judge ordered it, and the appeals court upheld it, and the law is the law.”


“Why can’t you say you think it’s wrong. Let people know that, at least?”


“That’s not what a leader is supposed to do. I’m supposed to be a leader.”


It was not the answer Mary was expecting, and, for a moment, she was quiet.


“You threw me out of the last meeting,” she said, finally.


Nick heard something in her voice that he thought was sympathy.


“Which one were you?” he asked.


“I’m older, gray hair, glasses. I always sit on the righthand side, first row.”


“That’s you?” he said. “I promise I’ll never have you thrown out again.”


Alma Febles Struggles through the Night


The eight red-brick buildings of the Schlobohm housing project stand within sight of Yonker’s City Hall. Mary Dorman passed the hulking eight-story structures on every trip to the council chambers, but had never been inside. Fighting to keep “those people” out of her neighborhood became her all-consuming goal, yet she had never thought to detour the one block north off Yonkers Avenue to see “those people” for herself.


Alma Febles, in turn, could see City Hall from her bedroom window in Building One at Schlobohm. The lights were on late whenever there was a council meeting, which means they were on often during February of 1988, but Alma never noticed. She paid as little attention to the protesters at City Hall as the protesters paid to her. The few blocks were a lifetime, another world, a strange land. She saw no connection between the goings-on at City Hall and the events of her own life, a life that was crashing down around her.


While lights were burning, while Mary was chanting, while Nick was worrying, Alma Febles was crying. She had cried every night in the weeks since she came back from Santo Domingo—the weeks since she left her children behind in Santo Domingo—the tears streaming so constantly that she sometimes ceased to notice them and did not even bother to wipe them away.


If fate had placed her in a different life, Alma Febles would have been a beautiful woman, with dark black hair that fell in perfect rings around her caramel-colored face, accenting her dramatic, magnetic brown eyes. But the life she’d been handed had dimmed all hope from those eyes, and left them puffy and red. She’d barely eaten since she’d returned home, replacing food with two or three packs of cigarettes a day. She avoided sleep, too, because when she managed to fall asleep, she would dream: Frankie getting lost, Virgilio getting hit by a car, Leyda getting sick. She would wake up with a sour taste in her mouth and a pain in her stomach.


One night, in a sobbing rage, she stripped all the pictures of the three children off the walls, because she couldn’t stand the blame she imagined in their camera-ready smiles. Another night found her frantically stuffing their clothes into boxes then cramming the boxes into closets, as if she could pack her guilt and loneliness away, too. The bursts of activity calmed her for a few moments, but then the tears would come again, and she would wander the empty, smothering apartment until dawn.


During the seven years she had lived there, Alma rarely called Apartment 151 at Schlobohm “home.” She called it “the apartment,” as in “I’m going back to the apartment.” Never “I’m going home.”


That was because the two-bedroom flat, with its muddy green walls and temperamental bathroom door, was not home, not to Alma Cordero Reyes Febles, thirty-one years old and still a dreamer, still sure there was a place for her to live that would bring her a feeling of peace. Alma was chasing a memory, trying to catch the days when she was a child in Santo Domingo, the capital of the Dominican Republic. Her mother owned their modest house back there, bought with money from the family factory, which made uniforms for stores. Alma, close to the youngest in a family of two brothers and six sisters, would wander the streets without worry, feeling safe, or so she remembers it, in the invisible cocoon of neighborhood.


Although Alma loved life on the Caribbean island, her mother decided the children should have more, and slowly the family began to emigrate to the United States. Alma’s aunt Mela already lived in New York City, and she brought Alma’s oldest sister, Rosario, over first. Then came Dulce, the second oldest. Because Dulce and Rosario were here, Alma’s mother and youngest sister were permitted to come. Alma stayed in Santo Domingo while her mother worked to bring the rest of the children stateside, one by one. Alma was eight when her mother left. She was fourteen when her mother sent for her.


Life in Yonkers was different from life in Santo Domingo. Alma knew no English and, although she was a serious student back home, she was miserable at the city’s huge high school. She hated the winters. She hated sharing a two-bedroom apartment with her mother, three sisters, two brothers, and one cousin. Her goal in life, one that would elude her for at least the next twenty-six years, was to find a place with a room all her own.


