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			For my father,

			whose wish for me came true after all.
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		Part I

		
			Stuck

		

	
		
			Preface

			
				In the suburb, one might live and die without marring the image of an innocent world, except when some shadow of evil fell over a column in the newspaper. Thus the suburb served as an asylum for the preservation of illusion.

				Lewis Mumford, The City in History, 1961

			

			I was born into my American dream in a suburb called Penn Hills.

			But growing up on a quiet street ten miles east of downtown Pittsburgh, in a middle-class white family that had no trouble accessing suburbia’s bounty, especially from public schools that delivered hundreds of kids like me to state colleges each year, I often found myself on the receiving end of a cryptic message.

			I just don’t want you to end up stuck like me, my father might blurt out during a commercial or while I was helping him in the garage.

			Then his attention would snap back to the Steelers game or whatever backyard do-it-yourself project he was fixated on that month, leaving me alone to puzzle over his words. Were they an order to be followed? A secret to be kept? I remained paralyzed with uncertainty right up until the end of high school, when I decided my dad had been trying to warn me. Driven by a dread I didn’t understand, I resolved to escape from suburbia as fast as possible.

			It was in Philadelphia that I found work as a journalist, writing about the spaces between this country’s promises and its realities. Like so many others before me, I became obsessed with the ways our education system so often seemed to widen that gap, especially for families of color. Still blind to the suburbs’ role in that story, I struck out for everywhere else, reporting from the boarded-up blocks of North Philly and the wide-open ranges of western New Mexico, from weary tumble-down buildings on the South Side of Chicago and the rutted sweet potato farms of central Mississippi. It seemed obvious that the country’s social contract had been broken in the cities we’d abandoned and the rural outposts we’d forgotten. It never occurred to me that the heart of the problem might instead lie in the tidy ranch houses and solid SAT scores of places like my hometown.

			But then, in 2015, a flood of devastating headlines began pouring out of Penn Hills. After running up a staggering $172 million debt, the same school district that had once served my family so well was on the verge of collapse. Teachers were being furloughed, services slashed, programs eliminated. Home values stagnated. Property taxes skyrocketed. The state auditor general described the district’s finances as the worst he’d ever seen. A grand jury concluded that the “catastrophic” fallout would cast a pall over my hometown for “literally decades to come.” And underlying all the bad news, I soon learned, was a surprising demographic shift. The public schools in Penn Hills, 72 percent white when I’d graduated back in 1994, were now 63 percent Black. Thousands of families of color had come to suburbia in search of their own American dreams, only to discover they’d been left holding the bag.

			Suddenly, the humdrum little town I’d fled a quarter century earlier seemed to be sounding a dire warning. The opening of suburbia was supposed to be the culmination of the greatest mass movement in our nation’s history, and experts were still pushing to move Black and Brown families into the suburbs and their “good” public schools. After all, that’s where the country’s foundational covenant—everyone is created equal, we all get a fair shot, success is determined by merit—was supposedly strongest.

			But what if those families were discovering that their advanced degrees and carefully tended cul-de-sac lawns still didn’t grant them access to all the country’s benefits? That their children still weren’t safe, even in the nation’s most sought-after public schools? That they were now stuck, not just in some quiet personal crisis, but in a wider unraveling, one that threatened to undermine the civil-rights-era dreams of equal opportunity and harmonious integration that followed the deeply flawed vision upon which suburbia was built? America, with its long history of broken promises, might not hold.

			It was this fear that ultimately drew me back home. On a blustery day in January 2020, I climbed into my station wagon and drove across the Pennsylvania Turnpike. I was forty-three, tired, with a to-do list already spilling off the page. But I desperately wanted to locate an American dream that wouldn’t leave my own two children stuck, financially or emotionally or morally. And now, the path forward seemed clear: I first had to understand how the abundant opportunities my family extracted from Penn Hills a generation earlier were linked to the cratering fortunes of the families who lived there now.

			My search for answers would eventually lead me on a journey across America’s rapidly changing suburbs, from the McMansion-filled subdivisions sprouting up north of Dallas to the bungalow-lined blocks of long-blighted South Central Los Angeles. Connecting these far ends of the suburban spectrum, I learned, was a relentless cycle of racialized development and decline that took root after World War II, then sucked huge swaths of the country into a pattern of slash-and-burn development that functioned like a Ponzi scheme. Through massive public subsidies, exclusionary local policies, and a nasty habit of pushing the true costs of new infrastructure off onto future generations, our government had essentially paid millions of white families to run away from Black America, then encouraged us to cycle through a series of disposable communities with shelf lives just long enough to extract a little more opportunity before we moved out, stuck someone else with the bill, and restarted the cycle somewhere new.

			But even as this pattern became ubiquitous, it remained mostly invisible. One big reason was described by philosopher Charles Mills as a willful racial ignorance that allows white people to protect ourselves from the truths we’ve “needed not to know” since the country’s founding. Even today, elected officials and everyday Americans alike remain deeply committed to forgetting about the government-sponsored white flight that fueled suburbia’s rise. To erasing from memory the burning crosses, racial real-estate covenants, and gerrymandered school boundaries that were used to keep everyone else out. To ignoring the scars left by the long-ago compromises of desegregation, and to dismissing the pain of whole neighborhoods that mass suburbanization helped undo. When an aging suburb began to teeter, we turned a blind eye, leaving ourselves unable to reconcile the vacant businesses, declining test scores, and dwindling property values with our vision of what that place was supposed to be. And after the community’s tax base vanished, its school system capsized, and its residents were all Black and Brown, we promptly forgot that the hollowed-out place left behind had ever been a suburb at all.

			Much attention has already been paid to how this cycle and its underlying ideology decimated America’s cities. In their classic book American Apartheid, sociologists Douglas Massey and Nancy Denton found that by the late 1970s, roughly two thirds of the white people in the nation’s major metropolises had already fled to suburbia, often on the strength of privileged access to cheap mortgage loans guaranteed by the Federal Housing Administration and Veterans Administration. This exodus led to a profound concentration of poverty in the mostly Black and Brown urban areas they left behind. Thanks to rising home values and a dizzying array of tax breaks, white suburbanites then saw our advantages multiply and ripple across generations: By 1989, the typical white family held more than ten times the wealth of the typical Black family, and white Americans were four times as likely as our Black counterparts to inherit money.

			“The advantage that FHA and VA loans gave the white lower-middle class in the 1940s and ’50s has become permanent,” concluded economist Richard Rothstein in his 2017 book, The Color of Law.

			By then, however, America was already entering a perilous new stage. The same cycle that had already devastated our cities was now churning through suburbia itself. Hundreds of aging inner-ring suburbs like Penn Hills were falling into debt and disrepair. Thousands of newer suburban communities found themselves in the path of the same gathering storm. And two major societal shifts were making the problem increasingly difficult to ignore.

