
[image: Cover: Random Family, by Adrian Nicole LeBlanc]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




“One of the most absorbing works of nonfiction I’ve read in some time. . . . The book is a compulsive page-turner because LeBlanc knows her subject so well, the way a great novelist knows her characters.”

—Newsday

“A seminal work of journalism.”

—USA Today

“Extraordinary . . . A painstaking feat of reporting and of empathy.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“A feat of reporting . . . An astonishingly intimate and detailed miniature of life in the South Bronx.”

—New York Magazine

“Disturbing, complicated, and emotional, Adrian Nicole LeBlanc’s book will haunt you.”

—Marie Claire

“A riveting portrait of the other America.”

—People

“Adrian Nicole LeBlanc’s amazing first book documents young, broken lives in and out of love, jail, and the Bronx. Her persistence and patience, along with the honesty and generosity of her subjects, has resulted in a startlingly powerful first book.”

—O, The Oprah Magazine

“A stunning new glimpse into the sorrow and the pity of America’s inner cities . . . Adrian Nicole LeBlanc’s soul-searing study exposes an often-mythologized way of life (kids having kids, doing and dealing drugs, serving time) with a vividness only hinted at in even the most hard-core hip hop portrayals—or in such admired studies of our urban woes as Alex Kotlowitz’s There Are No Children Here.”

—Elle

“Remarkable . . . The great achievement of LeBlanc’s book is the scope of knowledge she conveys about her subjects. The depth and care of her reporting are evident in every sentence. . . . LeBlanc writes this story in a matter-of-fact, almost offhand style, making each tiny revelation all the more resonant for the casual manner in which it arrives. . . . The fact that after a decade with this family we leave them still wanting to know what happens next is a testament to the power and life of LeBlanc’s work.”

—Chicago Tribune

“LeBlanc’s reporting illuminates the ugly, static reality of the street. She’s an unflappable narrator.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“A profound multigenerational account of the daily toils of urban poverty . . . Perhaps the most intimate chronicle of urban life ever published . . . In Random Family, the discreet distance—the otherness—of urban poverty quickly disappears and the inner logic of this damaging world emerges.”

—The Village Voice

“A remarkable up-close and gritty chronicle of family survival in the ghetto. LeBlanc, a veteran journalist, has produced an important work, documenting the daily lives of families forged by love and the harsh necessities of poverty. . . . The predictable chaos and turmoil facing the urban poor, well chronicled in other works, are all here . . . but LeBlanc elevates the form by capturing, too, the humanity and core familial and romantic love that are as powerful as any other force in the complicated dynamics of these relationships.”

—The Boston Globe

“Remarkable . . . Stunning . . . This book makes human the unrelenting problems of the ghetto. . . . The precarious world Random Family depicts, the fragility of life and relationships, is probably more like the sweep of human history than most of us realize.”

—The New York Observer

“The literary equivalent of a 100-mile dash . . . Powerful . . . Even though it is a work of nonfiction, Random Family reads more like a carefully crafted novel than journalism.”

—The Washington Post

“Quietly observational and therefore piercingly effective.”

—New York Daily News

“Remarkable . . . The lives of Coco and Jessica are desolate, bleak, and almost entirely without hope. LeBlanc tells their stories with grace and treats her subjects with a dignity that they may not have experienced before, but they certainly deserve.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“An almost cinematic page-turner.”

—Time Out New York

“Written with candor, sensitivity, and respect, Random Family is ultimately more than a hard-luck saga; it’s a universal story of survival and hope.”

—BookPage

“A chronicle of teenage urban life that manages to balance journalistic integrity and objectivity with a striking compassion and respect for its subjects.”

    —Salon.com

“Fresh and engrossing . . . Clear-eyed and honest . . . LeBlanc offers no answers, which is the intrinsic beauty and power in her book.”

—The Raleigh News and Observer

“Should be required reading for every student of journalism.”

—The New Orleans Times-Picayune

“LeBlanc’s close listening produced this extraordinary book, a rare look at the world from the subjects’ point of view. . . . This fine work deserves attention from policy makers and general readers alike.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“An observant, gutsy journalist immerses herself in the lives of marginal Bronx residents. Comparisons to Alex Kotlowitz’s There Are No Children Here are inevitable and warranted.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“An important, unvarnished portrait of people living in deep urban poverty, beyond the statistics, hip-hop glamour, and stereotypes.”

—Booklist

“Somehow managing to be both journalistically objective and novelistically passionate, in Random Family, Adrian LeBlanc has made a singular contribution to the literature of the American underclass. An unforgettable and intimate portrait of life in the urban trenches, as much about love and longing as it is about the statistics of despair.”

—Richard Price

“I know no other writer who has dug in as deep as Adrian Nicole LeBlanc. She didn’t just report; she burrowed for years into a world she came to know so well that it lost every speck of foreignness. That astonishing intimacy allowed her to view this book’s random family as one might view one’s own family: with a mixture of exasperation and respect, disappointment and love. If God is in the details, this is a holy book.”

—Anne Fadiman

“In the richness, vitality, and visceral power of its prose, Random Family struck me in the same way that Hubert Selby’s classic Last Exit to Brooklyn did—with detail-driven force. The stories recounted here, of careening lives and urban struggle, seem both familiar and exotic, for this straightforwardly written, often gripping book reads like a fantastic tale from another world—which happens to be the Bronx. Well done.”

—Oscar Hijuelos

“Random Family is a remarkable piece of reportage, an important, up-close window into a tucked-away corner of America. Watching Jessica’s and Coco’s lives unfold over the course of ten years is by turns unsettling and affecting, and their stories have stayed with me. Adrian LeBlanc has written a book that’s epochal in scope and unflinching in its candor. It’s one compelling read.”

—Alex Kotlowitz

“This book has a fresh, even original quality. It is a family saga, but of a most unusual kind, an intimate and detailed portrait of a world that is shamefully hidden away. I read it compulsively, thankful for its candor and above all its fascination.”

—Tracy Kidder

“Adrian Nicole LeBlanc brings to life a world often resisted. Writing in the tradition of James Agee and Walker Evans, she invites us to see in a new way people whose lives are often despised or dismissed. Random Family reads like a novel. This is a brilliant, original book.”

—Carol Gilligan

“I was gripped from the first paragraph.”

—Anna Quindlen, USA Today
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For my parents,

Eve Mary Margaret Mazzaferro

and Adrian Leon LeBlanc


 . . . Some say that Happiness is not Good for mortals & they ought to be answerd that Sorrow is not fit for Immortals & is utterly useless to any one a blight never does good to a tree & if a blight kill not a tree but it still bear fruit let none say that the fruit was in consequence of the blight.

WILLIAM BLAKE, letter to WILLIAM HAYLEY

London, October 7, 1803



PART I


The Street




CHAPTER ONE


Jessica lived on Tremont Avenue, on one of the poorer blocks in a very poor section of the Bronx. She dressed even to go to the store. Chance was opportunity in the ghetto, and you had to be prepared for anything. She didn’t have much of a wardrobe, but she was resourceful with what she had—her sister’s Lee jeans, her best friend’s earrings, her mother’s T-shirts and perfume. Her appearance on the streets in her neighborhood usually caused a stir. A sixteen-year-old Puerto Rican girl with bright hazel eyes, a huge, inviting smile, and a voluptuous shape, she radiated intimacy wherever she went. You could be talking to her in the middle of the bustle of Tremont and feel as if lovers’ confidences were being exchanged beneath a tent of sheets. Guys in cars offered rides. Grown men got stupid. Women pursed their lips. Boys made promises they could not keep.

Jessica was good at attracting boys, but less good at holding on to them. She fell in love hard and fast. She desperately wanted to be somebody’s real girlfriend, but she always ended up the other girl, the mistress, the one they saw on the down-low, the girl nobody claimed. Boys called up to her window after they’d dropped off their main girls, the steady ones they referred to as wives. Jessica still had her fun, but her fun was somebody else’s trouble, and for a wild girl at the dangerous age, the trouble could get big.

It was the mideighties, and the drug trade on East Tremont was brisk. The avenue marks the north end of the South Bronx, running east to west. Jessica lived just off the Grand Concourse, which bisects the Bronx lengthwise. Her mother’s tenement apartment overlooked an underpass. Car stereos thudded and Spanish radio tunes wafted down from windows. On corners, boys stood draped in gold bracelets and chains. Children munched on the takeout that the dealers bought them, balancing the styrofoam trays of greasy food on their knees. Grandmothers pushed strollers. Young mothers leaned on strollers they’d parked so they could concentrate on flirting, their irresistible babies providing excellent introductions and much-needed entertainment. All along the avenue, working people shopped and dragged home bags of groceries, or pushed wheelcarts of meticulously folded laundry. Drug customers wound through the crowd, copped, and skulked away again. The streets that loosely bracketed Jessica’s world—Tremont and Anthony, Anthony and Echo, Mount Hope and Anthony, Mount Hope and Monroe—were some of the hottest drug-dealing blocks in the notorious 46th Precinct.

The same stretch of Tremont had been good to Jessica’s family. Lourdes, Jessica’s mother, had moved from Manhattan with a violent boyfriend, hoping the Bronx might give the troubled relationship a fresh start. That relationship soon ended, but a new place still meant possibility. One afternoon, Jessica stopped by Ultra Fine Meats for Lourdes and the butcher asked her out. Jessica was fourteen at the time; he was twenty-five. Jessica replied that she was too young for him but that her thirty-two-year-old mother was pretty and available. It took the butcher seven tries before Lourdes agreed to a date. Two months later, he moved in. The children called him Big Daddy.

Almost immediately, the household resumed a schedule: Lourdes prepared Big Daddy’s breakfast and sent him off to work; everyone—Robert, Jessica, Elaine, and Cesar—went to school; Lourdes cleaned house and had the evening meal cooked and waiting on the stove by noon. Big Daddy seemed to love Lourdes. On weekends, he took her bowling, dancing, or out to City Island for dinner. And he accepted her four children. He bought them clothes, invited them to softball games, and drove them upstate for picnics at Bear Mountain. He behaved as though they were a family.

