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You have to be rich to be poor.

That's what some people who have never lived below the
poverty line don't understand.

Put it another way: The poorer you are, the more things
cost. More in money, time, hassle, exhaustion, menace. This
is a fact of life that reality television and magazines don't
often explain.

So we'll explain it here. Consider this a primer on the economics of poverty.

"The poor pay more for a gallon of milk; they pay more on a capital basis for inferior housing," says Rep. Earl
Blumenauer (D-Ore.). "The poor and 100 million who are struggling for the middle class actually end up paying
more for transportation, for housing, for health care, for mortgages. They get steered to subprime lending. . . .
The poor pay more for things middle-class America takes for granted."

Poverty 101: We'll start with the basics.

Like food: You don't have a car to get to a supermarket, much less to Costco or Trader Joe's, where the middle
class goes to save money. You don't have three hours to take the bus. So you buy groceries at the corner store,
where a gallon of mik costs an extra dollar.

A loaf of bread there costs you $2.99 for white. For wheat, it's $3.79. The clerk behind the counter tells you the
gallon of leaking milk in the bottom of the back cooler is $4.99. She holds up four fingers to clarify. The milk is
beneath the shelf that holds beef'bologna for $3.79. A pound of butter sells for $4.49. In the back of the store
are fruits and vegetables. The green peppers are shriveled, the bananas are more brown than yellow, the oranges
are picked over.

(At a Safeway on Bradley Boulevard in Bethesda, the wheat bread costs $1.19, and white bread is on sale for
$1. A gallon of milk costs $3.49 -- $2.99 if you buy two gallons. A pound of butter is $2.49. Beef'bologna is on
sale, two packages for $5.)

Prices in urban corner stores are almost always higher, economists say. And sometimes, prices in supermarkets
in poorer neighborhoods are higher. Many of these stores charge more because the cost of doing business in
some neighborhoods is higher. "First, they are probably paying more on goods because they don't get the low
wholesale price that bigger stores get," says Bradley R. Schiller, a professor emeritus at American University and
the author of "The Economics of Poverty and Discrimination."

www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/05/17/AR2009051702053_pf.html 1/6
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"The real estate is higher. The fact that volume is low means fewer sales per worker. They make fewer dollars of
revenue per square foot of space. They don't end up making more money. Every corner grocery store wishes
they had profits their customers think they have."

According to the Census Bureau, more than 37 million people in the country live below the poverty line. The
poor know these facts of life. These facts become their lives.

Time is money, they say, and the poor pay more in time, too.

When you are poor, you don't have the luxury of throwing a load into the washing machine and then taking your
morning jog while it cycles. You wait until Monday afternoon, when the laundromat is most likely to be empty,
and you put all of that laundry from four kids into four heaps, bundle it in sheets, load a cart and drag it to the
corner.

"If T had my choice, I would have a washer and a dryer," says Nya Oti, 37, a food-service worker who lives in
Brightwood. She stands on her toes to reach the top of a washer in the laundromat on Georgia Avenue NW and
pours in detergent. The four loads of laundry will take her about two hours. A soap opera is playing loudly on the
television hanging from the ceiling. A man comes in talking to himself. He drags his loads of dirty sheets and
mattress pads and dumps them one by one into the machines next to Oti.

She does not seem to notice. She is talking about other costs of poverty. "My car broke down this weekend,
and it took a lot of time getting on the bus, standing on the bus stop. It was a waste of a whole lot of times.
Waiting. The transfer to the different bus."

When she has her car, she drives to Maryland, where she shops for her groceries at Shoppers Food Warehouse
or Save-A-Lot, where she says some items are cheaper and some are higher. "They have a way of getting you in
there on a bargain. You go in for something cheap, but something else is more expensive." She buys bags of
oranges or apples, but not the organic kind. "Organic is too much," she says.

"When you are poor, you substitute time for money," says Randy Albelda, an economics professor at the
University of Massachusetts at Boston. "You have to work a lot of hours and still not make a lot of money. You
get squeezed, and your money is squeezed."