			The first was demographic. The U.S. Census Bureau began projecting that America will be majority nonwhite before midcentury, the result of a white population that began aging and declining just as the nation experienced an explosion of youthful diversity. Nowhere did these trends diverge more sharply than in the suburbs, where white people went from 79 percent of the population in 1990 to just 55 percent three decades later. Inside suburban public schools, white children are already a minority.

			And all the while, the heart of America’s middle class kept disappearing. Home prices soared. Water supplies dwindled. Upper-middle-income families began hoarding an ever-larger share of the country’s opportunities. Millions of other Americans found they could no longer escape demographic change by simply moving to a newer community farther out in the countryside. By 2019, a profound pessimism had taken root: half the country expected their children to experience a lower standard of living than they’d enjoyed.

			Soon to be outnumbered, with no more away to escape to, white America is suddenly face-to-face with its ghosts. It is this confrontation that will define the next few decades of American life. And the early skirmishes are already under way. Pick a suburb. Go to a school board meeting. Sit through some high school math classes. Soon enough, you’ll see a painful truth being laid bare: The diversification of suburbia did not lead to a universal American dream, untethered from whiteness and extended equally to all. Instead, Black and Brown and white and Asian and rich and poor and immigrant and native born have all been left to craft separate variations on a theme. As a result, many white families are now consumed with anxiety about the erosion of long-standing advantages. Countless families of color have grown disillusioned by the suburbs’ failure to deliver equally on America’s promises. And nearly seventy years after Brown v. Board of Education, many of the parents, educators, and activists who long carried the dream of integration are demoralized and retreating. Suburbia is now home to a collision of competing dreams, each of which seems to be crumbling.

			This book follows five families and five suburban communities caught up in this unraveling. Outside Dallas, a conservative white family named the Beckers have just left rapidly diversifying Plano to buy a 5,500-square-foot home in an exclusive enclave where they hope to recapture a lifestyle that seems to be vanishing. In the sprawling suburbs of Atlanta, the Robinsons, who are Black, thought they were buying into a promised land of their own, only to find themselves fighting the highly regarded Gwinnett County Public Schools, which seems intent on sending their teenage son to its notorious disciplinary school. In leafy Evanston, Illinois, a multiracial mom named Lauren Adesina has joined a group of ultraprogressive parent-activists determined to root out white supremacy in local public schools long hailed as a model of successful integration. After being displaced by the gentrification transforming Pittsburgh, a Black family named the Smiths has just purchased the house three doors down from my childhood home. And in Compton, California, the infamous Los Angeles bedroom community that collapsed under the weight of suburbia’s contradictions decades ago, the Hernandez family has arrived from Mexico and pinned their hopes on a ramshackle little school called Jefferson Elementary.

			The Beckers and the Robinsons, the Adesinas and the Smiths and the Hernandezes. Each family is living out a separate act in the same story of suburban change. Together, however, their journeys reveal something larger, about why our postwar American dreams are faltering, and about the new dreams trying to rise up in their place.

			To tell this story, I’ll start by taking you directly to suburbia’s fault lines, into the center of the rising friction between families who thought they’d arrived and suburban communities on the brink.

			Part II will then take you back to the beginning, tracing how each family’s hopes for the future came to intersect with the histories of the suburbs where they eventually settled. In the process, I’ll show how suburbia and its public schools came to serve as the repository for three main variations of the American dream—and how the development pattern that followed now threatens them all.

			Part III focuses primarily on the 2018–19 and 2019–20 school years, when the flaws in suburbia’s foundation burst into public view, throwing both families and school systems into crisis.

			And Part IV explores the ensuing conflicts, each of which is illuminated and exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic and the protests prompted by the murder of George Floyd, compelling all of us to reckon with forces well beyond our control.

			Throughout the book, you’ll be crisscrossing the country, jumping from a PTA fundraiser in one community to a geometry lesson in another, sometimes within the same chapter. That’s because I believe the best way to understand what’s happening in suburbia is to consider these families’ journeys side by side. Look closely at the forces that transformed Compton into a community of last resort for undocumented families like the Hernandezes, and you can see how the Beckers are unwittingly helping sow the same seeds in Lucas. Mass suburbanization may have left us fragmented and divided, but it didn’t change a fundamental human truth: the best way to make sense of our world is still in relationship with each other.

			That’s why my story runs through the pages of this book too. Before I could fully grasp the disillusionment that mass suburbanization has wrought, and before I could recognize a version of the American dream that might keep us from getting stuck in the ensuing mess, I first had to peel back the many layers of my own need-not-to-know.

			Take that cold winter day back in January 2020. After exiting the turnpike, I drove to Penn Hills, then parked outside the house where I grew up. To be sure, my family didn’t lead a gilded life during our time on Princeton Drive. Five of us were squeezed into 1,001 square feet, making my parents’ regular fights about money and their own neglected dreams impossible to avoid. Later, when I started meeting people who had grown up in fancier neighborhoods and attended more prestigious schools, I would grow deeply insecure, focusing my attention on every advantage I didn’t receive.

			Sitting there in my station wagon, however, I’d already started to see things differently. Penn Hills may not have guaranteed me a perch at the top of society. But it did provide a sturdy floor that kept me from ending up anywhere near the bottom. Consider my third-grade year back at Dible Elementary, where I developed the annoying habit of drawing on classroom furniture after I finished my work. Rather than punish me, Ms. Bauman brought in a typewriter and turned me loose. The result was my first newspaper gig, as publisher of “Up to Date with Room 38,” a mimeographed one-sheet full of interviews with classmates and all the latest developments from the World Wrestling Federation. In hindsight, it was impossible not to see how the value of such opportunities had compounded over time, each newly opened door eventually leading to two more. After graduating from Penn Hills High, I transitioned seamlessly to the University of Delaware and then Temple University before starting my career in journalism.

			Now, though, the asphalt on Princeton Drive was cracked and faded. I climbed out of my car, then started down the patchy gravel driveway where I used to play Wiffle ball. My family wasn’t directly responsible for Penn Hills’ downward spiral. But we’d left behind a family-size mess of our own that now seemed like a microcosm of the township’s larger predicament. I wanted to see if it was still in our old backyard.

			Over the course of my childhood, my father’s endless do-it-yourself projects had turned our property into a maze of walls and fences that seemed designed to protect whatever it was he’d been afraid of losing. But after my brothers and my mom and I all left, his work had ground to a halt, and we’d all ignored the piles of junk he let accumulate out back. When my dad finally decided to leave Penn Hills in 2014, he approached the task like he was escaping a trap about to snap shut for good, selling the house to a guy he met through Craigslist for $27,000 in cash, roughly a quarter of what it was worth, on the condition the buyer take the property as it was.

			Five years later, everything was just as my father had left it. Trash, debris, and bald rubber tires streamed down the wooded hillside at the end of our driveway. Stacks of rotting wood, sheets of pink foam board insulation, and wooden crates full of empty glass jars were strewn about everywhere. Punctuating the scene were two dozen 55-gallon blue plastic waste barrels lying half submerged in a thicket of weeds and dead leaves.