The pull of home brought her back to the island for frequent visits, and when she was sixteen, she met Virgilio Reyes there. They were from the same neighborhood and had friends in common. They were married in Santo Domingo when she was nineteen. Virgilio was born two years later. Like Alma’s mother, Alma’s new husband was drawn to the United States, so, against Alma’s better judgment, the young family moved back to Yonkers in 1979. At first, they lived on the top floor of a five-story walk-up. The $212 rent was the most they could afford with Virgilio’s job at a local factory. The apartment was freezing all the time, and before she could bathe her baby, Alma had to turn on the kitchen stove and prop open the oven door.


Eventually, the young family moved to 188 Ashburton, into a $260 ground-floor apartment with a small backyard. Leyda was born there twenty days later. Although Alma’s surroundings were somewhat better, their marriage was significantly worse. “That’s when we started to hate each other,” Alma says. She and the children shared one bedroom, while Virgilio senior slept in “the babies’ room.” Suspecting she would soon need to take care of herself, Alma started working toward a degree in special education at a local college. In 1981, when Leyda was a year old, Alma and her husband were divorced.


Alma took her children to Santo Domingo for Christmas that year. When she came back to Yonkers at New Year’s she found that a fire in the boiler at 188 Ashburton had destroyed everything she owned. As a result of the fire, she moved into Schlobohm, as far from her dream as she was likely to get.


To enter her building she had to walk through courtyards that seemed to radiate dread and despair. Then she had to pull open the unlocked main door, a door whose milky Plexiglas had turned opaque from harsh detergents that never quite won the fight against the graffiti. To get to the elevator, she practically tiptoed through dank entryways, which were piled with garbage—old mattresses, beer cans, the detritus of so many disordered lives. Everywhere, the smell of trash mixed with the smell of urine, which mixed with the smell of the disinfectant that failed to wash the other smells away.


Apartment 151, two bedrooms, no view, was supposed to be a short-term stopping place, but Alma was still living there three years later when she took another trip to Santo Domingo and met Jose M. Febles. They married within months; their son, Frankie, was born within a year; they were divorced by the time he was five months old. Now there were three children to feed, and Alma quit school and took a job selling office furniture at a Yonkers showroom.


For a few years she managed to keep Virgilio, Leyda, and Frankie sheltered from the world outside. They were not allowed to leave the apartment without their mother, and they rarely left it with her, because Alma feared that the small, ill-equipped play-ground in Schlobohm was really gang territory. Joining her on errands was usually out of the question, too. If she took them to the supermarket, they simply begged her for things she couldn’t afford, and everyone went home miserable. Instead they would sit in the cramped apartment, watching television or visiting with their cousins, who also lived in Schlobohm, and who were the only neighborhood children Alma trusted in her home.


When Virgilio and then Leyda reached school age, Alma walked them each to the bus stop in the morning before she left for work. Frankie spent the day at cousin Miriam’s apartment, and when the school day ended Miriam would meet the older children at the bus stop and walk them to her house, too, carefully locking the doors when she returned.


But no number of locks could shield them completely, and by the time Virgilio was nine, Leyda was eight, and Frankie was four, their heads were filled with scenes that children are not supposed to see.


Leyda: “Once the elevator doors open and there was a drug deal happening inside and they tried to pull me in but they didn’t.”


Virgilio: “There’s gunfire every weekend. I’ve never seen anyone shot but I hear about it sometimes. One time the kids started jumping off the fence and flattened a car.”


Frankie: “Me and my aunt saw two guys knocking on a door. Nobody answered. They went in and we heard a scream. I don’t know what happened then.”


There was no one moment that made Alma move back to Santo Domingo in 1987. Instead, it was the gradual grinding down of the soul, the growing realization that her short-term solution was quickly swallowing her children’s childhoods. Once back on the island, she rented a peach-colored house on Calle J-1, the street she grew up on and to which her mother had temporarily returned. If Alma stood on the big front lawn she could look down the block at her mother’s window and wave. Although the house had three bedrooms, Alma still did not have a room all her own. She and Leyda shared one of the bedrooms, Virgilio and Frankie shared another, and the third was for the sleep-in baby-sitter, a common arrangement on the island. The woman would watch the children while Alma worked as a teacher’s aide from seven in the morning until seven at night.