Jessica and her older brother, Robert, had the same father, who had died when Jessica was three, but he had never accepted Jessica as his; now only Robert maintained a close relationship with the father’s relatives. Elaine, Jessica’s younger sister, had her own father, whom she sometimes visited on weekends. Cesar’s father accepted him—Cesar had his last name on his birth certificate—but he was a drug dealer with other women and other kids. Occasionally he passed by Lourdes’s; sometimes Cesar went to stay with him, and during those visits, Cesar would keep him company on the street. Cesar’s father put him to work: “Here,” he would say, passing Cesar vials of crack taped together, “hold this.” Drug charges didn’t stick to children, but Big Daddy cautioned Cesar about the lifestyle when he returned home. “Don’t follow his lead. If anybody’s lead you gonna follow, it should be mine.” Big Daddy spoke to Cesar’s teachers when Cesar had problems in school. Jessica considered Big Daddy a stepfather, an honor she had not bestowed upon any other of her mother’s men. But even Jessica’s and Cesar’s affection for Big Daddy could not keep them inside.
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For Jessica, love was the most interesting place to go and beauty was the ticket. She gravitated toward the enterprising boys, the boys with money, who were mostly the ones dealing drugs—purposeful boys who pushed out of the bodega’s smudged doors as if they were stepping into a party instead of onto a littered sidewalk along a potholed street. Jessica sashayed onto the pavement with a similar readiness whenever she descended the four flights of stairs from the apartment and emerged, expectant and smiling, from the paint-chipped vestibule. Lourdes thought that Jessica was a dreamer: “She always wanted to have a king with a maid. I always told her, ‘That’s only in books. Face reality.’ Her dream was more upper than herself.” Lourdes would caution her daughter as she disappeared down the dreary stairwell, “God ain’t gonna have a pillow waiting for your ass when you fall landing from the sky.”

Outside, Jessica believed, anything could happen. Usually, though, not much did. She would go off in search of one of her boyfriends, or disappear with Lillian, one of her best friends. Her little brother, Cesar, would run around the neighborhood, antagonizing the other children he half-wanted as friends. Sometimes Jessica would cajole slices of pizza for Cesar from her dates. Her seductive ways instructed him. “My sister was smart,” Cesar said. “She used me like a decoy, so if a guy got mad at her, he would still come around to take me out. ‘Here’s my little brother,’ she would say. ‘Take him with you.’ ” More often, though, Cesar got left behind. He would sit on the broken steps of his mother’s building, biding his time, watching the older boys who ruled the street.
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Jessica considered Victor a boyfriend, and she’d visit him on Echo Place, where he sold crack and weed. Victor saw other girls, though, and Jessica was open to other opportunities. One day in the fall of 1984, when she should have been in school, she and Lillian went to a toga party on 187th and Crotona Avenue. The two friends were known at the hooky house on Crotona. The girls would shadow the boys on their way to the handball courts or kill time at White Castle burgers, and everyone often ended up in the basement room. The building was officially abandoned, but the kids had made a home there. They’d set up old sofas along one wall, and on another they’d arranged a couple of beds. There was always a DJ scratching records. The boys practiced break dancing on an old carpet and lifted weights. The girls had little to do but watch the boys or primp in front of the salvaged mirrors propped beside a punching bag. At the toga party, Jessica and Lillian entered one of the makeshift bedrooms to exchange their clothes for sheets. Two older boys named Puma and Chino followed them. The boys told the girls that they were pretty, and that their bodies looked beautiful with or without sheets. As a matter of fact, they said, instead of joining the party, why don’t we just stay right here?

Puma dealt drugs, but he was no ordinary boy. He had appeared in Beat Street, a movie that chronicled the earliest days of hip-hop from the perspective of the inner-city kids who’d created it. The film, which would become a cult classic, portrayed self-expression as essential to survival, along with mothers, friends, money, music, and food. Beat Street showcased some Bronx talent, including Puma’s group, the Rock Steady Crew. Puma had cinematic presence, and he was a remarkable break-dancer, but when he met Jessica his career was sliding to the bottom of its brief slope of success. The international tour that had taken him to Australia and Japan was over, and the tuxedo he’d worn break dancing for the queen of England hung in a closet in its dry-cleaning bag. He’d spent all the money he had earned on clothes and sneakers and fleets of mopeds for his friends.

Jessica was glad for anybody’s attention, but she was especially flattered by Puma’s. He was a celebrity. He performed solo for her. He was clever, and his antic behavior made her laugh. One thing led to another, and next thing you know, Jessica and Puma were kissing on top of a pile of coats. Similar things were happening between Lillian and Chino on another bed.

Both girls came out pregnant. Jessica assured her mother that the father was her boyfriend, Victor, but there was no way to be certain. The following May, Jessica and Lillian dropped out of ninth grade. They gave birth to baby girls four days apart, in the summer of 1985. Big Daddy clasped Jessica’s hand through her delivery. At one point, Jessica bit him so hard that she drew blood. The grandfather scar made Big Daddy proud.
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Jessica named her daughter Serena Josephine. Lourdes promptly proclaimed her Little Star. It was understood that Lourdes would have to raise her; Jessica didn’t have the patience. Even if she hadn’t been young, and moody, Jessica wasn’t the mothering kind. Lourdes wasn’t, either—in fact, she wished she’d never had children—but circumstance had eroded her active resistance to the role. She’d been raising children since she was six. First, she’d watched her own four siblings while her mother worked double shifts at a garment factory in Hell’s Kitchen. She’d fought their neighborhood fights. She’d fed them and bathed them and put them to bed. Now Lourdes’s own four, whom she had been able to manage when they were little, were teenagers slipping beyond her reach.

Robert and Elaine had been easy, but Lourdes felt their fathers’ families were turning them into snobs. Robert returned from his weekend visits with his grandmother smoldering with righteousness. Lourdes could tell he disapproved of her involvement with Santeria, but who was her son to judge? How holy had it been, when Jessica was pregnant, for Robert to chase her around the apartment, threatening to beat her up? Her daughter Elaine’s arrogance occupied a more worldly terrain. On Sunday nights, she alighted from her father’s yellow cab, prim in her new outfits, and turned up her cute nose at the clothes Lourdes had brought home from the dollar store.

Jessica and Cesar were Lourdes’s favorites, but they ignored her advice and infuriated her regularly. When Lourdes stuck her head out of the living room window overlooking Tremont and called her children in for supper (she used the whistle from the sound track of the movie The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly), she was usually calling for Jessica and Cesar; Robert and Elaine were apt to be at home. Robert and Elaine worried about getting into trouble, whereas Jessica and Cesar had as much fun as they possibly could until trouble inevitably hit. Robert and Elaine were dutiful students. Jessica and Cesar were smart, but undisciplined. Jessica cut classes. Cesar sprinted through his work, then found it impossible to sit still; once, he’d jumped out of his second-story classroom window after Lourdes had physically dragged him around the corner to school.

Jessica and Cesar also looked out for each other. One night, Jessica went missing and Lourdes found out that she had been with an off-duty cop in a parked car; when Lourdes kicked Jessica in the head so hard that her ear bled, it was Cesar who ran to the hospital for help. Another time, during an electrical fire, Jessica ushered Cesar to the safety of the fire escape. Jessica knew how to appease Lourdes’s brooding with cigarettes and her favorite chocolate bead candy. Cesar, however, had fewer resources at his disposal. He had learned to steel himself against his mother’s beatings. By the time he was eleven, when his niece Little Star was born, Cesar didn’t cry no matter how hard Lourdes hit.

For Lourdes, Little Star’s arrival was like new love, or the coming of spring. As far as she was concerned, that little girl was hers. “When I pulled that baby out—Jessica was there—the eyes!” Lourdes said. “The eyes speak faster than the mouth. The eyes come from the heart.” A baby was trustworthy. Little Star would listen to Lourdes and mind her; she would learn from Lourdes’s mistakes. Little Star would love her grandmother with the unquestioning loyalty Lourdes felt she deserved but didn’t get from her ungrateful kids.

[image: Image]

Meanwhile, Jessica made the most of her ambiguous situation. She told Victor that he was the father: she and Victor cared for one another and he had attended the delivery; he also gave Jessica money for Little Star’s first Pampers, although his other girlfriend was pregnant, too. Secretly, however, Jessica hoped that Puma was the father, and she was also telling him that the baby was his. Puma was living with a girl named Trinket, who was pregnant, and whom he referred to as his wife; he also had another baby by Victor’s girlfriend’s sister. Despite the formidable odds, Jessica hoped for a future with him.

Publicly, Puma insisted Little Star was not his. But she certainly looked like his: she had the same broad forehead, and that wide gap between her dot-brown eyes. The day Jessica came home with a videotape of the movie Beat Street, Lourdes had heard enough about this breakdancing Puma to go on alert. She settled on her bed with Little Star, Jessica, Elaine, and their dog, Scruffy. In one of the early scenes of the film, a boy who looked suspiciously like Little Star did a speedy break dance at a hooky house. Then he challenged a rival crew to a battle at the Roxy, a popular club.

“Hold that pause,” shouted Lourdes. “That’s Little Star’s father! I will cut my pussy off and give it to that dog if that ain’t Little Star’s father!” Jessica laughed, pleased at the recognition. Puma could say what he liked, but blood will out.
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Puma’s confidante was a short, stocky tomboy named Milagros. Milagros had known Puma forever and considered him family. Puma was the first boy she’d ever kissed. Kissing boys no longer interested Milagros. Puma’s stories of Jessica’s sexual escapades, however, intrigued her; Milagros had noticed Jessica as well, when they both attended Roosevelt High School. Milagros knew that Puma still saw Jessica, but she kept it to herself. Meanwhile, Milagros and Puma’s live-in girlfriend, Trinket, were becoming friends.

Milagros and Trinket made an unlikely duo. If a river ran through the styles of poor South Bronx girlhood, these two camped on opposite banks. Milagros, who never wore makeup, tugged her dull brown hair into a pull-back and stuck to what she called “the simple look”—T-shirts, sneakers, jeans. Trinket slathered on lipstick, painted rainbows of eye shadow on the lids of her green eyes, and teased her auburn hair into a lion’s mane. Trinket was looking forward to becoming a mother, whereas Milagros proclaimed, loudly and often, her tiny nostrils flaring, that she would never have children and end up slaving to a man.
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In the fall of 1985, some of Jessica’s friends returned to school. Bored and left behind, Jessica became depressed. She would page Puma, and once in a while he would call her back. Sometimes Jessica went looking for him in Poe Park, a hangout near Kingsbridge and Fordham Road, where the Rock Steady Crew occasionally performed. Usually, though, she found Puma at work, standing on a corner not far from the hooky house. Jessica had little chance of running into Trinket at his drug spot because Puma urged his wife to stay away. Alone with Puma, Jessica broached the touchy subject of what was between them: “Give time for her features to develop and you’ll see, it’ll look like you.” She thought the space between Serena’s eyes was a giveaway. On the small span of her infant face, the gap made her look as though she’d landed from another galaxy. Jessica also thought that Little Star had Puma’s magnetism. “There’s something about her that brings her to you,” she said.