			For decades, my family had extracted opportunity from Penn Hills, converting the publicly subsidized bounty of suburbia into the private gains that had allowed me to build a comfortable middle-class life somewhere else. The depressing tableau before me represented the waste product of that process. Eventually, I assumed, someone else would have to clean it up.

			It’s that mindset—highly racialized, profoundly damaging, passed down from one generation to the next, making all of us complicit—that caused the disillusionment now permeating suburbia. And only by disrupting it can we revive the belief that has long held America together: that for all this country’s flaws and contradictions and outright lies, we can always dream and pray and strive and hustle our way out of stuck. If we are to reimagine the nation’s social contract, to distribute its opportunities and burdens more fairly, to be free, the process will have to begin in places like Penn Hills, where the debate over the legitimacy of America’s promises has grown most fraught, where poverty is rising at an alarming rate, where a resurgent right-wing movement is finding thousands of foot soldiers, where Trayvon Martin and Michael Brown and Ahmaud Arbery were shot dead in the street, where the achievement and opportunity gaps within our schools are most stark, where control of our government is decided, where our infrastructure is aging, and where old debts are coming due. The illusion that suburbia remains somehow separate from America’s problems is no longer viable.

			As I turned away from my family’s mess and headed back out to Princeton Drive, I knew where my journey would begin. In my pocket, I had a list of all the properties on the street that had recently sold. One was the house three doors down. At the corner of its yard was a large concrete planter holding two flags. The first was American, red, white, and blue. The second was striped red, black, and green, the colors of Black liberation. Together, they flapped furiously in the wind.

			I walked up the gently curved sidewalk and stood on the porch. The front door was open. Inside, I saw a gangly boy, dark skinned, with his hair in twists. He was sitting at a table, doing homework. His name, I would soon learn, was Jackson Smith. His mother’s name was Bethany. She’d bought the house with her mom in the hopes of building some wealth for their family. She’d enrolled her son in the local public schools in the hopes he’d receive the special education supports he badly needed. Both ambitions were already in serious jeopardy. The Penn Hills school board would soon vote on whether to again raise property taxes and again slash services.

			Whatever happened next, I knew, for the Smiths and the four other families featured in this book, would serve as a window onto America’s future, helping determine if we’re finally ready to “let America be America again, the land that has never been yet, and yet must be,” as Langston Hughes once wrote. What I didn’t anticipate was that along the way, Bethany would challenge me to confront my own racial ignorance and the damaging expectations that flowed from it, in the process becoming a crucial contributor to this book.

			But all that would come later. The sky over Princeton Drive was beginning to darken. I took a deep breath, then knocked on the door.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			
				I’m furious and disappointed.

				—Nika Robinson

			

			The Robinson Family [image: ] Gwinnett COUNTY, Georgia

			Nika Robinson loaded her Nissan Altima with all the jeans and sweatshirts and toys her children had outgrown during the past year. It was the kind of bright August morning when you couldn’t help but feel good, with a rising summer sun already warming her dark brown arms. For months, everything had been a struggle, leaving Nika drained and irritable, a shadow of her usual bubbly self. But a looming change of season whispered on the breeze. The 2019–20 school year had just begun. So far, things had unfolded smoothly. A few hours earlier, Nika’s husband and teenage son had headed out the door for work and for school, sleepy and cute as they mumbled good-bye. Carter and Cassidy, suddenly second and fourth graders, were happy and laughing as they ate their cereal at the kitchen island. Now, with her schedule free for the first time in forever, Nika felt almost relaxed. The end-of-summer consignment sale at the Gwinnett County Fairgrounds was about to start. It would be like a little reward for keeping everyone intact.

			Nika climbed into the driver’s seat and slid forward. At just over five feet tall, she stood a full twelve inches shorter than her husband, Anthony Robinson, once a lean and powerful high school linebacker, now built more like a bulky defensive tackle. The two had met in 2003, when they were in their early twenties, back when nearby Atlanta still had space for all the pent-up hopes of America’s booming Black middle class. At the time, she had just earned her master’s degree in public health. He was working as a network engineer. After they got married, there wasn’t much debate. Upwardly mobile families like theirs lived in the suburbs. By 2012, the Robinsons had settled in a six-bedroom, three-bathroom, $223,000 house in one of the whitest parts of northern Gwinnett, forty-five minutes from downtown.

			Nika still wanted to believe it had been the right decision. Now in her early forties, it had become habit to push any nagging doubts about the life she’d built below the surface of her busy days, which were typically filled with work, parenting, and courses in the doctoral program she’d recently started at the University of Georgia. Just that morning, Nika had caught herself staring again at the dining-room walls, which remained the same neutral beige as the day they’d moved in. Weeks earlier, she and Anthony had bought several shades of blue paint in the small sample-size cans, then put a series of squares on the wall, one row running from Blueprint to Gentleman’s Gray, another from Van Cortland to Indigo Batik. But even after hiring a color consultant to offer advice, Nika felt unable to commit.

			It was a problem for another time, she thought as she backed her car out into the cul-de-sac, then passed her neighbors’ homes, their still-skinny front-yard trees and empty concrete driveways spaced at regular intervals. The condominium complex for active adults scrolled by, followed by the community’s gated pool and fenced-in tennis courts. Everything was calm.

			As they so often did, Nika’s thoughts circled back to her oldest son, Corey. Now fourteen, he was a bowling ball of a boy, short and stout, with a complexion like hers. A running back. He’d just started ninth grade at Mill Creek High, widely regarded as one of the best schools in the county. It was a big reason she and Anthony had picked the house and neighborhood they did.

			A favorite daydream returned after a long absence. Where might her son go to college? What would he study? Where would he work, live, raise a family of his own? Nika let her mind roam over the possibilities. She’d grown up in Buffalo, New York, then gone to undergrad in Rochester before making the big jump to Emory University in Atlanta for her master’s. Corey was more likely to go to a historically Black college, she figured. Just like his father, who studied math and physics at Clark Atlanta. Nika could already picture her baby boy in his gown, holding his degree, posing for pictures.

			It was good to feel such ease again. For much of the summer, the Backpack Incident had been replaying on an endless loop in her mind. Thanks to Corey’s adolescent relationship with the truth and her own contentious relationship with the Gwinnett County Public Schools, Nika had limited visibility into the details of what had actually happened. But it clearly signaled a dangerous escalation. The trouble had started soon after Corey began seventh grade at Jones Middle School. First, it was a series of citations and detentions handed out by white teachers who complained that he was disrespectful and took too long in the bathroom. Nika and Anthony weren’t the type of parents to kid themselves. They knew their son was loud and liked to clown around. They got on him about moderating his volume, watching his manners, regulating his tone, tempering his physicality. But then Jones staff classified an accidental collision between Corey and another boy as “Behav phys inj,” a code that fell under the district’s rules for assault and battery. It was while trying unsuccessfully to get that removed from her son’s record that Nika heard about the Backpack Incident. By now, the spotty details she’d pieced together fell like dominos in her mind. The white boy who had reported a missing necklace. The school police officer who had searched the bags of Corey and another Black student. The teachers who didn’t bother to call home. The lack of an apology after the necklace couldn’t be found.