The poor pay more in hassle: the calls from the bill collectors, the landlord, the utility company. So they spend
money to avoid the hassle. The poor pay for caller identification because it gives them peace of mind to weed out
calls from bill collectors.

The rich have direct deposit for their paychecks. The poor have check-cashing and payday loan joints, which
cost time and money. Payday advance companies say they are providing an essential service to people who most
need them. Their critics say they are preying on people who are the most "economically vulnerable."

"As you've seen with the financial services industry, if people can cut a profit, they do it," Blumenauer says. '"The
poor pay more for financial services. A lot of people who are 'unbanked' pay $3 for a money order to pay their
electric bill. They pay a 2 percent check-cashing fee because they don't have bank services. The reasons? Part
of'it is lack of education. But part of it is because people target them. There is evidence that credit-card mills
have recently started trolling for the poor. They are targeting the recently bankrupt."

Outside the ACE check-cashing office on Georgia Avenue in Petworth, Harrison Blakeney, 67, explains a hard
www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/05/17/AR2009051702053_pf.html 2/6
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financial lesson of poverty. He uses the check-cashing store to pay his telephone bill. The store charges 10
percent to take Blakeney's money and send the payment to the phone company. That 10 percent becomes what
it costs him to get his payment to the telephone company on time. Ten percent is more than the cost of'a stamp.

But, Blakeney says: "l don't have time to mail it. You come here and get it done. Then you don't get charged with

the late fee."

Blakeney, a retired auto mechanic who now lives on a fixed income, says: "We could send the payment ahead of
time but sometimes you don't have money ahead of time. That's why you pay extra money to get them to send
it."

Blakeney, wearing a purple jacket, leans on his cane. He has no criticism for the check-cashing place. "That's
how they make their money," he says. "l don't care about the charge."

Just then, Lenwood Brooks walks out of the check-cashing place. He is angry about how much it just cost him
to cash a check. "They charged me $15 to cash a $300 check," he says.

You ask him why he didn't just go to a bank. But his story is as complicated as the various reasons people find
themselves in poverty and in need of a check-cashing joint. He says he lost his driver's license and now his
regular bank "won't recognize me as a human. That's why I had to come here. It's a rip-off, but it's like a
convenience store. You pay for the convenience."

Then there's credit. The poor don't have it. What they had was a place like First Cash Advance in D.C.'s Manor
Park neighborhood, where a neon sign once flashed "PAYDAY ADVANCE." Through the bulletproof glass, a
cashier in white eyeliner and long white nails explained what you needed to get an advance on your paycheck --
a pay stub, a legitimate ID, a checkbook. This meant you're doing well enough to have a checking account, but
you're still poor.

And if you qualify, the fee for borrowing $300 is $46.50.

That was not for a year -- it's for seven days, although the terms can vary. How much interest will this payday
loan cost you? In simple terms, the company is charging a $15.50 fee for every $100 that you borrow. On your
$300 payday loan -- borrowed for a term of seven days -- the effective annual percentage rate is 806 percent.

The cashier says that what you do is write First Cash Advance a check for $345.50 plus another $1 fee, and it
will give you $300 in cash upfront. It holds the check until you get paid. Then you bring in $346.50 and it returns
your check. Or it cashes the check and keeps your $346.50, or you have the option of extending the loan with
additional fees. You'll be out $46.50, which you'd rather have for the late fee on the rent you didn't pay on time.
Or the gas bill you swear you paid last month but the gas company swears it never got.

But now the payday advance place has closed, shuttered by metal doors. A sign in the front door says the
business has moved. After the D.C. government passed a law requiring payday lenders to abide by a 24-percent
limit on the annual percentage rate charged on a loan, many such stores in the District closed. Now advocates for
the poor say they are concerned about other businesses that prey on poor people by extending loans in exchange
for car titles. If a person does not pay back the loan, then the business becomes the owner of'the car.