Jessica harassed Trinket with crank phone calls. The calls were Jessica’s trademark: she would whisper, “I have Puma’s kid,” and then hang up. Eight months into her pregnancy, Trinket decided to confront Jessica. Whoever was or wasn’t a baby’s father, the business of claiming love tended to be a battle between girls. The next time Jessica called, Trinket told her she wanted to see the child. Jessica gave her Lourdes’s address. Milagros went along as Trinket’s bodyguard.

“Where’s the baby?” Trinket asked. Serena hung forward in a baby swing. Her enormous head seemed too heavy for her scrawny body. Jessica propped up her baby girl to give Trinket a better look. She also produced additional evidence—“Love” and “Only you” written on photographs of Puma, in his own hand. The assessment took less than fifteen minutes. Milagros said good-bye to Jessica and hurried after Trinket, who burst into tears once they were safely back on the street.

Privately, Trinket didn’t blame Puma for fooling around with Jessica. “Jessica had this sexuality about herself and her domineering ways,” Trinket said. “I was so closed-off.” Trinket attributed her inhibitions to having been molested by one of her mother’s boyfriends. Jessica had also been sexually abused, by Cesar’s father from the age of three, but Trinket didn’t know this. Jessica seemed so comfortable in her body. She flirted easily with girls and boys, men and women, alike. Jessica appeared to have no boundaries, as though she were the country of sex itself. Puma told Trinket that that baby could belong to anyone; he said that Jessica had been with everybody; she was no one’s girl. Trinket consoled herself with the thought that maybe Jessica’s promiscuity had resulted in a baby that had features from different boys.

A month later, in January 1986, Trinket gave Puma his first son. Her position as his wife was secure.
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Jessica then began dating Puma’s brother, Willy. Willy and Puma were often together, but Jessica claimed she didn’t know they were related until Willy took Jessica to his mother’s apartment and she spotted Puma’s photograph on a wall. In fact, the brothers shared a striking physical resemblance: Willy looked like Puma with a mustache, although instead of Puma’s wiry expressiveness, Willy had a bit of a hangdog look. Both had a way with the ladies, though; Willy, who was twenty-two, had already been married, and had fathered four kids.

That winter, Cesar’s father called Lourdes—he was broke, homeless, and heroin sick—and Lourdes took him in. The family treated him “like a king,” he recalled, but he soon left, unable to resist the drugs.

Jessica’s depression grew. She started gouging small cuts on her inner thighs. Nobody wanted her—she had been neglected by her own father; then by Puma; and even by Willy, her second choice. She said, “I was never loved the way I wanted to be. Nobody in my family ever paid any attention to me.” That spring, after receiving a vicious beating from Lourdes, Jessica tried to kill herself by swallowing pills, and Big Daddy whisked her to Bronx Lebanon Hospital. The drastic action worked, but only briefly. “They paid attention to me for about two days afterwards,” Jessica said scornfully. After she had her stomach pumped, the doctor informed her she was pregnant again—with twins.

Jessica claimed that Willy was the father, but once again, there was no way to be certain. When Jessica had been carrying her first child, Lourdes had indulged her cravings, buying her the orange drink morir soñando—“to die in your dreams”—and preparing her oatmeal with condensed milk, vanilla, and fresh cinnamon stick. This time, however, Jessica’s pregnancy didn’t grant her special status in the household.

Jessica and Willy tried to get ready for the babies. Jessica’s older brother Robert got Willy a job at the paint store where he worked; Jessica sold clothes at a store on Fordham Road. If a man came in looking for an outfit for his girlfriend, it was Jessica’s job to model it. Jessica generated so much business that her boss let her keep some of the clothes. Her bestselling item was called The Tube. “You could roll it down and wear it as a miniskirt, and if you roll it up and hook a belt, it could be a dress,” Jessica explained. “Or a tube top if you fold it, or if you twist it, you could make a headband.” Day after day, men came in for an outfit for their women and departed with three or four, fully accessorized. Many of the men asked Jessica out. Her boss started bringing her into the back and asking her to model the new lingerie; he rewarded her with a gold-nugget necklace and matching earrings, and took her out to eat. Before long, Jessica had to quit.

Willy had left his job as well, and soon they were both back to their old ways. Willy’s girlfriends included one of Trinket’s cousins, a schoolgirl named Princess. It was Princess’s turn to receive Jessica’s calls.

“I’m pregnant from Willy,” Jessica said.

“You’re a ho,” said Princess. Next call, Princess snapped, “You’re pregnant from that bum in Poe Park,” which was worse than saying the baby’s father was an immigrant.

Willy may have lacked Puma’s lightning energy, but that September he quickly agreed to put his last name on the birth certificates: Brittany arrived at 5:01 P.M., several weeks early and two minutes ahead of her twin sister, Stephanie. They were scrawny, with that prominent forehead, a tuft of thin, black hair, and a sweeter trace of Willy’s hangdog look. Jessica had a C-section scar; Puma was an uncle; Willy was a father; Serena had two baby sisters; and Lourdes was a grandmother again.
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Jessica and the twins moved in with Willy at his mother’s, but even with the babies, Jessica had no legitimate place. Her relationship with Willy’s family was shrouded in shame. Puma’s mother accepted Serena, but some of his sisters considered Jessica a home-wrecker, and privately called her worse. She holed up with the babies in Willy’s bedroom, and he sometimes got physical when he was drunk. Trinket paraded through with Puma’s precious son, trailed by Milagros. Milagros said, “Jessica was always sad and alone. She would be in the room by herself. Nobody talked to her. They all loved Trinket. They knew what Jessica did.” Milagros made a point to stop and say hello. Sometimes she visited without Trinket, and she and Jessica started becoming friends.

Puma ignored Jessica around his family, but they still got together on the sly. Once, he slipped Jessica a note. She met him at a nearby bus stop. He bristled: “Hearing you with my brother, don’t you know how bad that feels!” Jessica was moved that Puma cared. Puma discouraged Willy’s affection, though:

“Why you going out with her? She’s a slut.”

“You picture her the way you want,” Willy would reply defiantly. “I’ll picture her with me.” But it was hard for Willy to hold on to his private image of Jessica when the real girl had such wide appeal.

By November, Willy had also become involved with a girl who lived upstairs. One rainy night, after an awful fight, he kicked Jessica out. Desperate, Jessica called Milagros from a pay phone: she was standing with the twins, drenched, on the street. She had two plastic bags that held all of her things, two two-month-old babies, and no welcoming place to go.

The call didn’t surprise Milagros. Plenty of people moved house to house—she had herself—and girls with babies had it extra hard. They would move in with boyfriends and their mothers, but more people created more problems, and the welcomes wore out when the money thinned at the end of the month. Mothers’ husbands or boyfriends’ brothers or grandfathers and uncles couldn’t stop their roving hands. Or a boy could get too possessive when a girl moved into his bedroom and mistake her for a slave, or the mother-in-law wanted a baby-sitter for her other children instead of a daughter-in-law, or the family was just plain mean. Some grandmothers were unable to tolerate another crying baby; some had already lost their own babies—young ghost mothers gone to crack. Or they resented the young lovers, especially if they had no love of their own.

Sometimes girls turned to men like Felix, a friend of Lourdes’s who lived on Mount Hope Place, just around the corner from East Tremont. Lourdes would send her daughter to Felix when she needed cash. Occasionally Felix gave Jessica money as well, but Jessica hated going there alone. Sometimes Lillian went along, but Felix drank, and the girls would have to fend him off. Worse-off girls stayed in abandoned buildings, with other teenagers and adults on the run from other crowded apartments. But even for a girl who gave up what she had to—sex or pride or the mere idea of independence—the rate was unpredictable, and for gorgeous, sexually untethered girls like Jessica, the length of the welcomes at other women’s apartments seemed especially short. It didn’t help that Jessica wasn’t in any hurry to clean or cook. Girls with attitude discovered that the shirt your man’s sister gave you suddenly turned into a loan, and when a twenty went missing, nobody said it but everybody was staring at you. Even if your man backed you up, you were left in the house while he went to the street. A little brother or sister or nephew or niece might bring you a plate of food or keep you company, but it was impossible to feel at ease.

That night, Milagros did what she’d done for other girlfriends countless times: she took Jessica in. Milagros was living with Puma and Trinket, but she told Jessica to take a cab and meet her at her mother’s apartment, in Hunts Point, where Milagros had been raised. Hunts Point was a heavily industrialized area, even rougher than East Tremont. Streetwalkers worked the barren blocks after the warehouses shut. Career junkies dragged themselves to Hunts Point when every other option failed, nine lives lived, waiting to die. Milagros waited for Jessica outside her mother’s building and paid the driver. She scooped up the babies and led Jessica up two flights of stairs. She fed Jessica and the twins. The twins fell asleep, but she and Jessica broke night. Milagros’s bedroom window overlooked the Bruckner Expressway, and cars and trucks rushed in and out of the city, headed west, to New England, or upstate. They talked till the sun rose, their voices mixing with the traffic din.

Milagros readily devoted herself to Jessica, and Jessica didn’t discourage her. When Jessica retreated to Lourdes’s a few days later, Milagros offered to keep the twins so that Jessica and Willy could try to work things out. Trinket knew Milagros well enough to recognize the foolishness in such an offer. “Here she comes with her big ass to save the day for another unstable person,” Trinket complained. To Milagros she said, “You’re making Jessica’s life easy. How responsible is that?” Milagros’s mother worried that Jessica might take advantage of her daughter’s generosity. On the other hand, she herself had been effectively raising a little boy from the building named Kevin, whose mother spent her time running the streets. Milagros assured her mother that she was watching the twins only temporarily.
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Things at Lourdes’s were getting out of hand. The apartment was filling up—a sure predictor of trouble. A friend of Big Daddy’s named Que-Que, whom Lourdes claimed as a long-lost brother, was regularly crashing on the couch. Lourdes had been partying heavily with him and a woman downstairs who practiced Santeria. Willy occasionally brought money for the girls and spent the night with Jessica. Milagros also stayed with Jessica, on the weekends or after work. She had a job as a teller at a check-cashing place. Elaine had moved back from her father’s, after a male relative had molested her, and Lourdes ridiculed her for having thought she could survive away from home. Elaine had briefly dated Willy’s brother, until Jessica brought her to the hooky house and introduced her to Angel, a wily drug dealer with a good sense of humor and a moped. No one had much time for Cesar, who was running wild.