			Before things could get any worse, Nika had pulled Corey out of Jones Middle and sent him to live with Anthony’s parents in neighboring DeKalb County for the rest of seventh grade. She also began researching a private Christian academy that reminded her of the private school she’d attended as a teenager back in Buffalo. But Anthony was cautious about money, and Corey wanted to be with his friends for eighth grade, so Nika had let the matter drop.

			During those first few months back at Jones, her daydreams of college were crowded out by fears that Corey might end up in Gwinnett County’s notorious disciplinary school, the GIVE Center. If that happened, what would be next? Dropping out? Prison?

			But the call never came.

			Still, for much of the past summer, the family had argued again about private school. Nika wanted to make the transition for ninth grade, before Corey became attached to a new group of friends. She scheduled interviews with the school’s academic adviser, even arranged for her son to work out with the football team. But Anthony was torn. They were already paying almost $4,000 a year in property taxes so they could send their children to the best public schools in Gwinnett County. How did paying more than $12,000 a year in tuition on top of that make sense? And what about Cassidy and Carter? Would they have to go to private school too?

			Grudgingly, Nika had relented, again. Mill Creek High enrolled nearly 3,700 students. Three fourths scored proficient or advanced in both reading and math. The morning of Corey’s first day, Nika had been worried sick.

			To her relief, though, things seemed to be going great. Corey had already made the JV football team. He was also taking Geometry, putting him ahead of most other freshmen in the state. And he had quickly become Mr. Popularity, attracting a wide cross section of friends with his constant jokes. When her son came home from those first few days of school smiling and relaxed, Nika finally exhaled. Now she began to chastise herself just a bit. Perhaps she was being overprotective, Nika thought as she neared the turnoff for the Gwinnett County Fairgrounds. Too focused on the negative, ungrateful for the blessings her family enjoyed. Maybe the dots she’d been connecting into the shape of some systemic problem really were just a series of unrelated incidents.

			She parked the Altima and climbed out of her seat. The midday sun wrapped her in a warm embrace. Back when Gwinnett was mostly rural and white, the sprawling fairgrounds complex had been home to rodeos and livestock competitions. Now it hosted a steady stream of craft fairs and dog shows.

			Nika gathered her things and headed inside, joining a throng of middle-class moms who were African American and Korean American and Nigerian American and Mexican American and multiracial and white. She drifted through 9,600 square feet of floor space that filled up each year with Spider-Man T-shirts and Lego bins and a small army of Frozen snowmen who stared goofily at passersby. Nika found the smartly organized totems of childhood soothing. Everything where it belonged. Smiling, she began hanging her family’s old clothing on the for-sale racks.

			Then her phone buzzed in her purse. It was one of Mill Creek’s assistant principals. He’d just handed Corey a long suspension. Nika would later learn that her son had been slap-boxing in the locker room with a teammate, more horsing around than trying to hurt each other. But someone had recorded the boys jumping around, and a bunch of laughing students had crowded around a cell phone to watch, drawing the attention of administrators who classified what happened as a fight. Nika heard the assistant principal say the harsh punishment he’d meted out was partly a result of her son’s past disciplinary record, which included the prior “assault” charge she’d been unable to get expunged from his record. Everything mooring Nika to the present moment seemed to dissolve.

			Inside the Gwinnett County Fairgrounds, surrounded by sneakers and strollers and exersaucers, she began to shake. A wave of anger crashed over her, then receded, only to be replaced by something like grief. She burst into tears. A stranger had to help her back to her car. Nika forgot all about the clothes and toys she’d come to sell, leaving them in a pile on the floor.

			“I’m furious and disappointed,” she told me later. “I should have sucked it up and paid to send him to the school I thought would be a better fit.”

			The Becker Family [image: ] Lucas, Texas

			America’s suburbs have long promised a brighter future to those willing to forget the past. That’s the first illusion, as old as the nation itself: that we can always start over somewhere new, find freedom farther out on the frontier, stay forever a step ahead of history. After World War II, this sales pitch proved wildly successful: Between 1950 and 2020, the population of the country’s suburbs grew from roughly 37 million to more than 170 million, representing one of the most sweeping reorganizations of people, space, and money in the country’s history.

			By the tail end of this era, however, suburbia was in the midst of an identity crisis. Millions of Americans remained deeply invested in their belief that the suburbs were the place where they could find peaceful neighborhoods, good schools, and a generous social compact. But the lived experiences of countless families like the Robinsons increasingly suggested otherwise.

			It was the work of scholars like John Diamond at Brown University; Linn Posey-Maddox at the University of Wisconsin; Sonya Douglass at Teachers College, Columbia University; Decoteau J. Irby at the University of Chicago–Illinois; and R. L’Heureux Lewis-McCoy at New York University that first helped me make sense of this rising discontent. By 2019, these researchers noted, the popular imagery of Leave It to Beaver, The Wonder Years, and Desperate Housewives was woefully outdated. Nearly half of suburbia’s Generation Z was already Black, Hispanic, Asian, or multiracial, part of a long-term demographic shift that was exposing the root problems with the suburbs. Especially their deep-seated history of white control, racial exclusion, and systematic forgetting, which together helped fuel a cycle of unsustainable outward expansion.

			Metropolitan Atlanta sat squarely on the leading edge of these shifts. As recently as 1990, the population of Gwinnett had been 90 percent white. By 2019, however, the county was nearly two-thirds Black, Hispanic, Asian, and multiracial. The ensuing tensions had crept into every aspect of families’ lives, from where they shopped to how much their homes were worth to whether they believed they could keep their children safe. And in the middle of it all was Gwinnett’s public school system, a sprawling $2.3 billion bureaucracy still controlled by older white leaders adamant that any sudden change risked the loss of everything they’d built over the preceding decades. Stick with what had always worked, they pleaded. Otherwise, the county would slide down the same path followed by its neighbor a few miles closer to Atlanta, DeKalb County, once among the most sought-after suburban communities in the country, now struggling under the weight of rising poverty, soaring infrastructure costs, and a dwindling tax base.

			All over the country, suburban communities found themselves in various stages of this same cycle. In Texas, the area north of Dallas had once been wide-open Blackland Prairie, acre upon acre of tall waving grass lit up each summer by magnificent sprays of wildflowers. By 2019, though, bustling suburbs spread out from the city’s edge in concentric rings, like a tree, a new community added every twenty years. Plano was in the second ring out. Just as its white population began to decline, its Hispanic population had grown by 105 percent, its Black population by 127 percent, and its Asian population by 205 percent. And just as those demographic shifts took hold, Plano was hit with rising costs, for everything from road repairs to senior housing to Chinese-language materials at the local library. The town’s leaders responded by adopting a new comprehensive plan that aimed to preserve Plano’s suburban character while also embracing greater density and the high-rise apartment buildings, mass transit, and racial diversity that would follow. Dubbed “Plano Tomorrow,” the plan won a prestigious national award as an example of how to make an aging suburb vibrant and sustainable. But a group of local residents had aggressively challenged anyone who backed it, filing lawsuits, accusing the Black mayor of “trying to turn Plano into another Harlem” and running for office under the banner “Keep Plano Suburban.”