All these costs can lead the poor to a collective depression. Douglas J. Besharov, resident scholar at the
American Enterprise Institute, says: "There are social costs of being poor, though it is not clear where the cause

www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/05/17/AR2009051702053_pf.html
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and effect is. We know for a fact that on certain measures, people who are poor are often more depressed than
people who are not. I don't know if poverty made them depressed or the depression made them poor. I think
the cause and effect is an open question. Some people are so depressed they are not functional. 'I live n a
crummy neighborhood. My kids go to a crummy school.' That is not the kind of scenario that would make them
happy." Another effect of all this, he says: "Would you want to hire someone like that?"

The poor suspect that prices are higher where they live, even the prices in major supermarkets. The suspicions
sometimes spill over into frustration.

On a hot spring afternoon, Jacob Carter finds himself standing in a checkout line at the Giant on Alabama
Avenue SE. Before the cashier finishes ringing up his items, he puts $43 on the conveyor belt. But his bill comes
to $52.07. He has no more money, so he tells the clerk to start removing items.

The clerk suggests that he use his "bonus card" for savings.
Carter tells the clerk he has no such card.

He puts back the liter of soda. Puts back the paper towels. Sets aside $9 worth of hot fried chicken wings. He
returns $13 worth of groceries. "Y'all got some high prices in this [expletive]," he says, standing in Aisle 4, blue
shirt over work clothes.

The clerk suggests that he take his cash off the conveyor belt, because if she moves the belt the money will be
carried nto the machinery. Then the money will be gone.

Carter, a building engineer, snatches up the money, then gives it to the clerk. His final bill is $39.07.

He looks at the receipt and then announces without the slightest indication as to why: "Just give me all my
[expletive] money back. It's too high in this [expletive]." The clerk calls the supervisor, who comes over. The
supervisor doesn't argue with Carter. She just starts the process of giving him a refund.

"T want my money back. This [expletive] is too high. My grandmother told me about this store."
The supervisor returns $39.07 in cash. "Sir," she says, "have a blessed day."

The food in this supermarket might be cheaper than the goods at a corner store. But Carter still feels frustrated
by what he thinks is a mark-up on prices in supermarkets in poor neighborhoods. Carter walks out.

The poor pay in other ways, ways you might never imagine. Jeanette Reed, who is retired and lives on a fixed
income, sold her blood when she needed money. "l had no other source to get money," she says. "l went to the
blood bank. And they gave me $30.

"I needed the money. I didn't have the money and no source of getting money. No gas. No food. I have to go to
a center that gives out boxes of food once a month. They give you cereal or vouchers for $10. They give you
canned tuna and macaroni and cheese. Crackers and soup. They give you commodities like day-old bread."

The poor know the special economics of their housing, too.
"You pay rent that might be more than a mortgage," Reed says. "But you don't have the credit or the down
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payment to buy a house. Apartments are not going down. They are going up. They say houses are better,
cheaper. But how are you going to get in a house if you don't have any money for a down payment?"

There is also an economic cost to living in low-income neighborhoods.

"The cheaper housing is in more-dangerous areas," says Reed, who lives in Southeast Washington. "l moved out
of my old apartment. I hate that area. They be walking up and down the street. Couldn't take the dog out at night
because strangers walking up and down the street. They will knock on your door. Either they rob you, kill or ask
for money. If you're not there, they will steal air conditioners and copper. They will sell your copper [pipes] for
money."

And then there is the particular unpleasantness when you make too much money to fall below the poverty line,
but not enough to move up, up and away from it.

For our final guest lecturer on poverty we take you to the Thrift Store on Georgia Avenue and Marie Nicholas,
35, in an orange shirt, purple pants and thick black eyeliner. She is what economists call the working poor.

She is picking through the racks. The store is busy with customers on a Monday afternoon. There is the shrill
sound of hangers sliding across racks under fluorescent lights. An old confirmation dress hangs from the ceiling. It
has faded to yellow. It's not far from the used silver pumps, size 9 1/2 , nearly new, on sale for $9.99.