The line between having fun and getting into trouble wasn’t always clear. Lourdes and Big Daddy had always partied on the weekends, but now Lourdes was using during the week as well. She’d also been shirking her wifely duties, and Big Daddy was getting fed up: she disappeared for hours, then whole afternoons, and then it got to the point where she sometimes stayed away all night. She returned in the morning just in time to cook Big Daddy’s breakfast and send him off to work, after which she took herself to bed. There were other danger signs: Lourdes, who was vain, cared less about her appearance; her house was no longer spotless; cereal and SpaghettiOs replaced cooked meals.

Big Daddy was a good-looking young man with a job, and he felt entitled to the privileges of his advantages; he’d tired of acting like a husband to a woman seven years his senior who was behaving more like a teenage girl than a wife. He did not mind that Lourdes used cocaine as long as she still had sex with him five nights out of seven, but now she gave excuses; he remembered asking, “You mean I gotta give you twenty to cop to give me some?” Lourdes saw it differently. She needed money—every woman did—but his touch felt unbearable. Although he denied it, she was convinced that he’d cheated on her, and she was sick and tired of serving him.

Big Daddy found better-paying work as a janitor. For a while, he was also dealing cocaine, but he quit because he said that Lourdes kept dipping into his supply. According to his calculations, she was snorting a gram or two a day; she insisted that she knew how to pace herself and that she never used more than half a gram. When Jessica and Milagros wanted to go out, they gave Lourdes cocaine to baby-sit.

By the spring of 1987, the house was packed: Besides Jessica, Serena, Cesar, Robert, Elaine, Lourdes, Big Daddy, Lourdes’s alleged brother, Que-Que, and the guests, there was Elaine’s boyfriend, Angel, and Shirley, Robert’s girl. Elaine was pregnant. Shirley was also pregnant, and her father had kicked her out. Ordinarily, Lourdes used her welfare benefits to pay the basic bills, while Big Daddy covered all the additional necessities and any luxuries. But with the company and the drugs, they could not keep up.

That summer, Big Daddy finally issued an ultimatum: the drugs or him. Lourdes physically attacked him as he began to pack his things; she then went into a seizure, but Big Daddy still left. Lourdes assured her worried children that the separation wasn’t permanent—she just needed time to herself. Jessica, who had been sleeping out on the couch, moved into Lourdes’s room. Soon afterward, Cesar returned from school and found a man stepping out of the bathroom in a towel. His mother was combing her long black hair, which was wet. “What about Big Daddy?” Cesar asked, devastated. “He only left three days ago. That’s not even enough time to work it out!” Jessica was sent back to the couch, resentful and furious. She said, “Big Daddy really loved my mother. My mother left him for an asshole who didn’t even pay the rent.”

Milagros took the twins for a while, but Little Star stayed behind. Days could pass without her seeing sidewalk, even though lots of people came and went—everyone who was living there, their friends, and friends of friends. When Lourdes was out of bed, she badgered her daughters to take the child outside—both to give her a break and Little Star some fresh air. Sometimes Jessica brought Serena with her on her rounds: to the bodega, to the pay phone, to Puma’s drug spot. If someone offered Jessica a ride, though, she left her daughter with whatever friend was willing to keep an eye on her.

That summer, Serena started to cry whenever she peed, and after a few weeks, Lourdes threatened to hit Jessica if she didn’t bring Serena to the hospital to be checked. When Jessica and Elaine finally took her to the emergency room, the doctors discovered that she’d been sexually abused. She was two years old. Jessica was detained. A police officer interviewed her and explained that he could not release Serena into her custody. Lourdes had to sign for her.

At home, anger shouted down the sadness: threats sailed; guilt was leveraged; everyone and no one was responsible. Serena had been unsupervised in the company of so many different people it was impossible to know whom to blame. There was that dark-skinned friend of Cesar’s who was simple and liked to play with the girls when they were in the tub, and the family friend’s brother who’d taken Serena into an apartment to use the bathroom one night while she was hanging around with Jessica on Crotona. How about the boyfriend of Lourdes’s who would go into the bedroom at night when the girls were making too much noise and hit them until they cried themselves to sleep? Lourdes ordered the young men who came in and out of her apartment to the hospital for physical inspections. Underneath all the indictments and posturing, however, bad mothering was considered the true culprit: Lourdes blamed Jessica; Jessica blamed herself. And somehow, Serena got lost in the noise. All the women in Serena’s life had been sexually abused at one time or another, and their upset seemed to be less about the child’s trauma than the overwhelming need, precipitated by the crisis, to revisit their own.

Soon afterward, Lourdes ran away. She made it only as far as Que-Que’s brother’s girlfriend’s, but at first the children didn’t know where she was; later, they often couldn’t reach her. Elaine got a job at C-Town, a grocery store across the street. She cleaned, cooked, and attempted to retain control over what remained controllable. Robert was still working in Manhattan as a paint-store clerk. On weekday evenings, he took a plate of whatever Elaine had prepared and shut himself in his room with Serena. “The twins had each other. Serena had no one,” Robert later said. Lourdes would pass by Tremont when the welfare check arrived, but she refused to come upstairs; Elaine would meet her down by the mailboxes in the lobby. Lourdes kept the small cash allotment and gave Elaine all but $50 worth of the food stamps. Even so, everyone was getting skinny—except for Robert, who stockpiled food in his bedroom and padlocked the door when he went out. Jessica cajoled the girls’ fathers to bring by Pampers and milk, but they didn’t always come through.

For a time, Cesar and Jessica grew closer. He remembered that “Elaine, she be in her own whole world. My brother was in his little world. Me and Jessica was in the same world.” Their world was the street. If she was in a good mood, Jessica was beautiful. She generously shared whatever she had. She set Cesar up with her girlfriends and gave him pointers on how to please women. They had sex with their dates in the same room. “We was real open with each other, it didn’t bother us,” Cesar said.

At the end of the summer, Lourdes returned home. Que-Que, no longer a long-lost brother, now slept in her bedroom. Robert and Cesar each had a bedroom because they were male; Elaine had reclaimed Jessica’s old room, with her boyfriend, Angel; Little Star had a daybed in Lourdes’s room; Jessica was still on the couch. When the twins were there, Jessica put them in a crib next to her; they both cried a lot.

Without Big Daddy’s contributions—$500 a month in cash, in addition to a running tab at the bodega—Lourdes had to scramble again. No woman with four children could survive on welfare, and now Lourdes also had four grandchildren, another on the way, and a drug habit to support. Jessica and Lourdes fought, ferociously and often. Both women wanted to be taken care of; neither wanted to baby-sit. The cocaine helped Lourdes, but there was never enough of it.

Life at Lourdes’s now moved in lockstep with the life of the street. The first week of each month, after the welfare check came in, was best—a time to buy things, to feel some sense of agency. Outside, the drug dealers also enjoyed a surge in business. Lourdes stocked the shelves with food and bought what the house needed from the dollar store—King Pine for cleaning and cocoa butter for healing scars and the comforts of air freshener and hair conditioner. She clanked around the kitchen, blasting Latin oldies, cooking rice with gandules and frying her pork chops seasoned with the fresh herb she called the Puerto Rican leaf. She cooked well. Friends and neighbors dropped by, and Lourdes fed everyone.

Everything changed toward the end of the month when the money ran out. Lourdes took to bed. Elaine cooked rice, which Cesar flavored with ketchup. He stole fruit for his family from a nearby Korean market or snatched bread from a grocery store’s delivery bin. Milagros brought the children diapers and food. She remembered seeing Cesar drink their Similac, then refill the bottles with sugar water, as he’d seen his sisters do. For longer and longer stretches, Milagros lugged the twins back to her mother’s, one under each arm, their skinny limbs dangling.

That winter, in 1987, Lourdes hit bottom. All the jewelry was in the pawn shop. The phone company shut off the phone. Usually, Lourdes managed to pull things together at holiday times. As far back as her children could remember, she had prepared dozens of pasteles, her specialty dish, which the bodega by the Grand Concourse would sell for her. She’d spend the extra cash on food and gifts. She would buy each of her children a brand-new outfit, and on Christmas Eve, they would all dress and take the subway to Manhattan to have Christmas dinner with Lourdes’s mother, uncles and aunts, and their kids. It was a happy night.

That Christmas, however, they remained in the Bronx, with Lourdes curled up in bed. Even the birth of Elaine’s baby boy—Lourdes’s first grandson—barely roused her spirits. Occasionally, she shuffled out of her room and made coffee and peed. The dog’s messes dotted the narrow hallway, and if Lourdes stepped in a puddle, she’d yell at her children, then call Scruffy sweetly. Scruffy would run with such excitement toward her that he would skid into her legs when he tried to stop. She’d punt him down the hall. By January, Scruffy had learned to cower at the sound of Lourdes’s voice.

At the lean end of the month, Elaine’s boyfriend, Angel, set Jessica up on a blind date with a drug dealer named Boy George. Jessica was Angel’s gesture of thanks to George for giving him work. Angel had met George years earlier, on Watson Avenue. Angel was selling crack then, doing pretty well, and George was just coming up. But Angel, like many neighborhood kids, had enjoyed the lifestyle that accompanied dealing and had started using drugs. Then the money couldn’t come fast enough, and now Angel had Elaine and a baby son to support. Boy George, however, had been disciplined. He never touched his product; he rarely drank. In the midst of the hype of the crack boom, he’d had the smarts to concentrate on heroin, and his business was thriving. Years later, looking back, Jessica said, “That was the date that changed my whole way of life.”



CHAPTER TWO


It was a double date: Elaine and Angel, Jessica and George. Jessica had agreed to meet this George under one condition. “If he’s ugly, bring me home at ten,” she said. The evening of January 23, 1988, Lourdes sat by the window gazing down over Tremont. “George pulled up in a car that was like the ocean,” Lourdes said. He saluted her through the sunroof of a charcoal-gray Mercedes-Benz 190. Jessica took one look at him and rescinded her curfew. He was so handsome that she was willing to surrender the next day or two.