			Consumed with their day-to-day lives, Susan and Jim Becker didn’t really follow such fights. They were both white, with cheeks and forearms that changed color across the seasons, from pale straw to warm bronze and back again. She was in her late forties. He was in his early fifties. They’d fallen in love in 2002, back when they both worked as bankruptcy advisers at a large consulting firm. They moved to Plano shortly after, then started a family that came to include three children and a dog named Astro, added after Jim promised the kids they could finally get a pet if his beloved baseball team from Houston won the World Series.

			By 2019, however, Susan was gripped with a mounting anxiety. The Beckers had sent their oldest son to the Plano public school down the street for a single year before pulling him out. In the half decade since, they’d embarked on what Jim jokingly called their “journey through Sinai,” skipping through a series of private and charter schools in search of someplace that could meet the very different needs of Sean, a strong and passionate swimmer who could be painfully shy around other kids; Avery, who was cheery and outgoing, but hated math and had trouble paying attention; and Noah, the youngest, whom Susan and Jim believed was academically gifted.

			That spring, just as the Robinsons began growing disillusioned with Gwinnett, where they’d moved expecting to find the same suburban dream enjoyed by generations of white families before them, the Beckers started searching for a way out of rapidly diversifying Plano, where they’d lost faith that the suburban dream they once took for granted was still possible.

			A path forward had emerged during one of Susan’s visits to her chiropractor. On top of a wide glass table in the spartan waiting room, local wellness providers advertised speech therapy services, neurofeedback reports, and customized bionutrition plans. Susan had never paid the piles much mind. That March, though, one of the business cards caught her eye. It featured a photo of a smiling white woman. She was a private educational consultant. Her job was to help Dallas-area families find the perfect schools for their children, especially those who happened to be gifted or dyslexic or have attention issues.

			How interesting, Susan thought, sensing providence at work.

			She called the number a few days later. The consultant engaged her in a long conversation about Jim’s travel schedule and the horrors of Plano traffic, the kids’ personalities and what wasn’t working in their current schools. It felt like therapy.

			Shortly afterward, Susan received a sixteen-page report titled “Becker Family School Summary.” The document listed three public school districts, three area private schools, and three different homeschool-support options. Susan quickly zeroed in on the section about the Lovejoy Independent School District. It served the new exurbs still going up in the third and fourth rings outside Dallas, several miles farther from downtown. The district enrolled just 4,200 children, far fewer than Plano’s 53,000. Ninety-seven percent of its students passed the state tests. What really drew Susan in, however, was the personalized attention and opportunities her children might receive. Lovejoy swimmers had won multiple state titles, and the intermediate school had its own natatorium, key considerations for Sean. As a fourth grader, Noah could get a few hours a day of accelerated coursework. Lovejoy also had a stellar reputation for serving students with ADHD and other special needs.

			She called the district’s administrative offices to learn more. A sunny woman named Stacey Dillon suggested she come out for a tour. Susan told Jim to clear his calendar.

			The morning of their visit, the Beckers headed for the North Central Expressway, built with millions of federal dollars after World War II, making the suburbanization of North Dallas possible. First it was Richardson in the 1950s and ’60s. Then Plano, during the 1970s and ’80s. Allen, one ring farther out, had boomed in the 1990s and 2000s. This was the exit Susan and Jim took, zipping past the Target and CVS, then by Allen’s residential neighborhoods, each packed tight with 3,000-square-foot homes hidden behind long brick privacy walls bearing names like Cottonwood Crossing. The landscape was barely distinguishable from the Plano streets they’d been driving for years.

			Then the Beckers crossed out of Allen and into the town of Lucas. The traffic lights grew farther apart. Pockets of grassy ranchland started to reappear beside the road. Susan felt something in her chest let go. The new homes going up in Lucas stretched out to 5,000 square feet, sometimes more. Daytime traffic within the insular subdivisions was limited to the occasional Amazon Prime van silently making its delivery rounds. At one of the town’s main intersections, the Beckers came to a stoplight. On the corner stood a Conoco station and a quirky old country convenience store. Strips of bright red aluminum ran in vertical stripes along the top half of its exterior. In the center, lucas foods was spelled out in tall white letters. To the left, the word bait rested directly on top of the word sandwiches, conjuring a disgusting image that made Susan and Jim laugh.

			The Lovejoy Independent School District’s administrative headquarters were located a few miles away, on Country Club Road, in a small complex centered around a little red schoolhouse that had once been the community’s sole educational facility. The district still had just three elementary schools, plus single intermediate, middle, and high schools that everyone attended together.

			Dillon met the Beckers at Puster Elementary. She clutched a clipboard to her chest and talked in a rapid-fire burst of words, coming off more like a corporate concierge than a public school bureaucrat. As the group walked through the brightly decorated hallways, she rattled off a menu of offerings that left Noah’s eyes wide. STEM classes were run through a partnership with a group called Project Lead the Way. It emphasized hands-on engineering projects, starting in the local elementary schools, which all had their own makerspaces. Robotics began in middle school, where students could also join band, color guard, orchestra, theater, and a dance team. Starting in ninth grade, Lovejoy offered thirty different Advanced Placement courses, including Statistics and 3-D Design. The high school had its own auditorium plus a separate black-box theater, a competition gym and separate practice gyms, one wing devoted to engineering and another to visual arts. Students were also encouraged to pursue independent study programs in whatever fields captured their imagination.

			“It could be Arabic, it could be saving dolphins,” members of the Lovejoy board liked to say.

			Left unspoken were the dramatic demographic differences that distinguished Lovejoy from many nearby school districts. Back in Plano, for example, the student body was now just 34 percent white. Almost one third of the students were considered poor, and 15 percent were still learning English. Lovejoy schools, meanwhile, were 75 percent white. Fewer than 4 percent of its students were considered poor, and just 1 percent were still learning English.

			Susan and Jim professed not to care about such figures. They thought of themselves as color-blind, concerned more with who people were as individuals than what groups they represented. During their tour, they didn’t think to ask what was behind Lovejoy’s homogeneity. But if they had, Dillon would have been ready with her stock answer.

			Septic tanks.

			It all came back to the local zoning codes, she’d explained after smiling at the confused look on my face when I’d taken the same tour. Lovejoy schools served parts of several municipalities, with most of its students coming from Lucas and Fairview, where local officials had taken numerous steps to manage the student population of the district. First, they’d designated nearly all the land within Lovejoy’s 17-square-mile attendance zone for residential development only. Industry and retail—and the traffic, density, and service workers that came with them—had to locate elsewhere. Then the towns had stipulated that any home built within that 17-square-mile area had to be on a lot that was at least an acre large. By comparison, most lots in Plano and Allen covered just a quarter acre. Officials in Lucas and Fairview had also forsworn public sewers within the Lovejoy attendance zone, requiring instead that every private residence within Lovejoy boundaries run off its own private sewage-treatment system.