"People working who don't make a lot of money go to the system for help, and they deny them," Nicholas says.
"They say I make too much. It almost helps if you don't work."

She says she makes $15 an hour working as a certified nursing assistant. She pays $850 for rent for a one-
bedroom that she shares with her boyfriend and child. She went looking for a two-bedroom unit recently and
found it would cost her $1,400. She pays $300 a month for child care for her 11-year-old son, who is
developmentally delayed. She tried to put him in a subsidized child-care facility, but was told she makes too
much money. "My son was not chosen for Head Start because I wasn't in a shelter or on welfare. People's kids
who do go don't do nothing but sit at home."

Money and time. "I ride the bus to get to work," Nicholas says. It takes an hour. "If I could drive, it would take
me 10 minutes. I have to catch two buses." She gets to the bus stop at 6:30 a.m. The bus is supposed to come
every 10 or 15 minutes. Sometimes, she says, it comes every 30 minutes.

What could you accomplish with the lost 20 mmutes standing there in the rain? Waiting. That's another cost of
poverty. You watit in lines. You watit at bus stops. You wait on the bus as it makes it way up Georgia Avenue,
hitting every stop. No sense in trying to hurry when you are poor.

When you are poor, you watt.

View all comments that have been posted about this article.
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A REPORTER AT LARGE

AFTER WELFARE

Wentring tue jabs, Etizabeth Jones does ber best for ber famsly. But s it encugh?

BY KATHERINE BOO

hen children on the easteriumost

tip of the District of Columbia
try to explain where they live, they often
say “by the Shrimp Boat,” 2 worn sea-
food carryout whose small, barred win
dows look east to the aty’ hardest ghetto
and west to the United Stares Capirol,
Thar the Shrhup Beat has come o
stand for a neighborhood of ten thou

sand ]:&G]‘JI.G spr:a}:s less 1o the t‘lu;i“';_}' ot

its crab legs than to the featurelessness
af the surrounding landscape, Among
large housing projects and old brick
Lomes, there 15 no other laindmark. At
the start of the twentieth century, this

pratch of the Distriet was known for the
industry of its inhabitanrs, black erafte-
men who bivouacked in shanties while
constructing the monuments of the fed

cral city. At the end of the century, the
Ml}r].ﬂ'ﬂ.ﬂ indolenee of communines like
the Shrimp Boat helped wspire in the
federal city the most celebrated social-
policy mitiative in a generation—the
Personal R esponsibility and Wark Op-
portunity Act of 1996,

Last August 22nd was the fourth an-
niversary of the passage of the welfire-
reform bill. Five miles from the Capitol,
at astand ourside the Sheimp Bear, extra-

PHOTOGRAPHS BY MARY FLLEN MARK

Joriesk danyghter; Direntha (center, woith  [riends), wvho wwatches ber brothers when ber
rother (above), is on duty, is r'rzﬁ*eaﬁﬂgf:}' acdrlt crtsiee the Bome,
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barge T-shurts Happed in the breeze like
a country’s colers at the border, Their
it]‘.&v&.‘l‘ii.'ll‘_lﬁl 1 testified o a culture’s chang-
g aspirations. The w rer;ﬂmg hulks and
rrartjuana leaves of previous years had
been ‘iupq.rlcum:fl |1} exhortutions in the
red, black, and green of African mde-
pendence, "Educate 2 Elevare,” the
shirte read “Each 1, Teach 1." Such sun-
drenched sentiments moved me more
than | cared o admit, for T had come 1o
the Shrimp Boat to see three children
whose elevation [ particularly roor for.

Derrard, Drenika, and Wayne were
ten, eleven, and thirteen, respectively; kst
F‘;'L-.gusl, 1 hawe known themy, first as a
newspaper teporter and then as a frend,
sice 1996, when they were lving in pub-
lic housing with their mother, Elizabeth
Jomes, whe was then twenty=six and had
been on welfare for nine yesrs. Weorried
thar the world would mistale her gnod
kids for gherto thues, Elizabeth decided
that weltzre reform could be her family's
rescue. Slie prot a secondhand suir from a
chantable organization and reached up for
the sociocconomic ladders lowest ning.