George’s black leather cap matched the black leather trench coat. He’d cropped his dark brown hair close and kept his goatee neatly trimmed. His brown eyes were intent. Like her daughter, Lourdes recognized an opportunity when she saw one, but Lourdes was experienced enough to make a bid for something more reliable than love. Suddenly, she suddenly remembered she could not baby-sit. George understood the cue: he gave Lourdes some high-quality cocaine and $1,000. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard a defensive response like hers, Baby, you can keep my daughter out all night.

“She just sold her to me for a thousand dollars,” George later said. “I could have been a serial killer and sliced her up, and she just sold her to me for a thousand dollars.” A thousand dollars was nothing to George. At the time that he and Jessica met, his heroin business grossed over $500,000 a week.

Lourdes’s recollection of meeting Boy George did not include this unmatronly trade-off, but she did recall having a vision whose warning she later shared with Jessica, and Jessica failed to heed: “There will be a man in your life. He is from another road, a high, tight, dangerous road. And if you cannot stay on that road, you should not stay with that man.” That night, however, Lourdes sniffed coke and baby-sat.

Out in the Mercedes, George popped in a cassette of Guns N’ Roses and sped off. Jessica was intrigued: George listened to rock and roll, like a white boy. He liked R&B music, but the lyrics, all the whining about hardship and heartache, irritated him. George took them all to the movies, to Eddie Murphy Raw, and treated them to dinner. Then he suggested they go clubbing. Jessica had dressed conservatively. (“You know how when you go on a blind date you don’t really know what to wear?” she later said.) She asked George to stop by her mother’s so she could change.

When she reappeared, George asked, “What happened to the girl who I went out with? You sure you the same girl?” Jessica called her club-style dressing puta. Contact lenses had replaced her eyeglasses. Her hair, which had before been pulled into a bun, now fell around her neck in a soft, loose mane. She’d slipped out of the long skirt and blazer and squeezed into a pair of Spandex leggings and a low-cut body blouse. She’d kicked off the plain pumps and slid on knee-high boots. He wasn’t certain he liked the change, but he was impressed by her gameness. Clearly, this was a girl he could take places.

George took her to Club 371, his employees’ haunt. A long line of people waited to enter. He strode to the front. Girls eyed him. “I’m gonna get beat up!” Jessica whispered to Elaine excitedly as they followed him in. The hostess seated the foursome in the VIP section, and a waitress appeared with a bottle of Moët. The dance floor smelled of perfume instead of sweat. Jessica got up and performed a little dance for George in front of their table; everyone treated George like a king. They were the only Puerto Ricans; everyone else was black. Boy George preferred not to hire Puerto Ricans. He believed his own kind were more likely to betray him.

The night ended in two $500 suites at the Loews Glenpoint Hotel, in Teaneck, New Jersey. Jessica recalls that George really talked to her, as few dates ever had. He not only asked questions about her hopes and fears, he actually listened to her answers. She told him what she had never told Lourdes: that Cesar’s father had sexually abused her for years. George ordered room service. He fed Jessica strawberries in the king-size bed. “I felt like a princess,” she said. Finally, life resembled life as Jessica imagined it ought to be: “I felt loved. My knight in shining armor.” Jessica was most overwhelmed by the fact that despite all he’d paid for, George didn’t expect to have sex. Instead, he held her.

The following afternoon, while George paid the bill, Jessica waited near a waterfall in the lobby for her sister and Angel. The spread of the brunch buffet dazzled her: sliced fruit fanned out on silver trays, cheese cubes stacked near tubed cold cuts, orange juice chilled in heavy crystal glass. There were huge green olives and bread baked into animal shapes. The food banquet filled a large cloth-covered table beneath two ice swans in a melting embrace.

Back on Tremont, Jessica lingered in the passenger seat of Boy George’s idling car after Elaine and Angel went upstairs. She could feel the neighbors’ eyes on her in the Mercedes and she loved it. George said, “Get your moms and your daughters ready, I’m taking you out to eat.” He’d return and collect them in an hour. He told her to be on time. He did not like to wait.

Jessica stripped and jumped into the shower. She told her mother to dress and get the girls ready. Lourdes pulled on jeans and a clean T-shirt, dressed the three girls in what she could find and brushed their hair. She assumed they’d eat locally—perhaps a seafood place on City Island, but more likely White Castle or take-out Chinese. But George liked surprises. He’d even switched cars, exchanging the Mercedes for one of his BMWs. He took them to an upscale Cuban restaurant in Manhattan, Victor’s Café.

Signed photographs of celebrities and boxers decorated the walls. The maître d’ recognized Boy George. Lourdes hid behind the menu. For the price of one meal, she noticed, she could feed her five grandchildren for a week.

“Get whatever you want,” George told her. “Don’t worry about what it costs.” Unasked, the waiter uncorked a bottle of Moët.

The ride home was slow and dreamy. Jessica didn’t often drink, and she was giddy from the champagne. They got stuck in traffic, but the BMW felt airtight, like a little house. George invited Jessica to open the glove compartment. He had photographs there from a recent trip he had taken to Hawaii. The farthest Jessica had traveled was to Bear Mountain, an hour north of the city, on the picnics her family had taken with Big Daddy.

A man selling roses approached George’s window. Each stem was wrapped in cellophane and tied with a crimson bow. George bought one for Jessica and one for Lourdes. The man moved toward the next car. George called him back and said, “As a matter of fact, mister, give them all to me.” The man passed three buckets’ worth of roses through the tinted window. Jessica received them like a beauty queen. Roses covered her lap, and her mother’s, and some fell to the floor. They brushed the feet of her daughters, who’d fallen fast asleep, their bellies full.
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Not long after their first date, Jessica paged Boy George from a pay phone on the Grand Concourse. Snow was falling. Jessica hadn’t heard from him. She did not have a winter coat. The damp had crept from her penny loafers into her bunched-up athletic socks.

She punched in her beeper code—176. Most girls used the number of the street nearest their block, as did the managers of Boy George’s drug crew. Sometimes the beeper numbers were messages, a dialect—911 (for an emergency), 411 (you have or need information), 3333*14 (Hi, baby), 3704*14 (Hi, ho). Similarly, if you read the screen upside down, 3704*550 roughly translated to “asshole” and 038*2**06*537 to “Let’s go to bed” (69 being a possible further specification of that). Boy George used 666. He got a kick out of the satanic implication of the code. He was known for having an evil temper, and by then had been involved in several shootouts, yet he never missed a chance to intimidate. One of Boy George’s workers returned the call from Grande Billiards. George went on with his pool game.

“I’m calling for Boy George,” the worker said.

“Oh, hello,” Jessica remembers answering in her softest voice, just loud enough to be heard above the traffic. “I was wondering if you could do me a favor.” Jessica had opened many conversations in her life exactly like this. She’d request money, then explain for as long as necessary, facts toppling more facts like a snake of falling dominoes: she needed a ride; she didn’t have money for a cab; she needed a ride to a friend’s house to collect $20; the girl owed her the money; she needed the money to buy milk for her hungry girls.

Boy George took the receiver. His voice was calm but sharp. “Listen, if you are calling me just for money, don’t call. Don’t you call me for money.”

“Mnnn,” Jessica said.

“Where you at?”

“A Hundred and Seventy-sixth and the Concourse.”

“Stay there. Someone will be by to pick you up.”

The worker delivered her to Grande Billiards. She didn’t go in. She waited in the backseat of the car. Eventually, Boy George joined her, with three friends. Again, she asked him for money.

His voice turned impatient. “I only like to say things once. If you calling me for money, don’t call.”

“Fuck you,” Jessica snapped.

In retrospect, Boy George thought he should have served her with a proper beating. Instead, he ordered the driver to head for Lourdes’s building. He dragged Jessica from the car and frog-marched her up the stairs. He noticed that she was wearing the same pair of jeans that Lourdes had worn to Victor’s Café.

“Whose jeans are those?” he asked.

“They mine,” said Jessica.

“Why did your mother have them on then?”

“It’s not like what’s mine is mine. We the same size. We—”

“Shit,” he said. For the time being, he gave her a polo shirt he’d bought from the Gap.

On George’s next visit to Tremont, he and Jessica sat on the sagging couch in the living room. The twins, in their crib by the drafty window, cried inconsolably. Scruffy barked. The TV blared. Cesar rolled through with some of his tough-looking friends. George despised disorder. He remembered thinking, “What the fuck is going on here? This is no type of an environment for a female to raise children in.”

“I’m tired,” Jessica said.

“Then go to sleep,” George said practically.

“You sitting on my bed right now,” Jessica said with a trace of impudence.

“It’s one of those foldout things?”

No, it was just a couch. Someone had carved initials into the wood frame. The cushions had done double duty as a mattress for years. George inspected the kitchen. Chunks of plaster were missing from the wall. He opened the cabinets—roaches. He checked the refrigerator. There wasn’t even milk to shut those children up. “There was nothing,” he recalled. “There was nothing in that subway station.”

Several hours later, two of his employees returned to the apartment. They lugged bags and bags of groceries from Food Emporium. Cesar rushed to his bedroom window and looked down to the street. Two Jeeps, parked on Tremont, were still stuffed with food.

“There was so much food that the bags didn’t fit in the kitchen,” Cesar said. “There was food in my room under the bed.” Chicken, pork chops, and steak filled the refrigerator and the freezer. There was turkey and ham. Lourdes sobbed as each grocery bag passed under a lucky horseshoe she had nailed above the door. “No one ever done this for me,” she said, even though the bounty was intended for Jessica and her girls.

“He got everything,” Jessica said. “Everything.” There had never been enough, and now, when a need was suddenly met, the assistance inspired suspicion and scorn. It was as if the gesture exposed a vulnerability so great that it immediately had to be dismissed. Jessica and Lourdes combed through each bag marveling, but also assessing whether George had overlooked anything. He hadn’t. He’d even bought a flea collar for Scruffy.