Virgilio and Leyda loved the freedom of the island, and spent their days as Alma remembered spending hers. They went to school from 8:00 A.M. to noon, then played happily in the poor but safe neighborhood. Frankie also loved his freedom—a little too much. His wild streak was broader than his brother’s or his sister’s, and his favorite game was to hide from his worried family. They would search the area for hours, yelling “Frankie, Frankie,” only to return home and find him crouching under the bed. Soon Alma found one school that would take Frankie in the mornings and another that would take him in the afternoons.


Because the children were safer, it took Alma a year to face the fact that she was not earning enough to afford the life she wanted to build. Her salary was less than 2,000 pesos a month, which was about $300 at the time. Her rent on the house was 350 pesos, her electricity was 40 pesos, the baby-sitter was paid 100 pesos. The highest monthly cost was food, and each weekly trip to the grocer cost more than 500 pesos, meaning that each month she spent slightly more money than she brought home.


One of the reasons for the high grocery bills was the cost of imported foodstuffs, because a large foreign debt had depressed the Dominican peso against the dollar. That fact, while her undoing, could also be her solution. American dollars went far in Santo Domingo in 1988, and if she went back to Schlobohm alone and began to work again in the furniture store, the $1,200 she would earn each month would be enough to house, clothe, and feed her children back on the island.


Alma resisted the obvious for several months. She was still angry at her own mother for leaving her when she was eight. And she sharply remembered the scenes six years later, when they were reunited in Yonkers and Alma pretended not to love her mother, punishing her for the scars of separation. But her own plan was to leave for a few months, not a few years, she told herself. She could save enough money to provide a needed cushion, she reasoned, and the money could do more for her children than her presence could. She was not the first woman to come to understand her mother better once she became a mother herself.


On a February day in 1988, when tropical breezes were blowing in Santo Domingo and the temperature was below freezing in Yonkers, Alma boarded a $550 American Airlines flight. She cried through the entire three-hour trip. She returned to the apartment she had fled a year earlier, and which, never fully believing her escape would be final, she had sublet to some cousins. She spent her days at work, and her nights weeping. When her first monthly phone bill came she disconnected the telephone in the apartment, because she was wasting hundreds of dollars in nightly calls to the tiny peach house on Calle J-1.


Removing the phone did not stop her from calling, however, it just made the calls more dangerous. She would sleep, then dream, then awaken in fear. More often than not she would race off to the pay phone on the rough streets near Schlobohm. It was the only reason she would ever dare to venture outside in the projects in the middle of the night.


Norma O’Neal’s Veil of Black Lace


Dawn was near in the darkened apartment across the street from Schlobohm, and Norma O’Neal was in the halfway place between awake and asleep. She was lying on the couch in her patient’s living room, her eyes still closed, and she sensed the time without looking. It had been a quiet night, a typical night in this job as a home health aide. She had arrived, as usual, at eight in the evening, after the day nurse had bathed and fed the elderly patient and gotten her into bed. Norma’s only real duty was to give the woman her nighttime medications, two pills, that were already counted out and placed into a container, then to help the woman to the bathroom and to be nearby if she woke during the night.


Most nights she didn’t, and although Norma never slept soundly when she was on duty, she rarely slept soundly in her own bed back in Schlobohm, either, so this was a perfect job for this stage in her life. She had her own list of ailments—diabetes, hypertension—the ones that plague poor blacks everywhere, and which she saw as an expected part of life. While no one of her health problems was crippling, in combination they were debilitating enough that most other jobs were impossible. At forty-seven, Norma looked far older. She was short, stout, and unmitigatingly stoic, with deep pockets of worry under gray-brown eyes and far more silver than black in her hair. Her voice was so crackly and shaky that she always seemed to sound as if she was laughing, which, despite her trials, she very often was. She knew she couldn’t be a day nurse, but this arrangement helped pay the bills and made her feel, after a lifetime of work, that she was still useful.