			The net result of these policies, Dillon would explain during the tours she gave, dozens each year, to wealthy parents looking for public schools capable of competing with the elite private schools in Dallas, was that not a single child attending a Lovejoy public school lived in an apartment.

			Other factors shaped the composition of Lovejoy schools too. The market for real estate in the area was notoriously tight, pushing the price per square foot up to forty dollars higher than in most surrounding communities. In a few subdivisions, houses on one side of the street were zoned to Lovejoy, while identical houses on the other side were part of a neighboring district; the Lovejoy homes cost as much as $50,000 more. Furthermore, even the most well-to-do Black families generally didn’t bother trying to buy homes in the area. When they did, banks denied their mortgage loan applications at a rate 23 percentage points higher than the denial rate for white families with the same income.

			For the district, this invisible filtering system meant the ability to control costs. Instead of hiring teachers of English as a Second Language or paying for diversity training, Lovejoy had added an extra period to the school day so they could offer more electives. The wealth in the surrounding community also meant that Lovejoy had access to a deep well of unrestricted capital that most public schools could only dream of; each year, the Foundation for Lovejoy Schools raised more than $500,000 from local parents, extra money that came on top of local property-tax revenue and went to amenities like virtual-reality headsets, a rock-climbing wall, and a special sensory hallway for children with special needs.

			For Lovejoy families, meanwhile, buying a home in the area still seemed like a surefire way to compound their wealth. For starters, they got a private-school-style education without having to pay tuition. Because the local zoning code guaranteed that only other expensive houses could be built nearby, the value of their homes seemed almost certain to appreciate. There were also significant tax benefits, available to homeowners everywhere, but especially pronounced for those able to buy into exclusive suburban enclaves like Lucas and Fairview. In 2016, for example, the few thousand households living in Lovejoy’s attendance zone claimed federal deductions for mortgage interest and local real estate tax payments that totaled roughly $4 million, or about $1,500 per household, money that local families didn’t really need, but were disinclined to relinquish. And when Lovejoy families eventually did sell their houses, the first $500,000 in profit was tax-free.

			But such financial benefits weren’t driving the Beckers’ search, they told me. They just wanted to make sure their children were happy and well rounded. After their tour of Lovejoy schools was over, the couple tried to process the experience.

			“She just spent two and a half hours with us, and we don’t even live here,” Susan said.

			The next day, she called the Lovejoy administrative offices again. She asked Stacey Dillon if she could recommend any real estate agents who specialized in Lovejoy. Of course, Dillon said, passing along the number of a local agent who happened to have two children of his own in Lovejoy schools. He also served on the board of the foundation that raised all that money each year.

			The real estate agent began showing the Beckers houses that weekend. Jim quickly became enamored with a five-bedroom, five-bathroom, 5,500-square-foot home on an acre lot in a subdivision off Country Club Road. The house had peaked roofs and a huge fireplace. The kitchen featured a walk-in butler’s pantry. Out back were a putting green and a swimming pool surrounded by a stone patio with a built-in grill. A girl who would be in Avery’s class lived in the house directly behind the property. A boy Sean’s age lived in the house catty-corner across the street.

			The Beckers said they didn’t really notice that everyone in the neighborhood was white and well-to-do. What did register was how being in Lucas made them feel. Like they could breathe again. Less worried about having to constantly watch what they said. The little things, like the lack of streetlights, which allowed them to see all the stars in the night sky, reminding them of their own childhoods in small-town Texas. Just when the Beckers had started to think that maybe this version of suburbia and all the advantages it offered had disappeared, they’d found Lovejoy.

			The price of entry was $850,000.

			The Adesina Family [image: ] Evanston, Illinois

			In America, the community organizer Saul Alinsky famously said, “integration” refers to the vanishingly short period of time between the first Black family moving into a neighborhood and the last white family leaving. That’s certainly been the case across much of suburbia, so often built on a foundation of white exclusivity, only to later experience a rapid racial transition and then severe resegregation. America’s suburbs, however, vary tremendously. Some are gritty inner-ring bedroom communities. Others are stately streetcar suburbs that still retain their nineteenth-century charm, or sprawling expanses of shopping centers and subdivisions. Included in this motley assemblage are a relative handful of suburbs where people of different races and backgrounds have fought for decades to live, work, and educate their children together. One such community was right in Alinsky’s backyard, on the shores of Lake Michigan, fourteen miles north of downtown Chicago. Evanston, Illinois, was a college town of 73,000 people. Liberal middle-class white residents couldn’t resist the way late-afternoon light filtered through the old-growth maple and elm trees lining the wide streets of the town, which they lovingly called “Heavenston.” Black families had also built homes and businesses there for 150 years, laying as much claim to Evanston’s history and culture as anyone. And by 2019, an influx of Latinx, immigrant, and gay and gender-nonconforming families had given the town a decidedly cosmopolitan feel, which much of its highly educated population viewed as a valuable amenity, right up there with the lakeside beaches.

			Lauren Adesina first moved to Evanston in the mid-1990s. She was eleven at the time. Her father was originally from Nigeria; her mother, from Ecuador. Like everyone else, they were drawn by the quiet streets and the racial diversity. Above all, though, the Adesinas prized the highly regarded local public education system, which consisted of two separate bureaucracies: District 65, responsible for the town’s elementary and middle schools, and District 202, responsible for Evanston Township High.

			Smart, athletic, and sociable, with high cheekbones and a warm terra-cotta complexion, Lauren had no trouble making good grades and plenty of friends. By the end of high school, however, sneaking out of school for lunch dates at the local McDonald’s had lost its thrill. After graduating in 2003, she went to Oakton Community College, then moved to Chicago, where she earned her degree in psychology and sociology.

			In her late twenties, though, Lauren came back home. She began renting an apartment in the historically Black section of Evanston known as the Fifth Ward. The neighborhood’s elementary school had been shuttered several decades earlier, when District 65 decided to integrate by busing the Black kids from the area into mostly white schools in other parts of town. That was one reason Lauren had started her young son at Dewey Elementary, a mile away.

			Chris was a small boy, gentle and silly, with a grin that seemed to wrap all the way around to the back of his head, where his long black hair was often pulled back into a little puff. Since before he was born, Lauren had been afraid of inadvertently causing him harm. Her worst fears had materialized when he was one. After receiving his immunizations, Chris developed a lump on his arm. Then a high fever. Then he went into febrile seizures. During a weeklong stay in the hospital, he’d been intubated, leaving Lauren helpless and frightened. She’d emerged from the experience determined to protect her baby for as long as possible and convinced her suburban hometown was the best place to make that happen.