CHAPTER THREE


Not everyone survives being rescued. Cesar’s nemesis lived in the tenement next door. Rocco was half-Italian and nine years older than Cesar, with thick, dark brown eyebrows that accentuated the funny repertoire of expressions animating his rubbery face. The first time they spoke, Cesar, who was then twelve, was crying on the stoop with his head in his arms. The public display of vulnerability surprised Rocco: Cesar was famous around the neighborhood for taking punches with as much spirit as he dished them out. Rocco had heard the stories—how Father Tom from the Christian Church had barred him from game night for breaking windows, stealing pool balls, and whacking other kids with the cues. Rocco had once watched Cesar take on a much older boy easily twice his size: Cesar barreled into him with everything he had and didn’t stop swinging until the guy left him in a heap. “He always had a black eye or swollen lips and was always running, with kids chasing him,” Rocco said, bemused. That afternoon, Rocco asked what was wrong; it turned out Cesar had a terrible toothache—probably from the candy he sometimes ate for breakfast. “I think from there I started liking that crazy little kid,” Rocco said. He would know Cesar for many years, but he never saw him cry again.

The friendship took a while to develop. Rocco was training as a boxer, busy with his girlfriend, running around with a crew of guys his age, edging in and out of crime. Cesar was busy sprinting around the warm-up track of a criminal life—roofing other children’s balls, stealing bikes, fighting, fighting, fighting. Sometimes Cesar watched Rocco practice boxing in the back alley or in the basement; occasionally they played handball together on the corner of Anthony, at Cesar’s elementary school.

One summer night, Rocco was going to night pool, and Cesar, who’d just graduated from sixth grade, tried to tag along. The older boys were strapped—carrying guns—because they were a group of Puerto Ricans and the swimming pool was in Highbridge, a predominantly Dominican neighborhood. Cesar begged to go, but Rocco said he was too young for trouble. But then a few months passed, and Cesar sprang up. “Damn,” Rocco said, “you got big, how old are you now?” Cesar lied and told Rocco he was sixteen.

By the spring of 1987, as things fell apart at Lourdes’s, the boys were hanging out in earnest. Rocco had time for Cesar, and Cesar gave Rocco a second childhood. When Rocco had been Cesar’s age, his father wouldn’t even let him outdoors on summer nights; now they dropped eggs on unsuspecting pedestrians and hopped turnstiles and jumped onto moving subway cars and stole Chinese takeout and chased girls. “I was twenty-two, going on twelve,” Rocco said. He’d rap on Cesar’s bedroom window from the fire escape. When they had money, they’d eat a late breakfast of beef patties in coco bread at Skeebo’s, a Jamaican restaurant on Tremont, then head up to Moody’s, Rocco’s favorite record store. Rocco taught Cesar boxing moves and brought him along to Gleason’s, his boxing gym in Brooklyn. Cesar jumped at any chance to prove worthy of Rocco’s friendship.

Rocco’s role model had been his uncle Vinny. Vinny was a longtime heroin user with throat cancer and a fairly successful illegal career. Unlike Rocco’s father, who did nothing but work and come home tired, Vinny exuded seventies cool—dark shades, long black hair slicked back into a ponytail, jailhouse tales and tattoos. Vinny had had a tracheotomy; his raspy voice reminded Rocco of the Godfather. When Vinny told his nephew, “I’m never gonna die,” Rocco believed him: his uncle Vinny had been in and out of prison, shot at, stabbed, even hit by a city bus. Vinny told Rocco that he could succeed at crime as long as he stayed away from drugs and didn’t trust anyone.

“Vinny raised me to be streetwise,” Rocco said.

Cesar said, “Rocco raised me to be a criminal.”

By the time Big Daddy left, Cesar and Rocco had renamed themselves 2DOWN and graduated to more serious crimes. Cesar didn’t make it to junior high.
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As it turned out, Cesar and Rocco were to be separated by a crime that neither of them had committed. During the long free days and endless nights, 2DOWN joined with other boys in other crews named Showtime and ABC. Both Cesar and Rocco happened to be in Echo Park one fall afternoon when an argument over a basketball erupted into a shooting spree. Usually, the cops weren’t so concerned about hoodlums shooting at one another, but this time a bullet had grazed a two-year-old. When the police started rounding up the kids in the neighborhood with reputations, Lourdes scuttled the boys to Spanish Harlem, where Cesar’s father kept an apartment. After only one night, however, Rocco suggested they move on: Cesar’s father had an outstanding warrant, and Rocco worried that he might try to get rid of it by turning them in.

The following morning, Cesar returned to the Bronx; Rocco went to work out at Gleason’s, where his trainer, who’d read about the shooting in the paper, convinced Rocco to go to the police. Rocco was interrogated and released, and when he caught up with Cesar, he convinced him to follow his example. Shortly afterward, however, two Showtime boys were arrested for the shooting, and the word on the street was that Rocco had ratted. Cesar was incredulous. Until that point, his trust in Rocco had been total; now his disappointment was complete.

After his break with Rocco, Cesar continued to hang out with Showtime and ABC. He was loyal, and now he carried a snub-nose .38. Guys invited him along when they needed backup for their beefs—or someone crazy enough to stay up front. But then, one night in Manhattan, a fight broke out in a Times Square arcade while Cesar was playing pinball; he tried to run, but the police caught up with him and confiscated his gun. Once he was no longer armed, the older boys weren’t so interested. Cesar was learning—by painful trial and error—that lots of boys talked a good game about the thug life, but when it came to taking action, they came up short.
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That winter was bleak; after the family’s dizzying encounter with Boy George, the cupboards were soon bare again. Jessica clung fiercely to her fantasy of being rescued. Cesar recalled how she paged Boy George constantly: “My sister burned that beeper up.” In the spring of 1988, George finally called her back and gave her a job. He needed more millworkers to process his new shipments of heroin. Cesar helped Elaine bag groceries at C-Town, and she gave him food money, but she had other problems: Angel had been arrested on a drug charge and was stuck in a Massachusetts jail. After Elaine bailed him out, Angel went to work at George’s mill. Even Milagros worked the table. Cesar asked George to hire him, but George refused; Cesar was too young.

Street life warmed up with the weather and, more than ever, Cesar wanted to get away from his block. Trouble never finished. He wanted to avoid the messes he’d started, the awkwardness with Rocco, the familiar boredoms, and the burden of having to fight anyone who bad-mouthed his family. Sometimes he rode his bike to visit Hype, a boy he’d met months earlier at a party. Hype ran with The Andrews Posse—TAP—whose turf was at the other end of Tremont, but he also did his own thing. Hype’s independent streak appealed to Cesar, and the feeling seemed mutual. Cesar was also on the lookout for new girls.

Girls tended to stay close to home, as if they were literally tethered to their blocks. Some hung around in front of their mothers’ buildings. Others weren’t allowed outdoors at all. Girls were anchored by younger siblings or their own kids or the unspoken laws of being girls. “Girls don’t go as far,” said Tito, one of Cesar’s Tremont friends. “Boys want to see the sights. We like pioneers.” Beautiful sights were girls on their way to buy groceries for their mothers, or girls wheeling laundry to the Laundromat, or girls taking little kids to the park. Boys roamed. Girls stayed inside and cooked and baby-sat. Girls had responsibilities. Boys had bikes.

One afternoon that fall, Cesar wheeled his bicycle into the hall and carried it down the four flights to the street. He pedaled by the triangular white building on the Grand Concourse that reminded him of a slice of cake, glided down the slope on the other side of Tremont, and headed west.
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Strangers stood out in Coco’s neighborhood: religious missionaries, immigrants hawking clothes, the occasional reporter scribbling about recent disasters and the stymieing toll of chronic injustice and bad luck. Music was always playing somewhere—salsa, merengue—and there were always customers looking for drugs. The dealers stood on the corners; some wore nameplates around their necks, like gold-dipped nametags for upscale mug shots; others wore coveted charms of guns and dollar signs, and medallions—as big as oversize cookies—of patron saints. The boys tended to hang around the dealers, while the older men sat on milk crates in front of their stoops repeating tired stories, their watered-down hopes dribbling out as the sun warmed their beer. Cesar called attention to himself just by appearing. He sported a red leather jacket with a collar trimmed in what looked like real rabbit fur. Coco was an ebullient girl with a taste for excitement. She noticed him immediately.

Like Cesar, Coco was looking for distraction—anything but the same people doing the same old things. She wasn’t a church girl and she wasn’t much of a schoolgirl, either, but she wasn’t raised by the street. She was a friendly around-the-way girl who fancied herself tougher than she could ever be. She liked action, although she preferred to watch from the periphery. Boys called her Shorty because she was short, and Lollipop because she tucked lollipops in the topknot of her ponytail; her teacher called her Motor Mouth because she talked a lot. Coco’s friendly face held the look of anticipation even in repose.

That afternoon, she and her best friend, Dorcas, were looking out of Dorcas’s mother’s third-floor bedroom window, as they often did after school—knees balanced on Dorcas’s mother’s sinking bed, elbows planted on the ledge. The window overlooked University Avenue, a main artery that ran through Morris Heights, where Coco lived. The bedroom window gave the girls a good view of the bodega on 176th near Andrews Avenue, “right where they sell drugs at,” Coco said. Sometimes Coco propped herself up and out of the window altogether, her square upper body pushing out from the brick wall as if she were a wooden figurehead jutting from the bow of a ship. But her brown eyes weren’t squinting to see the horizon. Coco lived in the present; she was looking down, over the street. The bodega’s appeal for the girls was the boys their own age fooling around out front: boys talking to other boys, boys eating Cheez Doodles, boys idly bouncing basketballs, boys in cleats, boys with their boom boxes, on the way to Roberto Clemente Park for handball or to Aqueduct to finish twelve-hour shifts dealing drugs.

In other windows were grown women—mothers in their twenties and grandmothers in their thirties, older women weathered by years of poverty’s slamming seas. These women rested their fattening elbows on flattened pillows, cushioning the edge of the window frames. The much older women—the great-grandmothers in their fifties—had lost interest in the drama: they kept the curtains closed. Coco, however, courted consequence; she was still a girl, and she still assumed a connection between what she was doing and what she wanted and what might result. And what she wanted right then was the fine light-skinned boy in the red leather coat on the street below, straddling his bicycle seat.

Cesar’s friends called him Casper because he was so white. His graffiti tag names, which he’d scrawled in fat letters on most of the buildings near his mother’s block, were LC (Lone Cesar) and PBC (Pretty Boy Cesar). He also used Big Rock, but he preferred PBC. He covered a mole on his substantial forehead with the band of his baseball hat, which he always turned to the back. He was self-conscious about his ears. He thought they were too small and that they stuck out. Coco knew only what she saw—an agile boy with full lips, serious brown eyes, and a flat nose, who knew how to dress. Cesar’s sneakers were scuffless. His clothes were pressed and clean.