The radio alarm clock came on, confirming for Norma that it was 6:00 A.M. As always, the set was tuned to a local station, the source of the most useful weather reports. Norma didn’t care about the wind chill in Times Square. She wanted to know what was doing closer to home in Getty Square. Before the weather came the news, and the man at the microphone said something about a noisy meeting the night before at City Hall. Norma had been following the controversy a little, and knew that “the white folks” wanted to stop the building of new housing on the other side of town. To Norma that didn’t really qualify as news. As far as she knew, white folks were always trying to stop black folks from doing something.


She opened her eyes as she turned off the radio, and that was when she noticed that something was very wrong. The room, which should have been light, was still dark. The gray, blue rays of early dawn were not coming through the window as they usually did, and she couldn’t see a thing. Slowly she stood, groped her way to the wall switch, and flipped it on. Her panic rose as she realized that the problem was not with the light, but with her eyes. She turned her head right to left, she squinted, then opened her lids wide, but whatever she did, the room still looked like it had been draped in thick black lace. She put her fists to her temples, her way of calming herself. She was afraid to admit all this to her patient, or maybe she was afraid to admit it to herself, so she pretended she was fine, trusting her sense of touch and her memory to give the woman her morning medicine.


When the day nurse arrived two hours later, Norma took the elevator to the first floor of the building, then waited at the corner until she did not hear any cars. Holding her breath, she crossed the street, grabbed the fence on the other side, and clung to it, hand over hand, until she reached her building near the end of the driveway. She went upstairs and spent four days in bed.


The marred vision didn’t go away, although it did clear a little. She still saw a veil of black lace, but it was of a looser weave. Norma finally confessed all to her patient, who asked her to stay on in the job anyway. It is hard to find someone to come at night near Schlobohm, a fact that Norma knew well. Most pizza places don’t deliver to the neighborhood. Taxis say they’ll come, then they never show. This elderly woman had been assigned many a night health aide in recent months, but Norma was the only one who actually arrived as promised.


So every evening after that, Norma’s nephew, who lived in another building in Schlobohm, would walk Norma to her patient’s apartment. He would be her eyes while she dispensed the medication, then he would leave the two ailing women alone for the night.


If she had slept poorly before, Norma barely slept at all now. She lay on the couch, eyes closed, with her ears alert to the sleeping woman in the next room, and her mind wandering across her own earlier years. The more she lost sight of the present, the more clearly she seemed to see the past. She could spend hours staring inwardly at her memories, which were vivid and in focus. She saw the burgundy velvet curtain in the front room of her parents’ five-room house down in North Carolina, and the remembered colors were so rich she reached out her hands in front of her for a moment, as if to feel the softness of the fabric. There was white in her memories, too—white Chantilly bedspreads with flowers, white sheets, and white diapers, scrubbed by hand and hung on the clothesline.


She was Norma Frances Meeks back then, the oldest of the seven children of a handyman and a housekeeper. Everyone called her Frances. Her family was poor, but there always seemed to be enough food. The garden out back supplied string beans and tomatoes, and the nearby fields held blueberries and blackberries, all of which filled Norma’s memory as a kaleidoscope of green and orange and mouthwatering purple. At Easter there were baskets and no less than four dozen pastel-colored eggs. Norma’s new dress was always pink. Janice, the second oldest, always chose yellow. At Christmas there was somehow money for a doll for each girl, and a toy dump truck for each boy.


Her later memories were darker, but no less clear. Her mother died of a heart attack when Norma was thirteen and her baby sister not yet two. Then, after high school, her father sent her away. There was no future in North Carolina, he told her, nothing for a young black woman to do but work in the fields or do “days work,” cleaning white people’s houses and tending to their children. He sent her to a tiny town in Pennsylvania, which Norma remembered in grays and browns—the soot gray of the dirtied snow days after a storm, and the muddy brown of the mushrooms she packed into cans at the local factory. There was family there—an aunt, two uncles, and three cousins—and her father hoped they would watch over her more closely than he could.


They couldn’t. she had been living in Pennsylvania for just over a year when she became pregnant. Her baby’s father was twelve years her senior, a friend of the family, a man she hardly knew before and rarely spoke to after. She was a teenager who had never had a talk with an adult about sex. When Dwayne was born, in the winter of 1962, his father gave Norma thirteen dollars.