			By late 2018, however, even the secure bubble of Evanston felt fragile. On a hectic Monday night after work, Lauren wound through the town’s tucked-in residential streets, past the glowing dining-room windows that formed a checkerboard pattern against the chilly night sky. The public portion of the monthly school board meeting was set to start at 7:00 p.m. inside District 65’s administrative offices. She made it in just as the proceedings were getting under way.

			“Are there any comments from the public regarding the tax levy?” asked Suni Kartha, an Indian American woman who had recently been elevated to board president.

			But none of the parents, teachers, and local activists in the overflow crowd had come to discuss tax rates. Kartha nodded in the direction of superintendent Paul Goren, a sixty-year-old white man with narrow shoulders and a searching gaze that skipped around the room.

			Goren was the latest in a long line of remarkably liberal Evanston education leaders. Fifty years earlier, the town had become a national model for how to desegregate schools without prompting riots. Now, Goren was still working to keep the district racially balanced. He’d also embraced district-wide training around racial awareness and culturally responsive teaching, bringing to Evanston programs with names like Beyond Diversity and Seeking Educational Equity and Diversity, which everyone called SEED. Under Goren’s watch, the district had also crafted a racial equity statement and adopted a new racial equity policy, begun overhauling its approach to discipline and dress-code enforcement, and pushed along an effort to “de-track” the district’s eighth-grade Algebra classes, which historically enrolled a disproportionate number of white and Asian students.

			“I want to start this evening’s discussions with my personal and professional commitment to live and activate antiracism principles at every level of District 65,” he began. “Tonight, I am here as a white leader in the district, to listen openly, so that I can be part of the efforts to address systemic racism and discrimination in our schools and our communities.”

			When Goren was done, Anya Tanyavutti cleared her throat and tugged on the stem of her microphone. The lone Black woman on the board, she had sad eyes and dark hair. Along with her husband, who was Asian American, Tanyavutti had moved to Evanston six years earlier. She’d since had three children. The oldest had come home from preschool mistakenly convinced they were white and that other kids had problems. In the years since, neighbors in Evanston had regularly questioned whether Tanyavutti really lived in her well-appointed home. She’d also been asked on several occasions if she was the nanny to her own children. During her first several months on the board, Tanyavutti had danced along with the unspoken choreography of how things had always been done. Then she’d said to hell with it. For months, she’d been prodding her colleagues to publicly address a spate of racist hate speech in Evanston’s elementary schools.

			“As a Black woman who was once a Black child, and who was called and told many of the same things that we’ve heard being said to children in our community today, and who subsequently was not protected, validated, or heard, it pains me deeply to hear of the harmful experiences that children and families have had,” Tanyavutti told the crowd.

			Kartha then recalled a similar meeting the board hosted several years earlier that had led to many of the changes Goren had already implemented. Sergio Hernandez, a Latino member of the board, wasn’t present, but had submitted a lengthy statement in both English and Spanish. Candance Chow, a white woman and the board’s previous chair, spoke about how her racial identity and Christian faith had shaped her notions of peace as “everything’s quiet,” teaching her to mute her response to injustice.

			Public testimony finally began thirty minutes after the meeting opened. A procession of audience members marched to a podium placed in front of an expressionless gray wall. Each gave detailed accounts of the racist incidents they’d experienced in the local schools. Their stories stretched back decades, opening a window onto the tensions that had long been festering beneath Evanston’s idyllic surface.

			An older Black man named Albert wore a blue button-down shirt and told the board how as a child, he’d been excluded from events and performances at certain District 65 schools. Then, as a teen, he’d taken part in a massive 1968 protest led by Black students at the local high school. But decades later, he’d visited the school his young relatives attended, only to see firsthand that teachers were still withholding from Black children the affection and attention their white classmates took for granted. A timer went off, indicating that his three minutes of speaking time were up. He turned to the board and pressed on.

			“You are perpetrating a fraud here tonight,” he said. “We need to establish an elementary school in the Fifth Ward. Return the bused Black children home.”

			Several white speakers also addressed the board. The president of the local teachers’ union described her members as “all-in” on antiracism. They’d recently partnered with District 65 to curate a “Black Lives Matter at School Week of Action” curriculum. Another woman with eggshell skin and dangly earrings also rose to speak.

			“One of the things that I have realized, as I have been doing my own work to understand my whiteness, my identity as a white person, and white supremacy, to be able to say the words ‘white supremacy,’ and understand, even a little bit, what that means and how pervasive it is, is that I am finally beginning to understand, my understanding is evolving, about centering whiteness,” she said.

			The woman urged the school board to ignore anyone who didn’t support their efforts to become antiracist.

			“Don’t listen to them,” she said to a chorus of cheers. “If you know you are on the right side of history—and all of us here who have spoken really, truly believe you are—be brave. Don’t be afraid. And don’t center whiteness.”

			Also speaking was Heather Sweeney, a white woman who told the board about a collection of local white parents who had formed their own antiracism affinity group. A multiracial collective of parents had also formed an entity called Next Steps, then organized a yearlong discussion series of a book called Despite the Best Intentions: How Racial Inequality Thrives in Good Schools that detailed how white parents often perpetuate racism by seeking to hoard opportunities for their own children.

			Lauren was called to speak midway through the public testimony. She wore brown Uggs, gray sweats, and a black jacket she’d thrown on before the meeting. At the podium, she took a silent breath, then opened her journal. Long braids with silver beads fell to either side of her face.

			“So, I just want to start off to say that racism is a form of trauma,” she began, turning to the board. “Right?”

			Lauren’s job was to design workshops on racial equity for arts educators. She’d already gone through District 65’s Beyond Diversity and SEED trainings. At Dewey Elementary, where Chris was then in first grade, she’d become an active PTA leader. Now Lauren cleared her throat and squeezed the side of the podium.

			“Since his time at Dewey, my son experienced several acts of racism,” she began.

			“The first incident, somebody told, a student told, a white student told my son that all Black students are monkeys,” she then said, looking to the ceiling.

			“The second incident was another student told my child they didn’t want to play with him because they didn’t like his skin color,” she continued.

			“And then, while unpacking that, he was also letting me know that he’s being teased in class regularly because he’s darker than everybody,” she added.

			It was difficult to speak publicly about such experiences, Lauren told the board. She didn’t want to be crammed into anyone’s stereotypes. But District 65 must do better.

			“I’m grateful for all the positive strides the district is moving toward,” Lauren finished. “But from my experience and the experience of other families of color, it’s not enough.”

			As the discussion stretched into its third hour, a group of guest speakers took the floor. One was the Reverend Dr. Michael C. R. Nabors, senior pastor at one of the roughly two dozen Black churches in town. A proud man whose closely shaved goatee was flecked with silver, Nabors wore a dark suit and striped tie.

			“I want to start by saying I wonder if you all really know what you’re asking,” he told the school board.