Since the law's passage, Miss Coolde,
it Shrimp Boat Kids call Elizabeth, has
done everything thar reformers could
reasanably ask of the daughter of 4 sin-
gle mother and a father she never met
whio, by the age of twenty-one, had a
h1gh—qch00l diploma, a history of vic
Araieation 1'I:p' L b and dnmt'-'.m abnisze,
and three bubies by three hit-and-run
men, After a valunteer clerkship and a
course in VWordPertect, she pet, at twenty-
seven, the first real job of her life, asare-
ceptionist, with 2 salary of nwventy-two
thousand dollars a year. Not long after,
she saw, on the side of 2 bus, a recruit-
ment poster for the Me tropohitan Palice
Department. In Seprember of 1998, she
graduated from the police academy and
became an officer on the meh shalt m
Sourheast D.C., the city’s most violent
quadrant—her owiw

Cookie is funny and smart and tells
the: mmuth even when it makes her look
badl. She dishles melodsama and 15,0 her
own estimation, a mediocre cop. (*For
real, T rather go o schonl for mortuary
science,” she says.“Diead people, you just
punmp them uprand they dom’t taulk back.™)
She is also, ar age rh_:rr} one, a Shrimp
Boat phenomenon, subject 1o high fives
when she takes her boys to Camphell:
barbershop for a shapeup. She is among

o4 THLE MEW WORKER, APTIL 9, 2000

the most successhul Former weltare re-
c:picms in thie Districts mner L‘Il._'-'.

Qne premise of welfare reform,
which transters federal power to local
government, is that the public and pri-
vate instimmions closest to the poor can
best see their needs. Bur the inverse 18
aiso trues the coser you get to Bamilies
like Elizabethis, the more clearly you see
the aws inthe infrastructure that serves
the children of the post-welfare world.

On the Augnst day last year when 1
arrived at Eleabetlts hovse, owas lench-
time, and, asusual, she wasn't there, Her
potice shift runs all might, and after it
ended, just before dawn, she went down-
town to work as 8 security guard—a part-
time job she has taken in order to meet
her car payments. Her children bad been
home alone since seven the night be-
tore. In the living rocin, & pillow-lipped
slacker on MTVs “Real Word Miami”
ware a T-shirt that said “F=k work" In
the kitchen, eleven-vear-old Drenika lie
e stove und dropped a clump of ramen
into a pot of water. Direnika’s heart-
shaped tace has a perperual squint, asif a
private sun were blasting into ber eyes.
That day, she wanred to run the streets
with Rice, a thirteen-vear-old who had
begun showing an interest after she
started refusing to wear her cyeglasses.
Burt ever since Direnika was seven, when
a day-care subsidy stopped because of 4
municipal error, she has been taking care
of her younger brather, Dernard, who is
bright and amaous, and heralder brother,
Wayne, who is learmng-disabled. The
day before, Drenika had peacked a plastic
bay in anticipation of an overnight stay
with her father, who didin't materialize,
The hag was still on 4 chair by the door.

Dernard, you want one hoiled egy
with your noodles or twor” Direnika asked.
Her fingernails were bitten to the quick.

“And which one of you was so trifling as
to lesve your gum smick on the Aoor?™

Dernard licked powdered clucken
seasory {ron his palm as he waited for
his egg. He was warried, he told his sis-
ter, ghout his tnminent entranee into
fifth grade, where 1t might become clear

tos the meancrof bis classmates that he is

| 5“-.

e

not 2 club-level thug—"that all | am wa
nerel without plasses,” he tald Drenikea,
mourafully. Drenika, putting out Piil‘l‘afa.,
agreed with her younger brother's as-
sessinent: “Youd be beatevery day at my
school” She reamnmnended silence in
class until he grev raller.