Declaring that motherhood made her independent, she left Pennsylvania and moved north to Yonkers, where another aunt was living. The aunt watched Dwayne at night and took him to a baby-sitter during the day, while Norma, who found a job as a live-in maid, saw him only on weekends. Lying on the couch near Schlobohm, she could still feel the five crisp ten-dollar bills that the rich lady placed in her hand every Friday all those years ago. She remembered grasping them tightly in her pocket as she rode the bus home, where she would hand two of the five bills to Dwayne’s baby-sitter.


Somehow Norma managed to save some money, and she found her own apartment at 159-163 Duropa Street, number 4D. It was clean but small, with one bedroom, a living room, a bathroom, and a kitchen. Most important, it was safe, “one of the safest places this side of town,” she says. Visitors had to ring the bell and wait to be admitted by buzzer. She had loved the sound of that bell—the sharp, jarring buzz of security. There was security, too, in the friendship of the woman in the apartment next door, who watched Dwayne all day, for free.


In time, her new friend set Norma up with Jimmy O’Neal, whom Norma disliked immediately. A boisterous man, the type who always seems to be laughing louder than everyone else in the movie theater, Jimmy had a good job at a factory in southwest Yonkers, making dresses. He won Norma over with his affection for Dwayne, and the two were married in May of 1966.


They lived all over southwest Yonkers. Like Alma, Norma was looking for the contented feeling of home that she’d had in her youth and, years later, she would remember each apartment down to the knobs on the cabinets and the tiles on the floors. First, the cold-water flat on Croton Terrace, $50 a month, where two families shared the hallway bathroom, and, also like Alma, the only heat came from the kitchen stove. They only stayed six months, because Bruce was a newborn and needed to be kept warm. Then the pretty apartment on Pollrock Street, in a four-family house, with two bedrooms and a beautiful blue bathroom. But after two pleasant years, Norma’s two youngest sisters, precocious at fourteen and fifteen, were sent north from Chimney Rock by their father. So the extended family moved to the gritty apartment on Ashburton, where heat was included in the rent, but the landlord rarely turned it on. They moved after seven months, to the housing project of Mulford Gardens.


She had happy memories of Mulford Gardens—ocher and rose, like the sunsets over the redbrick buildings on summer nights. Back in the 1970s, public housing was a goal, a step up from the crumbling apartments people like Norma could afford, and when it was warm the children could play outside until ten or eleven o’clock, hundreds of children racing and laughing, while their parents sat on nearby benches and watched. Tasha was born during Norma’s years in Mulford, and Norma would often leave her sons downstairs to play while she took the baby inside, bathed her, and put her down for the night. Then she would collect the boys, tuck them in as well, and spend several more hours outside, talking with her neighbors, unworried about her sleeping children upstairs.


Jimmy was a good provider, and life took on a comfortable, predictable routine. When Norma was working, either housekeeping or at a factory, she refused to cook on Friday and Saturday nights, so the whole family dined someplace special, like White Castle on Fordham Road. The children would each have four of the tiny, square, onion-topped burgers, and Norma and Jimmy would each eat eight. There were french fries and milkshakes for everyone. Norma, who had developed her diabetes when she was pregnant with Tasha, would usually try to skip the milkshake.


Because Jimmy was so generous toward the children, Norma simply ignored the other women in his life. She knew from the time they met that all of his married friends were unfaithful, and Norma told herself that this was just her husband’s way of saving face in front of those friends. The hurt it caused her was not worth the cost of confronting him.


Then, in 1974, when Tasha was less than a year old, Jimmy lost his job and announced he was going back home to North Carolina to find work. When he was settled, he would send for his family. At first he called frequently, then less often, then not at all. When he had been gone for three months, Norma had the locks changed. For years he sent each child a hundred dollars at Christmas and another hundred at the start of school, but he stopped doing so, Norma believed, because his girlfriends disapproved. He and Norma continued to speak on the phone occasionally and to see each other when Jimmy came to visit the children, once or twice a year. They never did get around to getting divorced.