			Eradicating racism in Evanston would require far-ranging steps, Reverend Nabors said. First, the board needed to acknowledge the problem was a community-wide epidemic. Then, all eight square miles of Evanston needed to be designated an Anti-Hate Zone. More trainings and workshops would be needed. Businesses, fraternities, and houses of worship would have to dedicate themselves to change. If any Evanston residents witnessed racist acts or words, he said, they should be encouraged to immediately report the incident to the authorities. Most of the room seemed to agree.

			But then Reverend Nabors told a personal story. His children were fourteen and nine. They liked to give their dad a hard time for always wearing a jacket and tie. A year or so earlier, Nabors and his wife had taken the family on vacation. Waiting at the airport gate, Nabors said, the kids had started in on him again, teasing him for dressing so formally just to get on a plane. Later, he sat them down for a talk.

			“Listen,” he recalled telling his children. “I wear a suit and tie to protect you. If I have my hoodie on, or if I have a T-shirt and blue jeans on, people don’t know me, they may treat me in a way that’s just completely unacceptable.”

			Suddenly, the conflicts that would soon start tearing Evanston apart were on full display. Goren, the liberal white superintendent, shook his head in earnest sympathy. By the start of the following school year, he would be gone. Tanyavutti, meanwhile, listened impassively. The Black board vice president was determined to push Evanston beyond the type of respectability politics Nabors was describing. No longer would the town’s children be told they had to dress, talk, or look a certain way in order to be safe, she’d vow later in the meeting.

			“Children deserve to go to school and feel fully alive and feel fully present and fully loved,” Tanyavutti said. “If we as adults have to get a little uncomfortable in order to do that, then I expect that we do it.”

			Lauren absorbed the back-and-forth. She was still wary about how much white families in Evanston were really willing to give up. And after what happened at Dewey, she knew she couldn’t keep her son at the school. Still, she couldn’t picture herself leaving her hometown altogether. Where else was there to go?

			It was approaching 10:00 p.m. Reverend Nabors was concluding his remarks.

			“What you all have to do, since you’ve started this,” he told the District 65 board, “is you have to openly, and publicly, declare war on racism.”

			The Smith Family [image: ] Penn Hills, Pennsylvania

			Of course, a public war on racism is not a battle that most suburbs have embraced. Instead, residents and elected officials alike tend to get caught in slow wars of demographic and economic attrition, embracing magical thinking right up until the moment the changes they’ve been denying and resisting reveal the fundamental flaws in their community’s foundation. The possibility of ending up in such a place ran counter to the dream Bethany Smith was raised in. But over time, the runaway gentrification transforming Pittsburgh had severely narrowed her options.

			She’d grown up in Sugar Top, a proud middle-class Black community that sat like a stubborn crown atop the city’s battered Hill District. Its streets, some still cobblestone, mixed modest row houses with majestic three-story homes set back atop steeply sloped lawns. There, Bethany’s often-gregarious personality and medium-brown complexion fit right in. During her teens and twenties, however, an invisible current had swept the Smith family from the Hill and out through Pittsburgh’s rapidly changing East End before eventually depositing them in Penn Hills, the aging bedroom community east of the city where I’d grown up. In 2018, Bethany and her mother pooled their resources and bought a 1,001-square-foot ranch house on Princeton Drive.

			The street had once been nearly all white. But for decades, families like mine had been fleeing and dying off. All the while, municipal revenues kept falling, the cost of maintaining the town’s infrastructure kept soaring, and an entrenched culture of political backscratching and can-kicking kept making the resulting problems worse. By the time Bethany arrived, Penn Hills’ population was nearly 38 percent Black and no longer uniformly middle class, and the interests of the town’s younger Black families were increasingly at odds with those of its aging white seniors. But local leaders seemed largely incapable of meeting the town’s shifting needs. Foreclosures became a major problem, hitting Black homeowners hardest, but there was little the township could do. Sidewalks went unbuilt and unrepaired, but private property owners often declined to cooperate. Teachers of color went unhired, creating a massive cultural disconnect between the adults and the children in the local public schools, but collective-bargaining agreements made any wholesale changes difficult. Most residents kept muddling along, choosing to believe Penn Hills could remain the sought-after bedroom community it once had been. But the tensions and contradictions eating away at the town’s foundation were increasingly impossible to ignore.

			Bethany responded by keeping one foot planted in her old life. Even after moving to Penn Hills, she and her mom returned every weekend to Grace Memorial Presbyterian, their old church in the heart of Sugar Top, where they helped run a youth program on Saturdays and attended services on Sundays. And when it came time to enroll her own son in kindergarten, Bethany chose Urban Academy, a Black-run charter school back in the city.

			By the fall of 2019, though, her grip on such touchstones was slipping, causing an old panic to gain new life every time she thought about her son’s future. Jackson was a handsome boy, tall for his age, with puppy-dog eyes and shirts that never seemed to stay tucked in. He was smart and usually sweet. But dark clouds could gather around him in an instant, compacting his face into a scribble of anger and frustration, foretelling a storm that would dissipate only after tantrums and tears. Now in second grade, his regular outbursts had turned his life at Urban Academy miserable. But the only alternative Bethany saw was the Penn Hills public schools, which many middle-class Black parents in the area viewed as a toxic mix of racist white adults and unruly, poor Black children, and thus strove to avoid.

			On a gray October morning, Bethany woke up and remembered the choice before her. After inhaling slowly, she granted herself an extra minute in bed, pulling the covers tight and swaddling herself inside one of her warmest childhood memories.

			It was New Year’s Eve 1992. Bethany was eleven. She and her best friends had tiptoed to the balcony of Grace Memorial. Outside, the last ribbons of dusk had disappeared, leaving nothing but cold night sky around the golden-bricked church. As the Watch Night service began inside, the smell of chicken, bacon, and eggs wafted up from the kitchen, where a midnight brunch was being prepared. From the balcony, the girls could see the church sanctuary rolling out below, a sea of crimson carpet giving way to the bald spots and wide-brimmed hats of the old people rocking in the pews. Their faces were turned toward the pulpit, where a new pastor stood framed against the majestic brass pipes of the organ. Rev. Johnnie Monroe had just begun his sermon. Bethany and her friends exchanged glances, savoring the deliciousness of the task they’d been assigned. Then, giggling, they grabbed the inflated balloons they’d carried up the stairs and tossed them over the railing, watching with glee as they floated down on the unsuspecting congregation below.

			Bethany had hoped to raise Jackson in a place as warm as that. And long after she left Sugar Top, the ethos that permeated the neighborhood—Black community nurturing self-love and excellence in Black children, so they’d be prepared to navigate an unkind world—remained deeply ingrained. After graduating from high school in 2000, Bethany had joined both Job Corps and AmeriCorps. In exchange for a grant that covered the cost of tuition at the Community College of Allegheny County, she worked as an assistant teacher in a kindergarten classroom at Pittsburgh’s first charter school, founded by the local Urban League. It was run by a Black principal, and the blue-and-white hallways were lined with African American
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