Then thirteen-year-old Wayne, «till
i s pajamas, emerged from the base-
mient, where he had speit the rmemming in
a waorld of his own devising. Elizabeth
cannot afford prvate tutonng or therapy
fer her som, whio s six feet twe and whose
eyes wlt slightly twoward the ceiling To
help Wayne make s neighborhood friend,
she had recently registered him for a local
peewee-football team. But his mother is
gentle with him, as the world at large
seanetimes 5 noty and in her absence
Wayne prefers the companionship he
T ercated o hus motherss old Loy chest.
With deft craftsmanship and small thefis
friom school and dollar stores, he has
been perfecting, over half his Iife, a pn-
ware slirme to rddle-clagss combort. In
Waynes wooden box—do not call 1t 2
doll hause—pipe-cleancr aurtains Wi
Just so. The sister has a parrot 1o talk 1o
when she's lonehy, which is not often,
thanks to the businessman father and the
Ive-in grandmother: Tn the bedmom, the
windows are not taped over with card-
beard, Thereis, instead, a classic boyhoad
enchannnent: a full ship that has some-
how slipped nte & nurow-pecked bottle.

At lunchtime, working security at a
chemists’ convention, Elizabeth swle o
minute to make a laminared name badge
tor each of her children: “Hello, Tﬂ}'
Name Is . . . Wayne. Anchitect. Wash-
mgton, [.C." Meanwhile, in a frame
house i the Shramp Boat, Drenila ried
Ity erdoirce the standands that she'd leamed
fom her mother (he soaver “Don’t be
whetto, Wayne, earing all sranding up.”
And the three children sat and ate their
ramen and eggin slence,

lizabeth [ones carns around thirm-

nine thousand dollars a year from
her rwa jobs. Compared with the aver-
age mcorne of tase whie leave the wel-
fare rolls in the Districe (seventeen thon-
sand dollars, an Urban Instinute study
says), thisis an astronomical sum. Come-
pared with what is requiced to meet the
basic needs of a family of four in Wash
ington (Afty-two thousand dollars, says

anotlier study), it3s not. Elizabeths rent



and car payments consume twelve hupn-
dred wnd twenty dollars of her sixteen-
hundred-dollar monthly take home
from the police depaitment. Her othier
bills include a vwo-hundred-and-eighry-
two-dollar monthly payment on a stu-
dent loan she tock out years azo for a fly-
by-might trade school, so 7 second job is
essential, The marerial reveards of the
two jobs are real: 4 car, 2 Sueuki Fsteem,
with the names of her children sten-
cilled on the rear windeonw, ke o univer-
sity affiliation, and a rented frame house
four eructal blocks from East Capitol
Dhwellings, a notorious public-housing
project where she used to live. In the
siall oo, there 154 LoITipreT,
on which the kids can play Frogger,
which they do frequenthy; because their
mather, whose work leeeps her abreast of
the perils of the neighborhood, forbids
them to play outside when she's not
there, The children ne longer have to
wear shoes with the size stamped con-
spicuously on the sole (stigmata of Pay-
lese), and, until Elzabeth decides thar
she can't afford it, they enjoy a legini-
ke cible-relivision hookup, mstead of
the bootleg connections known arourd
here as “fable " But when Demard hears
gunshots outside the house at midnight
and shakes with temmor, Lie can'’t cry our
for his mother. He has 1o page her

Elizabeth, who as 2 mile does not
belabor the obvious, rarely talks of fa-
tipue. She does speak of missing her
kids: "Like, I'm at work chasing after
sune crazy person and T am thinking,
Have my kids raken a bath, did they do
their homework, did they trn our the
light=—rthe electricity ball 3 breaking
me—did they cat dinnes, did they go
outside like rhey're not suppesed to, did
they watch something terrible on TV
One of her happiest weeks of last year
wits the time shi got bronchins and had
to stay home with her children.