In the years after Jimmy left, Norma went on and off welfare, taking countless jobs that barely paid enough to pay the baby-sitter. One of Jimmy’s brothers worked as a butcher, and he would periodically arrive at Norma’s apartment with a sack of meat and a few needed dollars. Jimmy’s other brother had daughters older than Tasha, and he would give Norma their hand-me-down clothes. When she wasn’t working full-time, Norma would baby-sit, off the books, first in Mulford, and then in Schlobohm, where she moved when Tasha was two and a half. Eventually she found steady, well-paying work as a home health aide. She would leave her oldest child to care for her younger ones, then go spend the night at the bedside of an elderly patient.


That was where she was the day her world went black, and where she continued to be in the weeks and months that followed, because she couldn’t think of anything else to do. The doctors that she paid with Medicaid said that her optic nerve had been damaged by all those years of diabetes. They gave her laser treatments, which helped a little, and then they told her that there was no cure.


Her initial panic gave way to resignation. She didn’t complain, because, she had learned, complainers were “tiresome” and self-pity never fixed a thing. So she saved up happy moments to tell her children about when they called, her way of proving to them, and to herself, that she was fine. And, most of the time, she really was fine. This was one more obstacle life had thrown at her. She would just have to find a way through.


The War


Pent-up anger explodes. Unleashed anger expands and multiplies. Every day there was more anger in Yonkers—more protesters at every official and unofficial meeting, more bullets in the mail, more Pampers and condoms and tiny American flags. As the weeks passed in 1988, as winter became spring, the web of anger widened. It moved beyond the council, beyond Yonkers, beyond control.


In February, it went to Washington. At 7:30 one morning, five hundred protesters boarded ten rented buses and caravaned to the Capitol building, where they held signs that pleaded “President Reagan, Help Yonkers, N.Y.” Mary Dorman was part of that crowd, standing windblown but determined in her jeans and sneakers, her chapped hands crammed into the pockets of her white ski jacket. A small group of coalition leaders arranged a meeting with the state’s senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, and Mary, emboldened by her new passion for a cause, tagged along inside the Senate building. She and a few other stowaways got as far as the senator’s door, but were asked to wait outside while the actual talks took place. Mary came away as unimpressed with the Senate as she was with the council. Moynihan made it clear there was nothing he would do to help Yonkers fight the judge.


By April, the anger had ensnared the Catholic Church. Mary and her compatriots had come to blame the Church for the consent decree, because the agreement was made possible by the donation of land by the St. Joseph’s seminary. What the Archdiocese of New York saw as a gesture of goodwill, the protesters of Yonkers saw as an act of betrayal, and when Cardinal John J. O’Connor happened to visit the seminary for a reason that had nothing to do with the housing, he was met by fifty protesters holding signs with such messages as “Catholic Americans, Stop All Donations to the Church.” As his car drove through the gates and up the long drive, the protesters chanted, “Support the people who support the Church.” In the weeks that followed, parishioners throughout Yonkers defiantly kept their wallets closed when the collection plate was passed.


In June, the anger reached Judge Sand’s front door. This time there were two hundred protesters, and their purpose was to show Sand that they knew where he lived. They also wanted to show the world how well he lived. Following a hand-drawn, photocopied map, they drove north, to Pound Ridge, an affluent pocket of Westchester where most homes cannot be seen from the road, and where the driveways are a quarter mile apart. They stood in front of his fence for two hours, waving their fraying American flags and carrying placards that compared Sand, who is Jewish, to Adolf Hitler. They blew whistles, shouted “Integrate Pound Ridge” into bullhorns, and heckled neighbors with chants of “No Justice, No Peace.” The vehicles that brought them from Yonkers lined the narrow, curving road for half a mile. On the trees and mailboxes along that road, they taped signs saying “Low-income housing to be built on this property, courtesy of Judge Sand.”


As the circle of anger widened, the entire country began paying attention. Mail arrived on Nick’s desk addressed “City Council, Yonkers,” or “Yonkers, New York.”


A letter writer from Arcadia, California, described Sand’s order as: “Nothing but garbage. These Federal judges are doing everything they can to take over our lives. Instead of dealing with all the crime in the streets, they’re more interested in molding society to their views.”


A farmer from Mountain View, Missouri, wrote that federal courts were leading the country “right down the drain.” Judges like Sand were “just a bunch of dictators who won’t be happy until they ruin our lives,” he continued. “The Yonkers City Council took a fair and square vote and Judge Sand should mind his own business.”
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