“Damn,” Coco said to Dorcas. “That guy look good.” He wore his curly blond hair short, in an Afro. He walked sexy, dipping his slender hips as he loped. He squinted as though he had just sucked on a lime. Coco could not quite keep him in view because he kept moving and cars kept driving by, getting in the way. He went into the bodega, then reappeared. She lost him in the cluster of boys by the battered pay phone. She caught sight of him again. Then he was gone.

Some days later, Coco and Dorcas left their window post and stood out in front in the shade of Dorcas’s mother’s building, across the street from the bodega. The move was strategic; they stood at boy-level now. Coco may have been shameless about flirting and flaunting her chubby body, but she liked whom she liked and, in her own time, she would let the lucky boy know. When Cesar showed up again, she smiled her crumpled smile and gave him her best eye—a raccoon eye, because Coco outlined her eyes with liner, applied as thick as crayon. But Cesar didn’t seem to notice her. Coco’s boyfriend, Wishman, foiled the next attempt, and Cesar had left by the time she’d shooed him away.

Coco next saw Cesar when she was walking to the store. Cesar blasted out of a nearby pool hall, chasing a man he stood no chance of catching. As he passed her, he spit out a Now and Later candy in a spray of blood, and a stream of obscenities followed. It turned out that the man had wrongly accused Cesar and his friends of overturning his car, which he’d parked in front of the pool hall, and when Cesar had cursed the man out, the man had pistol-whipped him. Now Cesar was scrambling for backup, trying to mobilize The Andrews Posse. The challenge was, as always, to get the boys organized. “Ooh,” Coco remembered thinking, “my baby’s gonna fight.” Coco was a member of TAP’s unofficial auxiliary. Boys needed girls at times like these as decoys. Police were less likely to stop a boy accompanied by a girl. Coco grabbed the arm of a boy her sister used to like.

And that’s when Cesar noticed Coco—which placed her in a quandary: she didn’t want Cesar to think she had a boyfriend besides Wishman, but if she let go of the other boy’s hand, he could get into trouble, and that would be her fault. To her relief, the moment dissolved in the ensuing commotion, all the yelling and jostling and undirected threats. Everyone assembled, eventually, but by then the pistol-whipper had long since fled.

Yet the incident did its deeper work: the outburst relieved frustration and gave the bored teenagers something new to talk about. Revenge provided an excuse to connect, and another sort of hormonal communication replaced the desire for a fight. Cesar did not speak to Coco, and Coco kept the most important questions to herself. Did he have a girlfriend? What did he think of her? Darkness descended over University and it was growing cold, but the headlights from the cars felt summer bright.

The smallest hope had a way of vaulting Coco into overdrive; just on speculation, she broke up with Wishman. She needed him out of the way in case Cesar wanted her. Wishman acted unconcerned, but Wishman’s mother, Sunny, told Coco she was sorry to hear of the split. She liked Coco: Coco struck her as the type of girl who could anchor a restless boy like Wishman without expecting too much. Sunny had hoped for this match, since trouble seemed the destination of this particular son. Sunny, who was large and easygoing, could tell that Coco had heart—that she could hold her own in a fight—but she also possessed a sweetness. Coco wasn’t greedy. She didn’t curse. She was happy to feed Sunny’s baby and change a diaper and go to the store to buy Sunny a loosie when her Newports ran out. Sunny would never tell Wishman what she thought—she did not want him all into her business, either—but she memorialized her hope for his softer landing by taping Coco’s photograph to the refrigerator door. Now Wishman would be reminded of Coco every time he got a drink.
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Coco lived in the heart of the inner city, but to her it was more like a village: her world was made up of roughly five square blocks. Its emotional center was her mother’s apartment on the top floor of a six-story building off University Avenue. Just down the street was a high-rise housing project that staggered back toward the Deegan Expressway. The projects were another country; Coco traveled there only with her mother, Foxy, and her stepfather, Richie, who liked to do battle on the handball courts. Coco visited other outposts more often: the emergency rooms of North Central and Bronx Lebanon, where Coco waited for hours whenever her younger brother had a seizure or her older brother had an asthma attack; her grandmother’s apartment, a five-minute walk away; the apartments of friends, who were mostly relatives by blood, and who hosted birthday parties, baby showers, christenings, and coming-home parties whenever the prison let somebody’s son or boyfriend out. There was Burnside Avenue, where Coco went shopping whenever her mother had money for the big purchases—shoes and coats. There was Fordham Road, where she attended school.

And yet there were important distinctions within this circumscribed world. Church people generally lived their lives separate from the people who hung around outside. Some working people kept their kids on lockdown to protect them from the street; some kids stayed outdoors, afraid of what awaited them inside. Everyone traversed the same stairwells and corner stores and bus stops, but sometimes moving in opposite directions. There was a kind of swing shift: the hanging-out folks straggled home as the working people headed out; the working people returned just as the streets were heating up. Even within households, these tensions persisted: Foxy worked full-time, while Richie, her longtime boyfriend, was a heroin addict; Coco loved the street, but her older sister, Iris, was a homebody.

Trying to do right wasn’t necessarily rewarded: the bulk of the housework fell to Iris. In fact, Iris also shouldered a fair share of the parenting: Foxy managed a clothing store called the Rainbow Shop, and she didn’t get home most nights until ten or eleven. Iris cooked, fetched Coco from the corner, and fielded phone calls from the schools, where Coco and Hector, the youngest, were always getting into fights. Foxy liked to say, “I have to kick Iris’s ass outside and kick Coco’s to stay in.”

That fall, however, Foxy was easing up on Coco because she had more pressing worries; Iris was pregnant, at fifteen, and threatening to move out. Foxy liked Iris’s boyfriend, Armando—the teenagers had met at a summer youth program, and Armando was devoted and responsible—but Foxy didn’t see how she could manage without her eldest daughter; Iris made it possible for Foxy to work.

Iris didn’t want to abandon her mother, but she longed for peace—a peace she hadn’t even known was possible until she’d spent two quiet weeks with a family upstate one summer, as a camper with the Fresh Air Fund. She hated the constant fighting at her mother’s; someone was always taking someone else’s something, someone needing or getting hit or crying or complaining or bickering. Iris had enjoyed the refuge of Foxy’s sister Aida, who lived in New Jersey, but Aida had recently started using drugs, overwhelmed by problems of her own. Before she fell in love with Armando, Iris hid out in the bedroom she shared with Coco and entertained herself by rearranging the furniture and changing the clothes on her Barbie dolls. Now, she hid out in Armando’s room.

Iris also hated Foxy’s boyfriend. Richie was unemployed, and because Iris stayed indoors, she got the brunt of his restlessness, some of which he subdued with heroin. Iris was tired of serving him—preparing his coffee, watching his nature shows instead of cartoons, and after he nodded out, dousing his cigarettes. Once, Richie overdosed in the bathroom while Foxy was at work. Coco screamed hysterically, and their older brother, Manuel, ran to get a neighbor, but Iris prayed that Richie wouldn’t make it.

Iris had hated her own father, too. She remembered doing cartwheels in the hall at school when she received the news that he had died. Coco, who was eight at the time, scratched her face until she bled. She had been his favorite. When Coco was younger, and he tossed her in the air, Iris would try to distract him, so he would drop her. Or Iris would hide beneath the bed with the cat, tease the cat to the point of torture, then throw it at her father’s feet and watch him get clawed. She cooled his diabetes medication in the freezer. When Foxy finally kicked him out, Iris was secretly pleased. But as far as Iris was concerned, Foxy had simply traded one useless man for another. Now Iris’s pregnancy made her more outspoken, and she disrespected Richie to his face.

Coco, on the other hand, concentrated on Richie’s positive qualities. He was handsome—light-skinned, with blue eyes—and he and her mother matched: Foxy had green eyes and platinum-blond hair. They looked beautiful together when they danced, and he made her mother happy sometimes. Richie also took the time to teach Coco the Hustle. He was intelligent; he read books; he registered Coco for her first library card, and he helped her with her homework. Ever since Iris had come out pregnant, Richie had been warning Coco to guard herself and aim for a better life.

Exactly how she was supposed to do this was unclear, but Coco might have instinctively understood that success was less about climbing than about not falling down. Since there were few real options for mobility, people in Coco’s world measured improvement in microscopic increments of better-than-whatever-was-worse. These tangible gradations mattered more than the clichéd language of success that floated blandly out of everyone’s mouth, like fugitive sentiments from a Hallmark card. Girls were going to “make something of themselves” as soon as the baby was old enough; boys were going to “do right” and “stay inside”; everyone was going back to school. But better-than was the true marker. Thick and fed was better than thin and hungry. Family fights indoors—even if everyone could hear them—were better than taking private business to the street. Heroin was bad, but crack was worse. A girl who had four kids by two boys was better than a girl who had four by three. A boy who dealt drugs and helped his mom and kids was better than a boy who was greedy and spent the income on himself; the same went for girls and their welfare checks. Mothers who went clubbing and didn’t yell at their kids the next tired day were better than mothers who did.

Whenever Richie asked Coco about her plans for the future—whenever he asked her even a simple question—she’d say, “I don’t know,” and he’d say, “‘I don’t know’ is gonna be your middle name.” Richie wanted Coco to think ahead, but his advice was vague: “Always have a plan A, and behind that, always have a plan B.” When it came to garnering heroin money, Richie worked the entire alphabet. He had once fallen off a fire escape while attempting to rob a neighbor and broken both his wrists and ankles. He had then filed a lawsuit against the landlord, claiming that the fire escape was unsafe. But Coco could see that even the most inventive plans routinely failed and that Richie’s needs still often came down to Foxy’s salary. Sometimes Coco would hand over her allowance to stop the arguing; she couldn’t stand to see Foxy upset and Richie heroin-sick.

That chaotic autumn, Coco’s only plan was Cesar, who had yet to speak to her.
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At first, Cesar noticed Coco the way he noticed all kinds of girls. She was pretty, “real short and thick.” He wanted to have sex with her. His friend B.J. told him to forget it: Coco was a virgin. Cesar wanted her even more.