Welfare reform has been chronicled
by journalists, academics, and policy-
makers whe are thriving 1 Aunericds
culture of opportunity, and the assump-
tions of the new law tend to racfy those
of the professional class: work leads in-
exorably to moral (and, by extension,
civie) improvement and the economic
good of a mother—a self-sufficient
worling mother—leads nexorably to
the good of a child. If these newly worl:-
ing mothers are weaned of their de-

S flﬁar'.;m'!ﬁm"'_ﬁ

“Didd you remember to whack the cat?”

pendence on public assistance, they will
become, to put it bluntly, more like us:
l=ss violent, less solated, less likely to
usc inigs and aleohel, and better par-
ents. Indeed, the women of the Shrimp
Boat—part of a group described not
I ago s 4 permanent underclass—are
steadlily becoming more like the Ameri-
Cdn Ifli[]l“l'. i'.]FIFﬂ.

W on is divided into four un
egual sections, radiating out fraom rhe
United Srares Capitol. The Shrimp
Boat sits toward the end of East Capital
Street, one of the dwiding lines. In 1996,
only three per cent of householders in the
prajects surmounding the carryout earnied

the majority of their income; moest of

the rest collecred public assistance. To-
clay, one-third work for the greater part
of their income, an improvement at least
partially stmburable to a good economy:
As Shrimp Boat parents spend more
time ar work, thewr daily dilemmas in-
creasingly mirror those of the middle
class, which long ago diseevered thar the
mterests of career-conscious parents and
demanding children sometimes clash.
In the Shrimp Boar, though, these im-
peratives collide with particular velociyy.
These families have one parent. Child-
care options do not inchide Ive-in srters
or after-school piane lessons. The sith-
grade school day in the ghetwo begins

with 2 metal detector und 2 mandarory

frask. *A Labv s first ywords anc supposed
terhe th-.,.e“LBCs " Direnika once ohserved
in frustration. “Hur where we lve their
first word be *birch.”™

The plysical privations of inner-city
children are often overstared, and their
parenits’ resourcefilness undersold, A
more logical worry, it teems to me, is
whether a cycle of opportunity really
8 replacing the eycle of pathelogy, even
for the luckiest children of reform.
Ghetto children ure wld regularly o “be
positive,” and, until faeed with over-
whelming evidence to the contracy, they
usually are. Bur the exodus of mothers
wito the W{:«rl-tp]ﬂcd hias created some-
thing new and not \-'-'11::-|I_1.= pusitive i the
Shrimp Boat: aworld of free-range chil-
dren at the mergy of unreformed nsti-
minene that, in the dhsence of parents,
are all they have,

On a sweltering evening later that
Augst week, T happened to be in 1 row
house ncar Elizaberhs where 8 mother
hiad returned from the first fll-tune job
shetd held in fifteen years and found her
fourteen-year-old daughter bearing her
nineteen-year-old son with an ironing
bosard. The boy had stolen the girl'’s
cheeseburger—the remainder ol a rwo-
for-one special she'd boughrat MelDen-
ald’s and squirrelled under a bed for din-
ner. " T'm oot going to lose another job for
this Tom and JL“IT}" himiness | have o
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"Hang in there, Dave—ti

readd. Drenika’s said, *Baddest Chick/
53rd Strecr Mobh.™ On her bony wrist
were the words “Leve Rice” The two
eleven-vear-olds spoke coolly of 2 class-
mate—his mother had 4 scrub jub—
whao couldi’t afferd a gel body—write
pen. He had commirted the social felany
ol decorating Himself with Wike Out.
Ower the years, Elizaberh has called
e periodically with unsettling bullerins:
that she has found the buller-ridden
body of a teen-ager shed been close w
since b was a voungster; thar she is
standing in the rmaddle of her ransacked
living room, intruder’s whereabouts
) nd the police, whom shes
at times, have not responded.

wer heard her more undone

n Drenika, then barely nine,

ericdl, Elizabeth, hom to a

hogot pregnant at siereen, be-

mant hersell a sivteen. She

sseed on her davghter the im-

1
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