The high days of virginity put a girl in demand. For the girls, it was not simply a state but an asset that gave them a rare and coveted form of power; virginity could put sneakers on your feet. Ideally, it was something that a girl could make up her own mind about, something that really mattered. And, unlike good looks or real fathers or money, virginity was democratic. Even skanky girls who had it—while they had it—possessed something tangible and clean. For boys, catching a virgin was an accomplishment. It was like winning the dice games—hope skimming the sidewalk, playing calculated odds. Getting a virgin, they told one another, meant a lifelong open door: girls always held a soft spot for their first.

“Yo, forget about her, man,” B.J. said to Cesar, “she won’t give no sex up.” Wishman had not had any luck.

And Wishman had tried. Coco had once given sex to Kodak, he reminded her. He’d say, “You let Kodak. You know I shoulda been your first.” Coco agreed. It had mortified her that her brief, disappointing encounter with Kodak had been broadcast along her block like a street fight or a bust. She had since resolved to keep her romantic interests to herself. Coco may no longer officially have been a virgin, but she was as close to a virgin as you could get. Her pact of privacy did not exclude confiding in Dorcas about Cesar, however, both because Coco was no good with secrets and because they were best girlfriends, best friends for life.

Cesar wasn’t the only boy who had noticed Coco’s chunky figure and appealingly sassy attitude. Her body had long generated unspoken acknowledgments. But now she’d entered the dangerous age, stepped into the open marketplace, and the desire behind men’s eyes came out in compliments and crude remarks. Smooth offers chased appraising glances. Boys lobbed aggressive comments, begging for a response. Older women warned her off:

You think he’s so wonderful? He ain’t so wonderful, ask him where he been!

Let me tell you, baby, he might buy you sneakers but he ain’t gonna pay the rent!

Check you out, Shorty!

Look at the way she walk!

Whatchu do, paint on those pants?

Their banter supposed that men never passed up sexual opportunity and that young girls were good for little more than waving the chance at them. Men will be men. Boys were worse. Girls were naive, stupid. To Coco, the women’s warnings sounded like jealousy, as if they wanted their dire predictions to come true. They seemed eager for the girl to lose what made her powerful. If older girls and women were supposed to have the knowledge and teach girls about love, the way they went about it wasn’t right. Coco noticed such discrepancies.
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Cesar thought Coco sounded like a challenge, and he loved challenges. His friends were always daring him to do crazy things. Once, to Rocco’s great amusement, Cesar had undressed at the dry cleaner’s and walked home, along Tremont, in his underwear. Cesar already had a way with women—real women (his mother’s friends), young women (Jessica’s friends), and girls his age. He varied his approach—from nice guy to bully—depending upon the girl. He bet B.J. $100 that he could have sex with Coco within two weeks: her panties would be the proof. And although he had never even spoken to her, Cesar promised B.J. that Coco would deliver the evidence herself.

Freed from school one afternoon, Coco and Dorcas headed for the bodega on Andrews Avenue. Coco had her black hair pulled up severely, with a dollop of Vaseline on her bangs to tame the curl, and two lollipops stuck in her ponytail. Her skin shone. She used Vaseline as a moisturizer, but also to protect her from scarring if she got into a fight. Conspicuous signs of wear were shaming in the ghetto, which was partly why Coco liked her clothes neat and new. “That was one thing, my mother always tried to keep us in style,” Coco recalled. She preferred shirts that exposed her midriff, and tight pants or short-shorts that showed off her thighs. The pants in style were called chewing gums because they stretched. Foxy bought Coco a pair in every color—blue, red, green, yellow, black, and pink. Foxy got a 30 percent discount on everything she bought at the Rainbow Shop. Coco was extremely proud of her thickness, which the chewing gums did right by. She said, “I used to rock those, they used to cling to my butt, I used to love it.” That day, Coco wore a turquoise Spandex pair. She swished her way into the bodega. The cleats on her tiny feet clacked against the floor.

“Yo, what’s up with that girl?” Cesar asked.

“Yo, what’s up with your friend?” B.J. asked Dorcas. “My friend thinks she’s nice.”

Coco returned to the sidewalk, and Dorcas filled her in. “Why can’t he talk for himself?” Coco said pertly.

“I can talk for myself,” Cesar said.

“So what happened then, why you telling my friend?” Coco asked. She pursed her lips in one corner, lifted her thick eyebrows, and leaned into her hip. On a woman the position would have looked caustic, but not on Coco. Her nose was small and turned up. Her eyes looked happy and playful; there was hope in them, maybe even trust. Cesar held a pack of Mike and Ikes and sunflower seeds in his big hand. A smile formed on those bee-stung lips. Within seconds, the words spilled out.

“We began to conversate,” Coco recalled. Soon, Coco began cutting school.
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Cesar found himself actually liking Coco, and so he defaulted on his bet with B.J. He liked her more each time they spoke, and they’d spoken every day. They always had things to talk about. He spent less time robbing and mugging, preferring to visit with her instead. A girl could save a boy from the street, but Cesar wasn’t looking to be saved, and Coco wasn’t looking to rescue him. She liked the excitement and wasn’t thinking further than that. She waited for Cesar in the lobby of Dorcas’s mother’s apartment building. They talked and talked and then they began to kiss and kiss. They kissed in Dorcas’s mother’s lobby, in stairwells, on sidewalks, against graffitied walls and ravaged trees. They kissed with Cesar sitting on the hood of a car, bent over Coco’s uplifted chin. They began to make love and Coco stayed silly and happy, not scared and sad like other girls he’d been with. She was spontaneous, which was like being with a new girl every day. “It was never the same-old with Coco,” Cesar said. “She was adventurous.” Cesar wasn’t ashamed to introduce her to his friends. Once, Cesar brought a friend to Dorcas’s mother’s apartment for Dorcas, but the friend wasn’t interested. “She was too fat,” Coco said, and Dorcas’s clothes were stained and worn-out. So Coco outfitted Dorcas in new clothes that Foxy had brought home from the Rainbow Shop. Coco’s generosity exasperated Foxy—perhaps because it was a flaw they shared. Then Cesar found a fat friend for the spruced-up Dorcas, and everything worked out.
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A few months after Coco and Cesar got together, after kissing throughout one early-winter afternoon, Cesar announced, “Coco, I want to take you somewhere.”

“Where?” she asked.

“I want you to meet my moms.”

It was a big moment. Coco had never been in Cesar’s mother’s house. Cesar had not spoken much about his family.

On University, Cesar flagged down a livery cab. They climbed in. Off they went, sinking into the cushiony backseat for the bumpy ride to the east end of Tremont Avenue.

Lourdes placed her hands on her hips and raised one eyebrow as she scrutinized the short girl who sat beside her Cesar on his queen-size bed. The weight of Lourdes’s beeper made the string of her apron sag. There had been plenty of girls in and out of this bedroom, but she could tell that her baby cared for this one: he’d tucked a picture of Coco in the edge of his mirror. The girl’s feet were swinging. They didn’t even touch the floor.

In the silence that followed Cesar’s introduction—“Ma, I want you to meet my girl”—Coco noticed that Cesar had inherited his mother’s bubble lips. “From all the girlfriends he brung here, from all the girls you seem like you okay, you a nice person,” Lourdes intoned. “But let me tell you, I’m going to tell you one thing. One thing I don’t like about you.” The darkness of Lourdes’s eyes emphasized the paleness of her skin. She wore her waist-length black hair in a single braid. The lady knew how to make a pause count for something.

“How you going to say you don’t like me, for you just met me?” Coco asked sincerely.

Lourdes ignored her and continued, “That eyeliner, it’s got to go. It don’t go with your eyes.” She paused again. “To be honest with you, baby, it looks like shit.” The insult was a gesture of inclusion. “What’s your sign?” Lourdes added solemnly.

“Sagittarius,” said Coco.

“No wonder! Cuz I’m a Sagittarius!” Lourdes exclaimed. With that exchange, Lourdes and Coco became coconspirators on the subject of Cesar, whom they both loved. Lourdes found a fresh audience for her old stories, and Coco, just coming up, found a veteran guide for the bewildering turns her life was about to take.

Jessica, who was also home the day Coco met Lourdes, was the most beautiful girl Coco had ever seen: light-skinned, with dead hair like a white girl’s, the bangs and feathered edges blown forward like a commercial for shampoo. She also had a perfect body: a big butt without a stomach, nice breasts, and nails polished by a manicurist in a beauty salon. Her wide smile was like Cesar’s—sexy—crowded with those same white, even teeth. She smelled like a rich girl—not of the sharp scents you got at the dollar store, but of a name-brand perfume. She was friendly, which surprised Coco, because a girl with all that could have been a snob. Even across the room, the way Jessica spoke felt pressed up close. The day they met, she wore thigh-high black leather boots with pointy toes.

“You could kill mad roaches with those boots,” Cesar said.

“Right?” Jessica said, her laughter breathing out like a sleepy joke.

Jessica tried to chat with Coco, but Cesar kept interrupting, and he finally closed the bedroom door. “I don’t want you and Jessica hanging out,” Cesar told Coco. Cesar liked Coco exactly the way she was. Jessica was an entryway to a lifestyle he didn’t want Coco to even understand.

Jessica’s life was getting bigger. She was one of Boy George’s girlfriends now. She’d head out to the store for milk and not come back for five days. George had already taken her to Puerto Rico and to Disney World. “Here comes your portable sister,” Lourdes would quip to Cesar whenever Jessica materialized. She no longer traveled by bus or foot like she used to; she came and went by cab.



CHAPTER FOUR


Boy George’s earliest childhood memory is of hot water burning him during a kitchen-sink bath. His next is looking out a window over Tremont and seeing his cat get hit by a car. He remembers crying for the dead cat. “I loved pets. I tried to keep dogs, but they were always getting hit, too,” he said. Electrical fires were also common in his neighborhood. Once, while he and his little brother, Enrique, were watching Laverne & Shirley, the TV burst into flames. That day, George managed to save his cat. From the sidewalk, he and Enrique and the new cat watched their apartment burn.

After his father left when George was six months old, his mother changed apartments frequently. The family lived on St. Lawrence, on Prospect, on Tremont, east and west. They stayed in the Soundview Projects. They had an apartment across from Woodlawn Cemetery. “We were always moving around,” George said. He recalls no childhood friends. Enrique was a sickly, fearful boy. George was the solid one. He was decisive. Said Enrique, “My mother is a heartbroken person. My own heart gets broken quick. But when it comes to heartbreaking matters, George knows how to deal with it professionally. He was the bravest in the family.”
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